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Prologue
An old leather bound book sat on a golden pedestal, its cover gilded with golden writing and adorned with precious jewels In the quiet darkness of the room the tome sat on its pedestal waiting for someone to read its contents. 

This, of course, was no ordinary book, one could automatically tell by the slight illumination that was coming off the pristine pages. No, this book was a book that recoded the events of the world’s history. Even now as it sat on the pedestal words were appearing on the once blank pages, until…

The page which once was blank suddenly began to stain black with ink as the sound of footsteps echoed within the room. From the surrounding shadows an old man, who had a white bead and mustache that fell to his knees, stepped into the illuminated area where the book rested. The man’s bald held shone dully in the muted light of the room, but what was even more interesting was the beautiful sword that hung at his hip. The exquisite blade crackled with electrical energy every now and again as the elderly man went about his business.

With a wave of his frail hand the darkness of the room ignited into light as rows and rows of bookshelves revealed themselves. The old man took one look at the black page and shook his head in what seemed to be disappointment before ripping out the offending page. 

Looking towards a shelve one of the book that sat on the shelve wobbled before flying through the air and landing safely in his old weathered hands. Reading some of the words the old man finished by speaking one name, “Uzumaki Naruto…” 

Letting go of the tome in his hands, it wasn’t a surprise when the book found its way back to the shelve where it had been stored. Turning his head the man found another book that seemed to interest him as he pulled out a rather thin book that had the image of a fan printed on its cover.

Flipping the pages of the book, the elderly man mumbled soothing to himself before stopping on a certain page. The very air around the man seemed to shiver while the book in his hands began to change and warp. The image of the library and the bookcases melted and fell away as they revealed a bright forest with rock landscape. Looking down at his hands the man smiled when he saw that the little book was now a thick book with blank pages.

The old man closed that book and as soon as he did so it disappeared into thin air. Taking a walk the elderly fellow came upon a strange scene. There, in front of him, four people hovered in mid action, as if the scene was nothing more than a picture that had been given life. 

There was a brutish looking man, whose hand were clasped together as a wicked grin played on his face. The man’s gaze seemed to lock on a trio of  young teens that seemed to be caught in a hail of boulders, undoubtedly the man’s doing.

A brown haired girl looked on in horror while a boy with spiky black hair and red eyes seemed to be pushing his friend, or comrade, out of the way of a very large boulder. 

The old man twirled his long, thin, wispy beard around his fingers in thought, as he took in the scene of self sacrifice. Smiling to himself the man said in a soft voice, “You must not die here, young Uchiha. There is much for you to do, and a darkness that must be averted.”

Pulling his sword from his belt as the sound of rolling thunder echoed through the plains, the old man struck the boulder that was threatening to kill the young boy. Nothing happed, but yet the man looked pleased as he quickly turned away from the scene and nodded in self satisfaction. Walking away from the quartet the mans form slowly disappeared until there was nothing left, except the sound of thunder rolling through the area.

When he left, the scene slowly began to move as if a movie, which had been paused, was now resuming its full speed.

The black haired boy squeezed his eyes shut expecting the boulder to strike him, while at the same time the boulder overhead split into two halves and completely missed him. Not feeling the hit of the boulder, the black haired boy opened his eyes and saw that he and his friends were fine. That was when all three of them looked at the now very angry and equally confused man, they watched as his wicked smile now fading from his face only to be replace with a suspicious look.

“You’re going to pay for that!” said the red eyed boy as his friend stood next to him, “This time we’re going to make sure you stay down!”

Chapter One - The Demon’s Demise
The earth, it trembled. The night sky shook with the thunderous roar of a uncaged beast, while ninja on the ground did everything in their power to keep this “force of nature” at bay. Behind the desperate warriors lay their homes and families, yet stand before them was an ominous beast called the Kyuubi no Kitsune. It was an ancient demon of unimaginable power and malevolence, and tonight it seemed to have Konoha in its sights.

The men and women that stood between this beast and their homes steeled their resolve while pledging to not let it gain any more ground. The beast released another air shattering roared as several powerful jutsu tore through it flank. In retaliation it swung two of its tails wildly and showered the lucky ninja with a rain of house sized boulders. The unlucky ones were crushed under the might of the demons tails.

“Die!” the growled as it released a wave of terror, watching as the fear it created swept through the shinobi ranks causing those with weak minds to double over and scream in helplessness. To the shinobi on the ground, it felt like a blanket of despair covered the battle field and many began to run for their lives. 

That was when a shadow flew across the field revealing itself to be Gamabunta. Landing in front of the monster fox, the elder toad had his war blade unsheathed and at the ready while a figure on the toad’s head seemed to dispel all the worries of the ninja behind him.

“Keep it busy!” yelled the blonde man atop of the toad as the ninja seemed to rally around the man and renewed their attack on the fox, while even pushing it further back. On the toads head the man glared briefly at the giant demon fox before sighing in a sad manner. Going through a specific set of seals and gather an enormous amount of chakra into the chakra point in his abdomen he watched in fear and awe as a transparent vision appeared before him from nothingness.

A spirit stood before him with a hungry look in its eyes, its white pristine robes and dead grey hair seemed to rustle slightly as if there was a wind running through them. In the spirits black toothed maw was a beautiful blade that looked to be made from both ivory and onyx while the blade glistened in the moonlight of this dreadful night. The shinigami – the man had known exactly what he had summoned – began chanting as its hand rose over its head while prayer beads seemed to tighten around its translucent skin. 

His blue eyes held the specter gaze but they widened when he saw the spirits hair reach out and grasp something. Slowly something came into view, at first he couldn’t distinguish its shape but when it began to shine brighter he was floored with the revelation. The form was outlined in bluish-gold energy, and it was currently being restrained by this ghost’s hair. 

The blonde knew what it was and yet he still wasn’t prepared for all the emotions that surged through him. His soul, the form within the grasp of the death spirit was the man’s soul. 

No longer wanting to look at the specter, he focused his attention to the threat that was hell-bent on destroying his village. It was here, at this point in time, that he remembered his conversation with his students when he told them of his insane plan, and he smiled slightly as he remembered their reaction...

“Are you mad!?” yelled a young man who wore a dark blue suit with dark orange trim, while his black hair seemed to bristle at the idea his teacher and leader had suggested. He adjusted his goggles while running a nervous finger over a scar that marred the back of his hand.

“Hey, ousan! Tell him he’s crazy!” said the young man lividly as he turned to another person that occupied the room. Sitting on a chair quietly was another young man with spiky grey hair. His lower face was covered by a black mask and one of his eyes were also cover. The expression on his face usually conveyed a feeling of boredom, but right now it was definitely giving off a hostile vibe that said ‘call me that again and I rip your tongue out’.

“As much as it pains me to agree with him,” huffed the one eyed boy in exasperation, “He is right. You shouldn’t go and sacrifice yourself needlessly.” The black haired boy shook his head up and down vigorously as he tried to get the point through that he agreed with his partner.

The blond man in front of the two young men began to talk, but he was interrupted as yet another voice sounded from the shadows of the room. A light brown haired woman emerged with a frown covering her face as she said, “I agree with them Hokage-sama. You are needed here...what if you plan doesn’t work? We will lose one of our most competent leaders and a powerful ninja before our real battle has begun. Also…what about your wife? Do you think she would want this? Besides, are you sure that this will even work?”

“Will it work?” asked the Hokage in a serious voice that cut through each of the people looking at him, “I honestly don’t know, but it is my duty to protect everyone. I cannot send others to die without trying something as well. That is the duty of a Hokage, one that is asked of him…and him alone.”

“But Kushina…”

“Is dead,” the man stated, shifting his body and face into the shadows of the room. “There was an unforeseen complication and she died giving birth,” explained the blonde haired Hokage when he saw the young lady about to speak.

Shaking his head at the somberness that the room took on, he looked at each of the ninja in the room with a sad smile “If you can come up with a better plan in the next couple of hours I’m all ears, otherwise...I’m going through with my original plan. Is that understood?”

“But,” the blacked haired man all but screamed at his blonde haired leader while the young woman placed a small hand on his chest which seemed to calm him down a bit. “I don’t know how to even...this is a baby we’re talking about, and...DAMN IT THIS IS MAKING ME SO ANGRY!” he yelled while punching his fist through the nearby wall. Not knowing what to do with himself the young man stomped out of the room leaving the three behind as he screamed and curses his way down the street.

“I’m so sorry about this sens...um...I mean Hokage-sama,” she bowed quickly, tears flowing from her eyes, as she ran after the young man. This left the silver haired young man and his leader staring at each other with nothing but silence between them.

It seemed that the one to break the silence was to be the subordinate as he ran his fingers through his hair while saying casually, “Explain to me again why you want him to raising your son?”

“Kakashi,” said the Hokage softly while looking out the window at the approaching menace in the distance, “you should know that even though he’s a loudmouth and a pain in the rear, Obito is a good person who has his heart in the right place.” The young man named Kakashi looked away when he felt blue eyes training themselves on the young man, “Who convinced Rin to research organ transplant? Who went through hell to get his clan blessings, when he got his brother to donate one of his eyes to you?”

Kakashi looked anywhere but at the blonde while he adjusted the forehead protector slightly and sighed loudly. “Besides,” the man said with a grin, “He always had Rin to straighten him out when ever he gets too full of himself. That has to count for something, right?”

Kakashi’s eye curled familiarly as the blonde knew he was smiling underneath his mask, “Yeah, I guess so.”

“Now remember,” the Hokage said with a grimace as he looked around and whispered softly, “No one is to know of this. Not even the Sandaime, got that?”

“I understand,” said Kakashi as he looked in the corner of the room at the small child that slept quietly in a blue blanket.

The man looked back in time to see the spirit’s hand, it was covered in all sorts of strange seal-like marks, plunging into the souls body. The pain that shot through his body was almost unbearable. It was something akin to someone driving their arm through his chest and squeezing his heart. He was in so much pain that he was barely able to stand straight.

“Minato! Are you okay?” asked the giant toad under him in a gruff voice.

“Yes. I’m alright, Gamabunta-sama,” Minato replied as he winced at the feeling that was creeping over him. “Alright! Gamabunta? Get me closer, I have a surprise for it...”

Grunting the giant frog leapt into the air firing off three gigantic balls of water from its mouth that seemed to break over a red chakra barrier. ‘Forgive me son, but there are no other choices…,’ thought the man as he jumped off the frogs head and dove straight at the fox while a spectral hand seemed to rip out from his chest plunging deep into the demon fox body!

The foxes eyes widened as it felt its soul being pulled from its chakra created body and funneled into a waiting cage with wrought iron bars. ‘NOOOOOOOOO!’ the beast screamed as the doors to its cage closed and seemed to become sealed with something that not even it, with it’s raw and unimaginable power, could break.

The ninja on the field watched as their leader engaged the beast for a moment before the thing gave a death knell and seemed to burn away to nothing. Cheers could be heard as several ninja happy thanked their leader for defeating the menace to their village, but others watched in horror as a limp body fell from the sky and lay unnaturally still. It was those ninja that bowed their heads and prayed silently for their leader as he had made the ultimate sacrifice for the village, he had given his life to save them.

****

In a small room, three people stood watching a small baby sleeping atop a sacred alter. The alter was covered in seals and had several candles burned brightly at the corners of its surface. Suddenly, the flames of the candles flickered as their color turned blue and then they exploded with fury as they changed into fountains of blood red flame before dying out to nothing, and that’s when the crying started. Lighting the candles again, the three watched as three whisker marks appeared on each side of the baby’s tear streaked face and a black seal appeared on the child’s stomach for a moment then disappeared.

“That’s it,” the silver haired ninja said with a bit of sadness lacing his voice while he looked away from the boy. Rin began to cry while holding her hand to her face and sobbing into her palms.

The only one of the group who hadn’t said anything was standing over the crying baby. Slowly, and with an infinite amount of care, the man lifted the child and bundled him up while rocking him slowly. “He told me your name was to be Naruto,” said the spiky haired man holding the bundle and watching as the child forgot it’s crying to yawn and snuggle deeper into the blankets, “From this day on Naruto, I pledge my life to you. As I pledged my life to him.”

Kakashi watched in awe as his friend rarely show this side of himself. He couldn’t help but smirk as he walked over to his friend and looked down at the baby now sleeping in Obito’s arms. “I, Hatake Kakashi, pledge my life to you Naruto, as my friend has done before me.”

Rin finally wiped away her last tear as she joined her friends and said, “ I, Ishikawa Rin, pledge my life to you, as my friends have done before me.” And with that said the three of them watched the little child smile peacefully as he twitched ever so slightly in Obito’s arms.

****

The day after the tragic climax with the Nine-tails was filled with grief, sorrow, sadness, tears and a glimmering ray of hope. The people of the village of Konoha stood quietly at the funeral for the Yondiame Hokage, hero and savior of the village. Many other mourned the deaths of their loved ones and those who were injured seriously in the battle.

However, as almost everyone presided over the funeral, three figures could be found saying their goodbyes at one of the gates to the great village.

“Remember to come see us every now and again,” said Rin as she hug Kakashi making him feeling a bit uncomfortable.

“Ah,” Kakashi said while remembering the scene they had created that night in the Hokage's office...

“What are you saying!?” asked Sandaime as he looked at the two people that stood before him. Both were students of the man that had just died saving them, he couldn’t believe that he was hearing correctly.

“I said,” replied Obito with a surge of confidence, “that I would like to resign from being a Konoha ninja and would like to request that we be moved into an ex-nin community outside of Konoha.” The words were hard to say as they sounded treacherously like disrespect, seeing that the Hokage had just saved their lives, but Obito knew that they had to be said and he wasn’t about to back down now.

Rin spoke up as a lull seemed to settle over the room, “I too want to resign and follow...my love where ever he goes.” Sandaime looked up in partial shock, but then deflated before the two standing in front of him as he pulled out a small document from his desk and told them to sign it.

After signing and writing something at the bottom, he made several seals and slapped his hand down on the document making it become blank. “All you records have become sealed and your names have now been moved to the ex-nin roster. I don’t know what has happened to make you choose this course of action, but I have included a slightly loop hole in your resignation that will allow you to come back at anytime.”

“Also…what about your family’s bloodline?” the old man asked Obito while watching the young man’s eye twitch in annoyance. 

“I have been excommunicated from the Uchiha’s. They have already taken precautions, though I have no doubt they will keep tabs on me every now and again.” growled out the black haired man as he tightened his fist slightly and then blew out a angry breath.

“Fine,” said the Sandaime Hokage while opening his hand in explanation, “but the only community that is available for resigned ninjas at the moment, is the village of Horoyu located on the southern peninsula near the tea country.”

Both ninja nodded once as they thanked the old man and said their goodbyes. This left only the old man and the silver haired man standing in the company of each other. “Do you know what this is about?” asked Sandaime with a piercing look at the young jounin in front of him.

“Some wounds cut deeper than others,” Kakashi said cryptically keeping his face impassive.

“Such a shame,” the Hokage thought out loud, “we’ve already lost so many and now I must see even more leave...will Konoha ever be the same?”
Kakashi was broken out of his thoughts when a hand stretched out before him, and he found himself looking into the dark eyes of his best and pretty much only friend other than Rin. “Will I see you soon?” asked Obito, his eyes slowly taking on a reddish tint of the Uchiha bloodline.

“You shouldn’t be showing that,” Kakashi chided his friends before answering, “Most definitely.”

Kakashi watched the two walk past the wooden gate into the wide world while he stood his ground. Rin was currently rocking the small bundle in her arms, as Obito lugged a large pack over his shoulders and caught up to the two while looking back to give a wink to his one eyed friend.

At that moment a loud gong-like sound could be heard as it was carried on the wind. The funeral had started and he was late, but Kakashi thought as he stood there watching the three leave Konoha, ‘And so like the phoenix of legend, as one dies another shall rise to take its place.’

Chapter Two - The Fire of Youth
The years had seemed to pass by quickly as both Obito and Rin had settled down in Horoyu village with Naruto. At first the move was difficult because most of the village saw the new couple as strangers, but as time pasted and people got to know them they became an intricate part of village.

****

Obito had kept his skills as a ninja sharp by becoming a hunter of sorts, while Rin — on the other hand — decided to set up a Healers shop. Suffice to say that Rin was often the one who brought in the most money, as her shop was the first of its kind in the area and the people of Horoyu always seemed to be sick. Just the fact that Rin had to hire several apprentices and employees was an indication of how much business the shop usually did. There were even orders from neighboring villages that were delivered by Obito as he did his so-called “hunting”.

Deep down Rin knew that Obito wasn’t hunting animals, even thought he’d come back with one from every trip with a fantastic story about he got lost and wandered about trying to find something to hunt. She knew that her husband was hunting criminals for the village and was being paid quiet well for it. However, she also knew that Obito would have done the jobs even without the pay. It was hard for a ninja to go against years of training, and it was hard for Obito to pass up a chance to stretch his legs and dust off his skills.

As for their adopted son, Naruto grew up fast. Faster than they had ever seen a child grow. The little blond bundle of joy was walking before he even reached the one year mark. He was a happy child, and even seemed to radiate a strange aura of calmness from him as he seemed to get into everything.

Rin would often smile when she thought about how attached to Naruto her husband had become. Obito could often be seen playing with him in the yard, and even at night he would read stories to the little child while kissing him good night after the blonde ball of sunshine had fallen asleep.

Whenever he wasn’t “hunting”, Obito was the consummate father and Rin could often be seen with a thoughtful look on her face as she wondered if he would be like this with their child?

****

Several years had passed and Naruto’s fifth birth day had come and gone. Obito and Rin had been training Naruto in the ninja arts since the day had come when he could understand what they were talking about. Between his education and training the boy had a small amount of time to wander about the village and explore everything. 

The people of the village loved their little Naruto. He could often be seen watching or being taught how to play shogi down at the parlor in the middle of town. All of the older man could be seen treating the little boy as if he was a grandson or nephew. That feeling was mutual for almost everyone in the small village. However, since the village was for retired ex-nins most everyone here was already an adult which left Naruto almost no one his age to play games with, but that didn’t seem to deter Naruto in his friendships. The little boy could often be found sitting with the older men in the shogi parlor asking questions and being taught about patience and strategy, seeing that both ideals were foreign to the little sun kissed blur of energy.

Because of his tenant, Rin would often make a routine check up of Naruto’s health every month. She was always surprised to see that the little boy’s chakra reserves were always expanding while his inner chakra coils seemed to thicken and taken on the appearance of that of an adult. Another worry of hers was when Naruto had cut himself severely on a freshly cut bamboo pole, she was shocked to see that the wound closed almost instantly and the tissue around it reverted back to its smooth appearance.

His healing capabilities and his high immune system often made the boy a bit more rambunctious than other of his age. Rin’s worry wasn’t about where his ability had come from, but rather what this ability was doing to her adopted son. With her expertise and understanding of the body Rin knew the adverse effect that the regeneration was causing within Naruto, and so she began to research a way to remove the possible danger that this ability might cause in the near future.

**** 

Another two years had passed with Naruto learning and catching on to his training that his parents had been giving him. Today, Obito watched as the little boy tried desperately to keep his feet above the small pond that they would often frequent for training. Even though Naruto could only hold himself over the pond for a few minutes at a time, it was more than any other child could do at that age.

Naruto wasn’t genius at everything he did, but he did have a passion for learning everything about being a shinobi, especially if his father has asked him to learn it. Obito smiled as he remembered the times that he would teach Naruto a new move and leave him to his own devices only to return to find the boy sleeping on the ground from exhaustion. Nothing ever came easy to the little blonde, but Obito noticed that when he did finally understand it he seemed to have a knack for twisting it and bending it to his will.

Obito smile as he watched the little boys face curl slightly into a sneer before he swore loudly and tried to get control of his technique by pumping even more chakra his rapidly fading jutsu. “Hey, watch the language! You know you mother doesn’t like you saying those words and neither do I,” Obito said sternly.

Naruto bowed his head in shame as he said, “Sorry, otosan, but it just that I can’t get a handle on this!” His frustrated cry made Obito look up and watch as his son stood trying the jutsu again while he was panting in frustration. Red seemed to fill Obito’s eyes while three dots seemed to ring his irises, the Sharingan was now staring at the little boy as he struggled and saw something that he wouldn’t have believed if he didn’t already know about it.

Obito watched as blue chakra seemed to swirl around his son only to be interrupted by a small blast of red chakra, which cause the boy to lose his control and as he used a large amount of chakra to gain back control. Red eyes faded as the returned to their normal dark color. “What were you feeling at that moment, Naruto?”

“What moment?” asked the little boy as his eye squinted in confusion.

“The moment you lost control,” clarified Obito while he walked to the other side of the small pond.

Naruto stood still in low grass as he thought back to that part and realized something. “I was angry and impatient that this was taking so long to master,” Naruto said softly trying not to draw his father’s attention.

“Exactly, so what do you think you should do now that you know that those feeling might be the cause of your problem?” asked the black haired man as he picked up a rather large stick and waved it around testing its strength.

Naruto looked down at the waters and thought hard about what his father had taught him, and for a second he almost said something but instead he chose to sit down next to a tree while closing his eyes and willing his frustrations and anger away.

Obito smiled as he sat next to his son and handed him a small canteen of water to refresh himself. ‘He knew that just trying harder would’ve caused even more trouble and grief for him. However, at the same time...where I would have left the training off for another day, he has only decided to take a short break to gather himself.’

Later that day, Obito and his son walked into their house as Naruto beamed brightly for getting the hang of the walker walking trick. Both of them were witness to a solemn looking Rin who told Naruto to wash up for dinner as she handed a piece of paper to Obito saying, “Read.”

That night, Naruto watched his dad storm out of the house in fury, his Sharingan spinning wildly as he walked off into the dark of the night. His mother sat quietly as a single tear rolled down her cheek, as Naruto got the courage to ask, “Okasan? What happened? What’s wrong with otosan?”

Rin felt the light pressure of little arms around her waist, and when she focused on the source she saw that Naruto was hugging her and his face looked expectantly up at her waiting for a reply. “Your father’s family...” said Rin slowly turning over the thought that maybe she shouldn’t be telling Naruto this, but one look into his eyes told her that he needed to know, “someone bad has killed all of you father’s family, son.”

“What? Why?” asked the blue eyed boy with such confusion that Rin decided that he didn’t need to know the specifics.

Rin chose instead to look away to hide the sadness on her face as she said, “Something will happen in your life that will confuse you, Naruto. It’s up to you to find your own answers to those questions, because I myself don’t have an answer for you.”

Naruto sniffed at his mothers answer as he cold almost “feel” the sadness rolling off of her. “Don’t cry mommy,” said Naruto as he jumped down from his mothers lap and walked to the door where Obito had left saying, “I find the answers for you and dad.” He stepped out not looking back, but feeling that his words help his mom. Sure enough, seeing this little boy dealing with such sadness from his parents in a collected manner made Rin feel a bit more secure as she took a deep breath and began to boil some tea leaves.

Naruto spotter his father sitting on a tree stump, which over looked a small lake that they was nearby. Walking slowly, but purposefully he came within several feet of his father only to hear him say in a harsh tone, “What do you want?”

“Can I sit?” asked Naruto, as his fathers form stood straight in shock. It had seemed that he wasn’t expecting his son to follow him. Naruto waited a moment and began opening his mouth to ask again, when his father spoke up and said, “Sure...go ahead.”

Naruto plopped down next to the black haired man as they looked out at the lake in silence. He didn’t have to see his fathers face to feel the anger that was rolling off the man at the moment. However, instead of talking to his dad, Naruto decided to just be next to him.

This was how it was for an hour and a half. The two stood watching the shore of the lake sweep in and gentle sweep out, every now and again one of them would shift their position or entertain themselves with something. During this time, Naruto had noticed that a nearby tree looked like it had received the brunt of his father rage at the information as he spied several burnt out holes that still seemed to be smoldering.

Obito watched the waters ripple in front of him as he thought of his family, his mother, father, sisters...all of them dead. He wanted to become angry and take revenge on the person who killed them, as his blood was boiling and his vision became clouded with anger. However...for some reason, ever since his adopted son as sat down beside him, Obito could feel his anger beginning to ebb like the shores of the lake he looked out at, it seemed every minute that he sat with the quiet boy that his “real” feeling came into perspective.

It had been quiet a while since on of the two males said anything, then without warning Naruto asked, “So?”

Looking at him in confusion Obito replied by saying, “So what?”

“When do we leave to catch those bad people and kick their butts?” Naruto asked a wide eyed Obito while he grinned at his father.

A heavy sadness crushed down on the older man while he looked at the boy across from him and smirked saying, “We don’t.”

“No?”

“No.” responded Obito as he looked at Naruto and said in a solemn voice, “Revenge will never solve anything, son.  A good shinobi knows that instinctively. Besides, it won’t bring back my family, will it?” Obito smiled when he saw the little blonde shaking his head as an answer to his father’s question.

“So?”

“Hmmmm?”

“Do you want to go back home? Cause I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry!” said Naruto as his little stomach growled viciously at the both of them. Obito laugh long and hard as he got off his seat, but before him and his son left he hugged the little boy and ruffled his hair.

****

It was after that day that Naruto had noticed that his father was starting to become a bit stricter about training. Naruto didn’t mind it, even though he complained and even got into shouting matched with his dad every now and again, because he knew that deep down his father was training him so that he would never have to lose an important person again.

One day, when they were training in a field, Naruto was asked by his father, “What are shinobi considered if they break the rules?”

Thinking of his lessons, Naruto said, “They are thought of poorly? Right?”

“Yeah,” said his father, “Ninja who break the rules are trash, son.” Naruto was nodding his head with a bit of happiness until his father continued by saying, “But those who abandon their friends are scum. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

The blonde thought it over his blue eyes darting to and fro as he too into consideration what his father had said. “Never leave your friends...even if you have to break the rules?” Naruto answered his father with a tentative question.

“Right,” answered Obito as he continued their training for that day.

****

Several weeks had passed without any more incidents or acknowledgment of what happened to the “Uchiha clan”, and Naruto was beginning to feel the ‘training’ his father was giving him beginning to wearing him out. As the little boy thought about it, it wasn’t just his father who was wearing him out. No, everyone in the village had a hand in training him to death, his schedule was so hectic that he barely had any time for himself or fun!

In the wee hours of the morning he would train with his father, by the afternoon he would show up at his mothers shop for some medical ninja training. This would usually last a couple of hours after which he would show up at the shogi parlor for his routine “strategy and patience training”, as the old men in the parlor called it. After that he was usually whisked away by his Auntie Yume as she taught him about genjutsu and how not to get caught by them. Even thought he showed that he was horrible at recognizing, using, and escaping genjutsu’s, Auntie Yume kept at him as the days went by.

There were even days where some people would pay him with jutsu scrolls or training tips for doing labor around their house. It only dawned on Naruto later that it seemed that their were a lot of people who knew how to be a ninja around their town. He could remember his father falling to the ground laughing when he had mentioned that fact as he said something that sounded like, ‘you’re only just figuring this out now’.

This month, however, was different than other months, because as long as Naruto could remember a grey haired ninja would always come to talk to his mother and father. The three would usually converse for several hours in the confines of the sitting room, until the stranger would take his leave. Neither his mother nor his father talked about the man, but he knew that they were well aquatinted with him and they often looked forward to his visits. 

This visit was different though...Naruto had been practicing his kunai and shuriken skills when the man had arrived at his usual late time. However, unlike the time he had seen the man before, his face was set into a stone expression. Walking up to Naruto the man asked, “Are your parents in?”

“Yeah, their in the back.” responded Naruto in a wary tone of voice as he felt that something just wasn’t right with the way the man held himself. Naruto watched as the man nodded his head once and walked to the back of the house.

He heard his father’s voice calling out to the man as he rounded the corner, “Hey! Bout’ time you got here! I was about to send out a sear...what’s this?”

“I’ve been asked to give you a message. Can we go inside?” the man’s voice asked in serious tones.

“Sure,” said his mother voice as she sounded worried. The sound of a sliding door was soon followed by a sharp crack as the door to their private sitting room was closed. Naruto wanted to get closer, but he knew that his father and the man were too good at detecting him. Instead, he settled for listening to what bits of conversation could be heard from where he was, which was not much.

Muffled voice could be heard discussing something, until Naruto heard his father shout, “What!? That is not my responsibility anymore!” The voices soon resumed their hushed conversation, as Naruto heard his mother saying something. ‘Probably calming otosan down,’ he gathered when the voices seemed to speed up as if their were in a heated discussion again.

“No!” said a voice as deep, solid, stubborn and immovable as a mountain, and as familiar as his own was. Naruto had recognized his father voice and it sounded like he was not going to be swayed from his decision, “I don’t care! We are not going any sooner or later!” With that last set of words Naruto heard a door being slid open while his mother called out to his father. Suddenly he turned the corner catching Naruto listening in and frowned while he marched off to his favorite spot to cool off...as if that poor tree needed any more holes in it.

“I’m sorry,” said his mother while he heard the man sigh while shuffling around.

“It alright, I can sort of understand what he’s going through,” said the grey haired man while he and his mother closed the door to the sitting room and walked around the side of the house. “However, I must do what is asked of me. Please reconsider this,” the man said as he looked at the tree that Naruto sat in watching the two.
Shaking her head, Naruto watched his mother smile at the man and say, “Five more years...five more years and then we’ll come back. Like Obito said...’no sooner, no later’.” The man frowned slightly as he said in frustration, “I’ll see what I can do, but don’t expect Sandaime or the Council to quit bugging you,” said the man while he managed to make his next sentence sound awfully close to a threat and a warning, “Next time they may not send me.”

“Understood,” said Rin as she nodded once and bowed politely.

“Tell Obito to stop being such an idiot,” said the man as he took off in a flash down the main road, while Naruto narrowed his eyes at the man who had insulted his father.

“You can come down now, Naruto,” said his mother as she walked over to the tree that the man had been eyeing . Jumping lightly out of the tree and managing to trip on a root, Naruto looked up at his mother and smiled while he tried to come up with a good reason for being up in the tree.

“Don’t even,” said his mother, using that strange motherly telepathy that she seemed to have any time he was trying to tell a lie to her.

“Are we moving?” Naruto asked after he stood up and brushed of the dirt and odd stick off his clothing.

Rin looked in the direction that her husband had left and said in a calm tone of voice that often followed one of her bouts of frustration, “Yes and no.”

“What does that mean?” he asked pressing his luck, but wanting an answer none the less.

“It means that now your “real” training starts,” she said with a grin while her adopted son looked back with a face that screamed, “WHHHAAAATTTT!”

Chapter Three - Returning Home
If Naruto had known what his mother and father had in store for him he would have ran as fast as he could from them, but unfortunately he didn’t have a clue, and instead he stood by as they beat him into the ground with heavy training and learning.

On his seventh birthday he was given a set of special full arm bands, ankle bands, and a belt, which when chakra was passed through them would create a gravity effect that was desired of the user. This set was used to not only train his body but to also train his control and molding techniques, seeing that if he wasn’t careful with how much chakra he place into the band... he would cause the band to become too heavy which would cause him to take a really painful trip to the ground.

Rin could only shake her head at the amount of times that she had to heal a broken bone or sprained ankle, but surprisingly Naruto became quiet adapt at using the bands. At first he would run out of chakra all the time but soon he could go a whole day without feeling tired, and that’s when his father introduced him to three training exercises that were meant to develop and train his already growing chakra capacity. 

****

The first of these exercises was the ‘tree climbing’ exercise and was unbelievably hard for the young blonde to do at first. Just the fact that he was wearing weights, that made him heavier, and the fact that he had to not only concentrate on keeping a constant flow running through his bands and belt but also the bottom of his feet, it was no surprise that he could even get as far as one quarter up the tree before he’d come plummeting to the ground.

The second was a water walking exercise which seemed to focus on his molding and control of chakra. However, as he noticed with the tree climbing exercise, he was unable to do much more than bob on the surface before his chakra would be use up.

Finally, the last exercise was a meditation exercise that dealt with concentration. Taking a leaf, Obito place it on his sons head and told him to envision the leaf in his head surrounded by a white background. Naruto then heard his father say, “Think of the leaf that your seeing in your mind as a representation of yourself. Can you see it?”

Naruto nodded once. “Good,” said Obito as he continued on with his teaching, “now think of all the space that surrounds the leaf as unused chakra, can you do that?”

Again Naruto nodded, but more slowly this time. “Now,” said Obito moving close to Naruto, “while concentrating on the leaf in you mind I want you to try and gather that unused chakra towards you.”

Naruto frowned as he tried what his father was telling him, but was having a hard time doing it. “Don’t try to mold chakra in reality, son. Do it in your mind.” said his father softly while trying not to break his concentration.

Naruto relaxed as he again pictured the leaf and the white back ground only this time he picture clouds of blue like energy beginning to appear and swirl around the leaf, when suddenly a strange feeling over came him as some sort of fire red chakra began to mix with his chakra. Grimacing, Naruto watched as the red chakra overwhelmed the blue and began spinning so fast around the leaf that it seemed to be alive. Soon the leaf began to get burned by the chakra and before he knew it a demonic face appeared out of the chakra to devour the little leaf.

“AHHHHHHH!” Naruto screamed as he opened his eyes to see both his mother and father over him, worry clearly displayed on their faces.

“What happened Naruto-chan?” asked his mother as she looked him over to make sure he was alright physically. 

Explaining what he saw, he noticed how both of them became very quiet before his father said, “He has a right to know, Rin.”

“I still don’t have to like it,” said his mother as she turned away from the both of them, but what Obito noticed was that she didn’t say ‘no’.

Turning to his adopted son, Obito looked the boy in the eyes as he told the tale of the Kyuubi no Kitsune and the Yondaime Hokage. Naruto looked on in wonder as his father told a wonderful story, but as he got to the end of the story Naruto began to realize that this was no fairy tale.

“The fourth knew that even if they did kill the great Kyuubi that its chakra would just disperse and reform later after it had time to rest. So the man did what he thought would be best for everyone in Konoha. Sacrificing his life, he sealed the great demon into a tiny child. One that he knew would grow up to be strong enough to contain the beast.”

“Me?” asked Naruto with a bit of worry evident in his voice. When his father nodded his head, Naruto slumped as she asked, “Am I a demon like the fox then?”

“NO!” shouted both of his parents with such emotion that he was shocked out of his depressed mood. “Don’t you ever think like that, do you hear me!” yelled his mother and she moved over to him to embrace him in a warm hug, “You’re not a demon. You are Uzumaki Naruto and you are our son, and never let anyone else tell you otherwise.”

Naruto sniffed lightly as his parents held him in their arms until they all decided to eat at the local tavern.

****

Rin was worried, no scratch that, she was hyperventilating. She and Obito had been training Naruto for the past three years and in that time the boy had made so much progress that it worried the both of them. 

In the past year Naruto went from struggling with his exercises to trying to find new ways to challenge himself. He soon found exercises that even his own father had difficultly completing. One which was vertical “ice walking” where he used an adapted Hyouton jutsu to coat a dead tree with a thin layer of ice as he went about doing his “tree climbing” exercise. The problem with the exercise was that just sticking to the ice wasn’t enough, as the surface of the tree had no friction to keep him from sliding down the trunk. So in order for him to create some friction, he had to support his weight with “chakra anchors”. However, just like the water walking exercise too little and you slid down while too much will cause you to bore into the ice and push you off the surface.

It was only the past year that Rin found that Naruto had a hindrance that was working against him with his chakra control. It was during a water walking exercise that Rin noticed that Naruto had trouble keeping the flow of chakra going to the bottom of his feet. So in the middle of his next attempt she walked to him and performed a powerful jutsu that would reveal how his chakra flowed in his system. She was startled to see that he was constantly battling the Kyuubi’s foreign chakra and as such he wasn’t able to attain his true potential. Not knowing what to do, she talked to Obito, and together they decided to do something about it. 
Han, was an old man who lived on the edge of the village and once worked as a seal specialist for Konoha village, now he usually frequented the shogi parlor while talking to Naruto about his past and his many accomplishments. 

When the man enter the house and noticed the serious atmosphere he frowned slightly, but he sat down and listened to both of Naruto’s parents as he was told a story that even he was having a hard time digesting the implications.

Rin looked worried and so did Obito, though he was more worried if about what he might do to the man if the buzzard tried to blackmail them. Looked at the two young adults, Han smiled as he said with a wave of his hand, “Relax, who’s going to believe a ‘crazy old fool’ like me.” 

After that both Obito and Rin became more comfortable around the man, as he and they began discussing about how to reinforce the seal. After some talk the three came up with a plan that involved some very interesting maneuvering on their part. Han had been surprised, as was Obito when Rin revealed a seal system and asked if she could integrate it into the one that they had already discussed.

Han looked the seal over and let out a whistle of appreciation, “This must have take a couple of years to make. Am I right?” Rin nodded, as old Han smiled and said, “I’ll see what I can do.”

The day came to put the seal to use, but before they went through with it Han asked both parents for a favor. At first they were again worried that the man would ask for something that could afford, or that they wouldn’t give him, but instead the man said, “I want to see more if Naruto around the shogi parlor. Things have become dead around there and everyone’s complaining that they haven’t seen Naruto in long while.”

“It’s not my fault that you guys are all so pathetic at the game,” grinned the little kid from his place in the middle of a great seal.

“Shut it you!” said Han as he waved a fist menacingly at the smiling boy on the ground when he then turned around expectantly to Naruto’s parents. When they nodded their approval the old man pumped his fist once as he turned around and said, “You are going to be crying like a newborn when I mop the floor with the new moves that I learned.”

“Keep dreaming, oyaji” said the blonde haired boy while the man smiled a toothless smile and completed his jutsu causing the black writing on the floor to suddenly embed themselves on to Naruto’s exposed stomach. Rin and Obito watched as the seal that the Yondaime made was surrounded by yet another seal, this seal was a complete circle that surrounded the Yondaime’s seal and had two points sticking out of it along the chakra median.

“So,” croaked Naruto, sucking in a breath as he body felt as if he had going through several days of training, “What does this seal do exactly?”

Han sat on the ground panting slightly from the exertion as he explained, “The original seal that the Yondaime made works to convert the demonic chakra of the Kyuubi into chakra that you can use, and it also works as a barrier between your mind and the demons. However, not even he could gauge the amount of chakra that the Kyuubi had nor the properties of that chakra. So the seal was only functioning at half of its potential.”

Wiping his brow as he took a swig of the cold water that Rin brought him he said, “This seal, that your mother and I created, acts to further purify and convert the demon’s chakra to useable chakra. It also acts as a regulator, which will help you to regulate the amount of mixed chakra so that the “flow” of chakra in your body will never be disturbed.” 

“Last, but not least, your mother made a very unique seal that inhibits the ‘over stimulation of cell division’, which denies the Kyuubi access to ‘forced regeneration’ unless in dire situations. Instead it forces the demonic chakra into using something that you mother calls ‘cell regression and activation’ in which you will still heal, at a higher cost of demonic chakra. I, of course, have no idea what all that means, but...eh,” said the little man as he shrugged his shoulders and smile at Rin.

“Wow, that amazing!” said Naruto as he stared down at his stomach.

“I knew you would come around to seeing my genius! Oh, by the way, you better thank your mom. That one seal must have taken a while to create, she must really like you...though I don’t know why...” said the man while scratching his beard with a smirk.

“It must be my wonderful personality and uncanny ability to make grown men like you cry when playing shogi,” said Naruto with a wink at his mom.

“I am so going to wipe the floor with you Uzumaki!” said the old man with happiness in his eyes at the prospect of getting his shogi partner back.

****

It was after that day that Naruto’s potential knew now bounds. He almost instantly became a master at water walking and even his “ice climbing” training was not that hard anymore. Rin started to notice that her lessons with him in medical jutsu started to become fasted paced as his chakra control became better and better. 

Even Obito was finding it hard to keep up the pace with him. He began to teach Naruto some taijutsu, in the hopes that it would slow him down a bit. This giant leap in progress was also in conjunction with the others of the village, all who seemed eager to train him every now and again. 

Even Auntie Yume started to see progress in his use, identification, and escape of most basic genjutsu. Of course, she was attributing his performance to her wonderful teaching, but Naruto never corrected her as he instead encouraged her behavior by back up her claims every so often.
Han and the men at the shogi parlor were once again happy to have their playing partner back every Tuesday. However, as the third year of hard training had come to an end, both Rin and Obito were pondering if they should open the small box, that was hidden in a secret closet, that was labeled, “To: Naruto.”

****

As the fourth year started, Obito finally decided on something the day Naruto broke past his defense in taijutsu and got the better of him even with the Sharingan on.

Sitting in front of him was a ornate wooden box that looked to be quiet expensive. Embossed on the front of the box on a golden plaque was the words ‘To: Naruto’, which made the boy sweat as he looked at both his mother and father with scared eyes.

“Don’t worry son, open it,” said Obito trying to comfort his son while Rin bit her finger nails.

Naruto undid the latch and slowly pushed back the cover revealing several scrolls and papers within the box. Removing the top paper Naruto read;

My son,

I am sorry that I cannot be there to see you grow up through life to become a great and wonderful man that I know you will become. Unfortunately, life had decided that it is my time to leave this plane, but I do so protecting those who I’ve come to love and cherish. Never forget that, son. Those who you love and are important to you will make you strong in your darkest hour.

I cannot apologized enough for the burden that I have given you, but it is my hope that you will be strong enough to shoulder this burden and strive for a better life. In this box that I have left, you will find all the documents you will need to take over my estate and accounts in Konoha, most of which I have liquidated to preserve your identity. If you have a new father and mother I would hope that you would share it with them. I have also taken the liberty of transcribing all of my techniques on the scrolls before you, but most of them I have placed a time seal jutsu on and they will not open until the appointed time. Those that are already open should be useful to you.

I don’t know if care to know what my name is, but I can tell you one thing. My name is synonymous with danger, and so for your protection I will not tell you my clan name. However, if you want to know my fist name...it is Arashi.

My son, grow up and become a great man.

Arashi
“His name was Arashi,” said Naruto as he smiled lightly and both his parents looked at him with wide eyes. “He says that he doesn’t want his enemies to know who I am that’s why he has only told me his proper name,” said Naruto softly.

“The man had many enemies,” Obito said quietly while noticing how the room had taken on a solemn atmosphere. 

Naruto sifted through the papers and handed them to his parents saying, “He says that these document are for almost all of his accounts.” Rin looked through the papers briefly and saw that a pretty large sum of money and land was connected to these papers.

“And lastly, he says that these scrolls are all the techniques that he knew. Most of them are on a timed seals though, but he said that those that are opened will help me greatly.” Naruto told them as he pulled out several scrolls whose seals had broken already. Opening the first one that he thought looked like a good choice he read, “Tajuu Kage Bushin no Jutsu”

“What!?” croaked Obito as he looked over his sons shoulder at what looked like a replica of the kinjutsu that was sealed away in the Forbidden Scroll.

Naruto smiled when he read the description of the jutsu, and based on his father reaction to it the jutsu, he definitely wanted to learn this technique. However, night time was quickly approaching and Rin decided for Naruto that it would be better for him to get a good night’s rest before learning a new jutsu.

Grudgingly he a complied to his mothers wishes, but he made sure to take his box to his room where he would keep everything safely put away until tomorrow.

****

The year had come and gone and Naruto’s training had seem to take on a life of its own. Still challenging himself Naruto pushed himself as hard as he could to learn the jutsu that were in the scrolls given to him. Obito watched as his son struggled to use the techniques in the scrolls, but if there was one thing that he knew about his son...it was that the boy had a powerful will to ‘never give up’ on something once he started it. It was because of that will that the boy had learned the Kage Bushin no Jutsu in just one night, an accomplishment that surprised both his parents.

However, as time passed both Obito and Rin couldn’t ignore the presence of the Konoha ninjas that showed up or their frequency. On Naruto’s eleventh birthday they received another visit from Kakashi, who now told them that they could not ignore his request.

“Fine,” said Obito looking down at his balled up hands that were set in his lap.

“What?” asked both Rin and Kakashi in surprise.

“I said, fine,” repeated Obito as he placed both his hands behind his head and sighed loudly, “I’m tired of dealing with the shinobi messengers, besides they’ve been bothering the others in the village.”
“So you’ll come back?” asked Kakashi as his eye narrowed suspiciously.

“Yes...but,” it was that ‘but’ that had Kakashi on edge, “I will not be reinstate as a Konoha ninja and I already have a son so I will refuse any responsibility in training or raising the young Uchiha, understand?”

Kakashi looked down at the floor and told his friend truthfully, “I don’t know if that will go over well with the Council, but I’ll try my best.”

“As long as they know my demand I don’t care what they think,” Obito said softly, as Rin sat next to him now knowing how he felt about on these issues, and she supporting her husbands feelings about the Council and certain people.

“Fine,” Kakashi said with a final nod, as he then perked up by saying, “When can I be expecting you?”

“Miss us, Kakashi?” asked Obito with a grin that made Rin shake her head. It was as if the two of them regressed every time they were around each other for more than a couple of seconds.

“Now that you mention it...yes, I do.” said Kakashi without batting his one eye.

“Um...uh...well...good! That’s what I thought!” stuttered Obito as he did expect his friend to tell him that he missed the two of them.

“We’ll be back at the beginning of next year,” said Rin as Kakashi again nodded his head silently before he said his good-byes.

As Kakashi walked out of the room he saw the young boy going through some weapon training, but noticed that none of the targets had been marred much or the edges of the weapons that he were using weren’t dull. ‘He was listening in,’ thought Kakashi as he smirked and wondered just what kind of ninja was Obito raising under their noses.

****

It was December and a cold wind seemed to blow through the village as Obito and his family said their good-byes to all of the people of Horoyu. All the men at the parlor pitched in and bought Naruto a shogi set of his own. Other people gave him jutsu scrolls telling him that he better use their combined knowledge to become a great shinobi. Naruto’s tears at having such a great family made sure there was not a dry eye in the crowd.

Rin made sure to leave instructions on how to run the shop as she divided the shop among everyone in the village. As the passed the gates of the village and began walking the road to Konoha, both Rin and Obito could feel a slight tug on their hearts as they wondered if this was really ‘the right thing to do’.

Chapter Four - Explanations
The trip had taken longer than they had remembered, but that was because the bundle that they were carrying last time didn’t want to stop at every place on their way to take in the sights and sounds that he was now experiencing.

The had stopped a grand total of twelve times on their journey to Konoha and were now just seeing the large gate to the hidden village in the distance. Naruto smiled up at his father who grinned back, even though he felt like scowling that he was coming back to this place and it’s politics.

Luckily he had Rin and Naruto to calm his already agitated mood as they walk down the worn road. “Otosan? Do you think there will be a lot of kids?” asked Naruto as he looked at the gate with barely hidden excitement.

Obito smirked as he ruffled his son’s head, known that they little boy was almost jumping out of his skin at the thought of playing with children his age. “I should think so,” Obito said with a slight grin, “after all Konoha is one of the largest villages on the continent.”

Naruto smile happily as he yet again thought of talking and playing with kids his age. At first, Naruto was afraid that he would fit in because he was not use to talking to anyone other than adult, but when his mother told him that was half the challenge in making friends he understood that he should treat it as training and ‘never give up’ until he did make friends. With this mind set he was eager to meet some of the Konoha children.

****

In no time the three were standing before the giant green gates of Konoha as the sun beamed over head and a crisp wind blew. Naruto stood by his father’s side as he watched a man with a strange metallic headband walk over to them while asking what their names were and what business did they have in Konoha.

Naruto’s adopted father eyed the man as he pulled out his own metallic head band, which seemed to sport a symbol chiseled into the metal. “My name is Obito and this is my family,” said Obito as he regarded Rin and Naruto before turning back and saying, “as for what I’m here for...well, that’s none of you business!”

The man took two steps back quickly as if he had seen something disturbing, which Naruto recognized as he had seen his father use his eyes and appearance to frighten people into doing what he wanted. The man quickly disappeared as he ran back into the guard tower and was suddenly replaced by an older man who looked the three of them before silently gesturing them to follow him.

“Obito-san, Sandiame-sama has been expecting you for sometime now,” said the older nin gazing at the woman he nodded at her and received a mirrored response. “Rin-san, I didn’t know you married this joker,” the old man said with a sigh, “how unfortunate for you.”

“You better take that back!” cried out Naruto in anger as he glared daggers at the old nin that stood before him, “My father is a great man! What you lack is the eyes to see that, you old bat!”

“Hn,” the old man seemed to huff as he ignored the blonde kid who called Obito his father. “No one said anything about a son. He kind of runty, isn’t he,” observed the old man.

“He’s adopted, but we love him all the same,” said Rin, as she laid a hand on Naruto’s shoulder which caused him to calm down.
Obito, however then whispered to the man with a calm and “devoid of emotions” voice, “I don’t mind you making fun of me, but if you ever say anything about my child I’ll personally remove you spleen and present it to you, do we have an understanding?”

As the man felt the slight tinge of killing intent that rolled of the Uchiha survivor he gulped nervously and nodded once, his mind and instincts were telling him that the man in front of him was dead serious.

Naruto smiled as he quickly forgot about the incident and began taking in all the splendors that the village of Konoha had to offer. They were walking down the main road when Naruto spotter a large group of children laughing and playing tag in a near by open lot. He was mesmerized at the sheer size of the group of kids and found himself wanting to join in, but as it was he was...his mother had pulled him along down the street while saying, “You have plenty of time to do that later.”

Naruto watched as the man soon led the group to a large dome like building that had the kanji for fire on a sign on the front. Sitting on the steps was the grey haired man who would always visit his mother and father. He was currently reading a orange book and looked up to say, “You!”

“Well, it looks like you finally got here,” said the grey haired man as Obito twitched slightly. Looking at the other ninja, the grey haired ninja said, “It’s okay, Kake. I’ll take them up from here.” The older man snapped a quick salute and then disappeared from sight, while the other ninja opened the front door for them.

Passing through the door Obito said quietly to his friend, “Kakashi, is the Sandaime in?”

“Hmmmm,” hummed the jounin while looking upward in thought, “I think so, we’ll just have to see.”

“Not going to tell me, huh? You stubborn son of a....” a cough caught Obito’s attention, as he looked at Rin and then at Naruto who had his eyebrow fluttering near the very top of his forehead.

‘Kami, they can be so childish!’ Rin mentally sighed as they followed Kakashi through the halls of the building and up several flights of stairs. They finally went up a final set out outdoor stairs which lead into a round hall way. Walking around the finally stood before a very interesting set of doors, which had a set of guards on either side who wore white, animal shaped masks.

The guards, when they saw who was coming, opened the doors to the room and said, “He’s waiting for you, step inside.”

The four walked pass the door frame and saw a fairly large room with a oak desk that was filled as with piles of paperwork and folders. To the side of the room, sectioned off by several grass screens was a small couch and table. On the walls of the said room were pictures that seemed to have importance in that room. Standing by a window looking out at the city below while smoking a pipe was an old man that seemed to be gazing at the city. Sighing he heaved his shoulders and turned around to greet everyone.

Halfway through his greeting he noticed the little child standing just behind Obito and blinked. His throat grew tight as the little boy came out from behind Obito, mainly because Rin moved him from behind Obito.

Sandaime stared at the child as if he was staring at a ghost and almost allowed a tear to form as the boy, seeing no where else to hide, ginned easily as he looked up at the old man expectantly. “You didn’t tell me you had a child,” said Sarutobi with an easy smile as the man fished in his pocket and pulled out a piece of candy that he handed the little boy.

“We adopted him the year we left,” said Rin smiling at the way Naruto took the candy and went about taking off the wrapper and eating the sweet treat.

“Hmm,” Sarutobi hummed looking at the child and noticed the boy’s three whisker markings on his little cheeks, “he’s almost the spitting image of...” At that sentence, Naruto looked up and looked expectantly at the old man who was the Hokage of Konoha as if he were about to reveal a secret that he had long wanted to know.

However, Naruto would have to wait as Obito cleared his throat and managed to say, “He isn’t, he’s my son.”

The Hokage nodded and smiled down at the boy as he asked, “So what’s you name?”

“Naruto,” the boy replied, “What’s yours, old man?”

Kakashi looked sharply toward Obito and saw that his friend was desperately not trying to laugh. Sarutobi, however, was not as lucky as he chuckled loudly and placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder while he said though another chuckle, “I am Sandaime Hokage, young one. However, my friends know me as Sarutobi. You may call me Sandaime, alright?”

The little boy twisted his features as he thought about it and said with another dazzling smile, “Sure thing Sandaime-oyaji!” To which Sarutobi had laughed long and hard. It had been a while since he had laughed like that, and to think that a little boy who looked so much like him made him laugh only made it that much more of an event.

The Sandaime Hokage noticed that the boys parent were no longer as defensive as they were when they first entered the room. “You know why we sent for you,” asked Sarutobi as he nodded them to sit on the couch that was on the other side.

“The Uchiha child?” asked Rin as if trying to get confirmation.

“That is their agenda,” said Sarutobi as he made a face at the mention of the Council. This made Obito’s eyebrows rise in interest as he sent a look at Kakashi as if asking if he knew anything of this. However, seeing that Kakashi was leaning in interest, and ignoring him in the process, made him become very aware that this trip might have been for a completely different reason.

“What do you know of the Rice Field Country?” asked Sandaime while looking at both ninja in front of him.

“No much,” stated Obito, and continued by saying, “What the other hunters that I knew said it was that a new hidden village had suddenly been formed there, and it’s ninja were no normal.”

“Not normal,” asked Kakashi looking over at Obito, “what did they mean?”

“I don’t really know. All the men would say was that some of the ninja were demons in human clothing.” Obito saw Naruto look up in shock, but he smile at his son and patted him on his leg as if to calm him.

“Hmmm...then I guess it would help you to know that our spies have found evidence of Orochimaru residing in the Rice Field country.”

“Orochimaru!” cried out all their in either angry growls or surprise. Naruto was wondering what this was all about, but he knew that if he kept quiet that he might just be able to learn more about the situation. He silently thank the old men at the shogi parlor back in Horoyu for teaching him patience.

“We can’t really confirm it but just the fact that the new hidden village has become more hostile might be evidence of Orochimaru’s involvement with the new hidden village,” explained Sandaime as he let again took a puff of his pipe creating a small orange glow in the as he then released a small stream of white smoke.

“Then why involve us,” asked Rin as Obito had become silent and thoughtful.

“Because of this,” the old man said as he reached to a side table and pulled off a document that looked to be splattered with dried blood. Naruto watched as the old man handed the paper to his mother. When her eyes grew big and her face became serious he sat still trying not to alert her to his presences. 

“Obito,” she said in a whispered breath, “look!”

Took the paper and looked down the at the spot where she had pointed, there in the middle of the page was an order to capture him from the town of Horoyu. There was even an order to capture any family that he might have as well.

“What the hell!” yelled Obito as he saw the order and read it through.

If your are to read lower on the page there is even an order to capture Uchiha Sasuke,” said Sarutobi as he looked out the window with worry on his face.

“The Sharingan,” said Kakashi in understanding, “whoever sent out this order wants the last remaining survivors of the Uchiha clan...and their bloodline limit.”

“Exactly,” said the old man as Obito was running his finger through his hair as the thoughts of some ninja capturing his family. Anger sparked in his eyes, but he kept a passive face as he looked up to Sarutobi and said, “Is that the only reason that you wanted me and Rin to come back?”

The room became silent for a moment before the Hokage said, “No...there is another reason that I wanted you to come back.” The old man sighed as he looked at the village out the window and said, “I have a feeling...call it an ominous premonition...that Konoha will run into trouble in the future.” Setting down his pipe in a small tray the Sandaime looked over at the two retired ninja and said with a tired frown, “Trouble that is not easily remedied nor fixed.”

“So your calling us in to bolster Konoha, just encase that this ’trouble’ just happens to be more than just a feeling, right?” said Obito while his eyes seemed to gaze over the paper in his hands.

“That and the fact that it will be infinitely harder for a ninja to spirit you away from Konoha rather than a small town in the middle of no where. Obito just nodded his head at this, while Rin looked over to him to see what he would say.

“Fine,” he said grumpily before adding, “but I’m still not raking responsibility for the Uchiha kid, and I still want my retired status.”

“What about you, Rin?” asked the Hokage as she looked to the floor and pondered his question.

“Reinstate me, but I only want to be reinstated as a medic-nin. And I don’t want any missions that are outside of the village.” Rin answered while seeing the smile that crept onto her husbands face, as she could for the life of her figure why he was smiling.

“Fine then...” the moment Sarutobi began to finish up their impromptu discussion the door to the Hokage’s office rattled as a stern voice call out from behind it. 

“Sarutobi-san! Sarutobi-san I know you’re in there! Open up!” said a loud and demanding voice.

Opening the door revealed an older man with a ‘stiff’ look to him. Perched on his nose were a pair of small rounded glasses that as he glared at everyone in the room until his eyes fell on Obito. When he saw Obito his frown magnified tenfold as he quickly walked into the room saying, “Why were we not informed of Uchiha Obito’s return?”

“It was not needed, seeing as you were using my resources and ninja to find and bother him,” said Sandaime as Naruto smirk a bit at the way the older man dismissed his peer so easily.

“This is a village matter,” said the man seriously, as he began to walk towards Obito as if he wanted to address him directly, however he soon found that Sarutobi was standing in his way, “I’m afraid that you can do that.”

“What?” asked the man incredulously before sending an angry glare and saying, “You have no right to...”

“Kinto, anything that concerns the military or it’s ninjas is under my jurisdiction,” said the old man as his eyes hardened into a angry stare before he said, “Make sure that you don’t ‘overstep’ your boundaries.”

Kinto narrowed his eyes at the veiled threat and back up as he bowed slightly and said, “Hokage-sama, we of the Council were wondering if you were going to place the young Uchiha under Obito’s tutelage.”

“I told you last time, and I’ll tell you again. He’s not my responsibility,” said Obito as he moved from his seat on the couch to in front of the Council members face, “Or do you forget that I was excommunicated from this villages ‘precious’ clan long ago?”

Naruto had never seen his father with such fury in his eyes, but then again he never did hear anything about his family or clan while they were living in Horoyu. Naruto watched as the Old council member seemed to gather his wits as he seemed to plead for the Hokage’s help in this matter.

“I cannot ‘make’ anyone do something that they don’t want to do.’ 

“Fine!” yelled the man as he saw that everyone in the room was against him from the start, “but this not over at all!”

The door to the room slammed shut as everyone watched the man leave in a huff while grumbling to himself and wearing an angry face. After he left everyone seemed to relax while Obito gathered Naruto from where he sat.

Sandaime looked at the little boy and realized that he was there through out all of the discussion. “Hokage-sama? Do you happen to know of a place that we can live that’s for sale?” asked Obito quietly as the old man hummed to himself at the question.

“I’m might know the perfect place. In fact, I’ll walk you there,” said Sarutobi as he moved around the desk and put on his Hokage hat. He was excited at the thought getting out of the office and leaving the mound of paperwork that seemed to be endless.

****

The five of them walked out of the main building and moved through town as Sarutobi asked Obito and Rin about their lives in Horoyu. He seemed to even be more curious about the little boy that was having a blast walking with his parents through the streets of Konoha.

Reaching their destination, Obito threw a dirty look at Sarutobi they walked to a beautiful house that was opposite a gate that had, what Naruto called ‘a two colored lollipop sign’. “You old conniving, manipulating, low down, scheming...” grumbled Obito before he yelled loudly, “you planned this didn’t you!”

The Sandaime’s face was impassive as he then looked confused for a moment while saying, “I don’t understand? Is this house not good enough?” Naruto’s cry of happiness broke the moment as he came running up to his father to tell him all about the interesting things that were in the house. Rin giggled at Obito’s look of defeat when his son said that ‘he loved the house’ and asked if they could keep it.

Naruto’s father sighed as he shook his head in exasperation. “I hate politics,” he said while looking at Sandaime who just nodded his head in agreement.  After some time standing outside of the house Obito asked quietly, “Sandaime?”

“Hm?”

“If we are going to be staying here...do you think my son can be placed into the academy with a class that is about his age?”

“I don’t know,” said the Hokage rubbing his chin and gazing at Obito while he trying to read the play of emotions that would sweep across the fathers face saying, “is he any good?”

Obito laughed at the question and completely ignored it as he asked, “Can you do it?” This made the Hokage raise his eyebrow as he stared back at the house and wondered just how good this boy could be.

“How’s tomorrow sound?” asked Sandaime.

“Tomorrow’s just fine,” answered Obito as he gave one last look at the Uchiha compound entrance and frowned before turning around and walking over to the rather nice house where he could hear his son laughing with his mother.

Sandaime stared at Obito’s back until he disappeared into the house, and when he was gone he Thought back to their conversation as they walked down the streets to this house...

“We will be registering under the name of Uzumaki,” said Rin quietly, as Kakashi and Naruto were walking a few steps ahead of them.

“Why?” asked Sarutobi, but then understood the implications that registering under the Uchiha name would cause. Nodding his approval, he then said, “I would keep all the information that we were talking about in my office as secret as you can. Make sure your son knows that too, I wouldn’t want classified information being leaked at the academy.”

“Understood,” said Rin, as Obito only nodded once.

“No problem,” said a small voice from next to all of them. This startled everyone, but when they looked over who it was and saw Naruto smiling back at them they all relaxed visibly.
Walking back Sarutobi seemed to smile easier as he remember the face that reminded him so much of the Yondaime. Something about the little boy had him feeling a bit more optimistic for the future. ‘Uzumaki Naruto...I definitely want to see what he’ll grow up to be like.”

Chapter Five - First Day of Ninja Academy
The morning hadn’t even peeked over the horizon, it gentle purple front runner wasn’t showing either. However, even at this god forsaken hour of the morning one person was grumbling as he awoke himself from his bed, and stumbled around his new room trying to find his clothes, arm and ankle bands as well as his shoes.

Rummaging through his families new refrigerator he found a small bottle of water that he put in his new ninja hip pack. Turning on the faucet he splashed some water in his face and rubbed his eyes, which seemed to be unwilling to open. Pouring a small himself a small glass of water he used half to wash out the taste in his mouth and the other half was drunk down to remove the dryness from his throat.

Literally forcing himself to step outside into the crisp cool air of the morning, Naruto shivered a bit as he did some light stretching and some chakra molding. Finished with his warm ups he formed a seal and quickly poured chakra into his belt and arm/ankle bands making them create their gravity field around him. Testing the weight he tweaked it so he put on another ten pounds of “gravity weight” on him. Smiling at the feeling, Naruto took off down the empty and abandoned street for a little jog and a quick scan of the area around his home.

He had passed several street that he had recognized as market streets, and went down the road passing several outdoor restaurants. He had taken a sharp left and he found himself in a small park that had all the equipment for little children to play with. Smiling her ran over to a slide, turning off his “gravity field” he jumped to the top of the slide easily and slid down with a grin that matched his feeling of exuberance. However, it didn’t last as he turned back on his training weights and doubled back to the street that he was on.

All in all the area that he has surveyed was very interesting and he knew of a couple of places that he would like to visit if he was given the chance. Surprisingly enough, Naruto found the Academy during his run. Using his past memories of the streets that he had just ran, he plotted a quick route to the building. And began to head back to his house when he heard something strange.

Stopping in his tracks, Naruto tilted his head to try and pinpoint the sound and where it was coming from. ‘What is that?’ he thought as the sound was coming from a small set of thick foliage and trees.

‘It sounds like a crazed lumberjack,’ thought Naruto as he heard the sound of something being driven into wood while a count was being called out. 

“100...101...102...103...104,” said the voice as the sound of wood being beaten on by something echoed the area.

Naruto moved through the bushes making as much noise as he could so as to warn how ever was there that he was coming. When he finally made it out of the bushes he was startled to see that a boy around his age was standing in front of a large wooden stump while he drove his bare hand into the wood over and over. His eyes were focused and he seemed to be oblivious to everything around him, even Naruto.

‘Hn, must be pretty good to get up this early and train only his taijutsu,’ he told himself when suddenly the boy stopped and turned in his direction.

“It is impolite to stare at people,” the boy said politely, while Naruto had enough sense to looked ashamed.

“Sorry,” he finally said, “I just don’t know many who would get up this early to train.” It was then that Naruto noticed that they boy was really strange looking. A green spandex full body suit covered him from head to toe. His hair was bowl-cut style that seemed to expose more of his most interesting feature. Two huge freaking thick fuzzy eyebrows! “Whoa,” Naruto said as he tried to look away which only caused him to look even harder at the boy gargantuan fuzzy things on his forehead.

The boy across from him blinked and then smiled as he looked around to see that it was indeed very early in the morning and he was ‘indeed’ talking to someone else during this time. “Ah! I see that the fires of youth also burning with you, don’t they?” asked the boy as he smiled happily at Naruto.

“Um...yeah...whatever you said,” Naruto replied not knowing what the heck he should do. All of a sudden the boy disappeared and reappeared in front of Naruto with a hand held out. Not one to be too rude to anyone that he has first met Naruto grasped the boys hand.

“My name is Lee, Rock Lee!” said the boy as he applied a tremendous amount of force in his hand shake checking the boy’s, that stood in front of him, strength.

Naruto felt the crushing force that the boy in front of him applied and noticed that he was grinning like a fool through the whole interaction. Knowing this game, because he had seem so many adult playing at it he smiled tightly and said while he gripped the boys hand mildly without almost any pressure, “Mine’s Naruto, Uzumaki Naruto.”

Lee was confused for a moment as he wondered why the boy was so weak that he had not been able to give him a proper handshake. He finally rationalized that the boy must be starting and was weak because he didn’t have enough training. He sighed at the loss of a sparing partner this hour of the day, but it couldn’t be helped. “I’m am sorry that I squeezed your hand so tightly, Naruto-kun.”

“No problem, gejimayu,” said Naruto as Lee’s eye ticked slightly, but to his credit he didn’t say anything. “So I guess I’ll see you around, right?” Naruto asked as the strange boy struck a pose and flashed a smile, “...riiiiight. See ya!”

Naruto quickly dashed out of the clearing as he saw the clear signs that the sunrise was about to cove over the horizon. He thought back to the boy as he remember something his father had once told him while training...

“Son,” said Obito as Naruto went through several more kata’s of the taijutsu that he had been training him.

“Yeah, otosan?” asked Naruto as he thrust his palm forward, but kept his feet apart and bent while holding his balance and not over extending his reach.

“When you meet new friends and people,” said Obito as he sat against a tree watching his son, “you are going to be tempted to show them that you are stronger than they are.”

“Is it wrong to do that,” Naruto said forgetting what he was doing in order to give his father a strange look.

“No, it isn’t, but a ninjas greatest weapon is the ability to catch people off guard and surprise them with something they were never thinking would happen. Most of the time this takes the form of stealth and traps. However...” and at this point Obito made sure to have eye contact with his son, “sometimes pretending to be weaker than your opponent will often make them underestimate you in battle and that will often result in that enemy losing their life.”

Naruto seemed to be taking in the words as his father got comfortable and spoke once again, “So there are two things that you have learned today, and they are...”

“Never underestimate you opponent,” said Naruto slowly as if he wasn’t sure that was one of them, but a nod from his father made him smile.

“And the other?”

“Um...don’t be a show off?” asked Naruto, again he was not sure if this is what he father was looking for.

“No,” said Obito slowly, “the second lesson is ‘never let you opponent see your true strength’.”
Naruto could just picture what was going through that spandex wearing boy mind as he thought of him. ‘He probably thinks I’m really weak,’ Naruto smiled as he turned onto his houses road and slowed down to a walk as he cooled himself down.

Stopping in front of his house he stretched out his muscles again and watched as the front door opened and his father cam out wearing a loose fitting black gi with white pants. Smiling at his son he asked, “Morning training?”

Naruto nodded while he began telling him everything that he saw and the weird boy he encountered. “Thick eyebrows, huh?” said Obito as he tried to remember someone talking to him about the same kind of person, but before he could remember Rin call them in to eat their breakfast while telling Naruto to get washed up for his first day at the Academy.

****

After kissing his mother goodbye, he and his father walked in the direction of the Academy as they talked about planning a training schedule around Naruto’s schooling. At first Naruto and his dad were conversing openly until something that was nagging Naruto finally made him whisper in his fathers ear, “Otosan? Why are the people looking at us like that?”

Glaring back at the people and making sure to give them the impression that if they didn’t look away something bad was going to happen, Obito said, “They aren’t looking at us, son. They are looking at me.”

“Why,” asked Naruto wondering why his father would get mixed looks of respect and hate.

“It has to do with the fact that I use to be an Uchiha, son. When you get older you will see that some people don’t care if you are a good person, if you don’t have a great clan to back you up.”

“That’s a stupid way of thinking,” said Naruto frowning and making his father smile.

“Yes it is, but most people still think that way,” said Obito, playing devil’s advocate.

“Well...then when I grow up I’ll put an end to all this stupidity,” Naruto said smiling a happy smile.

“Oh? Really?” replied Naruto’s father as he rubbed his chin and thought of something as a sly grin appeared on his face, “You’d have to be pretty powerful and have a lot of influence to pull that one off. Not to mention, that you would probably have to earn the respect of all the people in the village.”

Looking at his feet Naruto tried hard to come up with an easy solution to his problem, but in the end he looked up to his father and asked, “I can’t think of something that would help me there. Do you have any ideas?”

Obito ran his fingers through his hair as he looking into the sky and said with a whistle to punctuate his point, “I don’t know...the only person who I know that has that kind of power is a Hokage.”

“You mean like, Sandaime-oyaji?” asked Naruto as he remembered that the old man did put the council member in his place. When Obito looked back at his son he chuckled as he could almost “hear” his sons mind working at the problem that was given to him. “What do you have to do to be the Hokage?” asked Naruto slowly as he stared down the road.

“To be the Hokage you have to be the strongest shinobi in the village and must be recommended by the previous Hokage, or so I’ve heard,” said the black haired man while he kicked a stone from the road.

“Then,” Naruto said, making his father raise his eyebrows at what he was going to say, “then I want to grow up to be Hokage.”

Putting on an impassive face Obito said, “You shouldn’t joke about such things.”

“I’m not joking!” Naruto said angrily, “I am going to be Hokage when I grow up.”

Quick as a cat, Obito squatted cutting his thumb in the process as he said with a look that could wilt grown men into piles of goo as he said harshly, “A ninja never goes back on his work, and no son of mine is going to either. If you a sure you want this then you know what to do.”

Naruto looked taken back for a moment at his fathers sudden seriousness, but he steadied himself before he cut his thumb and placed it on his father while intertwining their fingers until their hands were clasped together. “I will be Hokage when I grow up!” stated Naruto looking into the twin black pools that were his fathers eyes without flinching.

“Then I will do everything in my power to make your promise come true!” stated Obito as he released his son’s hand and they carried on talking on their way to the Academy, while ignoring the looks and whispers that had trickled down the street right after them.

****

Naruto was finishing his conversation with his father when he spotted the entrance of the Academy and noticed all the families walking through the archway that was the schools designated entrance. Naruto stopped as he watched children of all ages, shapes, and sizes walk in with their families only to greet their friends or to shyly stand around while taking in their new surroundings.

Receiving a light push from behind Naruto smiled and began moving forward. As he came to the archway a ninja teacher, wearing a chuunin vest, greeted them. The man was lithe and slim, his skin was pale and so was his hair. He approached the two and greeted them all the while his black eyes seemed to gaze at his father with respect and something that Naruto couldn’t quiet put into words. “Ohayo! Obito-sama,” said the man with as he introduced himself as Mizuki, one of the chuunin Academy teachers. 

Just by his tone and the way his father a half lidded look, he knew this man was sucking up to his dad. Uninterested in what the two of them were discussing Naruto looked around at the open yard before him. Kids of all ages were talking to each other while others were showing off new jutsu that they had just learned. Other’s were forming groups that kept to themselves and the outer edges of the yard and were rarely interrupted by anyone. Scanning the yard that’s when he saw someone that peaked his interest.

Sitting on a swing set off to the side of the groups was a young man who’s black hair was long in the front and short in the back. It almost looked as if he had given himself a haircut and was lucky that it turned out so well. Naruto stepped away from his father and watched as no one walked over to the boy to talk to him, it didn’t seem as if he had any friends, and any time a girl would come within twenty feet from of him he’d blasted them with a glare that would probably strip wood from a tree. ‘What’s his problem,’ wondered Naruto as he continued to watched boy sit alone on his swing while radiating an angry aura that kept most everyone away from his spot.

Naruto was about to walk over there when his father’s voice broke him out of his thought. “Naruto! Oh, there you are. Did you forget that I’m suppose to bring you to your first class?” Obito said while looking over to where Naruto eyes had been looking.

Seeing the young boy, Obito face seemed to drop slightly in sadness. ‘That must be the other survivor,’ he thought while watching the boy sigh as he again glared at several girls that had tried to talk to him. The girls seemed to shiver and shut up as they quickly retreated into a large group of girls that all seemed to be talking about the moody boy while staying near by him.

Suddenly a bell chimed and everyone that was in the yard started to funnel into the building in front of them. The black haired boy stood up silently and suddenly se looked strait at the pair of them with the same kind of glare that he had given the girls. The difference this time was that Naruto only blinked once and Obito glared back. Other than that the boy glare didn’t seem to affect the two very much, which obviously upset him as he huffed arrogantly and went inside as people moved out of his way.

‘Definitely arrogant,’ thought Obito as he began listing qualities of the boy, and had let to think of a redeeming one yet. Suddenly, Obito felt himself being pushed forward and upon turning his head he saw a blonde head of hair working to make his father move as it grumbled, “You’re going to make me late!”

“Who me?” asked Obito with a grin as his son huffed loudly. “Some time, being late is better than being early, son.” Obito said in wise tones.

“Mom says you only say that because you’re always late to everything,” Naruto stated while looking at the older man with narrowed eyes and a suspicious look.

“Well!” Obito said quickly changing the subject as he rubbed the back of his head in embarrassment, “We should be getting you to class!”

****

Umino Iruka had finished calling attendance and was looking over his group of genin to be students as he quickly looked over his students. He looked a the sleeping form of the Nara child and rolled his eyes at the boys laziness, but even thought he was lazy he always seemed to be smart enough to answer tough questions when ever he was awake. Next to the sleeping boy was his best friend and partner in crime Akimichi Chouji. The rather large boy seemed to always be eating in class and that activity could be the cause of his lower than average grades.

The chuunin’s eyes passed over several other children and landed on the pair of Yamanaka Ino and Haruno Sakura. The two were good student, but their focus for being a ninja wasn’t something that Iruka would agree with. Ino seemed to be the better ninja than Sakura, but the pink haired girl made up with her vast knowledge and almost perfect chakra control.

Following the gazed of the two girls he set his eyes on the star pupil of the class, Uchiha Sasuke. A natural born ninja genius, the boy was good at almost everything he tried his hands at in the shinobi world. However, his attitude and lone wolf personality often marked his as a child that would have a hard time working with other, a concept that is a root element in the shinobi line of work.

Passing over several other children he laid his eyes on a small girl with completely white eyes. Hyuuga Hinata, the heir of the Hyuuga clan and a user of the Byakugan, a rather powerful bloodline limit. Seeing that she was one of his better student the only think that Iruka had to comment on the little girl was the fact that he wished that she would have a little more self confidence in what she did.

When a barking like laugh broke out in the class room, Iruka shifted his gaze over to the boy that sat next to Hinata and scowled lightly. Inuzuka Kiba, the only things that could come to mind when he thought of the boy was that he was loud, brash, thick headed and often too willing to skip class. Although Kiba was a pretty good ninja in the physical sense, he often lacked the patience and intelligence that most ninja’s have at their disposal.

Iruka was about to turn to his class when his eye fell on a boy that sat in the row below Kiba’s. Aburame Shino sat quietly as he glasses reflected the overhead light. Personally, Iruka would have liked it if the boy was a bit more sociable, but other than that his grades were above average and his skills as a were quiet developed. Thinking of all the ninja that were in this room and the potential they possessed, Iruka smiled as he knew most of them would grow up to be great ninja.

Having tarried enough in starting today’s lesson, Iruka stood up from his desk and walked to the front of the room. When he opened his mouth to speak a knock at the classroom door made him close it while confusion flooded his face.

Walking over to the door he opened it to see three people standing before him. The Academy supervisor stood before Iruka with a tall man black haired man behind him while a blonde haired boy stood in front of them both.

“Iruka, I’m sorry to spring this on you in such short notice, but it seems that we have a late comer who has been entered into our academy,” The man in front of Iruka loot a bit nervous but he kept his composure as he continued on, “This is Uch...uh...,” the supervisor stammered as the black haired man eyes widened slightly at his introduction, “Uzumaki Obito and his son Uzumaki Naruto. Naruto will be joining your class for the remainder of the year. Is that understood?”

‘What the hell?’ Iruka said to himself as he saw his supervisor look nervous as if he was on the edge of a mental breakdown. “Sure,” said Iruka as he stepped out of the way and motioned for Naruto to enter the room. They boy said his goodbyes to his father and stepped inside as the black haired man turned and left the two chuunin’s in the hallway.

“Sweet, kami!” the supervisor pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed his forehead lightly.

“Isao? What the hell was that?” Iruka said bring out his thoughts, “I thought that those who came late were suppose to be admitted during the summer only?”

“Iruka! That was Uchiha Obito, and as for the addition to your class...if you want to contest it you can talk to Hokage-sama because that is where his recommendation came from!”

“What!?” Iruka said in surprise as he looked at the blonde boy on the other side of the door. ‘Sandaime Hokage-sama gave the boy permission to enter the academy out of order? What’s going on here?’ thought Iruka, as Isao patted his back and said, “Good luck!” After which, he left quickly while talking about needing a ‘stiff drink’.

Sighing deeply Iruka opened the door and walked back into his class room, feeling as if his world was about to be turned upside down. 

****

Naruto had been quickly ushered through the academy halls as his father walked silently by his side. When they came to a room the man that was with them knocked on the door which was answered shortly by a man who had a confused look on his face. Not really hearing a word that the men were talking about, Naruto sized up his new sensei and found that he wasn’t getting anything from the man that could be considered bad.

Seeing how they interrupted his class, the man was handling everything in stride and even seemed to have time to look him over once or twice. ‘He must be an efficient ninja,’ thought Naruto as he noticed the man’s relaxed demeanor and the way he seemed to handle the news of a new student. When his sensei moved out of the way and allowed him access to the class room Naruto walked in to the surprise of all the children in the room. ‘Great,’ Naruto said to himself as the door behind him closed and he was left on his own to be scrutinized by every person in the room.

‘Well, if you can’t beat them...join them!’ Naruto told himself as he looked at all the faces in the room. Several were kids that he had seen outside playing with their friends or conversing in a group. Naruto soon grew tired of looking over everyone and soon switched from check out faces to checking out seating arrangements. He noticed that in the classroom there were several seats still open. 

The first seat was beside a boy who seemed to be inhaling a bad of chips. ‘Not likely,’ thought Naruto as he frowned lightly and refocused his efforts. The next seat was up front and seemed to have a fine layer of dust on it. ‘This seat seems to scream ‘I-Am-A-Teachers-Pet’, doesn’t it?’ Naruto thought while he shook his head. Looking over at the rows nearest the windows there was a seat open. However, as soon as he looked at the seat he happened to glance at the person who sat next to that seat and he thought better of it. There sitting at the end of the row was the black haired boy from the school yard, a bored look plastered on his face. Naruto thought about sitting there, but then decided to preserve his sanity and looked around for another seat. ‘Ahh!’ Naruto sighed mentally as he saw a perfect seat that seemed to be empty. There was a seat, in the middle row, next to a boy that was wearing shades and hadn’t been spoken for as of yet. However, something told Naruto that if he sat there he wouldn’t have to engage in too much conversation with the boy and that suited him just fine.

Suddenly the door opened to the class room as Naruto new sensei stepped in and spoke directly to Naruto, “I’m an Iruka, for the duration of you education I would ask you to call me Iruka-sensei. Your Naruto right?” Naruto nodded his head as the man led him to the front of the class and announced his entry to their class, which raised a few eyebrows of those who knew the rules of the school.

“Please introduce yourself, Naruto,” said Iruka while stepping back and watching how the boy handled being put on the spotlight.

“Konichiwa! My name is Uzumaki Naruto. I’m glad to meet you all and I hope that we get to know each other,” Naruto said as many in the room smiled, while others looked disinterested. However, it was the arrogant huff that came from the dark haired boy that got on Naruto nerves, but he didn’t allow himself to be swayed as he focused on the task at hand.

Iruka was not overwhelmingly taken by the boys performance, but he was surprised that the boy was able to keep his address to the class simple and to the point. “Well,” said Iruka as he looked at his seating arrangements, “I think I’ll put you...”

“Iruka-sensei?” asked Naruto softly so as not to draw too much attention.

“Hm?”

“Do you think I can sit over there?” asked Naruto as he pointed to an open seat that was right next to the Aburame boy, “That is...if you don’t mind?”

‘At lease he has some tact,’ thought Iruka as he checked the seating arrangements and nodded his consent. Naruto smiled brightly as he said in a cheerful manner, “Thanks a lot Iruka-sensei!”

Bounding over to where he was going to sit, Naruto pulled off his pack and set it on the inside of his desk before he looked over at his desk partner and said quietly, “Uzumaki Naruto! And you are?”

A split second of hesitation the boy with the glasses moved slightly and said, “Aburame Shino.”

Naruto nodded in a way of saying ‘pleased to meet you’, and surprisingly the boy nodded back. ‘This is going to be a great year!’ Naruto thought as he pulled out a pen and paper while he began writing something in a note book that he took out while Iruka had begun lecturing the class about what they had learned from last year.

Chapter Six - Odds and Ends
Naruto had been listening to his teacher talk about the history of Konoha and it’s surrounding villages. He had never been one to just sit quietly when he was younger, but thankfully the days spent in the shogi parlor in Horoyu had helped him with his patience, while the old men inside help him with his fidgeting by teaching him a skill that old men knew too well...people watching. 

Naruto sat at his desk writing in his notepad about what he saw. He had fist written down his first impression of his partner, Shino, which came out something like this, ‘Shino - a quiet boy who wears dark sunglasses, don’t know much about him except that he doesn’t talk much, maybe I need to get to know him better?’

After that he wrote down his impression of Iruka-sensei, saying that his teacher looked to be a good man even though he seemed to be long winded and could be scary if angered. The last part was added when a boy named Kiba had tried to escape from the class.

Another hour had passed when a bell chime could be heard in the distance. Iruka stopped his lecture on history and said, “Alright everyone outside!”

Cheers could be heard from the other students as everyone got up from their seat and ran out of the room. Out in the hall several other classes were doing the same as kids flooded the corridor creating a sea of humanity that an adult would have a hard time navigating through.

Soon the class room was almost empty except for a few stragglers. Naruto looked around an saw two girls, a sleeping boy, the eating boy and that black haired boy from before. Shino was also here and seemed to be waiting for the hallways to clear up.

Naruto was about to stand up when a small spider dropped from the ceiling onto his desk. Naruto spied the arachnid and looked at it as it scuttled to and fro on his desk. Smiling, Naruto grabbed a piece of paper. He didn’t notice that Shino suddenly stood still by the side of the class room, as if he was waiting for Naruto to do something. Dropping the sheet of paper on the desk Naruto waited for the spider to step in it before he lifted it up and quick moved over to the class window while depositing the spider on a bush just under the window.

Naruto, hadn’t known that his partner seemed to lift an eyebrow at this action as he began walking out of the room, because at that moment someone decided to speak to him. “What are you doing?”

Naruto turned around and stared into black eyes that seemed to be full of anger but at the same time quiet sad as well. “Um, well see there was a spider and it wasn’t hurting me so I decided to be a nice guy and give him a ride outside,” said Naruto as he looked away and began to go back to his seat to pick up his pen and notebook.

“Why were you and your father staring at me?” asked the boy as he followed Naruto.

‘Oh, this is uncomfortable,’ thought Naruto as he sided stepped the boy and said, “No reason, I just noticed you by yourself and my dad probably wanted to see what I was looking at. I’m sorry if we made you feel uncomfortable.” Naruto grinned trying not to get this kid too angry, he didn’t need to get into a fight on his first day of school.

Unknown to the two, both the girls and the boys in the class room were now looking in their direction as several of their mouths hung open slightly. “So what’s your name?” asked Naruto, “Mine’s...”

“Uzumaki Naruto, I heard,” said the boy still looking at him with a sort of intensity that made him want to ask the black haired boy what his problem was, but he didn’t say a word. The boy turned his head and walked out of the room while answering Naruto’s question by saying, “Uchiha Sasuke.”

‘Crap!’ Naruto thought as he now understood why the boy was glaring at him. ‘That’s one of otosan’s relatives!’ Naruto blinked and looked down at the floor, then went about pulling at his pack absentmindedly. He completely forgot that he had yet to close it, when a loud thump echoed through the room, as well as the cascading sound of chips flying everywhere. “Damn,” Naruto said as he looked at his small shogi set. He began to pick it up when the sleeping boy had suddenly come over to help him pick up the pieces all the while saying, “Tch, troublesome.”

After finishing picking up the pieces Naruto thanked the boy and was about to leave the room when the boy asked, “Do you play shogi?”

Turning around Naruto nodded his head as an affirmative while the other boy then asked, “Do you want to play a game?”

Think for a second, Naruto smiled as he said, “Sure. Where should we play?”

“I know the perfect place,” said the pineapple hair boy as he grinned, while on the inside he was literally beaming with happiness at finding a shogi partner. Tapping the rather large boy on the shoulder, the boy who slept through most of the class said, “Come on Chouji! Time to go!”

A nod and a hum later Naruto and the two boy walked out of the class room leaving the girls in the corner, who still seemed to be in shock over the fact that Sasuke had initiated the talk between the new kid and him.

****

The three boys had finally made it to the top of the academy building and were using a slab of concrete as their table to set up the shogi game. Naruto sat down cross-legged while he started to set up the board as he said, “I’m Uzumaki Naruto, what’s your name.”

“Nara Shikamaru,” the boy with the pineapple hair cut said, then pointed over to the large boy, who seemed to be watching them with interest, and saying in a drawling voice, “and he’s Akimichi Chouji.” Naruto grinned and said hello to Chouji who returned his greeting and came closer to the pair as the board was set.

“So,” said Shikamaru as he set his first piece down, “where do you come from?”

Naruto moved a piece quickly and said, “We came from the village of Horoyu.”

“Horoyu?” repeated the Nara kid as he set another piece down, “Isn’t that near the Tea Country?”

“Yep,” responded Naruto as he made his move which had Shikamaru raising an eyebrow at the bold move. 

“I heard that from my father that Horoyu is a retirement village,” said Chouji while he looked expectantly over to Naruto.

“Yeah, there are a lot of old woman and men there,” said Naruto while he watched Shikamaru looking a the board, “but is was a nice place to grow up in. Though sometimes I had wished there were more children than me in the village.”

Shikamaru made his move while saying, “It must have been boring.”

Naruto just smiled and shook his head, “No. There was always something to do and because everyone treated me like a nephew or grandson I never was alone, plus my dad and I would train for most of the day anyway.”

“Wow,” exclaimed Chouji, “then you must be really strong!”

“Nah,” Naruto smiled, waving away his embarrassment and making another move that made Shikamaru’s eyebrows twitch slightly, “you could say that I’m average.”

‘You say that your average, but you’re countering my moves by the book before they even have time to come to fruition,’ thought the Nara kid as he looked over at his partner and caught a wink from the blonde. ‘I think I’m going to like this kid,’ thought Shikamaru as he set about to get serious about playing. Through the rest of the time, Chouji and Naruto talked about themselves while Shikamaru concentrated on the close game and every now and then added his own two cents. Little did the group know that someone was listening to their conversation from behind the water tank in the corner of the building.

Sasuke was wonder who the new kid was and was also had a nagging need to find out who is father was. He thought he had seen the man somewhere before, but for the life of him he couldn’t remember where. Listening to the easy conversation that the boys were having made Sasuke wonder if this wasn’t just a colossal waste of his time, until...

“I saw you father,” Chouji said nervously as if he knew that this was a touchy subject to be asking about, but the managed to said what he was thinking anyway, “Is it true that he’s use to be an Uchiha, but was excommunicated for something?”

Sasuke’s eyes almost popped out of his head as a flash of memory erupted in his brain. He remember his mother and father talking about the boy who was excommunicated from the clan because of certain circumstances.

“Yeah, but he doesn’t like to be called by that name,” said Naruto as the sound of a wooden piece being set on the board vibrated on the wind.

“So does that mean you’re an Uchiha,” asked Chouji as if he were worried about something.

Sasuke couldn’t believe his ears, here he was learning that he was another Uchiha alive all this time and that this blond could be related to him. However, then he seemed to remember him being alone for so long. Where were they? Why hadn’t they come to get him? As those questions began to run through his head he heard something that made him even angrier.

“No, I’m adopted,” Naruto said in a voice that neither should anger or sadness, “so I guess I would be an Uchiha in name only cause I don’t share my fathers blood.”

Sasuke hands balled up in fists as he was about to come out from behind his hiding spot, but at that moment the bell rang signaling everyone that their break was over. Giving one more glance at the group he jumping down from his spot, while he used some of the poles that jutted out from the Academy to make his landing a bit less harsh. ‘Another Uchiha...’ Sasuke thought darkly when he landed, while still trying to figure out why the man was just now showing up in the village as he walked back to class.

Up on the roof, Shikamaru asked, “Is he gone?” Chouji walked over to where the three of them had felt the radiating anger coming from and nodded his head as he saw Sasuke’s body turn a corner.

“I didn’t think he would get so angry,” said Naruto as he put away his game in his pack and sling it over his shoulder. 

“Tch, troublesome,” Shikamaru said shaking his head, and though he would never say it out loud Naruto agreed wholeheartedly with his new friend. This was indeed shaping up to become a troublesome day.

****

Walking back to class the three noticed that Iruka had all his students standing out of the classroom in the hall way, as he explained something about a new procedure where the staff test each of the students on their ninja skills. “Unfortunately, we are the first class to have these tests done,” said Iruka to the groans of his students. “However, when you are done with these tests you are allowed to leave school early,” the chorus of cheers that rumbled through the hall was enough evidence that Iruka had been heard. 

“Follow me,” said the chuunin teacher as he lead the group of genin hopefuls outside and to the academy training grounds.

Naruto has noticed that his partner Shino was standing to the side of the group not talking, while a large group of boys seemed to laughing with Kiba. Sasuke — like Shino — was also off to the side, but near by him was a large group of drooling girls who seemed nervous about talking to him. Shikamaru and Chouji were next to him and just a head of him he spotted a young girl who walked with her head down and shoulders slumped. Elbowing Chouji he asked lightly, “Who’s she?”

“Who?” Chouji asked as he followed Naruto finger, “Oh that’s Hyuuga Hinata. She comes from the Hyuuga clan, its a big and powerful clan because of its bloodline limit.”

“Really?” said in surprise as he looked over at the shy girl and noticed that she was looking at him with a bit of a blush on her face. “I thought she’d be a little more...I don’t know...confident if she came from a well known clan,” Naruto said, as Chouji just shrugged his shoulders.

“She’s always been that way,” Shikamaru finally said, “but that makes it easier to talk to her. All the other Hyuuga’s that I’ve met are troublesome to talk to.”

When they got to the training ground Iruka split them up into pairs, when Naruto was called he found that his partner was none other than the shy Hyuuga girl, who looked about ready to faint. “Hello,” Naruto said gentle hoping that the girl would run from him.

“H-hi,” came back the soft reply as she seemed to blush a bit more.

“My names Uzumaki Naruto, what’s yours?”

“Hyuuga Hinata,” the girl replied still looking down at her feet.

“Right, Hinata-san! We should get going if we are going to finish this test,” said Naruto as the girl nodded her head and walk next to Naruto as they went to the last opened examiner, who just happened to be Iruka.

“Alright, there are three tests we are going to ask you to do. The first is weapon accuracy, the second will deal with chakra molding and the last will be a spar to see your taijutsu form.” Iruka explained and noticed how the girl blanched at the thought of sparring with the new boy.

“Don’t worry Hinata-sama,” Iruka said in reassuring the little girl, “I don’t think Naruto will be going all out on you today.” Iruka looked at Naruto who smiled and nodded in agreement.

“Yosh! Let’s do weapon’s accuracy!” said Iruka who watched as the two students followed behind him while he walked over to the weapons range. Naruto noticed that they finally stopped in front of two large wooden posts that had been whittled to resemble a human shape. The posts even had several puncture marks and looked rather worn, which meant they got a fair amount of use. A fair distance away from the targets were two tables that held several kunai throwing knives and shuriken. “You will have an unlimited time limit to unload the contents of the table on your target. We are looking for vital spot hits. So the more vitals you hit the better you score,” Iruka told the two as he then said, “Hinata you will go first.”

The black haired girl bowed as she walked over to the table with the weapons on it and began throwing them at her target. One after another the weapons flowed through the air on their way to the target, and Naruto watched as she hit over sixty percent of the targets vital spots. Whistling his surprise Naruto said with a smile after the girl was finished with her test, “Wow, Hinata! You’re amazing!”

The girl blushed furiously and accepted his praise by stuttering out a soft thanks, while almost tripping on a small rock that was jutting out of the ground. ‘She’s acting kind of weird,” thought Naruto as he move next to his table and focused his eyes on the target a head of him.

“Okay, Naruto. You can start when ever you’re ready,” Iruka said while he picked up his clipboard and watched the boy grab several kunai and shuriken from the table before him.

Naruto tosses his first two kunai and watched them hit their intended targets. On his next throw the kunai he threw seemed not to hit their target and instead ‘pinging’ off the wooden target while landing in the ground. Picking up the remainder of his kunai, Naruto threw three more that hit their target but did not hit the vitals of the target. The last three kunai again seemed to “ping” harmlessly off the target as Naruto began to grumble a bit to himself.

“Take you time Naruto, we’re not checking for speed today,” said Iruka as he watched the boy throw his shuriken with much more ease landing several vital hits, but after that small success the rest of the shuriken seemed to perform much like the kunai did. However, all in all Naruto did just about as good as Hinata did.

Naruto was happy with himself, he completed his challenge to himself as he wanted to do just as good as Hinata. However, what Iruka-sensei hadn’t noticed, or was unwilling to comment on, was that each of the weapons that were laying on the ground had struck an already embedded weapon on it’s handle driving it deeper into the wood. Naruto had grumbled because he was almost sure that a couple of throws were going to almost embed themselves after striking the other weapon. Luckily for him they didn’t and he reached his goal.

“W-well done Naruto-kun,” said a small voice from behind Naruto. Naruto turned around and saw a blushing Hinata behind him looking at the ground and pushing two fingers together as she congratulated him.

“Thanks, Hinata!” said Naruto smiling softly at her while, telling himself, ‘This girl really need some self-esteem. I could barely hear her, and by the way she blushes you’d think...nah.’ Naruto shook his head as he and Hinata were herded to the next testing grounds. The two of them were lead by Iruka to a small forested area, and automatically Naruto knew what the next training test would be as he saw several students climbing trees with the use of their hands. “Alright, in this test we see how good your chakra control is as well as gauge you chakra capacity. The objective of the test is to get as far as you can up this tree with only using your chakra and feet. When you feel you can’t go any further you are to mark you last spot with this marker,” Iruka pulled out two small pellets that had different color powders, and gave one to each of his students.

Iruka gave the signal to go and Naruto watched Hinata run to half way to the tree then stop as she collected chakra to the bottom of her feet. When she was done she took another run and began running up the tree in a steady pace.

Naruto decided it was his turn as he took a run at the tree all the while gathering chakra to his feet. When he hit the tree he began making a steady progress going up the wood, and he soon saw Hinata jumping down, her marker showing that she made a good effort. Naruto smiled as he passed her marker and continued a couple of feet before slapping his marker down and jumping down using the branches to slow his descent rate.

Dropping to the ground, Naruto noticed that Iruka was around and Hinata was staring at him strangely again. “Do I have something on my face?” asked Naruto as Hinata ‘eeped’ and looked away.

“N-n-no, b-but Iruka-sensei said that he couldn’t see your marker so he’s gone to check where you ended up,” said Hinata in awe, while Naruto mentally scolded himself for showing off too much.

Iruka soon dropped from the trees looking at the little blonde in surprise, he had found the marker almost three-quarters up the tree which wasn’t something that a person could do unless they had perfect chakra control or had already done training like this. “Hmmm,” Iruka said as he wrote furiously on his check board.

‘Damn! I wasn’t suppose to make him suspicious of me,’ Naruto said as he looked over to Hinata as she smiled and then looked back to the ground. “Oh well,” Naruto sighed while putting his hands behind his head and following his examiner to the next area.

When the three of them arrived the could see that several other students were already sparring. Looking over at Hinata, Naruto could see that she was dreading this test. Trying to encourage her Naruto walked over and said, “Don’t worry Hinata-san, it’s just a spar.” The girl nodded her head with her eyes closed, but Naruto could actually feel her steady increasing nervousness as the waited for a sparing ground to finally open up.

When one area finally did open up, Iruka explained that this is an purely taijutsu spar with no fatal blows or use of chakra. Naruto nodded and so did Hinata, however Naruto kept noticing how she seemed to not even be ready for the spar. “Hinata!” said Naruto in as stern a voice as he could muster, which seemed to snap the girl out of her thought. “If you are not going to take this spar serious, then you are insulting me,” Naruto barked while his face was set with a frown and his eyes blazed with a confidence that seemed to affect the girl across from him. Hinata went from being uncertain and worried to being clam and determined. Naruto saw this and nodded his approval as he said, “Now, shall we spar?”

“H-hai,” Hinata stuttered as she got into a stance that Iruka had only seen from a distance. ‘The gentle fist,’ thought Iruka in surprise that Hinata was going to fight he class mate with that taijutsu style.

However, the surprises didn’t stop as Naruto eased into his fighting stance. One arm was extended out from the body while the other was bent at a ninety degree angle as he bent low to the ground and waited for his opponent to make a move.

‘The Intercepting Fist style,’ Iruka gawked as what he saw now confirmed what he was told in the halls this morning, ‘this boy is using the Uchiha taijutsu style!’

The spar was a refreshing change from training with his father, and the fact that the little girl was actually giving him a run for his money was something that made him smile even more. Sweeping at her legs while quickly bending backwards in a flip that brought his feet shoot up from under him to deflect any counter that she was thinking of doing, Naruto landed and pressed his attack as he came in and threw several punches as she dodged beautifully while attacking with touches to his arms and even a gentle palm thrust to the chest.

“That’s enough,” called Iruka still looking a little stunned, while the people at the edges of the training area were talking animatedly at the way the two had been moving when they sparred.

Naruto took a deep breath as he smiled over at Hinata and said, “Maybe next time I’ll keep my big mouth shut, your too good to be giving encouragement to.”

Hinata blushed again and said in a soft panting voice, while her eyes dropped to the ground, “Thank you, Naruto-kun. You’re a-a-amazing as well.”

Naruto smirked as he stood up and held out his hand to the girl, “I try my best...” He helped the Hyuuga girl up and they both went over to Iruka who pencil seemed to be smoking at the speed he was writing.

“Are we done for today, Iruka-sensei?” asked Naruto as he let out a long sigh while Hinata smiled shyly at him.

“Um,” Iruka said as he finished what ever he was writing and the looked up at the two of them, “Yes, you are finished for today. You can have the rest of the day off, but make sure to be here on time tomorrow.” The last part was directed at Naruto who nodded once before getting up and running back to where he left his pack and then taking off in the direction of the Academy entrance.

Iruka shook his head while writing something more on his check board, ‘After all this and he’s still running about!?’ Glancing over to Hinata and several other students he noticed that they were breathing heavily and were sitting off to the side while catching their breath before they went home. ‘I’m going to have to keep a really close eye on this Uzumaki Naruto, kid.’ thought Iruka with a smile.

Chapter Seven - Arguments
He could feel him. More precisely, he could feel the anger that the other person was generating. Naruto had left the entrance of the Academy and was heading home only to find that half way through his walk he could actually feel a pair of eyes staring at the back of his head. That wasn’t so bad, either. However, when those eyes had been accompanied by so much anger that it made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end, he began to get annoyed.

It was like someone was placing their palm on the back of his head and refused to let go or go away. It was because of his pursuer that Naruto decided that today was a good day to take a walk. Naruto took the “scenic” route to his house as he passed market stands and restaurants. He went into shops only to be greeted by the owners while have small conversations about their products.

However, no matter how long he took the person that was following him seemed not to let him out of his sight. “Fine,” muttered Naruto to himself as he took a street he knew would take him to his house.

Passing a familiar forested area Naruto heard something over the clatter and bustle of the people in the street and was confused as a sense of deja vu hit him suddenly, which made him quickly do a double take as the sounds of wood being hit followed by a count drifted to his ears.

“1250...1251...1252...1253...1254...” was the count that made Naruto creep carefully into the training area that just happened to be the same spot that he had met the strange boy before. Pushing past the foliage, Naruto eyes widened when he saw the same boy still slugging the wooden post only it began to look as if the post was about to loose at any moment. Big chunks of the post had been missing and the post itself looked like it had been attack by a insane beaver, as it’s middle looked very worn indeed.

“It is impolite to stare,” said Lee as he finished hitting the post and turned to see who was looking at him.

“Are you always this polite to people?” asked Naruto as Lee’s big honking eyebrows seemed to curve in surprise.

A smile peeked from under Lee’s face as he wiped his brow, “It is better to be polite than be rude, Naruto-kun. Besides...I get it a lot.”

“What, the staring?” asked Naruto as he went over and pulled out the bottle of water he forgot to use this morning and gave it to Lee.

“Thank you,” Lee said accepting the water while drinking only a quarter of the water, “Yeah, I get a lot of stares whenever someone sees me training. So Naruto-kun where are you heading?”

“I’m on my way back home from my first day in the Academy,” Naruto grinned while Lee looked him over with one scrunched up eyebrow.

“...oh,” Lee said still confused, “I thought were almost ready to take the genin exam.”

“I am, but my family just moved here a couple of days ago,” Naruto said when he noticed gejimayu looking perplexed.

“Oh! Well, congratulations on your first day in school Naruto-kun,” said Lee as he stuck out his thumb and again flashed a smile while holding a really strange pose. Lee then stuck out his hand again with a smile, when Naruto clasped his hand and Lee felt it tighten a bit more than last time he looked up to see Naruto wink at him before letting go and walking out of the area while saying goodbye.

Lee smiled as he went back to beating the crap out of the poor defenseless wooden post, as he thought in his head, ‘Who is Naruto, and why do I get the feeling he is holding back? I must find the answers to these question!’ Lee didn’t noticed, because he was so excited at the moment, that he was now gouging out rather large chunks of wood with each of his punches.

A pair of eyes watched the green spandex boy tear apart the wood post with ruthless efficiency, before they disappeared to continue their pursuit of the blonde ninja in training.

‘I’m not going to turn around, I’m not going to turn around,’ Naruto chanted in his head as he felt the familiar pair of eyes starring at him again. ‘Gah! When I find out who this person is...’ Naruto said to himself while he picked up his pace.

Turning onto a familiar street, Naruto kept up his pace until he spotted his house. For some reason when he spotted his mother tending to a small herb garden off to the side, he forgot about his stalker and smiled as he ran towards the house.

“Okasan! I’m home!” yelled Naruto as he ran up to the small gate that surrounded the house, as his mother stood up and smile at the boys greeting.

“You’re home?” asked Rin looking over head to judge the time, “But school shouldn’t be over for a couple more hours.”

Naruto smiled and told his mom about the event of the day while he said, “...so they let us go home early. By the way,” said Naruto as he looked around as if searching for someone, “where’s otosan?”

Rin’s eyebrow twitched as her son asked about his father. Standing up she placed her hands on her hips and looked at Naruto while said sternly, “I don’t know...but when he gets back he and I are going to have a nice long talk.”

Naruto knew this was code for ‘I’m going to beat you father up for doing something stupid’, so he let the subject drop as his mother glare seemed to be wilting the tree she was staring at. Unfortunately, it was at this time that Obito decided to show up with a tired looking Kakashi. When Naruto saw his mother moving in for the kill he quickly went into the house to avoid the fall out. “Where have you been!” Rin asked with anger tinting her voice.

“He’s been with me,” Kakashi said in a stoical manner while letting a small sigh escape through his mask. Obito smiled brightly at his wife while giving her a peck on the cheek.

“I’ve been catching up with the old stick in the mud,” said Obito while lightly punching Kakashi on his arm.

“He’s been made me late for the last three meeting that I was suppose to be at,” Kakashi said then thought it over and continued saying, “not that I would have arrived on time, but it isn’t fun if I’m really held up.”

Obito, began smirking as Rin looked incredulously at Kakashi, while the so-called copy ninja of Konoha asked innocently, “What?”

“Don’t you go copying his bad habits!” said Rin pointing to her husband, as she set about glaring at the two men.

“I’m not copying his bad habits...” Kakashi said with a straight face, who them continued on with an eye that told everyone that he was smiling slightly, “...I have my own.”

It was at that moment that Rin seemed to deflate, her anger dispersing as she couldn’t help but chuckle slightly at Kakashi humor. Naruto took this time to come out and greet everyone, but when he greeted the grey haired man there was a guarded look on his face that neither suggested he like or disliked the man. Naruto had seen the man argue with his father too many times in Horoyu to like the man. However, the man did sometimes make his father and mother genuinely happy, and in Naruto’s mind that meant that he couldn’t be all that bad.

“Naruto? What are you doing here,” asked Obito with a stern glare that had Kakashi’s eyebrow raising up a few centimeters, “I hope you didn’t skip class.”

“Nope,” Naruto smiled as he told everyone about what happened the first day at the Academy. Obito was happy that his son was managing to keep a level head in class, and often frowned when saw the looks that his grey haired friend gave him.

Naruto was still talking when Obito turned his head and said in a voice that was calm but held a dangerous edge, “I don’t like people who spy on me and my family. If you want to talk then show yourself, right now.”

From the top of their roof jumped a blue and white blur. There standing before the group of people was none other than younger of the remaining Uchiha survivors, Uchiha Sasuke. His glare told Obito everything that he wanted to know. It was like reading an open book that’s pages were thrust into your face. Anger, sadness, hate, jealousy, confusion, hurt, hope, and many more feelings seemed to cross the boys eyes as he stood there glaring Obito in the eyes.

Kakashi felt the feeling that were passing between the two Uchiha’s and stretching his arm he said in a bored way, “Well, its time that I take my leave. I think I was suppose to be at a meeting several minutes ago. Ja!” With that said the jounin disappeared in a cloud of smoke and sound.

Rin watched the two until she caught a gaze from Obito that told her that he didn’t want either of him for this talk. Nodding her head, Rin steered a complaining Naruto into the house and silently hope that Obito would be too harsh with the young boy.

With everyone gone from the front of his house, Obito began to walk to a worn path that lead to the back of the house. Sasuke followed with narrowed eyes, and walked until they came to a secluded spot far away from the house.

“Why are you here?” asked Obito not turning around from his position.

“I came to see if the rumor were true,” said the boy quietly. “Are you really an Uchiha?”

“And if I am?” retorted Obito, slightly turning his head to look at the boy from the corner of his eyes.

Sasuke felt neither hate nor anger coming from the man, just an indifference that seemed to make him bristle in anger. “What’s wrong with you!? Your family was killed along with our clan! Don’t you care about that! Don’t you feel angry that someone murdered your love ones!” Sasuke yelled clenching his chest as the images of his mother and father’s dead bodies flashed in his mind.

“Yes,” Obito finally said after a long pause, and a sigh in which he bowed his head and said, “I was angry when my family died...but I let go of my anger with the help of my family.”

“AND WHAT ABOUT ME! DID YOU EVEN KNOW I WAS ALIVE? WHERE WERE YOU! YOU WERE MY ONLY FAMILY LEFT!” yelled the young man who’s raw emotions were now showing through the fine mask that he had built all these years. “YOU LEFT ME! YOU ABANDONED ME! I WAS ALONE YOU DAMN BASTARD! DIDN’T YOU EVEN TRY TO FIND ME!? DIDN’T YOU CARE? I WAS A LITTLE KID!” the boys rage came out, his pent up anger flaring and consuming the back yard as he tore apart everything and anything he could get his hands on. Pots went flying, wooden chairs were destroyed, fence posts were kicked in, plants were downed and while all this was happening Obito watched with eyes that held great sadness in them.

“WHY!!!” cried out Sasuke, his throat raw from screaming, “WHY ME! WHY DID HE LEAVE ME ALIVE! WHY COULDN’T HE HAVE KILLED ME TOO...WHY!” 

Sasuke collapsed to the cold grassy ground heaving and sobbing. as a warm hand suddenly found its way to his shoulder. At first he flinched and pulled away, but the strength of the hand was unflinching and he was too tired from his rage to keep fighting.

“Let’s go of me you bastard,” Sasuke said in a tired voice.

“I’m sorry,” Obito said softly and watched as Sasuke’s eye mist over silently as he turned his head away. “I’m sorry if I wasn’t there.” Obito said while placing his other hand on the boy’s other shoulder, which was shrugged off lightly. However, Obito didn’t give up and instead he place his hand back on the boys shoulder and tightened his grip.

“I’m sorry that I let you down.” At this sentence Sasuke tried to turn his body to leave but was held firmly in place as the older man stepped closer to him.

“I’m sorry that you had to be given such a heavy burden at such a young age,” Obito said in a slow, calm voice while still trying to hold Sasuke. The boys eyes went wide as he seemed to understand what the man was doing, and suddenly he tried desperately to break from the man’s grip.

“I’m sorry that you were alone,” Obito whispered as he hugged the boy, holding him tightly as he could feel the boy’s struggling body suddenly stiffen, as if all the muscles in the young man were working to deny what was happening. Slowly, Sasuke started to shiver and his muscles loosened.

“I hate you,” Sasuke softly sobbed , remembering his mother giving him hug that reminded him of this. He felt weak...but at the same time...he felt safe. Obito held Sasuke like he would have held Naruto and he watched as the boy seemed to go limp, as if all the anger seemed to drain from the boy. Letting go, Obito took a step back and watched as the boy wiped his tears away and looked into the eyes that so mirror his own.

“I was weak,” said Obito as he looked at Sasuke with serious eyes that bored into the black haired boy’s eyes, “anger blinded me, and hate controlled me.” 

Sasuke furrowed his brow trying to understand where the man was going with this, but he didn’t have to wait for long as Obito snapped a branch off of a tree and began to pluck the leave off the wood. 

“Those feelings made me weak,” Obito said as he pulled one leave after another, “and I can see them bubbling with in you.” Sasuke looked at the man who was in front of him and saw that his face was now filled with a sort of regret, “You reminded me so much of myself when I heard the news. I wanted to kill the person who had done this to my family, and I wanted to be the one who killed him...”

The killing intent that flared up in the backyard made Sasuke’s anger look small and petty in comparison, but then died away as Obito pulled another couple of leaves from the branch. “Someone taught me a lesson that day,” Obito smiled as he said this, almost as if he was remembering something, “I learned that my anger and hatred blinded me to what was in front of my face all this time.”

Sasuke kept his eyes on the man as he began peeling the bark of the branch, as he asked, “And that is...”

“Those who are dead are never coming back,” he said snapping the twig in half and discarding it, “but those who still live and care for you...well, they can make the burden you carry that much lighter as you continue on your journey though life.”

Sasuke thought about what Obito was saying to him, and he looked around surveying the damage that he had done to the older man’s back yard. Looking to the ground just in front of his shoes Sasuke asked as calmly as he could, “I need to be stronger. Will you train me in the Uchiha way?”

Spinning away from Sasuke, Obito said calmly while snapping his hand out, “The Uchiha are no more, why should I teach you their way.” This made Sasuke slump his shoulders as another twinge of anger filtered into his heart, but this anger was quickly squashed as Obito continued by saying, “I will teach you my way of the ninja! Not the Uchiha’s! Do you accept?”

For the first time in a couple of years, Sasuke could feel a bit of happiness warming his heart as the awful memory of what happened to him was pushed to the back of his mind. Yes, it was still there, but it was less painful to think about. Sasuke nodded quickly, as Obito told him to become a genin first after which he would start to train him in earnest.

The older Uchiha turned his head and growled savagely as he clenched his fist while saying, “And that brother of yours better hope he never crosses our path...” Sasuke nodded once, as he could almost feel a weight lifted of his chest. Looking at the man that seemed to have shouldered some of his burden, all the while giving hope to the young boy, Sasuke could help but grin slightly.

“Now...” said Obito as he looked around the back yard and whistled in dismay, “let’s clean up before my wife kills us both for messing up the back yard.”

Chapter Eight - New Day, New Faces, New Friends
Later that night after Sasuke had left, and both he and Obito had cleared up the backyard. Rin walked outside and sat down on the back porch of their new house while Obito sat next to her drinking some tea that she had made. The woman let her eyes wander for a moment as she observed the newly cleared backyard. “Why did you agree to train him?” asked Rin as she brushed some stubborn hair out of her eyes.

“He needs someone who can understand him. I just happen to know what he’s going through right now,” explained Obito as he took another sip of his tea.

“You know very well that isn’t what I meant, Obito. What was all this ‘I’ll not train or raise the Uchiha boy’ or ‘he is not my responsibility,” said Rin doing a rather good impression of her husband.

Sighing Obito looked at Rin and said, “Do you really want the answer to that question?”

Now that he had worded it in that way, Rin was considering whether or not to say yes or no. She had only seen her husband like this a couple of times, and most of them could only be attributed to problems stemming from his clan. Finally coming to a decision, Rin nodded her head looking at the face of her husband who seemed tired and a bit older than she had seen before.

“I saw it...it was small, but it was there in his eyes,” Obito said softly which caught Rin off guard and had her looking at him with a raised eyebrow, “When I talked to Sasuke and looked into his eyes I saw madness that was tightly controlled by a thin layer of sanity.” Obito took another long sip of his tea as he sighed once more into his cup, “He grew up with no one for four years, Rin. I know what was playing through his mind those years, and I know its still playing thought it right now...though hopefully I was able to make it fade away slightly.”

“Are you saying that he’s gone insane?” asked Rin as she crossed her arms and tilted her head back as a stiff wind blew across the yard.

“No, he’s not insane, but he is teetering on the edge. And I can’t help but think that this is partially my fault,” said the man as he gripped his cup and squeezed down hard. “If I hadn’t been so angry...”

“Stop it!” Rin said as she laid a hand over Obito’s and rested her head on his shoulder, “Things happen! Remember what sensei use to tell us?”

“A wise shinobi should change those events in his life that he can, and look past the things he can’t,” said Obito remembering the Yondaime’s speech, which he usually reserved for Kakashi.

“So? Do you think that training this boy will help him?” asked Rin leaning back and looking at the night sky.

“I don’t know...I hope so...but I can’t tell for sure,” said her husband as he finished his tea and set it down next to him. “I know I swore an oath that I would never deal with the Uchiha or their descendants but...”

“You don’t have to tell me anything, Obito,” said the woman as she got up and ran her fingers gentle through the mans black spiky hair, “just do what you feel is right.”

“Hai,” said Obito in a soft whisper as he stood up with his wife when she suggested that they get to sleep. One last look at the stars make Obito sigh once more as he walked inside and closed the door.

****

Naruto woke up at his usual time in the morning and had done his exercise routine, however today was anything but normal. Last night while Naruto laid in bed he had heard the conversation that his parents had on the porch just outside. 

You see, Naruto had found long ago that he could enhance his senses by slowly pumping chakra into them. However, this technique wasn’t as precise as he wanted it to be and often had it’s drawbacks. He remembered a time that he was spying on his father with his hearing only to have his dad use a sound technique that left him dizzy and temporarily deaf.

Last night his father wasn’t even paying attention to him as he listened in on their conversation. He had to admit to himself that he was a bit angry and jealous when his dad agreed to train Sasuke, but now that he knew something about his life and what was going on in his head Naruto couldn’t stay mad at him. He felt sorry for the Sasuke, even thought he was sure that the kid didn’t want that, but he couldn’t help it. He had often wondered what would have happened to him if he didn’t have his mother and father. He wondered if anyone would have “willing” taken a demon child into their family.

These were the thoughts that ran through his head as he finished his run, got back home, took a shower and was eating breakfast. Naruto couldn’t help it, he pulled out his little notebook and began writing in it at the table.

Obito had noticed his son’s mood and wasn’t about to add fire to the flames, so he allowed himself to sit back and watch as the boy wrote furiously in his little notebook. Naruto’s father smiled, the only time Naruto wrote so early in the morning was if he had an unanswered questions or something that he had learned about someone.

‘He’s probably writing about Sasuke,’ thought Obito as he blew the steam from his hot tea and slowly began to drink it.

Naruto was indeed writing about the Uchiha boy and had a lot of question that he wanted answered, however he looked up at his father and remember another small lesson that he had taught him as the words ‘everything in due time’ popped into his head.

Sighing when he looked at the clock, Naruto got up while stuffing his little notebook into his pack and said, “I’m off otosan! See you this afternoon!”

“Have a good day son, and try not to get into trouble,” Obito said waving him off.

“Don’t worry dad I won’t do anything that you wouldn’t have done,” the smiling blonde yelled as he took off in the direction of the Academy.

“Hn, that is what I’m afraid of,” said Obito as a smile seemed to appear on his face.

****

Naruto had just walked into the yard of the Academy when he heard someone say, “Your late!” Turning around Naruto smiled as he saw Shikamaru and Chouji sitting against the wall of the Academy entrance.

“I got held up,” Naruto said trying to think of a plausible excuse, “see there was this old lady and...”

“A likely story,” said Shikamaru while getting up and following the blonde to a table as they waited for the class bell to ring. Naruto reached into his pack and pulled out the shogi board that they had been playing with yesterday. To Shikamaru’s surprise the pieces were in the same place where they had left them in from yesterday’s game.

“How did you do that?” asked Shikamaru as he checked the board for switches, levers, or some mechanical device that held the pieces in place.

“The old man who made this for me knows a lot about minerals and ore,  he said that he inlayed the board and the pieces with an ore, called cobalt, that he treated and purified. Now the pieces stick to the board even if I turn it upside down,” said Naruto as he flipped the board and the others watched as the pieces stayed where they were.

“Shikamaru!” called out a young female voice from a crowd of girls.

“Mendoukusei,” said Shikamaru as a pretty blonde girl with light blue eyes seemed to come out of the group and lean on his shoulder. “What?” asked Shikamaru as he just wanted the girl to leave so he could play some more shogi with his new friend and shogi partner.

“That’s no way to treat a lady, Shikamaru!”

‘Your no lady, Ino,’ thought Shikamaru but keep his mouth shut as he just narrowed his eyes at the girl. “Fine! I won’t ask you!” said the girl as she huffed and looked towards the other two boys that sat at the table. Looking at Chouji, Ino just sighed as she turned away from the large boy and stared at the blond who sat across from Shikamaru as he set a piece.

“You!”

“I have a name,” Naruto said not looking away from the board.

“What!” yelled Ino standing in front of the kid as she glared down at him, “What did you just say?”

“I said,” said Naruto in a loud and clear voice, “I have a name. It is only polite to give a person your name when engaging them in conversation. Instead of referring them as ‘You’.”

Shikamaru looked over to where Ino was standing and his eyes bulged a bit as he saw that she was red as a tomato. Whether it be in anger or in embarrassment he couldn’t tell, but he did know he was have fun watching her turn colors.

Ino was pissed. This little no body was telling her off in front of everyone and didn’t even seemed to be nervous. Deep down though, she knew he was right, a person was suppose to refer to a stranger with out at least giving them their name, and this was even more strictly adhered to in the shinobi world when talking to another allied shinobi.

Swallowing he pride and calming herself, Ino managed to grit out, “Hello, my name is Yamanaka Ino. What’s yours?”

The blonde turned towards her after setting down a piece and smiled as he said, “Uzumaki Naruto. What can I do for you today Ino-san?

Just the way that the blond had switched up from being serious to being friendly had disarmed Ino as she gave the boy a confused look. “Um,” Ino said while trying to gather her thought and not look into clear azure eyes that were in front of her, “I was wondering if any of you had see Sasuke-kun?”

Naruto listened to what she had to say and when she was done he looked around the yard. He stopped when he felt a presence in a rather large tree. The tree was a rather good hiding place, but Naruto didn’t know why the boy would want to hide from the girls in the first place. Shaking his head Naruto turned back to Ino and said, “I haven’t seen him, but from what everyone tells me he usually trains a lot, right?”

“The training grounds!” the girl said happily as a smile came on her face.

“It’s just a suggestion, I personally don’t think he’ll be there,” said Naruto while he sat back down to see what move Shikamaru had made.

“Arigato, Naruto!” said Ino as she dashed back to the group of girls. They listened to what she had so say, and then they left for the training grounds.

“Troublesome girls!” said Shikamaru as he watched Naruto make a move that promoted one of his pieces.

Chouji watched the tree that Naruto had been looking, and tapped his friends shoulder saying in surprise, “Look!”

“Hm?” said Shikamaru as he turned his head to see Sasuke jumping down from the tree and start to make his way over to the boys.

However, before Sasuke could get to them the bell rang and all of them began to head inside. Sasuke had overheard Naruto talking to Ino, and he also knew somehow that Naruto knew where he was. However, something that was bothering him was why Naruto had covered for him. Why would a stranger do that for him? When he got to his class and took his seat, Sasuke looked across the class to see the blonde boy writing in the little notebook that he had seen him writing in before. ‘Who are you?’ thought Sasuke as he looked outside at the tree that he had been hiding in.

****

Today’s lessons were based on some of the more ‘advanced basic techniques’, as Iruka-sensei called them. They had review bushin and the substitution technique, as well as some minor cloaking and stealth maneuvers. Half way through their lessons dealing with strategic maneuvers that were used in the field Naruto pulled out his notebook when he saw that most of the students in the class were either ignoring Iruka or doing something completely different than listening to him talk. Naruto even noticed that Iruka was droning on as if even he didn’t want to be talking about this boring subject.

That’s when he noticed it. Waddling across his desk were several small bugs that Naruto had never seen before. The bugs seemed to be minding their own business as they moved to and fro. Picking up his notebook and putting it away, Naruto went into his lunch bag and broke off some rice from the rice ball his mother had made him.

Watching the bugs, Naruto placed the rice on his desk as they seem to noticed his movement and stopped what they were doing. After a short time the bugs began to craw atop the rice as they ate. Naruto watched as they ate, and noted that they had small makings on their backs that resembled a yin-yang. After they were finished eating Naruto watched the bug leave his desk as they made their way to Shino’s desk. Naruto was surprise to see Shino hold out his hand as the bugs seemed to move to him on command. Once all of the bugs had disappeared up the boys jacket sleeve, Naruto watched as Shino held the one with the yin-yang symbol on his finger. 

“Naruto. Thank you,” said Shino as he sat back in his chair and the yin-yang bug made it’s way up the boys jacket as the other had done.

“Um, no problem Shino,” said Naruto as he noticed that Iruka had finally stopped his lecture and the bell tolled leading to everyone rushing out of the room. “Uh...Shino?” asked Naruto as his partner stood up and began walking out of the room, only to turn at the sound of Naurto’s voice, “Do you want to hang out with me, Shikamaru and Chouji?”

For a moment, Naruto thought that the boy was going to say no, but then he nodded and said, “Sure.”

Naruto turned around to see Shikamaru face down in a puddle of his own drool. Nudging the boy lightly he said, “Come on, Shikamaru! Let’s go play shogi.” 

Shikamaru got up as he rubbed his head and looked over at Naruto as he said, “is Shino coming with us?”

“Yeah, I asked him if he wouldn’t mind hanging out with us. That’s not a problem, is it?” Naruto asked a bit of worry coming through in his voice, to which the Nara kid shook his head as he yawned and stood up stretching.

“No, no problem.” said Shikamaru as he looked over at the sunglasses wearing boy that stood by the door with Chouji.

The four boys walked up to the top of the Academy building and walked out on the roof as they found a place with some shade. Shikamaru and Naruto started their game where they had left off while Chouji and Shino sat comfortably in the shade. After a couple of minutes of silence, Naruto asked with out taking his eyes off the board or sounding ashamed of asking, “Shino, are those bug your pets?”

“Yes and no,” Shino answered quickly while holding his hand out, while everyone watched a ladybug land on his extended fingers.

“But they’re important to you, right?” commented Naruto as Shikamaru pulled off an interesting move.

“All life is important,” said the odd boy as he stared at the blonde through his sunglasses and wondered what he was getting at.

“I’m just wondering if you going to get mad at me if I one day forget and squash a bug that had stung me in front of you,” said Naruto as his eyes looked over at Shino in apprehension.

It took a while for Shino to answer, but when he spoke the three of them listened, “The bugs that are mine will never attack or sting you, and while your with me most other bugs won’t come around.”

Naruto smile another smile as he said, “Thanks, Shino! I just wanted to know how you felt.”

The boy next to Chouji nodded as Chouji himself looked at Naruto as if he was a miracle worker. This was the first time Chouji had heard the boy speak for so long. Shikamaru wasn’t paying any attention to either of them because at the moment he was too upset at the move that Naruto had made. 

That’s when voices could be heard coming up the stairwell. Suddenly, several boys came up the stairs lead by a boy who wore a fur trimmed jacked while a little puppy was perched on his head. Upon coming out of the stairwell they spotted the four boys as their faces all twisted into frowns as the boy who Naruto knew as Kiba said, “Hey! What are you doing up here! This is our spot!”

Naruto and the rest of the boys ignored the barking boy, not seeing that his eyes began to narrow dangerously. “Hey! I’m talking to you!” said the boy as he moved forward angrily. The fact that the four were ignoring him made the boy even angrier as he finally stood in front of them.

“Did you hear what I said? Or are you too scare to talk?”

“Shhhhh! I’m trying to thinking,” said Naruto quieting the loud boy, while Shikamaru smirked slightly and Chouji ate some chips to hide his chuckle. Shino just turned his head in the direction of the yelling boy to see that his face twisted in shock and then became angry.

“What! Why you...” said the boy as he threw a punch at Naruto’s head and connected, knocking the boy over and sending him rolling on the ground. However, what Kiba wasn’t expecting was that the boy got up wiping his lip with his index finger as if checking for blood. When he found none, he looked up at the boy that was staring at him.

“There’s enough room up here for both of us, but...if you want a fight,” said Naruto as he set himself into a stance that no one had ever seen before. He place most of his weight on his back foot while his front foot looked posed to throw a kick. His right hand extended father out than his left hand, but both hands were palms down with fingers spread. He flex his fingers creating cracking sound that intimidated the boys behind Kiba. 

Kiba wasn’t one to back down from a fight, but something about this wasn’t right. Naruto hadn’t attacked him and was still giving him an out, while something in the blonde eyes told him that he was barking up the wrong tree. When Akamaru, began barking loudly in protest, Kiba had no choice but to back down as he said, “Hn, fine. Come on guys!” Kiba and his friends all went to the other side of the academy roof top.

“Jerk,” Naruto muttered as he felt his lips and looked to see if there was any blood. Not seeing any, he sat back down and noticed that all of his friends, even Shino, seemed to be a bit tense after that encounter. “It’s alright,” said Naruto as he looked back to see Kiba glaring back at him as his group walked to the other side of the roof, “he wasn’t about to start a fight during school.”

“Says you,” said Chouji while looking at Naruto as if he had grow an extra head, “He’s always getting into fights, and I think this is the first one that I’ve seen him walk away from.”

Shino raised an eyebrow while Shikamaru groaned out, “Troublesome!” However, Naruto paid them no mind as he made a move on the board which had Shikamaru frowning as he looked at the board while saying, “I hate you.”

****

It was after everyone had come back from the break that Naruto had started to feel the familiar pressure on the back of his neck during class. Looking behind him he noticed that Kiba was glaring at him, but saw that after a while the boy looked away as he started to write something down on the paper he had out.

Iruka’s voice broke through the silence in the class room as he told everyone that sparring would take place outside after the history lesson he had planned. The whole class groaned audibly as they could already feel the boredom passing over them, but that didn’t deter Iruka from staring his lecture on the outer villages and foreign countries.

Naruto was only holding on by a thin thread of consciousness. Casting a look around the class he saw that over half of the class was barely hanging on as well, but when Iruka shut his book and began asking question about what he had been talking about, many of the kids were not only shocked awake, but many were fumbling with their text book. ‘As if that would help them,’ thought Naruto as he had noticed that in between the lesson he began talking about the legend of the Shodai Hokage. Iruka posed question an open ended question to each of the students that were sleeping, and when he had enough he turned his gaze on Naruto and asked the same open ended question, “So Naruto-kun? What did you think of my lecture? What did you get out if it?”

“I thought it was a bit long,” said Naruto which earned a glare from his teacher and some snickers from the class, “but...I liked it because I got to learn about the Shodai Hokage and what he did for Konoha.” Iruka smiled as he nodded in agreement while he then turned to each of the students that he had asked his question before only to see them shamed faced and almost expecting what happened next, “You six will give me a detailed report on the outer villages and foreign countries to be handed in tomorrow!”

Each of the students winced at their punishment, but they were forgotten as everyone started to rise from their seats when Iruka walked out of class room and led the way to the training ground. Reaching the training area Iruka again broke everyone into groups only this time there were three to a group.

Naruto was about to protest his group, but he decided not to say anything. There stand next to him was Kiba a smile on his face as he whispered so only he could hear him. “I'm gonna enjoy this!” he said with a smile that seemed to mean that he was going to pay Naruto back for the embarrassment on the roof.
On his other side, Naruto saw a girl who seemed to be ogling Sasuke from afar. Clearing his throat, Naruto said with wave, “Ohayo, my name is...”

“Uzumaki Naruto,” said the pink haired girl with seeming to ignore the boy as she was trying to get the attention of Sasuke.

Naruto was frowning while his eyebrows furrowed as he asked, “And you are?”

“Haruno Sakura,” the girl said in a clipped manner which suggested that Naruto was getting on her nerves.

Iruka suddenly appeared in front of the three, which kept Naruto from saying something. “You three will be using training area number eight. Each of you will spar for ten minutes. Chakra and jutsu can be use, but I will ask you not to use anything that could damage your opponent. Here are you line ups.”

“Sakura and Kiba will go first. Then it will be Kiba vs. Naruto, followed by Sakura vs. Naruto.” Iruka said as he handed Kiba the paper and walked over to the next group.

“Right,” said Kiba as he barked, “Come on Sakura, let’s get this over with.”

“Shut up, Kiba! You act as if I can’t handle myself,” Sakura said as she sent dagger at the boy with his dog.

Naruto watched from the sideline as the two wasted several minutes yelling at each other, and by the time they began to spar half of their time was already up. However, Naruto got to see that the girl liked to use genjutsu and had some impressive chakra control. As for Kiba, well...Naruto was right the first time he saw the boy. He was a brawler that like to use speed and strength to over come his opponents. Naruto felt that Kiba was purposefully holding back for his fight with him and Sakura looked like she was more interested in looking flashy in front of Sasuke, who was in the next training field over.

‘Great!,’ Naruto thought, ‘one wants to go all out on me, and the other doesn’t even want to fight.”

Kiba stayed on the field while Sakura walked off, as Iruka’s voice called out, “Switch!”

Naruto walked on the field as he set up into the stance that he used on the roof. “Don’t take this too far Kiba,” he said so that only the boy heard. 

“Start!” yelled Iruka.

Suddenly, Naruto noticed that the boy face and features became more animal like as he said, “I’m just going to repay you for my embarrassment...that’s all.” With those words spoken he sped towards Naruto throwing an elbow that was aimed for his stomach. Instead of hitting his opponent, Kiba caught the back end of a round house snap kick upside his head, which sent him tumbling along the ground.

“I told you not to take it too far!” Naruto said calmly, “This is only a spar!”

“Screw you!” said Kiba suddenly speeding forward while jumping and spinning at the same time. He became a blurring bullet of destruction as he came whirling at Naruto. Naruto took a direct hit, only to disappear and be replaced with a small log.  Kiba stopped as he looked around the area and sniffed the air. Spinning Kiba slashed an area to his right, the genjutsu that Naruto had brought up dispelled when the blonde went on the defense. Kiba became a wild blur of slashes and kicks, but Naruto seemed to weather the storm and block the boys attack. ‘He’s not going to give up until I get hit,’ thought Naruto as he made a decision. Naruto over extended a punch on purpose giving Kiba the chance that he had been looking for, and within an instant Naruto took a punch to the face that had him on the ground. Looking up, Naruto saw Kiba standing over him panting hard while smirking.

“Switch!” call Iruka’s voice.

Naruto started to get up when he saw a fur covered jacket sleeve shoot out with an offered hand. “That was a good fight, you’re pretty good. No hard feelings, right?” asked Kiba as he helped Naruto up.

“Nah,” Naruto said stretching and holding the side if his face that Kiba hit like it hurt. Which in actuality hadn’t because it was already healed.

Naruto was now staring across from a girl, who looked like she wanted to be doing anything but sparring with him. Naruto got angry when the girl said in bored tones, “Why don’t we skip this sparring. You looked bang up as it is and I just want to watch...”

She never got her next words out as Naruto ran towards her and performed a textbook sweep kick on her. “Don’t underestimate me,” the blonde growled as he had been angered that she would think so little of him, “if you want to ogle someone. Do it on your own time!”

“Why you!” said Sakura as she stood up and tried to use a basic genjutsu on Naruto. However, what Naruto did next had everyone staring in wonder at the blonde.

Gathering the necessary chakra, Naruto was going to perform a minor dispelling technique. However, in his anger he began to collect too much chakra with out realizing it. When Naruto yelled, “KAI,” he instantly knew he screwed up. A gigantic wave of chakra poured out from the blonde washing over Sakura and Kiba before covering the whole academy area and disrupting ever single genjutsu in that large area.

“Stop!” cried out Iruka as he ran over to where the wave of energy came from only to see a panting Naruto glaring at a frightened pink haired kunoichi. “What happened!” asked Iruka looking around the area expecting an adult ninja to be in the area.

“I messed up, Iruka-sensei,” said Naruto as he panted heavily, and then with a deep breath he seemed to steady himself as he explained that he was trying to do a dispelling technique, but it twisted out of control.

‘Please buy my story, please buy my story,” hoped Naruto as he looked expectantly at Iruka who finally nodded and told everyone to relax for ten minutes. Naruto stood up and walked over to his pack while pulling out a bottle of water that he packed in his hip case. As he sat, drinking his water, a shadow fell over him while the owned of the shadow said, “You allowed yourself to get hit.” Naruto looked up to see Kiba looking down at him, a grimace on his face as he sat down next to Naruto while holding a small white puppy in his hands, “Akamaru here, told me that you did that on purpose.”

Naruto looked down at the puppy who gave a little yelp while wagging it’s tail happily. “So what if I did?” asked Naruto looking at Kiba.

The boy scowled as he asked his own question instead of answering Naruto question, “Why did you do it?”

Naruto sighed, he knew that Kiba wouldn’t let go of the subject, so he answered as truthfully as he could, “You weren’t going to be happy until you had landed a punch, and I didn’t want to have to deal with you afterwards.”

“I thought so,” said Kiba as he looked down at Akamaru and frowned, “Look...I’m sorry...”

“Don’t worry about it,” interrupted Naruto while he took another swig of water, and then held out a hand, “Let’s just make sure that doesn’t happen again, okay?”

“Sure!” said Kiba as he took the offered hand and shook it.

“Troublesome!” came Shikamaru catch phrase as he look as tired as Naruto felt at the moment. “That Haruno girl can be a pain, no?” asked the pineapple headed boy while Naruto only nodded his head, still angry that he had let out such a burst of chakra.

“Yeah,” said Naruto as he saw the pink haired girl glaring at him from the corner of his eye.

****

With school done for the day Naruto said good by to his little group of friends as he walked out of the school as started to walk out of the front entrance. However, before he began his journey he turned around at glared at a tree and said, “Last time I let you follow me. This time I’m not in the mood. What the hell do you want?”

From the tree jump Sasuke with an unreadable face as he looked at Naruto with a hint of annoyance. “Why did you cover for me this morning?” asked the boy as he looked into the blue eyes across from him.

“No reason,” answered Naruto.

“So your Obito-sensei’s adopted son?”

Naruto noticed the inflection that Sasuke used when he said the word “adopted”. The blonde turned away from the black haired boy almost making Sasuke understand that he was saying with his body language ‘if you going to insult me then I’m leaving’. Sasuke understood the action and looked away as he said, “So I guess you and I will be training together?”

“No,” Naruto said sternly, “we won’t. Unlike you, do not have the sharingan, and I cannot train the way my father want to train you with out it.”

Sasuke stood silent, until Naruto said in a clipped manner, “If that’s all you came to ask me, then I’m going home.”

Sasuke watched as the blonde boy walk down the street and couldn’t help but feel a need to spar with the boy. He didn’t know what it was, but something about Naruto told him that he was better than he let on, especially after what happened this afternoon.

****

When Naruto returned home he greeted his mother and father quickly as he refused dinner. Going up to his room he grabbed the scrolls the Yondaime had left him and some other tool that he would need for training.

Opening his window he stepped out and called out to his mother and father, “I’m going to train! I’ll be back!”

“I’m right here,” said a pain filled voice as Naruto turned to see his father sitting just outside his window. 

“What? Did you think I wasn’t going to tell you where I was going,” smiled Naruto as Obito managed a sheepish smile.

“Are you going to tell me what’s bothering you,” asked Obito looking at his son.

“No, not yet. I’ve got to go training first,” said Naruto as he sent a pleading looking at Obito, “I’ll be able to think clearly when I come back.”

Obito nodded his approval as he stepped away from the window and watched his son disappear over the rooftops. He had already heard of the incident at the Academy from Kakashi, but he was wondering what else was troubling Naruto.

To bad for Obito that he didn’t have the ability to see the future, because as the clock stuck twelve Naruto was still not home. ‘That kid! I swear if he hurt himself...!’ thought the Uchiha as Rin walked into their bedroom.

“I just got a note from Nara Shikaku,” she said, “he says that Naruto is with him and that he and his son found him passed out under a tree in the southern training grounds.” Rin kissed her husband as she laid down in their bed and went to sleep.

However, Obito couldn’t sleep. Question kept popping into his head, and they were the little question that you were able to push to the back of your mind. No, their were the ones that made people have insomnia. What was he so angry about? Why couldn’t he have told him? Is it about Sasuke? What’s happening at school? Those question and more filtered through Obito’s brain as he tried to understand his sons frame of mind. However, nothing came of it, and instead of getting something done he was only going in circles. So he yawned, closed his eyes and tried to get some sleep.

Chapter Nine - Genin Exams!
One whole year...its rather hard for anyone to pick out certain memories that you’ve had during the three hundred fifty six days that you’ve experienced during a year. For Naruto his year was something of an exception, for some reason or another many of the memories that he had during this year in the academy were something he couldn’t forget.

At home things had gone along rather well considering that he had to put up with Sasuke presence every weekend since his father met with Sasuke on every weekend to over see his development, all the while he was also checking on the boys mental health as well. Training had become easier and easier, and it even came to the point where Naruto had to ask his mother for another set of the bands that they had gave him. When Naruto had seen her shock at his request he knew that something must have been wrong and when he asked her she told him that the second set of band weren’t suppose to used until he had become a chuunin. He remembered feeling happy and wanting to tell his dad but something in him felt a little angry that he was training Sasuke at the moment, so instead he followed his mom into their bed room where she pulled out new set of black bracers that seemed to be trimmed with orange.

After that training resumed its usual speed and difficulty, in fact Naruto had completely changed his fathers training due to the fact that several more of the Yondaime’s time sealed scrolls opened on his birthday and one scroll was filled with training exercises. The one problem was that he need to find a spot where he could do all the training that the scroll required. He remembered going to Sandaime-jiji to ask the man if he knew of a place that he could use to train. The old man eyes widened when he spoke of the type of training spot but that was the only reaction that Naruto got as the old man stood up and told his guards that he was going to take a walk and that Naruto should ‘follow him’. The Sandaime lead him to the top of the Hokage mountain and the took him to the other side of the great earthen mound. There on the other side of the mountain was the training spot that Naruto had been thinking of in exact detail. Repressing his awe at the small waterfall that seemed to be running out of a perfectly cut hole in the back of the mountain and into a large pool of calm, crystal blue water Naruto thanked the Sandaime by hugging the old man in his excitement. Remembering who he was hugging Naruto excused himself and thanked the old man, which the old man look deeply into the boys eyes and just asked that he become a great ninja like his father was.

Naruto was could never see himself as a “popular” person, but by the time the that the genin exams were just on the horizon he was definitely “very well known” by the majority of the students which many believed that made him popular in his own right. Of course that would never be the case with Naruto, often when someone made the mistake of calling him popular he would laugh it off like a joke while saying, “No, those are names for people like Haruno-san. I’m just Naruto.”

Some of the biggest memories that Naruto had during the year that he had was all the friends that he made. Apart from his usual friends that he had made in the first two days, Naruto had suddenly earned Kiba’s grudging respect and was often found sparing with him on the training fields while they thought up of insults for each other. The sparring had gone on until the boys started to hang out with each other, which finally lead to Naruto asking Kiba if he wanted to join his friends. It could have been strange, but surprisingly enough all of his other friends accepted Kiba almost right off the bat. 

Hyuuga Hinata also became really close friends with Naruto, and even Yamanaka Ino had a small amount of respect for the boy as the year ended. 

Ino had become “acquaintances” with Naruto over the school year, mainly because she and he were partnered together for a project to learn more about each other. While she was leaning about the blond she realized that Naruto was such a “nobody” or a “pain” as she had always pegged his to be, in fact when she met his family the young Yamanaka began to like the boy. Something about him made her happy to be around him, though she would never admit to that. Instead, the two shared a lukewarm friendship that had both of them acting civil around each other. Though Naruto began to notice how loud, pushy, and obnoxious Ino became when she seemed to become friends with a person.

Hinata was a bit different from everyone else, because as everyone else had “learned” to like the blonde, the pale eyed Hyuuga girl already had respect and admiration for him since the day that he and she took their test together. Call it a crush, call it love at first sight, call it what ever you like, but the Hyuuga girl was smitten when she saw the blonde hair, happy smile, faint whisker marks, and tan skin. It seemed as the year progressed she and him began to see each other more and more as friends until Naruto asked if she would mind joining him and his friends on the roof of the Academy building. Soon Hinata found that she was surrounded by friends who laughed, played around and generally had fun when they were together.

Uchiha Sasuke seemed to be much more calmer after the half year mark had come and gone. He and Naruto had become more accustomed to spending time quietly in each others presence, but they had never gotten to the point where they could talk to each other. Obito often called them “oil and water”, referring to their eye colors and the fact that they seemed to be resisting any sort of alliance between each other. However, unknown to Obito, Naruto had told Sasuke that he was welcomed on the roof top with his friends, and though Sasuke never said anything in response most of the time he could often be found sitting on top of the water tank in the corner of the roof whenever they had a break.

The last person that Naruto can definitely remember being attached to some of his memories was one ‘Haruno Sakura’. It seemed that ever since that day when Naruto used that ridiculously powerful dispelling technique against her, Sakura had it in her head that Naruto hated her and was out to get her. For almost the whole year she seemed to rally as many kids as she could to follow her dislike of the boy, but that was quickly squashed as the people around her got to know Naruto. He wasn’t mean, spiteful or any of the other things that Sakura painted the boy to be like. In the end, Sakura chose to keep to her little group of “popular” people as she saw Naruto make friend after friend. It seemed as if she would never recognized Naruto, and when given the chance she would demean the boy in front of other people. However, most of the time Naruto would just ignore her. 

And so the year passed as Naruto’s friends and acquaintances went through their ups and downs. There was the occasional falling out, argument, and fight, but when the dust had settled it seemed that their bonds of friendship would always become stronger after the incident.

****

“He did what!?” asked Kiba as Shino and Shikamaru walked next to him.

“I said that he painted the Hokage statues so they looked like they were all crying,” said Shikamaru while shaking his head.

“Damn him,” yelled Kiba as the other two kids looked over to him in curiosity, “That little...gah! Now I owe him fifteen free bowls of ramen!” Shikamaru just shook his head as he figured out in his head that Kiba had put Naruto up to painting the Hokage’s faces. “At least tell me that they caught him and are making him clean up the mess,” said Kiba as he waited for the information with a grin.

“Yeah,” Shikamaru said while Kiba smirked, but then the Nara boy continued on by saying, “but he use some sort of stuff that dissolved with water. So...all he did was summon a couple of suiton jutsu and he was walking to the ramen stand with Iruka-sensei within an hour.” Shikamaru watched as Kiba slumped in defeat while Akamaru whined at his master’s mood.

“Oh, I will so get him back for this!” yelled Kiba while he straightened up and pumped a fist in the air. Many of the people on the street began to stare at Kiba as if he were crazy, the other two took that time to move a little further away from the boy. Kiba noticed this and yelled as he tried to catch up to the boys, “Very funny guys, wait up!”

On the other side of town, a young man who was about to eat a bowl of his favorite food in the whole world, ever since he had been introduced to it, when he balked suddenly and turned to the side to sneezing heavily. “Aw, that means someone is talking about you,” said the man sitting next to the boy, his chuunin vest showing his rank while a vertical slash across his nose ridge automatically gave away his identity as Umino Iruka. “Now I wonder if what they are saying are good things about you or bad things?”

“Iruka-sensei!” whined Naruto as he sat at the ramen bar and slurped the broth from his bowl, “I said I was sorry! Besides I cleaned it all up and no one can tell the difference!”

“That’s beside the point Naruto, don’t you know who the Hokage’s are? And what they gave for this village?”

Naruto nodded his head as he said seriously, “They were the strongest of the village and fought to protect the people of this village.”

“Then why did you go an do that if you know so much about who they are?” asked Iruka surprised that his student knew about the true meaning of being a Hokage.

“Other than the fifteen bowls of ramen that my friend now owes me?” asked Naruto while receiving a sharp glare from his teacher and a happy smile from Teuchi, the ramen stand owner. “I say that I did it because one of these days everyone is going to know my name instead of theirs, because I’m going to be the greatest Hokage that there will ever be!”

“Really?” asked Iruka as he looked at his students blue eyes, only to see that they burned with a passion that could take him to where he wanted to go. Naruto nodded at his sensei’s question before he stood up and slapped down enough money to pay for the both of them. “My treat today, Iruka-sensei. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Naruto jogged home feeling the exhaustion in his muscles as the new weight that he had placed on himself taxed his whole body. Walking through the front door he was greeted with a sight that he hadn’t seen since he was a little kid back in Horoyu. There sitting at the table was both his mother and father with stern glaze locked on him. Sighing deeply he closed the door and prepared himself for the lecture that had been waiting for him to come home.

****

Next morning Naruto had awoken and gone through his morning routine, but when he got home he noticed that his mother and father had left and there was a note along with a steaming omelet on the table. Eating his breakfast Naruto opened the letter to find that his mom had been called away on duty while his father was meeting with Kakashi, however both of them wished him luck on his upcoming test. Smiling while shrugging his shoulders, Naruto ate his food quietly and after he was done he wrote something on the other side of the note before taking off for school.

Naruto was joined half way to the Academy by Shino who nodded his greeting to Naruto. It had taken sometime, but Naruto had figured out all of Shino’s subtle body gestures and what they meant. Now whenever they were together, Naruto would talk to him and watch as Shino would respond with slight gestures of his eyebrows or twitches of his fingers, even the way he set his feet seemed to be an indication of what he wanted to say.

“You idiot!” called a familiar voice from behind the pair.

Naruto turned around and smile a wicked little grin as he saw a flustered Kiba running up to them. “You’re just saying that because you hate the idea of owning me fifteen bowls of my ramen!” Naruto said while singing the last part.

“I never thought that you’d go through with it,” said Kiba sighing when glaring angrily at the boy, “you’re an idiot, you know that right?”

“Never come between me and my ramen!” Naruto said serious, but then looked up saying, “I could have done without the week of being grounded though.”

“You should have thought the consequences out thoroughly,” said Shino in his monotone voice.

“You can’t say it wasn’t funny though,” said Naruto as he noticed Shino’s head shake slightly from side to side, which told Naruto that he too was amused with the stunt.

“It was troublesome! That was what it was!” called another voice ahead of them, standing at the entrance on the Academy, Shikamaru and Chouji waited for the others, “Because of that stunt Iruka made us review the Henge no Jutsu (Transformation Technique).”

“What!? Is that why we had to do that stupid pop quiz!? Naruto you baka,” growled Kiba while he glared at Naruto who could only smile sheepishly and apologize.

“Today’s the real deal though,” said Chouji while eating a small rice ball and frowning, “I don’t think I’ll pass.”

Shikamaru patted his friends back while the others all gave Chouji encouragement, as they all tried to psyche themselves up for a test that none of them had taken. When they were done playing around they walked into the Academy front yard, there they met Hinata and Ino sitting down at a table.

“Ohiyo,” said Naruto politely as he sat down at the table with the girls. Hinata blushed as he said her greetings, while Ino took the time to pinch Naruto and scold him for defacing the Hokage monument.

“I’m sorry...” Naruto frowned before laughing as he said, “...sorry that I livened up this dreary place for a little bit!” Naruto ran to the other side of the table avoiding any more of Ino vicious pinches while he smiled and laughed and had everyone laughing with him.

Naruto looked up at the tree branches that were over head and saw Sasuke quietly sitting in them as he listened to the people below him. Naruto even thought he could see a smirk forming on the usually stoic face of the boy, but before he had a chance to get a better look the class bell rang and everyone in the yard began to pile into the front entrance.

In the classroom, the buzz of excitement and anticipation seemed to fill every nook and cranny of the class. The door to the room in the back which was usually held for private lessons or detentions, was now opened and everyone could see a table that had shinny new hitai-ate’s glistening in the suns light.

“Alright,” said Iruka instantly gaining the attention of his class, he always wondered what about the genin exam made these kids so attentive, but he just shrugged away his thoughts as he said, “today is the genin exam! You will be asked to perform several basic techniques that we went over these couple of years, also a written test will be required of you. This test will not influence you completion of this exam but it will be a factor, so please take it seriously.”

The day had gone pretty quickly as many of the kids found that the test wasn’t as hard as they though. However, the jutsu tests were next, and many of the students were nervous because they knew that these test were the only that decided whether or not you became a genin.

“This year’s exam will consist of the Bushin (Clone) and Kawarimi (Substitution) jutsu,” said Iruka as many students groaned and other just nodded, “When I call you name come and enter the room.”

Naruto watched as Iruka called the first persons name, “Abakino Tenchi!” The boy walked nervously into the room as the door was closed. As soon as the door closed the room became filled with whispers and soft talking as everyone turned to his partner and began discussing what was the best way to past the test when the door opened and a smiling boy came out with a hitai-ate on his head as he beamed proudly.

The rest of the day went like this, and Naruto watched as one after another the kids of his class went into the room and either came out happy with a hitai-ate on their head or frowning with nothing. Luckily, there was only two kid who didn’t come out with their hitai-ate and both of them were just going to class because their family wanted them to.

“Uzumaki Naruto!” called the voice from inside the room.

Naruto walked into the room as he heard the sounds of happy voice coming from outside, for a moment Naruto was worried that he wouldn’t make it, but he steeled his resolve and walked into the room with confidence. “Alright! Let’s see you make at least three clones and substitute yourself with something in this room.” said Iruka as he looked up from his clipboard.

“Bushin no Jutsu!” cried out Naruto as six clones appeared on either side of him. Iruka nodded as he took down some notes and watched as the bushins disappeared in several puffs of smoke. This left Naruto with a the substitution technique, as he smiled when a plan came to mind.

Going through the hand seals, Naruto released his chakra into the jutsu. Iruka was watching when Naruto cloud of smoke erupted enveloping the classroom, however, he wasn’t ready for what he saw when the smoke cleared. Sitting in his chair with his clipboard was none other than Naruto, who was nodding his head appreciatively as if Iruka was the one taking the test.

Mizuki’s eyes were bulging out of their sockets, the boy had just use a high-chuunin level skill without batting an eye. Iruka came stopping over to where Naruto was sitting, as the little boy looked up and said, “I’ll pass you, your pretty good!”

“I’ll give you pass,” said Iruka as he snatched his clipboard away from the little boy while a vein worked on his forehead as he began writing furiously on the board. Naruto sniffed the air expecting to smell smoke as his chuunin teacher held out his hitai-ate and said with stern glare that transformed into a smile, “You pass!”

Naruto put the forehead protector on his head and ran from the class room to meet his friends outside. Once outside Naruto was greeted by Hinata who was stood by a stern looking man and a just-as-serious little girl, Naruto bowed in respect while giving a formal greeting to the Hyuuga elder and Hinata’s sister. Then he turned away from them as he said “Hinata-san, I passed! How about you?”

The girl blushed as she nodded her head and showed him her hitai-ate that was tied around her neck. “That’s great! See! I told you. I bet you pass this test with out even blinking!” Naruto laughed as Hinata saw from the corner of her eye that he father was eyeing the young boy.

“Well, I gotta catch up with the others. I’ll see you around Hinata-san!” with that Naruto snapped around quickly as he bowed Hinata’s family and said before he left, “Hyuuga-sama! Hanabi-san!”

Naruto took off to where he could see his friend all the while feeling the eyes of Hinata’s father on the back of his head. When he got to the stop were everyone was sitting with their family and showed his hitai-ate there was a loud cheer as everyone congratulated everyone else. However, soon everyone started to disperse as they went their separate ways with their families to celebrate their success.

As the sun began to set, Naruto sighed as he begun his trek home. He was looking to congratulate Sasuke, but he wasn’t around and Naruto got the feeling that the boy went to look for his father. Sighing again Naruto walked to the entrance when he saw two shadows moving about in the class rooms. Normal something like this wouldn’t have Naruto worried, but something about those shadows had his senses on alert. Quickly and as quietly as he could manage Naruto jumped into a tree that was across from the window and began slowly pumping chakra into his ears while keeping the rest of his chakra suppressed as the muffle sounds of talking became clear speech that he could understand.

“Did you find where it’s hidden?” asked a voice that sounded familiar.

“Yeah, the old man keeps the forbidden scroll in his personal vault,” said another unfamiliar voice that sounded like the person was suffering from a cold.

“That’s fine,” said the familiar voice as that person walked over to the window and looked out it. Naruto almost gasped when he saw the evil grin that split across Mizuki-sensei’s face when he said, “You’ll distract Sandaime with the cock and bull story about someone talking about Orochimaru. I’ll slip in and nab the scroll and no one will be the wiser.”

“What if you get caught?” asked the other man worry lacing his voice.

“Then I henge into Iruka and we go to ‘Plan B’,” Mizuki calmly.

“Your gonna actually frame you friend like that?” said the other man with a chuckle.

“He was never my friend to begin with! You know to meet up at the old cottage in the western forest right?” Mizuki asked his partner, as the man must have answered with only a nod when Mizuki continued by saying, “Good! Now come on! We need to get ready.”

Naruto release his chakra still keeping it low as the two men took off. Sitting back in the trees, Naruto was running through his options, but in the end he only saw that he wouldn’t be believed in time for them to take action. So only two possible courses of action presented themselves as he sat in the tree. The one he chose was simple, as he began to run towards the Hokage’s personal residence while pulling out a scroll and pen. 

Turning off his training weights Naruto sped up the buildings wall while watching several ANBU guards walk back and forth on the ground. Naruto was straining to keep his chakra so low that he would be undetectable, but it was increasingly becoming harder to do. Sliding along a small portion of the outside wall Naruto slid over to a window and looked in. ‘Damn, I’m lucky!’ Naruto smile as he saw the vault he was looking for and it was open.

Sliding the window open Naruto walked into the room and ducked suddenly as several more guards passed the opened door, but they continued on down the hall paying any attention to the room they had just passed. “Naruto walked up to the vault and looked at the open door with suspicion as he made two seals and said, “Suiton: Moyaiki no Jutsu! (Water Element: Mist Breath Art)”

Naruto blew lightly, and watched as a light mist came pouring out his mouth while revealing a network of thin chakra strings crisscrossing across the vault door. Naruto smile as he saw that there was one place that was big enough for him to get through with out disturbing the other chakra strings that much. Moving through the strings Naruto looked around and noticed a rather large scroll sitting on the floor with the words “Forbidden Scroll” written across it.

‘Yeah, like I’m going to fall for that,’ he huffed to himself as he looked around and found the only thing that wasn’t a scroll in the room. In the corner of the room looked like a old cane and as Naruto grabbed it and used a dispelling technique the cane morphed into a large scroll that had a strange seal on the front. Using a genjutsu that he learned from his mother, Naruto disguised the scroll he had as the cane that he saw before. Then, as quickly as he could, he slid the forbidden scroll through the opening in the strings, while quickly following the scroll. Once he was out he strapped the scroll to his back and went out the open window closing it in time to see the Sandaime walk into the room.

‘Now to find Iruka-sensei,’ thought Naruto as he heard someone shouting to see the Hokage. ‘Damn,’ Naruto thought as he sped over the roof tops and went in the direction that Iruka usually went after they ate ramen. “Come on sensei! Where are you?” Naruto said in worry as he dropped to the ground. Suddenly he saw something heard something that chilled him to the bone.

“Iruka! Iruka wake up!” it was Mizuki’s voice!

‘Damn it! They must have already found my substitution,’ growled Naruto as he jumped into a hiding place and watched the two men standing outside Iruka’s house. When the door opened, Mizuki attack and slammed a fist into Iruka gut causing the teacher to double over before the other man stuck him on the back of the neck knocking him out for the count.

‘Damn you! You bastard!’ Naruto said as he balled his fists and watched the pale haired man transform into his teacher. “Fine,” Naruto said to himself thinking that it would take these morons even more time to set up their plan if it was going to work properly, “two can play this game.” Naruto took off to the west as he began thinking of what he was going to do. Using his speed Naruto found that he made it to the cabin in a small amount of time.

“Now what?” he said looking at the scroll in his hands. Naruto stared at the scroll for a while as he decided to see what these men were willing to kill for. Opening the scroll Naruto noticed a jutsu that he had already knew. “Tajuu Kage Bushin? Aw, you have got to be kidding me!? Next!” the boy said as he scanned the next jutsu, as he began to see why these idiots wanted to get their hands on the scroll. As he was about to roll up the scroll, Naruto happened to glance at the name of the next jutsu on the scroll and almost did a double take. Suddenly a smile started to creep across his face as he sat down as read the instructions of the jutsu that was in front of him.

Naruto was panting and sweat was dripping down his face after he was finished practicing the jutsu that he had just learned, when he heard voices on the other side of the cabin. “Damn it how could you have messed this up!” screamed a man’s voice that Naruto recognized as Mizuki’s partner. “We should have....ahhhhhrggg!” the man screamed and when Naruto looked around the side of the cabin he saw a heavy set man with a giant shuriken protruding from his chest.

“You are so annoying,” Mizuki stated in a bored manner as he watched his partner wiggle around before succumbing to death. “Uzumaki! Uzumaki I know you’re out there somewhere! Either give me the scroll or I’ll snap you sensei’s neck!”

“Don’t you dare hurt Iruka-sensei!” yelled the boy as he stepped out from behind the cabin.

“Fine! I’ll kill you first and then he’ll be next!” said Mizuki while jumping down and moving at full speed towards the boy. “Kage Bushin no Jutsu!” screamed Naruto as several shadow clones appeared and began to defend against Muzuki’s attacks. “Katon: Hosenko no Jutsu (Fire Element: Fire Flare Art)!” yelled Naruto as a bright ball of fire shot up out of his hand and into the air where it burst into a bright beacon.

Mizuki had only been able to down three of the eight clones that Naruto had produced, while two of them had retrieved Iruka and brought him out of harms way. “Who the hell are you! You can’t be a genin!” said the confused man while he use a doton technique to catch three of Naruto’s clones off guard.

Naruto, however, didn’t say a thing as he went into a set of seals ending with bird as he said, “Fuuton: Musebu Hokori (Wind Element: Choking Dust Art)!” A strong wind seemed to kick up dirt and leafs as it surrounded Mizuki creating a small bubble around him that only held dust and other particles.

‘Fuck!’ thought Mizuki as he realized that he could breath in this bubble. Unstrapping his last giant shuriken Mizuki threw it at where he perceived the boy to be.

The giant blade came flying out of the dust and swirling leave with a vengeance and Naruto could help but get caught in the shoulder as the weapon spun off into the forest behind him. "Gah!” Naruto said as he pressed his hand to his now wounded deeply shoulder. The small storm of dust and leafs died down as Mizuki emerged gasping for air and gripping his burning chest.

‘Crap,’ Naruto said in his head as he felt that most of his reserves had been now began to be siphoned off to repair the damage on his shoulder. ‘It’s now or never,’ thought the blonde as he saw Iruka wobble into view, he then saw Mizuki smile at him as he pulled a tonto out while rushing the stunned and confused chuunin. 

Naruto didn’t even think twice about what he was doing. Kneeling quickly he swiped his hand across his wound, grimacing as the pain blossomed across his chest, while he went into a long set of seals. He prayed in his head, hoping that the seals were right! He prayed that this jutsu would work! He even prayed that he would get there in time to save Iruka-sensei.

Slamming his hands to the ground feeling the colossal amount of chakra leaving his body to power this jutsu, Naruto barely managed to yell...

“Ninpo: Denkiteki Soudai Kuchiyose (Ninja Art: Legendary Grand Summoning)!”

The blood on Naruto’s hand seemed to boil for a second as he slapped the ground, but when he pulled it up the blood had all but evaporated. Nothing was happening, and Naruto could only think that he had messed up. ‘Iruka,’ though Naruto sadly as Muzuki kept charging as was coming within striking distance, ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t able to protect you!’

A howl pierced the forest as a great wind exploded and smoke filled the area. From the smoke bounded a great black wolf with golden eyes and three red marks on its face. Looking down the man sized wolf saw it’s summoner trying to stop a pale haired man from attacking another man, and with in that instant the great wolf knew what it must do. In a flash of teeth and black-as-night fur the wolf held the pale haired man’s throat in its jaws while pinning the man to the ground.

Naruto was too surprised to even speak, but he nodded his thanks to the wolf who narrow its eyes at the boy that slumped to the ground. If Iruka hadn’t seen it he would have never believed it. Naruto...a genin just summoned a wolf with out ever signing a contract with the wolves.

The wolf clamped down just hard enough on the man’s throat to make him pass out, before it let go and padded it’s way to the blonde human. Scrutinizing golden eyes gazed down at Naruto tired form as it spoke in a deep baritone voice, “You are my summoner...but I can feel that you don’t have a contract with us. How is this possible?”

“The legendary grand summoning,” said Naruto as his arms began to feel heavy and his shoulder began to throb painfully. The wolf’s eyes opened in shock as it looked at the boy closer, but then it mastered it face as it said, “Lord Yaban will need to know of this. Kid, you owe me for this! All I ask in return is that when I appear again...that you listen to what I have to say. Is this a deal?”

Naruto was about to fall unconscious, but he managed to say. “Hai..”

“Good,” that black wolf said, as he turned to the man that stood a bit to the side, “Take care of the boy.” Suddenly the wolf exploded into a swirl of smoke and wind, leaving a very stunned chuunin looking at Naruto as he dropped to the ground.

“Naruto!” yelled a males voice out in the forest.

“Over here!” yelled back Iruka as Obito came out of the trees like an avenging demon; his red, bright eyes whirling wildly as he saw Naruto clutched in Iruka’s arms. Behind Obito, several ANBU members and even the Sandaime Hokage came running up to the scene of confusion. Mizuki was laying unconscious with bite marks on his neck, Iruka was holding a badly wounded Naruto, the scroll of sealing was tied to the little boys back and Iruka was saying something about Naruto saving him.

The ANBU were already trying to tie up Iruka when the Hokage wave them off saying, “I think that Mizuki is the person we want.”

“But Hokage-sama,” said an ANBU that was in the middle of tying up a confused Iruka, but was quickly silenced when the old man’s wide eye’s bared down on him sharply.

“What of the other?”

“Dead. Killed by Mizuki’s shuriken.”

Obito picked up his son while making sure that he covered the wound that was showing a slight tinge of red as the demon’s chakra poured out slowly to heal the boy. Untying the scroll from the boys back and handing it to an ANBU member, Obito stood up and began his journey home.

However, before Obito could take five steps the Hokage voice carried over to him. “We should get him to a hospital, Obito,” said Sarutobi looking at Obito as if waiting to see what he would say. 

“I’d rather bring him to our house. Besides, Rin is an excellent medical nin,” said Obito softly as he looked down at his son and watched him wince in pain.

“I’m sure she is, but I would think that she at the hospital already,” said Sandaime again glaring at Obito’s back with narrowed eyes.

“I’ll still take him home,” Obito said quietly, “I’ll summon Rin from the hospital. I don’t think Naruto will like the hospital that much.”

Obito took another step, but was stopped by Sarutobi as the old man had caught up to him in a blink of an eye and laid a gentle hand on the former Uchiha’s shoulder while saying, “I think that when he wakes up that you, he and I need to have a long talk.” This wasn’t a suggestion or a request, Obito knew what is was the moment he looked into the Sandaime’s eyes. This was a command.

“Hai,” said Obito as he took of to the east.

Sandaime, still couldn’t believe what he was feeling has he stood in the clearing. He was thankful that none of the ANBU members had the years of training that he had, because at this moment Sandaime was a bit frightened at the amount of chakra that littered the area. It was as if some unbelievably powerful ninjutsu had been used and it imprint was still lingering in the air.

“Did Naruto do this?” wondered the old man while he tapped his fingers against the forbidden scroll as he took over taking care of Iruka. The ANBU members took Mizuki into their custody as they also disposed of the extra body. 

Chapter Ten - Unexpected Visitors
It was dark. Not the type of darkness that you have at midnight, but the kind where you couldn’t see your hand in front of you face. It was a darkness devoid of light. And here he was stumbling his way through this darkness. His fingers and hand extended in front of him as he was trying to get a baring on where he was. He was feeling disorientated and sick to his stomach as he made his legs move in the dankness. All his fingers could feel were the rough stone walls on either side of him, and for the amount of walking that he had been doing, one would think that they were in a passage of sorts.

However, as he felt around the wall were unusually moist and the air seemed to be very humid while the smell of the place could be summed up as dank, musty and old. ‘A light!’ Naruto thought while happiness. Looking ahead at the end of the passage the he was walking in, the shadows ahead of him seemed to slowly brighten. However, as he stepped forward his foot stepped into water that was murky and smelly. He shrugged off the feeling that the water gave him as he walked faster to the light and when he walked into the warm glow of the illumination he was surprised to see where he was.

The place that he was looking at seemed to bring back memories from his time spent in the ruin near Horoyu. What he was looking at was a chiseled out corridor of stone that resembled the old aqueducts of the ruins that where near Horoyu. White roots poked from the ceiling and were hanging in a menacing way overhead, while green and brown moss and different color mold were growing on the walls.

‘Where the hell am I,’ thought the boy as he ran his fingers unconsciously through his golden locks of hair, as if to sweep off anything that dared to land on his head from above. Sloshing through the water Naruto finally came to a place that he couldn’t quiet remember. The stone around the area was newer and had a more foreboding edge to it. The stones even seemed to have writing chiseled into them, though Naruto could even decipher what the writing was talking about. 

He felt ‘it’ as he was making his way down the passage way. ‘It’ was powerful, and was radiating so much anger and killing intent that Naruto found it hard to stand let alone move. However, the blonde shook his head as he pushed through his feeling as he continued to the source of this “anger”. 

Naruto couldn’t believe what he was seeing at the moment. He had trudged through the water on and had turned a corner when he saw something that made him stop, there standing before him was a giant red door that had symbols and the same writing that was on the walls. In the center was a symbol that he had seen once or twice in his life.

There in the middle of this gigantic red metal door was the seal that he had seen on his stomach. Naruto slowly went up to the door, and as he came closer he could feel the anger condense and more focused while a growl, coming from behind the door, echo through the passageway. Naruto gulped slowly as he move up to the door and slowly place a shaking hand to the door. As soon as his fingers touched the door a lock could be heard clicking as the door slowly opened and reveal a humongous ante chamber that was lit by an unknown source of light.

Walking in, Naruto noticed that there were pipes of all sorts leading into or out of the far wall. Following the pipes, the boys eye’s rested on something that made his mouth go dry. There in front of him, on the farthest wall, was a gargantuan iron gate. The sheer size of the gate boggled the mind, but that wasn’t what had Naruto attention. No what had his attention was the detail that the bars had been made with. Each bar has seals that were etched into their smooth metallic surfaces, and so fine were the seals that...to actually accomplish something like this someone would have to spend their entire lifetime at it.

“How did I get here?” wonder Naruto as he could feel the presence that he felt outside the door getting stronger. ‘What ever is behind that gate...’ the boy thought, but was almost scared to death when a gigantic eyelid opened revealing an eye, that was five to six times his size, which stared at him with bloodlust and fury.

“Whoa!” Naruto screamed as several gigantic claws shot out of the gate rattling the huge construct as the thing behind the gate used its claw to try to attack the boy in front of it. The things claws left deep clean gouges in the stone in front of the cage which was a testament to the sharpness of thing’s weapons.

The thing roared in frustration when the boy seemed to back up more. “I will devourer you one day!” said the thing in front of him in a chilling voice that seemed to be a mixture of anger, fury, bloodlust and above all an evil that not even the boy could comprehend. “And when I do...I’m going to enjoy removing you innards and painting this room with them!”

At first Naruto was afraid of the thing that was behind the cage, however as the thing taunted him behind it’s prison Naruto found himself getting angry. He was so angry that almost instantly his shivering stopped and his face set in a angry glare instead of the awe and fear that it had before.

The thing behind the bars looked down and its eyes widened a bit it saw the boy glare up at it without a shred of fear showing though, though it could still smell it in the air. ‘Interesting,’ though the giant thing, ‘do you actually think you can stand up to me?’

“You must be that demon that my mother and father have told me about!” yelled the boy from a safe distance.

“That demon!” growled the titanic demon as it slapped one of it tails against the gate making it shake at bit, but only to watch the gate hold firm even after it attack on it. “You hairless-ape! I am the great Kyuubi no Kitsune, Demon Lord of Fire and Blood, Greatest of the Bijuu.”

“If your so great, then how was it that one of us “hairless-apes” sealed you up?” shot back Naruto, having heard enough of the demon fox’s ranting. Naruto was definitely not ready for what happened next. A killing intent seemed to pierce Naruto’s body as the demon released a deafening roar causing Naruto to be thrown to the back of the chamber. Red chakra began leaking out of the cage as it snaked it’s way to Naruto and caught him by the leg. Naruto struggled against the chakra as he watched it snake up his body and finally wrap around your throat.

However, before the chakra could do any real damage to the boy the symbols on the gate and along the walls began glowing a vibrant white color. And suddenly the Kyuubi roared as the red chakra that was surrounding Naruto shifted from red to purple to finally a clear blue color before it was absorbed into the blonde boy.

The great demon slammed it body against the gate again and again as it raged and bellowed, “I will find a way out! An when I do I will kill you! I will have my revenge!” Then, just as quickly as it had started, the giant beast seemed to calm itself as it sat down on it haunches while blood red eyes glared furiously at the blonde boy from deep inside the cage.

‘Note to self...don’t make fun of demons when they are near you,’ said Naruto as he coughed a bit, rubbing his neck gently while getting to his feet. Naruto didn’t know why he was here, and he didn’t even know where here was. What he did know was that he was being watching by a pissed off demon fox, and so he did the only thing that came to his mind in this situation...he started a conversation.

“So why am I here? And where is ‘here’ in the first place,” asked Naruto softly hoping that the demon would answer.

“Fool, we are in your pitiful excuse for a mind,” said the demon from with the darkness of its prison, “and as for why you are here...well let’s just say I did it for my own interests.” And with that Naruto could see the red chakra form of the gargantuan demon stand and walk into the shadows of the prison as it faded from view.

Suddenly, Naruto began to feel a tug on his body as his surrounding became blurry suddenly a bright light burst in front of his face as he twitched and closed his eyes. “Naruto? Naruto? Can you hear me?”

“Huh?” he responded as he tried to get up but found that his body wasn’t responding to his whims. “Why can’t I move?” asked Naruto as a bit of panic set in, but it quickly went away as his eye focused and he saw that nothing was holding him down.

“Your suffering from chakra exhaustion, son.” cooed his mother voice from next to him as a cold, wet wash cloth was placed over his fore head and made him relax a bit.

“Stupid! I told you to never use a untested jutsu! You could have died, idiot!” yelled his father’s voice with seething anger, but Naruto knew it was to cover up the fear and helplessness that he felt at the moment. “How’s his shoulder?”

Rin looked up at Obito’s worried face, and pulled back the blood stained gauze to reveal that the wound had already completely healed without any scar tissue to show that there was even a fight. Obito sighed lightly as he walked out of the room mumbling something about ‘kids these days’ and ‘heart attacks’.

Rin smiled as he left and looked down at her son noticing that he went back to sleeping. “You did good today, son.” said Rin as she kissed her son’s forehead while watching the boy smile serenely as he slept.

****

Across town, in the Hokage’s office a very rattled chuunin was explaining everything that he had seen go on.

“When I awoke I saw two Naruto’s dragging me out the way of something that was happening just a few feet away,” Iruka said as his hand still shook a bit. Sarutobi, who had seen the man shaking at the scene, had ask someone to have some tea already made when they would making back to the tower. Picking the warm cup, the old man carefully slid it into the young man’s hands and watched as he slowly began to stop shaking.

“Carry on,” said Sarutobi as he watched Iruka take a sip of the relaxing tea.

“I heard something like threats and fighting, while the two Naruto held me down and told me it was for my own good.” said Iruka as Sarutobi’s eyes opened in surprise.

“They actually held you down?”

“Yes,” said Iruka and then suddenly realized what he had just said, “but that would mean...”

“Kage bushin,” said the Sandaime Hokage as he looked at the rug that decorated his floor while trying to think about what else this boy could do. “Keep going Iruka-san,” said the old man as he wanted to heard what else had transpired in the battle.

“Well...” said the surprised chuunin teacher as he lifted his hand to his forehead trying desperately to remember what had transpired, “I remember seeing a bright flash in the sky after the clones pulled be away. I also remember someone invoking a Fuuton jutsu.”

“After that?” asked Sarutobi as he went around his desk and opened a drawer while pulling out a pad of paper and pen.

“After that I heard Naruto scream out in pain and watched as the clones disappeared into smoke. I went to see what was going on, but when I came around the tree Mizuki saw me and charged.” Iruka said while looking at the ground and feeling ashamed that he didn’t handle the situation better. “Naruto was hurt but he tried to get to me, and then I heard him scream something,” said Iruka as he remember the feeling of the jutsu that the boy had performed.

“Did you hear what he said?” asked Sarutobi, trying not to look to interested in what the teacher had to say so as not to upset the man.

“I...I think he said “grand summoning”, or something like that,” Iruka said while Sarutobi’s mind began to whirl wildly at the meaning of this event. Standing up the Hokage walked over to the window looking out at the morning that peeking over the edge of the horizon, “What happened after that?”

Iruka remembered the huge wolf that appeared and what it had done for him and Naruto, “A black wolf appeared and aided Naruto in taking down Mizuki. It then spoke to Naruto saying something about meeting with Lord Yaban, and they told me to take care of the boy.”

“Yaban...” Sarutobi muttered as he scratched his goatee and then turned to Iruka with a stern face. “Iruka, none of what we have talked about in this room his to ever leave your lip, do you understand? Last night never happened. Even if you are brought to the council for questioning, you will tell them that you were kidnapped by two rouge ninja and the ANBU caught up to you before they could make their escape. Do you understand?” the Hokage of Konoha said in a commanding voice as his eyes looked deeply into the man in front of him.

“Hai, Hokage-sama!” Iruka said swiftly while nodding his head and standing up.

“I’ll have one of the ANBU members take you home. Get some rest, we’ve all had a long night.” said Sandaime as he returned to the window while muttering to himself. ‘Obito. It looks like we are going to have that talk sooner than you think,’ thought the old man as he sigh deeply while lighting his tobacco pipe and taking a deep drag of the smoke.

****

Naruto awoke the next day in his room. His should was a bit stiff from the wound that he had a few hours ago, but that was all that was left gaping wound in his shoulder. Sitting up in bed he noticed that in the corner in his room, sleeping in a chair, was his father. He had a towel clutched in his hand and was almost ready to lean out of the chair, when Naruto coughed slightly and woke him from his sleep. Naruto knew that his dad was a light sleeper and all it took was a loud cough to wake him. 

Looking up from the chair and rubbing his sore neck, Obito saw that his son was staring at him from an upright position in the bed. “Baka! What are you doing! Lay down this instant!” yelled Obito as he grabbed some pillows and pushed his son back into bed, “Last night you went overboard, I’m surprised that you didn’t die using that much chakra. You had me worried! If you ever do that again I personally kill you myself!”

Naruto was confused to say the least, his father looked like a raving lunatic at the moment, so instead of talking back he lifted his arms and pulled back his shirt sleeves showing his father the two sets of bands on his arms.

“What...” Obito said and then saw the bands, recognition dawned on Obito’s face as he looked back up at Naruto with his eyebrows furrowed, “When did this happen? Why wasn’t I told? Did you mother give you those? What the hell is going on!?” 

Naruto just let out a chuckle as his mother voice could be heard from the kitchen, “A couple of mother ago. Because you were busy having your “talks” with Sasuke-kun, and yes.”

Obito looked over at his son and sat back in his chair as he said in a whispered voice, “Have you really changed that much?”

Naruto looked at his father and said, “I’ve learned a lot in the past year. I’ve developed my own training exercises, and I’ve even added what you taught me into those training sessions.”

“You mean that you haven’t been using my training exercises?” Obito questioned his son only to receive a nod in return.

“It alright, dad. I know that your doing what your doing because you trying to help Sasuke, and I can see that it is actually helping,” said the blonde boy as he sat up again only to have his father lay a hand on his chest and push him back down.

“I don’t mean to ignore you son,” said Obito while Naruto’s eyes looked away.

“Its okay,” said Naruto as he was looking at the opposite wall, “I got to have you for eleven years and I’m willing to sha...”

“Don’t say that!” Obito interrupted, as he sat down on the bed and looked at the boy in front of him, “You are my son, if you were to find someone to take my place...I would be very angry and a bit more than jealous. No one is going to replace you...especially an Uchiha, understand?”

Obito hugged his son tightly and watched as the boy let some of the tension that was in his body out. That’s when Rin made her appearance with a worried look on her face, “Hokage-sama is on his way over for a ‘meeting’? What is this all about,” asked Rin’s, in her hand she held a letter that she was waving around.

Snatching the letter out of her hands, Obito looked at the message and swore loudly while he explained their situation. “He literally told me that he’d be stopping by, but I didn’t think it would be so soon!”

Both Obito and Rin got up and were talking to each other as a sharp knocking came from the front of the house. “The old man is push his luck!” growled Obito as he close Naruto shutters and his bedroom door while Rin went quickly to answer the door. 

Naruto could hear his mother greeting someone as she said, “Ohayo, Hokage-sama! I was expecting you to come later this evening.”

“Oh? And why was that Rin-san?” asked an old mans voice in amusement, as the outside door closed. The sound of them walking to the back porch could be heard by Naruto as he sat up in bed and listened carefully.

Downstairs, Rin opened the back porch door to reveal Obito sitting in a chair. Sandaime walked over to an offered chair and sat while Rin pulled out several cans of chilled sweet tea. “So, Sandaime? Why have you decided to honor us with you presence at such an early hour of the day?” Rin said politely, keep the appearance that she didn’t know anything.

“I’m here to discuss you son,” said Sandaime as he took a short drink from the can, enjoying how the lemon and the flavors of the tea blended nicely across his tongue.

“Why? What’s wrong with our son?” said Obito, knowing where this was heading.

“Did you know that he came to me not more than four or five months ago asking me where he could find a training spot where, and these were the words he used not mine, ‘the four great elements met and harmonized’.” said Sandaime as he looked at Obito who wore a scowl on his face, “You know...I showed him where such a training place was in Konoha, but it was very surprising that anyone would know about that description for the training area. Especially, since the only person who knew of such a place was Arashi. I only know about it because I remember him telling me something about it when he was...”

Whatever the Sandaime was going to say was interrupted as Obito stood up and said in a loud voice, “Look old man, stop beating around the bush and tell us what you want!”

Up in his room, Naruto was pouting as he grimaced and frowned at the fact that his dad had yet again denied him from learning who his father was. Getting up from his bed Naruto padded over to the window and strained his hearing without using chakra to hear what his parents and Sandaime-jiji were talking about.

“You two have been with holding information from me,” Sarutobi said seriously as he sat back in his chair and eyed the two sitting in their chairs.

“Maa, you can also add my name to that list then,” said a voice that didn’t startle anyone seated below. Dropping down from the tree, Kakashi said his trademark ‘Yo’ as he pulled up a seat and sat down.

“I expected as much,” said Sarutobi while he shook his head and almost slapped his forehead, “I can’t believe I didn’t see the connection! Your were all his pupils!” Sarutobi gabbed the tea and drank down half of the contents as he began to piece the puzzle together. “Then the boy...”

Kakashi nodded at Sarutobi’s silence and watched as he become more and more solemn.

“Does that mean that the seal worked?” he asked and this time Rin was the one who nodded her head. Naruto was sitting up in his room still angry that none of them were talking about his biological father and mother.

“Wait! Then that means that the Kyuubi is still...”

“Alive?” finished Obito as he shook his head and stared at the ground, “The only one who could tell us that would be Naruto.”

“Why did he tell me? I would have raised the boy, he would have had to have left Konoha,” said Sandaime as he pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Arashi had already thought of that,” said Rin as she patted the old man’s forearm, “He knew that you would have fought for his son, but he also knew it would be a losing battle. He told us that the villagers were too closed minded and would have hated Naruto instead of seeing him as a hero who saved them.”

Sandaime allowed his shoulders to sag at the explanation the woman gave, he knew that his deceased friend was usually right about these type of things. “So you took him to Horoyu,” he said in a tired voice, while placing the final piece in the puzzle.

“And there we raise him and trained him,” said Obito, “and we loved him as if he was our own.”

“Then why are you back?” asked Sarutobi, “you could have ignored the messengers, and you could have even gotten me involved.”

“We all made a promise to Arashi-sensei,” said Kakashi as he flipped through an orange book, “he wanted us to bring him back when he was twelve so that he could take the genin exam and become a ninja like him.”

“So what if didn’t want to become a ninja?” asked Sarutobi, looking expectantly at each of the people in front of him.

“The we would have disappeared and lived a happy live as a family where away from Konoha,” said Obito quietly as he looked at Rin and she nodded.

“And I would have retired and gone with them,” said Kakashi from behind his book. Even though both Rin and Obito were shocked to here that.

Several second past and the four sitting around the table were quiet as one of them digested all this and grabbed his nose for the fourth time this day. “Sandaime? Is something wrong?” asked Rin as the Sandaime Hokage of Konoha looked at everyone at the table.

“I have do doubt that you will all keep this confidential,” he said as he stood a little straighter in his chair, “from what I can gather Mizuki and his partner were going to steal the forbidden scroll of seals, but you son stopped them by stealing it first.”

That make Kakashi choke a bit, especially when he heard that Naruto had been the one to steal the scroll and not Mizuki. “It seems that Mizuki plan was to frame Iruka for the theft and kill him before anyone suspected anything or had the time to talk to Iruka. However, what I wasn’t expecting was the amount of information that Iruka gave me about the battle between Naruto and Mizuki.”

Kakashi looked over to both Obito and Rin as they had unreadable expressions on their faces, as the old man continued on with his side of the story. “It seems that your son knows how to use the kage bushin no jutsu, because Iruka said that the bushins that helped him during the fight actually held him down. What was even more interesting was the fact that the bushins seemed to be able to think for themselves.”

“What?” Kakashi said looking over at Obito as the black haired man only smile and shrugged his shoulders.

“I can’t speak for my son, but what I can say is that whenever he gets his hands on a new jutsu...he has this uncanny ability to make the jutsu his own,” said Obito while Rin nodded with him.

Sandaime was nodding his head at what he was hearing, but he started to prepare himself for what he was about to say next as he stood up and turned his back on the three. “Last night you felt it, didn’t you Obito?” asked the elderly man his and clasped behind his back.

“I thought I did, but...” answered Obito looking at the Hokage with a questioning stare.

“Last night your son performed a jutsu from the forbidden scroll of seals,” Sarutobi said as he pulled out his pipe and lit it. He took his time, allowing the tobacco to burn and smolder a bit before he continued on, “Tell me? Have any of you heard of the Legendary Grand Summoning?”

Blank faces all looked back at him as the old man took another puff of his pipe. He then chuckled light and then frowned as he said, “It’s as I suspected. Not many people in this age would remember the name or the legend behind this ancient jutsu.”

A foreboding feeling began to come over both Obito and Rin as they watched the Sandaime’s face turn hard as he carried on with his explanation. “Out of all the jutsu in the forbidden scroll there are but a handful of jutsu that cannot be performed by a ‘normal’ ninja.” said Sarutobi as he sat back down and puffed lightly on his pipe. Kakashi sent a glance over to Obito who was looking at his old friend as well, both of them knew that this was going to be a very big thing that the Sandaime was going to reveal to them. Even Rin knew, just by the way that the old man was talking that something big was going to come out of this meeting.

“Wood Elemental techniques and some rather disturbingly evil jutsu count as some of them, because to perform these jutsu either you need a body like the Shodai’s or you need go back on the intrinsic morals that are inherent in every human being,” Sandaime said casually while making the three rather nervous.
“But,” finally said the old man sticking up a finger as he help it in front of everyone as if it was the point of his story and should be focused on, “there is one jutsu that many have tried to use but have been unable to even perform. In fact, most of the time the users of this jutsu would be found laying in an area as nothing more than a dried out husk of his former self.”

“Ninpo: Denkiteki Soudai Kuchiyose was a jutsu that was made over half a millennia ago,” said Sarutobi while keeping his dark brow eyes focused on the table before him, “its creator was the only man in existence to wield its power. May other were trained, but all of them failed when it came time to use the jutsu and it stole their life from them as payment for even attempting. Finally, one of our ancestors sealed the jutsu in a scroll and forbid its use because of the sheer temptation that it exuded to those who were young, stubborn, and foolhardy.”

“Sandaime, you can’t possible be saying that...I mean you keep talking in past tense,” said Rin nervously as spared a look at Obito who now understood what the old man was getting at.

“So what is the Legendary Grand Summoning?” asked Kakashi, like a curious cat who wanted to get killed.

“Simplified...it is a summoning to end all summoning,” Sarutobi said quietly as he leaned his head forward placing his elbow on the table and intertwining his fingers while he perched his chin on his clasped hands, “There are no contracts needed, and because of that the user has complete control over what type of animal he summons. It is even said in legend, that this jutsu could be used to even summon a legendary celestial guardian or one of their counter parts, the hellish demon lords.”

“And so you are telling us that Naruto performed that jutsu,” said Kakashi, while his eye still seemed to twitch slightly. Sarutobi nodded as everyone gawked at each other in silence, too stunned to say anything else.

“According to Iruka-san he summoned up a man-sized wolf, and as far as I know the only people who have a contract with wolfs are the Inuzuka,” said the Hokage, as he looked over at the house and noticed that one of the windows that had a small shadow moving across it.
“What does this mean?” asked Obito, again worried that his son had done something to himself that would hurt him.

“As far as I know...nothing, but from what Iruka said Naruto has already alerted the lord of the wolfs to his presence,” Sarutobi stated which made Rin shift uncomfortably in her seat. “All we can do now is see where this path leads him.”

“Now,” said the Hokage on Konoha as he smile brightly, while breaking the silence at the table, “I was wondering when you were going to tell me about the boy when he was little? And though I’m sure that Rin’s ability as a medical nin is top notch, I would like to know how you son has enough strength to spy on us from his room.”

“NARUTO!” yelled both parents, as Sandaime could see the shadow wince slightly at the angry tone that his parents had called out to him with.

Chapter Eleven - Hard Decisions
The day when his parents and their friend had talked to Sandaime had come and gone quickly. Luckily for him, Naruto was save from another grounding by the old man, when he was asked to come out and join their meeting. It was funny how he had been moving slowly and his body felt sluggish, however hearing the Sandaime’s explanation of the jutsu that he use he knew that he was lucky to be alive let alone walking around.

The four adults and the one newly appointed genin sat at the table and had talked until the sun was hanging a bit low in the sky. Seeing the time the old man decided that he was going to take his leave, but before he left he told everyone that yesterday incident was now classified and in the eyes of the public and the council it never happened. All around the table heads nodded their agreement and after which the old man said his good-bye’s with a cheerful wave as he was shown to the door by Obito and Rin. Kakashi also took that time to take his leave, he told his friends as the came back outside to ‘take care’ as he jumped up to the roof top of their house and took off towards the main building.

Surprisingly, Naruto was feeling drowsy and was having a hard time concentrating on anything as his head drooped and he fought to stay awake. That was one battle that Naruto was fated to lose, Obito picked up the boy in his arms and carried him back to his bed where he asked Rin, “Will he be okay?”

“I honestly don’t know,” said the boy’s mother as she placed her hand on his forehead and pushed his golden bangs out of his eyes, “he’s used up so much chakra, and by the Sandaime’s description that jutsu takes a monstrous amount of chakra to perform. I’m just happy he has died from chakra exhaustion.”

Obito bowed his head as walked to the door of the room and said, “Let’s let him sleep...he’s going to need it for tomorrow.”

And so the two walked out of their boys room while watching his sleeping form shift and smile in his bead as the closed his door and allowed him to sleep the rest of the day.

****

A day. One whole day! Naruto had missed one whole day sleeping in his bed. He grimaced as he thought of the things that he had missed at the Academy. Yesterday they were suppose to take pictures. He had woken up at his usual time in the morning still feeling as if a mountain had been dropped on him, however, that wasn’t going to stop him from working out...or so he thought.

Huffing and puffing, Naruto never realized just how banged up and damaged he really was. The weights today felt ‘extra’ heavy and his leg and arm muscles were protesting with aches as he jogged his usually route. 'Damn it,’ thought the boy as he was breathing hard while trying to keep up his pace, ‘one jutsu did this to me!?’ To his credit, Naruto pushed through the tired feeling, the aches, pains, and the constant nagging feeling that he was forgetting something as he completed his run. His checked his time and frowned as he looked away from the watch that was on his wrist in disgust. “Never again!” yelled as he turned to go back home and get ready for the ninja explanatory meeting that they were going to have this afternoon. As he was walking home, Naruto never saw the twin golden orbs that were steadily watching him from a dark alley as well as the soft chuckle that had sounded in the shadowy alley. 

Naruto made home only to see his mother waiting for him on the porch of the house, she had an angry face on and her foot was tapping an angry beat as he walked up to her and said good morning.

“Don’t you ‘good morning’ me, young man!” yelled Rin as she looked at him with a severe eye, “You know that your are just recovering from extreme chakra exhaustion! What made you even think that you could train!” 

“Uh...” he tried to defend himself by saying something but a quick up raise hand silenced him. Naruto knew his mother too well to continue on. He knew that his mom could get angry, but she never ‘shut him up’ until she heard him out. The only exception to this was if she had something important to say or she was too angry to listen to that person at that point in time. He was guessing that it had been the later of the two exceptions that had made her silence him with he hand.

“Inside! Now!” she growled as Naruto nodded and walked into the house. Sometimes having a medical nin for a mom was both a blessing and a curse. Inside he saw his dad smirking as he sat at the table while eating his breakfast and reading a scroll. Naruto also thought that having a dad who like to get you in trouble every now and again could also be very troublesome. Pouting while he walked upstairs, Naruto decided to take his shower and get ready for class this afternoon instead of eating first.

****

After a showering and eating he called out to his parents and said his goodbyes as he head out of the door. His mother had ran to the door and was telling him ‘not to over do it’ and ‘relax’ as he strolled down the street. Rolling his eyes, he nodded and kept walking. The day was just starting for the people of Konoha, shops were opening and the smells of freshly baked bread and food could be smelled hanging in the air. Naruto took his usual route as he wondered who he be getting on his team. He had decided that he wouldn’t mind most of the people in his class, but he knew that it wouldn’t be good if either Sakura or Sasuke were teamed up with him.

It wasn’t like he didn’t like Sasuke...but it just seemed that when ever they were place together, either he’d get under Sasuke’s skin or the Uchiha would get under his. ‘Maybe dad was right in naming us ‘sekiyu’(oil) and ‘mizu’(water),” thought Naruto as he sighed. Deep down he really wanted to help the Uchiha boy, but it seemed that every time he’d get close to the boy, Sasuke found a way to push him way. 

Naruto, however, was far from giving up on the kid, but he had often wonder what made Sasuke do what he did. When he asked his dad, Obito wouldn’t comment on it and often told him to drop the subject, which only made Naruto strive harder to figure the strange boy out.

Sighing, Naruto almost jumped when he realized that someone was walking next to him quietly. “Shino! What are you trying to do give me a heart attack!” The quiet boy turned his head and tilted his head slightly. “Don’t give me that ‘I’m innocent’ crap either, this is like the fourteenth time you’ve done that!” growled Naruto as he shoved his hands into his pockets while still glaring at his silent companion. Shino turned his head away and tiled his head downward while his shoulders barely hunched forward. “Think this is funny, do you? I ought to...” Naruto said as he moved closer to his friend when the several voices all called out to the pair.

“Yo! Come on! We’re gong to be late if we let you set the pace,” said Kiba while Chouji smiled and Shikamaru rolled his eyes, as the three waited for them near a corner restaurant.

“It not my fault! I’m recovering from something,” Naruto yelled at Kiba who ignored him while walking ahead of everyone in the group.

“It’s only been a day Naruto, what could have happened to you,” said Kiba not at all believing his story.

“Mom says it was chakra exhaustion, or something like that,” Naruto replied placing a finger on his lips while trying to recall what his mother had diagnosed.

“Chakra exhaustion!” Chouji looked up with wide eyes, “Hey, that’s nothing to be taking lightly. You can die from chakra exhaustion.”

“I’m fine...I just feel tired and I ache like I got ran over by your meat tank a couple of times,” Naruto said while making arm movement as if warding away Chouji and his meat tank. This made Chouji smile and laugh, but Naruto hadn’t convinced everyone of his health. Shikamaru looked at him and noticed that he was dragging his feet, and even his coloring of his skin was a little more pale.

‘Troublesome,’ Shikamaru thought as he slowed down to walk at a better pace for Naruto. When everyone noticed this no one said anything but they all slowed down as well. ‘Looks like they’ve noticed as well,’ thought Shikamaru as he looked back at the blonde who was frowning at the ground, while he wondered, ‘What did you do that gave you ‘chakra exhaustion’ Naruto?’

The group of boy all made it to the from of the academy and as the were walking down the halls they could see Iruka standing in the hall while waiting for them. When he saw Naruto, he was surprised but smiled and then said, “Come on and take your places the meeting is going to begin now.”

Everyone in the class turned to see the five boys walk in, and as Naruto and Shino took their seats Iruka began to explain what being a genin was all about. The man quickly went through serious rules that were meant for all ninja to follow, he they went on to explain what ninja cells were and why they were needed. The surprising thing about this class was that one was sleeping by the time Iruka had finished his explanation. In fact, everyone seemed to be excited and were itching to see what team they would be put on.

“This year we have had to make some changes to our teams,” said Iruka while looking at the genin’s before him, “We have been surprised and gifted with several talented students this year, and because of this some of our original teams that we planned out will now be rearranged to better balance the teams.”
“What the hell does that mean?” whispered Kiba in confusion as Iruka called out the names of team one.

“Beat’s me,” Naruto replied softly as Iruka told the team in front of him who their teach was going to be. Time went slowly by as Iruka was careful to call every team member up to him and tell them their teachers name then let them sit back in their seats.

“Team seven,” said Iruka as he smiled lightly, “Uzumaki Naruto...”

‘Ahhhhh, that me!’ thought Naruto as he sat up and then moved from his desk to the front of the room, while he begged to whatever higher power, ‘Please no Sakura! Please no Sasuke! Kami please!’

“...Hyuuga Hinata...”

“Eh...” came a shy squeak from the back as everyone turned around to see Hinata blushing furiously and slowly getting up from her seat. Hinata began to move slowly to the front and Naruto noticed that as she got closer to the front her blush was getting redder and redder. He smile encouragingly at her and noticed that she ‘eeped’ again while looking like she would faint.

Iruka smile at the two in front of him as he then looked down his list and finally said, “...Nara Shikamaru.”

“Tch, troublesome,” said the pineapple headed boy while he walked down to the front of the room while yawning. Chouji looked at the ground sadly as his best friend wasn’t placed in the same group as he was, but he smiled slightly as both Naruto and Shikamaru smiled back at him and gave him a thumbs up.

Naruto felt a weight lifting off his chest as he glance over to where Sasuke sat, and was surprised that the boy face was frowning. It then hit Naruto that out of all the girls in the class room the only one who didn’t care that much for Sasuke was Hinata, which meant that his chances for getting stuck with some obsessed fan-girl were very high indeed. However, Naruto also felt something else that was coming from that glare that Sasuke was sending him...though what it was Naruto could quiet finger it.

“Alright! Team seven, your jounin teacher will be Hatake Kakashi! He will be here later to pick you up like the rest of the jounin teachers.”

“Hai!” the three said in unison, and were dismissed by Iruka.

“Team eight!” called out the chuunin teacher, “Inuzuka Kiba...Aburame Shino...Yamanaka Ino!”

The three of the students all gathered at the front as Iruka said with a slight smile on his face, “Your jounin teacher will be Yuuhi Kurenai.”

“Tch,” said Kiba as quietly as he could as he passed Naruto and went up the stairs to sit in his seat, “just my luck to have to get stuck with that bossy shrew!”

Naruto could only smirk as he turned and saw that even Shino was giving off annoyed twitches. “Don’t worry Shino. I’m sure she respect you bugs more this time around,” Naruto assured his neighbor while remembering back to the first time Ino saw some of Shino’s bugs crawling on him...

“Oh my god! Eeeww! You’ve got bugs on you! Here let me help” yelled the girl as she swatted them off his back and crushed them with her foot. “See! What would have you done without me!” the girl laughed, not seeing the eyebrows that usually stayed behind the glass raise up into his hair line, nor the hands that reached out to strangle her, or even the four boys who had to hold back the fifth to ensure her safety

No, Ino was sure that she had done her civic duty for the day protecting the little boy from the ‘big bad’ bugs. Oh how little she knew that she had just had brush will death as was alive to tell the story.
“Um...forget what I just said,” Naruto told Shino as the boy was now glaring at him, “just don’t kill her...she is your teammate after all.” Naruto watched as Shino shrugged one shoulder which meant something like ‘fine, whatever’ and returned to listening to the others being called for their teams.

“Team ten! Uchiha Sasuke...Haruno Sakura...”

“YATTA!” squealed the pink hair kunoichi as she pumped her fists in the air and jumped for joy while Sasuke looked very annoyed and sent a devastating glare at Naruto.

“What?” Naruto said in confusion, Sasuke was making it look like it was his fault for his situation.

“Akimichi Chouji.” Iruka said finally as the three moved to the front and awaited to be told who their sensei was going to be. “Team ten, we have received word from the Hokage that you will work under two sensei’s.”

The announcement made many in the room jealous because it was the thought that the Uchiha was again receiving special treatment. Iruka quickly raised his hand to quiet the room and said, “Your jounin sensei will be Sarutobi Asuma, and your training assistant sensei will be a retired nin by the name of...”

Naruto had already seen this coming a mile away, but still he could help but feel a little pang of jealously when Iruka mentioned his fathers name. 

“...Uzumaki Obito.” The people in the room all looked over to Naruto who stood quietly and serenely watching the three at the front of the room, turn to look at him. Chouji was happy that his friends father was going to be training him. Sakura looked to be torn, she was happy that she was going to get trained by someone who was said to use to be a Uchiha. However, just the idea of training under Naruto’s father made her wonder if the blonde jerk would try to get her into trouble with her new sensei by telling on her. Sasuke, however, was smiling and was feeling better about his situation already, especially now that he knew that Obito-sama had kept his promise.

After the announcement, Iruka had the tree return to their seats as he finished calling out teams. When he was finished he told everyone could have a mild break but they were expected to come back to the class room to have their sensei pick them up for introductions.

Naruto sighed deeply as he sat back in his chair. If he was honest with himself he would have slumped into the chair and took a nice long nap, but soon everyone in the room disappeared and all that was left was him, Ino, Hinata, and his friends.

“Well, since I made these Onigiri we shouldn’t let them go to waste,” said Ino as she grabbed Kiba by his hood and pulled him to the door while sending Shino a nod with her head that told him to follow her. As Kiba’s protests cold be heard fading down the corridor, Naruto turned to Chouji who looked a bit depressed.

“W-what’s w-wrong Chouji?” asked Hinata softly as the boy turned to the other three and said with a sigh.

“You don’t think I can asked to transferred to another cell, do you?”

“I know where you coming from,” said Naruto as just the thought of being paired up with the two moodiest people he had every met in his entire life mad him feel sorry for the large boy.

“No. I don’t think you can change...well, not until you become a chuunin that is.” said Shikamaru which made his friend frown a bit. “But don’t you worry about those two, Naruto’s father is going to be training you so at least we know you’ll be in good hands, right?”

“So what should we do? No one’s coming back for another twenty minutes,” said Naruto.

“Um...I, I m-made some food for my teammate in the hopes that we could get to know each other, b-but I only mad enough for three people.” said Hinata looking at the ground, “Gomen, Chouji-san.”

“No worries,” said Naruto as he grabbed the three boxes that Hinata had in her hands and passed on to Shikamaru, one to Chouji and the last he set down in front of Hinata and said as he pulled a pair of paper wrapped chopsticks, “I’ll just share with you Hinata!”

“Eh!” whispered Hinata as she looked about ready to explode as all the blood rushed from her body to her face within one second.

“Unless you don’t want me...” said Naruto as he didn’t understand why the girl had been so shocked at his proposal.

“N-No, no,” said Hinata as she pushed her bento box over to Naruto and brought her chair closer while Naruto smiled making her blush even more. 

Shikamaru rolled his eyes at the scene, ‘And this is the person who is my rival in shogi? Honestly, Naruto! I can’t see why you can’t put two and two together when it involves girls!’

The four of them sat eating and talking quietly as a certain chuunin watched from outside the class room. He was smiling at the comraderie that was coming from the four in the room, and while he was watching an idea began to form in his mind. This made him rub his chin in thought while he thought the idea over thoroughly
****

All the students had returned from their break and most of them had begun to form their three person cells. Kiba looked extremely annoyed while Ino had an angry face as they stood next to each other. Shino was standing away from both of them and looked to be ready to go home as his normally spiky black hair was now frizzy and drooping off to the sides.

Chouji had sighed when he saw Sakura fawning over Sasuke as he told her to ‘leave him alone’. Which she seemed to get mad at, but instead of yelling at Sasuke for his cold remarks she took her anger out on Chouji by saying, “Well!? Are you going to join your team, or are you going to hang out with him?”

Naruto was narrowing his eyes at the stupid girl who seemed to always want to verbally spar with the boy. “I have a name, forehead-girl! And unless you’d like to be known as that for the rest of you natural life you’d do well to be polite and call me by it!” Naruto said as Sakura’s eye flashed in anger. When she saw that there was too much attention being focused on them at the moment, she decided to just say, “Whatever...”

However, everyone in the room that heard the argument marked down on their mental boards that Naruto had ninety wins total, counting today, while Sakura was still ahead with ninety-nine wins. Most people have been noticing that Naruto was steadily catching up to the girl, as their verbal sparing matches had become more intricately planned.

Chouji made to apologize for his teammates behavior, when Naruto just waved his hand at the large boy and said, “Don’t worry about it, Chouji. That’s just the way she is with me. Now get going, I don’t want her yelling at you either.” Nodding, the Akimichi boy ran after his partner and ended up standing next to Sasuke.

After ten minutes or so the first jounin cam and picked up his first team. Naruto had gather everyone from his team in the upper right corner of the class room and had pulled out his shogi set which had Shikamaru wondering what Naruto knew that he didn’t?

“N-Naruto-kun? What if our j-jounin sensei comes?” said Hinata while glancing at the door uncomfortably while Shikamaru looked at Naruto expecting him to answer.

“Believe me...it will be a while,” answered Naruto placing the pieces in their familiar spot as Shikamaru sat across from him and moved his first piece.

“I thought that this jounin was suppose to be a genius jounin elite?” said Shikamaru as he watched Naruto move a piece as he decided the tempo of the game. “So why are you saying he’ll be late? Is something wrong with him?”

“No...but I think my dad infected him,” said Naruto as he smiled and quickly moved his piece.

“I-i-infected him?” asked Hinata worried that their sensei was going to be sickly or have a bad disease.

“Yeah,” Naruto said watching Shikamaru face twist in concentration with the movements that Naruto was making with his pieces, “my dad is chronically late for everything, and I think Kakashi-sensei caught it from my dad...since they were teammates and all.”

“Oh,” Hinata giggled, as she got the joke finally. She watched as another two teams were retrieved by their sensei, then she tugged on Naruto arm and pointed to a stunning woman who had beautiful red eyes and black hair walking into the room.

“Team Eight!” said the woman as Kiba, Shino and Ino all lined up in front of her. “Everyone here? Good! Come with me,” she said while walking out of the room and taking them with her. Before they left the room both Kiba and Shino nodded in Naruto and Shikamaru’s direction.

After they left the teams began to dwindle faster than before, soon there was only them and team ten left in the room. That’s when a knock at the door revealed a large muscular man with a beard standing at the doorway smoking a cigarette. “Yo, where is team ten?” asked the man as he watched Sasuke and Sakura bound over to him to stand at attention while Chouji walked slowly and without much enthusiasm. The man shook his head at the glares the other two had been sending the large boy, and he cut into their nonverbal lambasting of the boy to say, “Right, then...shall we?”

Asuma let his students go first as to watch them from behind and saw as the last of his students began walking out that the boy looked up into the corner. Tracing to where he was looking at he was three students playing something at a table while trying to give him encouragement. ‘He really doesn’t want to be paired up with those two, huh?’ thought Asuma as he watched Chouji walk through the door with a sigh.

Naruto noticed that the jounin sensei was looking at them while they were trying to cheer up Chouji, but he didn’t want to look away from Chouji. Instead, Naruto mouthed the words ‘free ramen, on me’ to Chouji which made the boy smile a bit more as he disappeared.

Looking back at Shikamaru he noticed that the smart, but lazy-as-hell, kid had a bit of worry etched on his face. “Don’t worry, Shikamaru,” the blonde said with ease, “everything will turn out for the better in the end.”

“Troublesome...” the Nara boy half whispered as he moved another piece.

****

“How do you keep doing this!” Shikamaru said, staring at the board with a bit of anger showing through his usually impassive, lazy expression.

“Um...the same way we always do this?” said Naruto as if stating a fact.

“Troublesome!” Shikamaru snapped out as he went on looking for a way out of the stale mate that the game had taken on. 

The three of them had been sitting in the class room for over two hours and their teacher had yet to come. However, Hinata found that Naruto and Shikamaru light banter was quiet refreshing as they talked about everything from strategies in shogi to what kind of foods that they would like to try sometime to the daily politics that had been happening recently. Hinata was use to sitting patiently as her father conducted business and had even had to endure formal parties where the noble had gathered to talk and mingle with one another. As for Naruto and Shikamaru, well ever since their shogi battle had become fasted paced the two of them seemed to forget about the wait until the door to the classroom opened and someone poked their head into the room saying, “Yo!”

Naruto and his teammates stood up as he packed away his shogi game and walked over to where his teammates stood. “Kakashi-sensei, why are you so late?” asked Naruto almost smiling at the way the jounin looked up and squinted his eye as if think about something.

“Ahh, well you see there was this old lady who slipped and...”

“Sure, sure,” Naruto said just shaking his head at the grey haired ninja.

“Hmmm...how should I say this...my first impression of you is...that I like you two,” Kakashi said while pointing to both Shikamaru and Hinata. “And you,” said Kakashi as he leveled a finger at Naruto, “you are a pain in the neck.”

Naruto smile as he nodded at what their jounin sensei thought of him. “Come on up to the roof,” said the older man while he walked out the door and led the way. As soon as the four reached the roof Naruto smiled at the sight that greeted him. Blue skies and a light breeze was what he experienced when he stepped on the roof top.

Soon all of them were sitting on a concrete slab while facing their sensei as he perched precariously on the railing that was at the edge of the roof top. “Let’s see...why don’t you introduce yourselves,” said Kakashi while staring at Naruto’s other two teammates, “start by saying you name and then go on to talk about your likes, dislikes, dreams or hobbies.”

“Isn’t it polite of someone to introduce themselves before asking another person to so?” asked Shikamaru as Kakashi nodded once and said.

“Hmmm...I guess,” said the grey ninja as he coughed once and said, “My name is Hatake Kakashi...I have no intentions to tell you my dislikes or likes...” It was those words that got both Shikamaru and Hinata’s attention, but Naruto just rolled his eyes. “As for my dream...” he seemed to pause for a while as if thinking about it before he went on saying, “I have a few hobbies.”

“Yeah like reading little orange books,” Naruto grumbled while Kakashi looked over at him squinted his eye in happiness.

“Troublesome...he only told us his name,” Shikamaru said, but then resolved himself and took charge by saying, “My name id Nara Shikamaru...I like watching clouds and sleeping...I hate having to do more work than is necessary...My dream is to live and average life and die an old man...my hobbies are cloud watching with my friend Chouji and playing shogi with my friend Naruto.”
‘Hmm...if he thinks he’s going to be living an average life around Naruto he’ got another thing coming,’ Kakashi smirked, but luckily for him the mask covered it as he said, “Next!”

“Um...m-my name is Hyuuga Hinata,” said the girl who was to be the next in line as heiress of the Hyuuga Clan, “Um...I-I like kind gestures and friends...I dislike those who look down on people because they believe strength is everything...My dream is...” At this point the little girl glance at Naruto who was spacing out while looking at the sky as she blushed lightly, “My dream is to become a strong person worthy of respect...and as for my hobbies, I like cooking and helping others.”

‘Interesting,’ thought Kakashi as he saw the dynamic that was slowly showing itself, the Sandaime seemed to have thought about this team quiet deeply. “Naruto! Your turn!” barked Kakashi making both the others snap their heads at him for the way the man used Naruto name with such familiarity.

“My name is Uzumaki Naruto. My likes are...ramen, learning jutsu, and becoming stronger. My dislikes are...’Forehead-girl’ and sometimes Sasuke-teme. My dream is to become the greater than all the previous Hokage! And my hobbies are eating ramen, playing shogi with Shikamaru, and being with my friends!”

Kakashi could only shake his head when he heard the Hokage bit as he thought, ‘Obito you idiot, you were suppose to train him, not give him wild ideas!’

“Well...” said Kakashi as he looked up to the mountain in the distance, “...tomorrow I will be testing you during a survival training exercise to see if you become a genin team.” Kakashi watched as each of his students took in the information, and was more than disappointed to see that none of them had taken this information in a bad way. ‘Spoiled sports,’ he thought.

“Otosan told me this already,” Naruto said while Hinata said the same thing.

“I read up on some of the past genin exams and saw that only thirty-three percent of the genin’s actually become genin teams,” said Shikamaru with a yawn.

“Well then, you will all be meeting me at five o’ clock in the morning at training field number seven, make sure to bring your ninja equipment as well,” said the jounin as he stood up and turned away from his students. “Oh...and one more thing...” said Kakashi as his eye slid into a happy crinkle, “don’t eat breakfast...or you’ll throw up!”

Turning around Kakashi saw that the three were nodding their heads as if they heard him, but were completely ignoring him as they talked about what they should bring to the training grounds. ‘Well, it looks like they can ‘act’ like team...but I wonder how their teamwork works out in a real situation? This is going to be interesting, I can feel it!’ With that Kakashi disappeared in a cloud of smoke leaving the three to talk to each other as they began their journey home.

Chapter Twelve - A Story...Nothing More
Naruto’s walk home, after meeting his jounin sensei, had to have been one of the strangest walks that he had in a long time. First off, he could have sworn that someone was watching him, but every time he turned to catch his stalker the person would seem to disappear from his senses. At first he thought it was Sasuke acting like a complete and utter weirdo, but as time passed Naruto “knew” that who ever it was, it wasn’t Sasuke.

Moving at a quick pace, Naruto was anxious to get home off the streets and away from the weirdo that was still stalking him. Ducking under several people, swerving through some market stands, Naruto made it to a familiar street. He was about to turn a corner when he heard something strange coming from the old abandoned playground that was practically hidden from sight at the end of the road by the thick bushes and tall grass.

Walking towards the sound, Naruto automatically knew that it was the sound of someone crying. He had never like the idea of being alone or others being alone when they were in pain, and it was because of this that he walked over to the playground.

Sitting on a rusty, broken down merry-go-round, a small boy seemed to be wiping out the tears from his eyes as he sniffled and glared angrily at the ground in front of him. He had what looked like a small skullcap on his head, but the cap had a hole cut into the top and allowed the boys brow hair to stick wildly from the top. He had a faded yellow Konoha symbol shirt and some worn khaki shorts along with a very long blue scarf that was twirled around his neck twice, even though it was quiet warm out.

Naruto sighed and walked over to the swing set and sat down while saying, “Yo!”

“Ahhh!” screamed the boy almost jumping out of his skin the moment Naruto said something, turning around the boy had quickly wipe his tears away and screamed in anger as he set his stance into a familiar taijutsu stance, “Teme! What’s your problem!? Why did you sneak up on me like that, and just who the heck are you anyway!”

“Whoa!” said Naruto as the kid seemed to go on the offense pretty quickly, “Sorry I startled you. I was just wondering whether you were all right...I mean I thought I heard...”

“I’m fine!” yelled the boy as he turned away in a huff, “its just that got something in my eye that’s all.”

“Okay,” Naruto said trying to calm the boy down, “I just want to help...”

The boy looked furiously at Naruto as he said, “I don’t need you help, blondie!”

Something in Naruto snapped at that moment as his eyes narrowed and he asked slowly, “What did you say?”

“What?” the boy sneered, “Are you as deaf as you are stupid?” Seeing that he was getting to the boy in front of him the young kid kept bad mouthing the boy thinking he had a trump card up his sleeve, “I said...I DON’T NEED YOUR HELP B-L-O-N-D-I-E!”

“Why you...”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you...I’m the Hokage’s grandson!” said the boy while smirking and preparing for an apology of some sort.

“BAKA! DO YOU ACTUALLY THINK I CARE!” said Naruto, as he popped the younger kid on the top of the head making him slap into the ground with a resounding thud.

‘This guy...’ thought the little boy as he stood up and looked at the boy readying another fist. “I-I-I’m sor-sorry!” the little boy said quickly and in a way that made Naruto think that he wasn’t use to saying those words.

“Hmf.” 

Naruto nodded as he turned around to leave when the boy said softly, “Don’t go.”

“Why shouldn’t I...” Naruto asked in an angry voice, but found that when he turned around he saw that they little boy was sitting back in the swings with a face that told him he was hurting inside. Sighing, Naruto returned to the swings and sat down as the little boy seemed to pour out his heart to the older boy.

Naruto learned that the little boy’s name was Konohamaru, and that his grandfather gave him that name because he hoped that the boy would grow to be as strong as the village he was named after. However, as the two talked, Konohamaru told Naruto that no one in the village knows his true name. Instead the people all refer to him as ‘little master’, ‘Sandaime’s or Hokage’s grandson’, or even ‘Sarutobi’s legacy’. The brown haired boy told the blonde ninja that he hates being in his grandfathers shadow.

“That’s why I’ve been challenging him, but every time that I face him he just laughs at me and tells me that he doesn’t have time to play games with me!” said Konohamaru as he gripped the chains that his swing was made from.

Naruto felt sorry for the boy, as he could see the will to prove himself exuding from the boy while his eye’s burned with anger and resentment. “You know...” he said to the boy while swinging back and forth lightly, “...my father once told me that earning the respect of others is a thankless quest.”

This caught the boys attention and Naruto held on to it by saying, “He told me that if respect was something that I wanted then it would be a road filled with heartbreak, confusion, and would often have me question whether or not I want respect in the first place.”

Naruto shifted in his seat to look into Konohamaru’s eye as he said the next sentence, “But you know what else he said?” asked Naruto as he saw the little boy shake his head involuntarily, “He told me that if I have the will to stand back up every time I fail and the strength to push through ‘tough times’ then a person is bound to recognize me.”

“A person?” Konohamaru’s asked in confusion, “Is that the only one who will respect you, even after all that!?”

Naruto had to laugh as he remembered himself telling his father the same thing when he was young. “One is enough. One will lead to many,” Naruto said wisely as he thought of his father words and smiled. “Besides, you are already closer to you goal than you know, Konohamaru.” Naruto said turning to the young boy and giving him a warm smile.

The boy’s eyes widened as he realized that Naruto had said his true name as he remembered the saying that Naruto had said not more than a couple of minutes ago, ‘One is enough. One will lead to many.’ Konohamaru’s eyes began to tear up as he looked away from Naruto and sniffled in silence. The feeling that he felt at the moment seem to choke him, and he felt as if he wanted to sob lightly and jump for joy. However, Konohamaru mastered his face and emotions and settled for a whispered, “Thank you, Naruto onii-chan.”

“No problem...now about this closet pervert you keep taking about...” said Naruto as the boy nodded and laughed.

****

The next day came and as usual Naruto was up trying to train himself. However it was just like yesterday, Naruto’s mind was willing, but his body just seemed to lack the energy to do much more than a sluggish version of his usually workout. Tiring of not being able to do much more than jog at a slow gate, Naruto headed for home hoping this would affect his performance in the survival training that Kakashi was going to give them.

It was brief, but Naruto definitely caught something from the corner of his eye. From far away it looked like a crouched shadow of two people, but for some reason he could only feel one source of chakra. Having had enough of this game Naruto spun around and call out as loud, as he possible dared, “I know you’re there! Show yourself!”

From the inky depths of a near by alley a chuckle could be heard as two golden eyes opened and stared at Naruto, as the blonde quickly pulled his kunai front it’s holster and readied himself for an attack.

Out of the darkness stepped a massive black wolf that Naruto recognized as the one that had saved both his and Iruka-sensei’s life. “You? Why are you here?”

“Now, now...don’t tell me that you’ve forgotten our pact?” said the great beast in rich tones that bordered on amusement.

“No. I haven’t forgotten, but I thought that I would have to summon you again,: said Naruto as he was still wary of his visitor.

“That’s another thing that we are going to have to talk to you about,” said the wolf, “Now...you remember our pact right?” Naruto nodded his head as the wolf then said, “Then get on! Lord Yaban is waiting to see you.”

“Eh!” Naruto said in confusion, as he looked around. “Exactly where are we going to meet this Lord of yours?” asked Naruto as he hopped onto the large wolf’s back

“Mikazuki Mountain,” said the beast as it turned and plunged into the shadows of the alley.

Naruto almost lost what little lunch he had in his stomach, as he felt like his stomach and his brain had switched places for a second. Suddenly, cold fresh air hit him in his face as was unceremoniously dropped to the ground. However, Naruto couldn’t care less as long as he was on solid ground as he began to kiss the earth and whispering sweet nothings to it.

“Sorry about that,” said the wolf as his marks glowed a pale crimson color in the light, “I’m so use to it that I forget that other usually hate traveling that way.” Getting up, Naruto looked around and gasped as he saw that both he and the black wolf were standing atop a huge mountain while a full pearly white moon hung in the sky.

“Welcome, Naruto-kun,” said a large booming voice that seemed to have a benevolent edge to it, “I have been awaiting your arrival!” Naruto watched as the clouds around the top of the mountain were parted by a gigantic figure as the creature stood at it full height and howled at the moon above it. This creature was a huge wolf that seemed to be made from shadows as it’s shape was constantly changing, however Naruto noticed that there were a couple of aspect that didn’t change. Those aspects were it’s eyes and its tails. The beasts eyes stayed the same silver color with blue markings around them which swooped down to its jaw. It tails were what made Naruto very nervous indeed.

“Do not be afraid child, I have no reason to harm you,” said the beast with a grin that exposed human size razor sharp teeth. “I hope that Santen was too rough with you back there, he can get a little excited when dealing with humans.”

“Lord Yaban!” said the black wolf in protest.

“Well it’s true!” said the giant wolf lord laughing and slightly shaking the mountain with his laughter.

“Your tails,” Naruto finally said with a bit of trepidation, as he asked, “are you a bijuu?”

“If you are asking if I am a tailed beast...then, ‘yes’. I am. However, if you are referring to those who carry the name ‘demon tail beast’...then, ‘no’. I am certainly not one of them.” said the great shadow as it head lowered enough to stare at eye level with Naruto. Seeing the confusion on Naruto’s face Lord Yaban looked at Santen and said, “come when I call you.”

“My lord!” said the wolf as it jumped into another shadow and disappeared.

Naruto’s head was reeling, this was all way too fast and the information was piling up way to high for him to process it. When suddenly the wolf lord in front of him began to shift and suddenly shrink until all that was left was an old man wearing black robes that seemed to shift in the moon light. “Is this a bit easier for you?” asked Yaban as Naruto nodded his head and the old man chuckled.

“Why did you want to bring me here?” asked Naruto as the old man waited patiently for him to ask a question.

“Right to the point, huh? You remind me of someone...but I just can’t remember,” said Yaban as he walked to the edge of the mountain and looked up at the sky with his silvery eyes. “Have you ever heard the legend associated with that jutsu you used two night ago?” Naruto shook his head which made the old man smirk sadly, as he said, “It seems that time hasn’t been kind to that legend, and many in your world have forgotten it’s importance.”

“Importance? I don’t understand,” Naruto said resisting pulling out his blonde hair by the hand full.

The old man sighed wearily as he allowed the wind to blow at his black shifting robes, “Long ago when man, spirits and demons walked the earth side by side, we of the great clans would war with one another for territory, wealth, and other petty ideals. Back then, a demon was a fellow brother who had turned from their role in life and instead caused destruction and strife to others.”

“The Kyuubi that you keep sealed in you, was one of the most powerful of the demon tailed beasts, and his betrayal to his clan was almost as legendary as he was,” said Yaban with a hint of sadness that touched his eyes only to be erased by the smirk that appeared as he saw Naruto about to ask how he knew. The old man pointed to his nose and said in a serious tone, “I could smell that fool a mile away.”

Naruto seal grew warm but subsided as the old man continued on with his story, “It was said that a man who appeared from east began to befriend the clans with surprising ease, and soon all the clans were friends with the man. It was even said that he had made friends with demons as well, but I could never confirm that part.”

“However, one day a catastrophe threatened the lives of all on the planet and it was that man that rallied the great clans and demons as well as the celestial guardians to fight for their lives. In the end, the catastrophe was averted and the man was allowed by all to create the Legendary Grand Summon, even the evil and twisted demon lords would be hard pressed to ignore it’s call since the celestial guardians gave their blessings to the man. And so we spirits decided it was time to leave the world and seek refuge in our own worlds, but the man didn’t want us to disappear completely from the world. So he created a pact with each of us saying that if someone were to sign a contract with us that they would be able to summon us when they needed us, and the only exception to that rule was his jutsu. Most of us agreed, but other proud or greedy clans created stipulations for their contracts. All in all, that was how your ninjas gained the ability to summon us and that was the legend of the jutsu you used.”

“What worries me,” said the old man as his eyes bored their way into Naruto’s, “is why the jutsu, after all this time, has now resurfaced. I wonder...is this an omen for darker times to come?”

“But it’s a story...nothing more, right?” asked Naruto, who was rubbing the back of his head as he squinted his eyes while thought of everything that he had been told. However, he was still barely staying afloat in the sea of information that had being given to him, as he thought of omens, mysterious legendary men, and a jutsu that connects them all.

“Hmmm,” hummed the old man with a cocked eyebrow and a face that asked ‘do you really believe that’, before he said, “Ah, but look at me rambling, the real reason that I called you here was to help you and tell you that you will have our full support.”

“Help me? How?” asked Naruto still wearing his confused face.

The old man seemed to howl into the night as Santen stepped out of Naruto’s shadow. “Naruto? Have you been feeling tired?” asked the wolf lord as his shape began to disappear and the giant form of the real Lord Yaban appeared in front of him.

“Yes, I have.” he answered honestly.

“The reason for this “weakness” is that the jutsu that you used hasn’t faded from existence, and neither will animal that you summoned. When you first used the spell a marking of some sort should have formed on one of you arms. If you can see it mold some chakra into those areas,” said the wolf as Naruto didn’t see anything on his arms.

However, the moment that Naruto molded chakra into his left arm a spiral shaped symbol appeared on his palm, while a black dot accompany the symbol as sat in the center of the spiral. When he looked closer he noticed that the dot wasn’t a dot at all, but instead a miniature kanji for word “wolf”.

“This jutsu allows the user to share it’s chakra with it’s summon, there by making the summon permanent until the user takes back his chakra and the summon disappears. Since you summoned Santen, he has been unable to return to our world. He was lucky that he found his brother and got him to deliver the message. However, because you haven’t release the seal he has slowly been siphoning your chakra to stay with in your world,” explained Yaban as Naruto finally sighed a breath of relief.

“So how do I deactivate this jutsu?” asked Naruto.

“Simply place a small amount of blood on your symbol and say, “Kai (Release)”!” said the great wolf as he stared down at the two standing before him.

Naruto bit his thumb and allowed his finger to bleed a bit before he wiped it across the symbol on his palm while calling out, “Kai!” Santen seemed to relax a bit, while Naruto could already feel the strength of his chakra returning to his body as the symbol in his palm disappeared.

“Thank you, Lord Yaban!” said Naruto as he bowed properly and also said his apologized to Santen for causing him trouble. Yaban raised his brow as he gave Santen a nod and said, “Santen will take you home, Naruto”

“Do we have to go through that shadow-place again?” asked Naruto as it made his stomach lurch just thinking of the place.

“Yes, Naruto-sama, that is the only way for us to go to your world from this plane,” said Santen as he eyed Naruto, who just nodded his head and said his good byes to Lord Yaban as he got atop the black wolf and disappeared into the shadows.

Lord Yaban stood regally looking at the sky as he then asked in a questioning tone to supposedly no one in particular, “Did you see enough?”

A female voice called out from the shadows as pale blue eyes gazed into silver, “He is...interesting. I’ll give him that, but I will not be satisfied until I talk to him personally.”

Yaban rolled his great eyes as he said in a condescending way, “Why must you be this way. Nami?”

“Because...” said a flirtatious voice as it rolled like the waves of an ocean, “...I can afford to be!” Yaban could only sigh, he knew that this poor kid was about to become part of something bigger than even he could imagine. And yet he still could get the legend out of his mind as he kept thinking about what he had told the boy.

...an omen for darker times to come.
Chapter Thirteen - Survival Blues
From the shadows of a large tree Santen and Naruto appeared as Naruto quickly flopped off the wolf and performed his ritual with the ground again saying, “I don’t think I’ll ever be used to that!”

Santen only chuckled as he watch the blond laying on the ground. Naruto then shot up from the ground as he remembered something, “Damn! My survival training I missed...”

“You haven’t missed anything, Naruto-sama,” the large wolf said looking up into the sky, “Where we went time flows differently, only a few minutes have passed here.”

“Really?” asked Naruto as he looked into the sky and noticed that the sun was just starting to peek over the horizon. “Cool! That mean I can still make it to training. Thank you Santen!” said Naruto as the massive black wolf lifted its lips in a smirk.

“No problem, see you around Naruto-sama,” said the wolf as it melted into the shadows of the tree.

The wolf disappeared as Naruto had begun to realize that Santen had been calling him by the formal title of sama. ‘I wonder what all this ‘sama’ stuff is about,’ thought Naruto as he walked out of the clearing and onto a road. Gaining his bearings, he saw that his house was only a few blocks away from where he was and took off down the road. Naruto felt invigorated, his weights were no longer even bothering him as he moved along the streets. He had even stopped to push more chakra through his weight bands, until he felt a comfortable tug pulling him to the ground. Sighing, as he resumed his jog he turned a corner and saw his house.

Naruto walked in and quickly ran upstairs to pack his gear. After that he checked his clock and saw that he still had a couple of hours...knowing his sensei, so he took a shower and made sure to change is clothing.

As he walked down the stairs fiddling with his hitai-ate he was confronted by his mother who told him that she did care if his teacher was the ‘Emperor of all ninja’ he was going to eat a good breakfast if it killed the both of them. Hanging his head he bargained with his mother until they finally reached an agreement, and he was allowed to leave while snacking on a granola bar that had a bit of honey drizzled on it.

****

“D-Do you think he woke up late?” Hinata asked Shikamaru as the waited in the middle of the training ground for the last of their group.

“No,” said Shikamaru, as he voice his opinion, “he knew this was going to happen, he just forgot to inform us. Tch, troublesome.”

The two had been waiting in the training grounds for over an hour and a half without seeing hide nor hair of their sensei or their teammate. Shikamaru was currently laying beneath a tree while Hinata sat next to him watching and waiting.

A rustle from the far end of the training ground revealed a orange wearing boy as he came running up to the two saying, “You two did come on time did you?”

Shikamaru grumbled something about ‘following orders’ while Hinata blushed lightly, and at that time both of their stomachs growled loudly. “And you didn’t eat!?” Naruto said in surprise while tugging off his back and pulling out two small granola bars while hand it to them, “I know sensei said that he didn’t want us to eat...but he never made it an order of it, and it seemed like it was more of suggestion. Right?”

The two standing in front of the blonde looked at him strangely as they took the offered granola bars and ate them quietly as he sat down next to Hinata and laid down on the soft grass that was underneath him. Hinata was again blushing as she now was flanked by both boys and Naruto was resting peacefully on his side next to her.

“Naruto?” asked Shikamaru after he finished his bar, “When do you think our teacher will be here?”

“Don’t know,” said Naruto as he opened his eyes and flopped onto his back saying, “he will probably show up around seven or seven-thirty.”

The Nara boy grumbled as he then said, “Then why did he ask us to come so early?”

“I don’t know,” Naruto said again while his hand felt the grass around him, “that just the way he is.”

Hinata and Shikamaru both sighed as they got comfortable and waited for their sensei to appear in the next hour or so, while Naruto was seemed to be distracted as he gaze into the sky as it slowly went from purple to sky blue. The sun had begun to rise into the sky as still there was no sign of their teacher.

“Yo!” said a voice from above them as the three genin’s all scrambled from the ground to stand in front of their teacher.

“Kakashi-sensei, your way late!” yelled Naruto as he saw that his watch was showing eleven o’clock.

Kakashi crinkled his eye in a smile as he said, “Well...you see...there was this black cat and it...”

Naruto slapped his hand to his face while shaking his head from side to side. He had heard the same excuse come from his father just yesterday, and was sure that the two old friend were trading excuses or at least coming up with new ones when they met.

“Well today we are going to have a survival training exercise,” the grey haired man said while coughing lightly and pulling out an alarm clock. “This clock is set to go off at exactly twelve. At that time the training will be over and so will the test.”

The three watched as the man in front of them pulled out two bells and jingled them in front of them while saying, “Your objective it to retrieve the bells from me with in the time limit.”

“Kakashi-sensei,” Hinata said meekly, “Um...there are only two bells. What happened to the third?”

“There is no third bell,” said Shikamaru understanding the situation that the jounin was putting them into.

“Correct,” said the jounin with a nod of his head, those who don’t get a bell will get tied to the post and will not eat lunch today. It was at that moment that both Hinata’s and Shikamaru’s stomachs protested. Even though the granola bar had taken the edge off they were still very hungry. “The person who fails to get a bell fails the test and will be sent back to the academy,” Kakashi said serious only to see that his students were looking at each other and nodding their heads as if saying ‘that’s not going to happen’.

“Do you understand?”

“Hai!” the three said loudly.

“Good! Now! Come at me with everything you got! Start!” said Kakashi as the three kid disappeared into the surrounding forest. ‘I wonder how well they’ll do in this test?’ thought Kakashi as he looked around and didn’t see hide nor hair of them as far as he could tell with his eye.

‘He a jounin,’ thought Shikamaru as he looked over the training grounds to see tactical advantages while inventorying what he had in his ninja hip pack, ‘I can’t beat him one-on-one...hell even if I used all my weapons and tool I think I’ll still fall short of getting a bell. So that means...’

‘...I won’t be able to beat him without the aid of my teammates,’ thought Hinata as he quickly used some of her Chakra and activated her bloodline limit. ‘Byakugan!’ the girl said to herself after flying through several hand seals. The muscles around Hinata’s eyes suddenly tensed and some veins showed as she stood still searching the surrounding area for her teammates. To her left and in a tree was Shikamaru who seemed to be thinking or resting, Hinata could never really tell. However, as she looked around for Naruto she almost screamed when she saw someone appear behind her.

Turning around and keeping quiet Hinata saw that it was Naruto. Smiling the boy asked in sign language, ‘Where is Shikamaru?’

‘In a tree to our left,’ answered Hinata when she saw Naruto nod his head and beckon her forward. The two had been moving forward when a kunai shot out of a tree and Naruto barely was able to block it.

Out of the tree came Shikamaru with a look of confusion as he saw Naruto’s angry face. “Sorry,” he whispered, which made Naruto sigh as he wave his hand as to say ‘whatever’.

“Look, I’ve got a plan but I’m going to need both of you to help me,” said Naruto as he grinned wickedly and said, “We’re going to get his bells and exploit his weakness at the same time!” Naruto’s teammate stared at each other as Naruto started to chuckle in a maniacal way.

“Hmm,” Kakashi said in amusement as his ‘other’ senses told him that his group of students were regrouping. “I don’t think that I’ll go easy on them,” he said as he took off like a bullet to the spot where the three of them were located.

“Sensei’s coming!” Kakashi heard the girl say and almost wanted to slap himself on the forehead for forgetting that she was the a holder of the Byakugan bloodline. ‘No surprises attacks for me,’ thought the jounin as he busted through the bushes and watched as the three scattered. Turning around, Kakashi was surprised to see Naruto waiting for him in the middle of the training field.

Kakashi walked up to the boy and faced off with the young genin as he said in a calm manner, “Did Obito teach you this...to stay out in the open where your enemy can see and attack you?” 

“Nah, I’m just here for the distraction,” said Naruto calmly as Kakashi’s eye widened.

‘How stupid could I be,’ Kakashi scolded himself for taking the time to talk to his student, as several kunai shot out from the trees and pushed him towards what was an obvious pit fall trap. Dodging the next kunai and using his metallic hand protectors, Kakashi deflected the next set of kunai to fly at him. When he stopped, he noticed Naruto running at him while taking a flying leap as several other Naruto’s came from behind the one that was already in the air. 

“Kage bushin,” commented Kakashi as he quickly dispatched two of Naruto’s clones and was about to deal with the others when a kunai flew from one of the trees, making him dodge while setting him off balance. It was then that the ground underneath him exploded and the real Naruto latched on to his back.

“Hahaha! I got you Kakashi-sensei!” said Naruto as his clones charged. However, Naruto smile faded when in a puff of smoke he was holding one of his clones and Kakashi was no where in sight. “Feh!” Naruto said as his clones all lined up in front of him as Hinata and Shikamaru came out of the woods.

“Did you accomplish you mission?” asked Shikamaru.

Naruto gave his teammates a foxy-grin as they seemed to get ready for a battle of sorts. Kakashi who was observing them looked down at his waist and saw that his bells were still on his belt. Wondering what they were up to, Kakashi didn’t have to wait long when, Naruto spoke up in a loud by confident voice, “Kakashi-sensei! I think its time we get those bells now!”

“And why would I just give you the bells?” asked Kakashi, amused that Naruto was asking him to just hand over the bells, ‘What do those three have planned?’

“I didn’t say anything about you giving us those bells,” Naruto said nodding to Shikamaru.

“We a proposing a trade!” said the Nara boy as Hinata giggled a bit but kept her vigilance.

‘A trade? What are they talking about?’ thought Kakashi as he sat up in his tree scratching his head and said, “And what, pray tell, do you have that I would want?” 

Naruto smiled widely as he pulled something from under his shirt. Kakashi’s eye almost popped out of its socket as he saw the boy holding a small orange book that had symbol on the back as Naruto read out loud, ‘To my greatest fan, your sensei would have been proud, Jiraiya’. 

“Hmmm, this looks pretty old...” said Naruto, as Kakashi’s world was falling apart. The Grey haired ninja checked his ninja hip pack and saw that the book was indeed missing from its contents.

‘That little bastard,’ Kakashi said as he remembered back to when Naruto latched on to his back, ‘he wasn’t even trying to get the bells!’

In a rustle of leaves and a blink of an eye the boy quickly pocketed the book as Kakashi stood before them glaring down at them with such anger that both Hinata and Shikamaru began to feel their knees go weak. “You...” Kakashi growled as he begrudgingly held out the bells for both Hinata and Shikamaru to take while Naruto then held out the book as it was snapped away from Naruto hands and pressed lovingly against Kakashi face.

“Naruto?” asked Kakashi in a malicious way as he stepped closer to Naruto with a length of rope in his hand, “Do you have a bell?”

Naruto didn’t know what he meant at the moment, but as he was being tied to a post most everyone with in earshot could hear him swearing at his sensei. Hinata and Shikamaru watched and when they were given their box lunches, Kakashi noticed that Hinata quick sat down next to Naruto and gave him half her lunch as did Shikamaru. The blonde then thanked the two and glared at his sensei as they talked while they had lunch.

Kakashi sighed as he saw friendship and the teamwork that reminded him of his old team. ‘This is going to be very interesting,’ thought the grey haired nin as he walked over to the three and said with a smile under his mask, “You pass! We will meet at the small bridge on the north side of town every morning. I expect to see you there before eight o’ clock.” The three let out cheers as Naruto asked to set free from the post, which Kakashi thought about it for a little while and then started to walk away saying, “No.”

Hinata giggled again, as she saw Naruto screaming at Kakashi’s back that he couldn’t take a joke while the man waved to the three and disappeared in a cloud of smoke. Shikamaru freed Naruto and sighed as he said, “We were lucky.”

“What do you mean?” asked Hinata as she helped Naruto pull the ropes off of him.

“He wasn’t going all out on us, and if Naruto’s dad hadn’t known about his weakness or told Naruto about it...we would have probably failed.” explained Shikamaru as he looked over to Naruto who was also nodding his head while frowning.

‘Even though I’m better trained than most I still wouldn’t have been able to compete with the man,’ thought Naruto, ‘and he didn’t even use his sharingan.’

“B-but we passed, and now we can work to better ourselves in the areas that we are lacking in,” said Hinata while she looked at Shikamaru expectantly and saw him smile.

“Troublesome!” the smart boy said as he watched Naruto bound over to them.

“Still, I was amazed at how quickly you came up with a plan of attack, Shikamaru.” said Naruto as the boy next to him smiled slightly. “And Hinata, that Byakugan must come in real handy. You were amazing, telling us where sensei was and what he was doing,” Naruto stated in an awed tone, while Hinata pushed her fingers together and beamed proudly at the compliment her teammate was giving her.

“You were great too, Naruto-kun,” Hinata said with a blush.

“Yeah,” Shikamaru said with a raised eyebrow, “and since when did you learn to create kage bushins?”

“It was something my dad thought I should learn,” Naruto said rubbing his head and laughing off his embarrassment at the complements that were given to him.

“Anyone for ramen?” asked Naruto as both his teammates nodded.

“I’m supposed to meet Chouji there anyway,” stated Shikamaru in a quiet voice.

“Then let’s not make him wait!” said Naruto as he started to walk in the general direction that the stand was located, while Hinata and Shikamaru followed closely behind.

****

When Naruto had spotted the stand he ran up to the counter and flopped himself on an opened chair as he said, “Kon’nichi wa, Teuchi-san!” The old man behind the counter smirked as he stirred the broth for the different flavors of ramen that he sold.

“Ayame? Is that our number one patron talking to me?” the old man asked a pretty young woman as she smirked and prepare a bowl.

“I think it is, otosan...but I can be sure...” said the girl as Naruto bounced happily, he loved this game.

“Let’s see...I’d like some miso ramen with a side of pork ramen to start with...,” he said as Ayame giggled when her father nodded.

“That’s him alright,” said the man as he began working on Naruto order. It was then that Naruto noticed the person next to him wasn’t touching their ramen, and was allowing it to become soggy and nasty. In Naruto’s book this was sacrilege, but when he saw who it was, he held back from saying anything.

Sitting in the stood next to him was none other than Chouji. He looked sort of depressed and had a frown on as he seemed to be lost in his own thoughts. “Chouji?” asked Naruto as the boy looked up and saw Naruto staring at him in worry, “Are you okay? Did something happen?” 

At this about this time Hinata and Shikamaru both walked up to the stand, and they both ordered some refreshments and ramen. Shikamaru looked at his best friend and saw that he and Naruto were talking about something. Walking over he took the seat on the other side of Chouji and listened, he didn’t want to say something stupid unless he knew what was going on first.

“I don’t know if it me or them,” said the boy as his face drooped slightly, “It just seems that none of us seem to get along very well, and all our fighting styles differ so greatly. When we showed up for our first mission and Asuma-sensei told us that we would be tested to see if we were allowed to continue on, both my teammates criticized me. They told me not to ‘slow them down’ and that they didn’t want to fail because I ‘could keep up’.” The boy anger show when he impaled his chopstick into a piece of floating pork and ate it in one fell swoop.

“What happened during your mission,” ask Naruto as he slurped his ramen and listened to his friend.

“We all passed, but Asuma said that Sakura and Sasuke should learn better teamwork before he told me that I was ‘doing good’ and to ‘keep it up’,” said Chouji, as Ayame brought a new bowl and placed it in front of Chouji.

“Let me guess,” said Naruto placing his finger tips on his forehead while saying, “Sakura, being the way she is, probably blamed you for her poor performance. Sasuke...well Sasuke is just weird so he probably just made fun of both of you before walking home.”

“Wow, you got everything right,” said Chouji in amazement, then he asked, “How did you know all that?”

Naruto looked over at his friends face and jerked a thumb at himself as he said, “I’ve been in that situation before, remember? Don’t let it bother you, that’s just the way they are.”

“Yeah,” said Shikamaru while patting his friends large shoulder, “Besides you always have us if your in a tight pinch. Okay? So let’s eat!” said the boy as Ayame came back with their orders and she smiled at the way the boys were cheering up their friend. Even Hinata was feeling sad for the boy, cause she knew that if it was her on that team she would probably be feeling just like him right now.

“So,” said Naruto as he took a bite of naruto, “how was your training?”

A that moment Chouji turned around so quickly that he almost knocked the blonde clear off his stool. “Your dad is so cool,” said Chouji smiling as told everyone at the stand about how Obito-sensei began training them by copying one of their techniques. Naruto was about to bad mouth his dad saying that he was just taking their jutsu. However, when Chouji said that he showed him the Baika no Jutsu, Naruto had laughed so hard that he had fallen off the stool and on to the ground. In the blonde’s head he saw a pudgy version of his father rolling around the house crying out “MEAT TANK ATTACK!”

After his little episode, and he when he was able to talk again, Naruto asked that Chouji continue on with what happened at training. Chouji nodded and continued on telling them how Obito-sensei quickly found a minor flaw in the baika jutsu. The Akimichi boy then said that his sensei had told him that he was going to work with him so that they could improve the jutsu and better refine its usefulness.

Everyone at the stand was smiling to see Chouji happy about something, and that is how the rest of their time went as the others began to tell Chouji about what they had to do for their first day, which lead to other topics and stories. However, above all else, the four found that the sad face that had once been sitting at the counter was no more...as the four that were at Ichiraku Ramen stand were laughing and enjoying themselves.

Chapter Fourteen - C-Rank: ‘Dual Team’ Mission?
“No, Naruto-kun,” said a voice as Naruto went through the unfamiliar motions of a taijutsu style that he was just learning, “Your legs need to spread wide for better balance, that elbow should be further away from the body to maximize the ‘flow’ of this style. Try it again.”

Naruto just grunted as he watched the boy in front of him perform the same style with flawless efficiency. Setting his legs, Naruto began to set himself into a stance and started his taijutsu kata. Completing the first set without any words of advice from his green spandex wearing friend, and semi-trainer, Naruto then began to do the second kata and half way through he saw the boy hold up his hand. Naruto stopped as the boy came over, bent down and grabbed his foot, “Make sure you have your foot bent slightly inward for this kata, Naruto-kun. It is an important factor because your foot will grip the turf easier giving you a much faster ‘kick-off’ for charge attacks.”

The bowl hair cut boy then pulled back and nodded at Naruto to continue. Going through the motions of the kata’s Naruto thought about how he and gejimayu had decided to work together on taijutsu forms. He remembered that he was training in a clearing when...

“Naruto-kun!” called out a voice that Naruto thought he recognized, and when a green blur appeared before him smiling a bright smile Naruto smiled back.

“Gejimayu! Long time, what are you doing here? I thought the place you train at is closer to the south side of town?” Naruto questioned as the boy known as Lee only shook his head in amusement as he wonder if Naruto would ever call him by his given name.

“I’ve come to challenge you, Naruto-kun,” said Lee with a bright smile while the blonde only sighed, “it seems that you have been holding out on me. Word has reach my ear that you are stronger than you look. I would like to test that for myself!”

“Lee...um...gejimayu, can’t we just settle for a thumb wrestling match or something?”

“No!” said Lee as he charged and attacked Naruto.

‘Crap! He’s serious,’ thought Naruto as he dodged the attack and back flipped into a practiced stance that made Lee’s eyes light up like brilliant stars, ‘Kuso! I did something that I shouldn’t have, didn’t I?’

“Setsujuken Ryuu (Intercepting Fist Style)! You know this style!?” said Lee in shock and disappointment, “My youthful fire has begun to burn hotter for this battle now!”

“Errr...what!?” asked Naruto, as Lee attacked again and managed to graze Naruto on his shoulder, ‘Damn, he’s fast.’ Naruto side stepped a flying kick and redirected Lee next attack by snapping his hand around Lee’s punch then snaking his hand to Lee’s wrist and grabbing it while quickly jerking Lee towards him. Using this form of grappling Naruto was able to keep Lee from gaining balance as he tossed the boy several feet away from him.

“Gejima...” Naruto tried to ask Lee to stop this senseless spar, but was cut off as Lee stood with fire in his eyes and a look of appreciation etched into his face.

“Rival!”

“What?” asked Naruto.

“My springtime of youth rival!” cried out Lee as he tears began to fall from his face and a sunset appeared behind him.

Naruto was getting more and more confused as the boy in front of him became more and more excited, “Springtime...what the hell are you taking about!?”

“All great warriors need a rival to better themselves and to strive for a goal,” said Lee as his face became serious as he said, “but Neji-san is my current rival...hmmm...”

“Yeah!” said Naruto trying to get out of what ever the weird boy was talking about, “You can’t have more than one rival...and, um, I’m sure that this Neji guy is a great rival!” Naruto was sweating bullets as Lee looked over to him and began slowly thinking the prospects through.

“I guess you are right, Naruto-kun. I did say that Neji was my rival before I met you,” Lee looked disappointed but he then smiled and said, “But we can be friends, right?”

“I thought we were already friends,” said Naruto as he smiled and walked over to where Lee nodded his head and gave a thumbs up sign. “Hey, gejimayu?” asked Naruto as the two of them sat at the training post working out the adrenaline that they had flushed into their system, “You seem to be really good at taijutsu...do you think that you can help me with some styles that I have to learn?”

Lee looked over at his new friend and turned on his brightest smile as he said with barely contained exuberance, “Of course my springtime riva...um...my friend!”

“Demo...” said Lee as his smile turned into a grin that had Naruto worried, “..I will only teach you if you will spar with me every time that I do so.”

There it was. Naruto somehow knew that he wasn’t going to get away with just training. Sighing Naruto nodded his head as Lee pumped his fist and the fire in his eyes began to burn anew. “Yosh! We will train on the weekends!” said Lee as he began asking Naruto questions about the type of taijutsu that he wanted to refine.
The training and sparring that the two had been doing was really helping Naruto and had improved his grasp of the two styles that he knew already, plus he was starting to learn one of the styles that was provided by the scrolls that his father had left behind. 

Another benefit was that he was able to get away from the house on the weekend, seeing that his father and Sasuke always trained together on the weekends. For some reason, Sasuke had become more aggressive towards Naruto and he often found himself getting angry at the Uchiha for no reason at all. These training exercises help him have a legitimate reason for being out of the house and often gave his father a break from refereeing the two young boys.

Lee was also benefiting from the sparring as well. He often told Naruto how he had wanted time to study the Uchiha’s specialized fighting style so that he could properly come up with counters for it. However, he said that he was turned down several times by the Uchiha survivor and was be coming quiet disheartened that he would never be able to see the style in a friendly environment. Now he had that environment and was already thinking of way to counter the specialize style.

“That was great, Naruto-kun!” said Lee as he walked over to Naruto after he finished his last kata, “Next time, though, lets try it at a slower rate and with more grace. I think this style that you are learning seemed to be build on speed, flexibility and dexterity.”

Naruto nodded once as he and Lee walked over to some shade and flopped down lightly. Pulling his backpack to him, and rummaging in it for a while Naruto then said, “Oh! Hey, gejimayu! I have a present for you!” Still rummaging, Naruto face brightened as he found what he was searching for in the backpack. “Ta-da!” said Naruto as he presented four black arm and ankle bands that were a bit old but in very good condition. Naruto saw Lee’s confusion and he explained by saying, “These are special weight bands that I’ve been using to increase my strength, stamina, speed, chakra control and chakra reserves. See, you run a small amount of chakra through these bands and they will simulate weighted clothing for you!”

“That’s great, Naruto.” said Lee in a quiet voice that had Naruto looking at him in worry.

“What’s wrong, gejimayu?”

Lee shrugged his shoulders, as he hated talking about this to others, but for someone like Naruto...Lee didn’t feel so conscientious, “I can’t use chakra.”

Naruto stayed quiet at the comment, and looked at his friend sitting under the tree waiting for him to say more. “I was born like this...but my goal hasn’t changed since I was little. I told myself that I could be a great ninja without the use of chakra, and so I strive to be come the best taijutsu use there ever was,” said the fuzzy eyebrow boy as he sat back against the tree and close his eyes waiting for his new friend to tell him what everyone else, except one, had told him.

“Do you mind if I check something?” asked Naruto, while Lee nodded once. Naruto quickly went through several hand seals and finished by saying to himself, ‘Seishou Hireki no Jutsu (Art of Revealing Energy)’ Closing his eyes, Naruto’s hands started to glow with a light blue energy as he held them in front of Lee. In his mind’s eye, Naruto saw Lee’s outline and watched the thin wisps of chakra slowly make their way around him as he commented mentally, ‘This is crazy! He’s not even producing excess chakra! Does that mean...’

Not able to hold the jutsu any longer Naruto looked up to see a confused looking Lee. “My mother was a medical nin and she taught me some diagnosing techniques,” said Naruto as he sat back and continued by saying, “but from what I saw...it seems that your body is only providing you will the bare minimum of chakra to live.”

“That’s what the doctor told me,” said Lee as he looked his hands.

“But there has to be a way...” Naruto stopped himself as he thought about what he was about to say. Changing his tone he then said, “No. Forget it...” Lee prepared himself to hear the inevitable sentence that he had heard from everyone’s mouth now come from his friends. 

“Screw it! I think you’ll be an excellent ninja with your taijutsu! And if we can find a way to help you with your chakra on the way...then that’s just a bonus, right?”

Lee blinked, as he thought he had heard wrong. The boy in front of him had just confirmed his dream and was willing to help him achieve it. He felt so happy that someone other than his sensei could see him becoming a great ninja. “Thank you, Naruto” said Lee as he wiped the tears from his eyes and did his nice guy pose while saying, “You are a true friend!”

Naruto nodded and smile as he began to talk to Lee about other things in their lives. He was especially curious about Lee’s teammates and his even stranger sensei. The two of them carried on talking and training throughout the afternoon. They only stopped when it was dinner time and the sun was hanging low in the sky, but they parted ways with a smile as they each knew that they had made a really good friend for life.

****

Two months had past and team seven was showing progress with their team work but at the moment they were all feeling the ‘grind’ of having to work D rank missions, the same missions that Naruto unceremoniously named ‘crap-jobs’. Today they were, once again, trying to find Madam Shijimi’s runaway cat. The team really couldn’t complain since the cat was often a good, and easy, source of money. However, the thing that often chaffed Naruto about these ‘crap-job’ missions was that doing missions like these weren’t going to help him become stronger!

Naruto growled as they returned to the mission room in the main building. Even though he didn’t look the part, Naruto had just tumbled down a steep hill side with a fur ball that was hell bent on scratching his face off.

Said fur ball was now resting comfortably in Hinata’s caring hands, while every now and again it would hiss at Naruto and swipe a paw in his direction. To which Naruto would bare his teeth and growl menacingly at the little fuzz ball, causing the cat to mew and quiet up for another few minutes. 

When the three genin walked into the room, a round lady with expensive clothing on yelled in happiness as she saw the cat and took it from Hinata’s arms, “Oh my cut little Tora-chan! Mummy’s missed you so! You been a baaaad kitty, running away from mummy like that!” While this was happening, the cat was trying desperately trying to escape the vice-like death grip the woman was holding it with.

Off to the side Naruto was chuckling evilly, enjoying the cat obvious discomfort as he whispered, “Harder! Hug it harder!”

Shikamaru rolled his eyes at the scene, but he couldn’t help agreeing with Naruto. The cat had given them a really hard time in both finding it and transporting it back to Konoha. However, out of everyone in team seven, Hinata was the only one that had pity in her eyes as she saw the animal struggling against it owners grip while meowing for help, before it was deposited in a carrying case and sealed up.

“Team seven reporting back,” said Kakashi in a serious voice as he looked at the Hokage.

“Hmm, good. We have several other “D rank” missions planned for you,” said the Hokage as he found a sheet marked ‘Team Seven’ with in a pile of papers and said, “It looks like you have...grocery shopping, babysitting, weeding out a garden, and potato pick....”

“Ahhhh!” screamed Naruto as everyone looked over at him, “I can’t take it anymore! If I have to do one more ‘crap-job’ mission I’m going to...”

“You’re going to what?” asked Iruka as he sat next to Hokage and was close to laughing at the antics of the little blonde boy.

“I don’t know...but it will be BIG!” he said staring at the Hokage and then dropping to his knees and pleading while weeping, “Please! Please! Give us a exciting mission!”

Kakashi had to admit that the ruse was almost perfect, Naruto had even conjured up fake tears as well, something not easily done ‘Well, at least he might have a shot at being an actor if the ninja thing doesn’t work out,’ said Kakashi with a grin.

“Dobe, at least have some dignity,” said a cool voice from behind everyone.

“You’re just angry because I got closer to getting a better mission, Sasuke,” Naruto said with a grin as Sasuke walk past him and handing in team ten’s mission report.

“No, he just angry that we have you representing us as a leaf ninja,” Sakura said without even glancing at Naruto.

“I don’t need you to explain what I say to him,” said Sasuke to Sakura, while Chouji – who stood by Asuma side – rolled his eyes at his teammates.

“You know Naruto...” said the Hokage in deep and pondering voice, “I think I have the perfect mission for you.”

Naruto turned away from Sasuke as he redirected his attention to Sandaime-oyaji and said, “Really!?”

Sasuke’s eye twitched, and Sakura even looked to be disturbed by the fact that the Hokage was talking to Naruto in such a casual tone. “Yes,” said the old man as he nodded to Iruka and pulled out a small scroll that had a backing that was covering in black “C’s” on a yellow background, “I can give you a “C-rank” mission, but...”

Naruto hated the word ‘but’, mainly because they always lead to situations that weren’t always that great for him. However, just the thought of going on a “C-rank” mission was something he was willing to deal with.

“...but this mission will be a ‘dual team’ mission,” said the old man who looked over at Asuma and said, “Asuma I will need you to take a B-rank mission and allow Kakashi to take responsibility for your team on this mission. Is that okay with you?”

“It’s fine with me,” said the man as he took a drag from his cigarette, “though I think the one you should be asking is Kakashi. He’s the one who’ll be stuck babysitting six genin.”

At the word “babysitting” three pairs of eyes stared at the bearded man in anger, while Kakashi just shrugged his shoulders and said, “I’m fine with it.”

Sarutobi the nodded at Iruka who pulled a scroll from a pile and held it out for Kakashi to take hold of. “This is a “for-you-eyes-only” document, Kakashi-san. Your orders are contained within that document,” said the chuunin as he handed the scroll to Kakashi who looked puzzled and then checked out the scroll. His eye widened slightly as he looked over to the Hokage and noticed that the man was looking expectantly at him, “Will this be feasible, Hatake-san?”

Kakashi nodded and walked over to the two groups that were still waiting to hear what their mission was. The Sandaime cleared his throat when he began to explain to the group that they will be escorting a important person to the Wave country and protect him from bandits and the like along the way. A knocking at the mission room door was warmly greeted by Sarutobi raising a hand and saying, “And here’s your employer right now.”

The door opened and a man with a flustered face and bleary eyes stumbled into the room. “Whoa! I must be drunker than I thought...I’m seeing midgets...a whole lot of ‘em,” the man said as his eyes rested on the tall man to the side of midgets. “Are you the only person that’s going to protect me!?” asked the man incredulously as he burped in a rude manner.

“Me?” asked Kakashi, and when he saw the man nod he pointed to the kids and said, “No. These six will be you bodyguards.”

“Eh?” asked the man rubbing his eyes and finally seeing that the midget that were in front of him weren’t midgets at all. They were little kids who were currently looking up at him in either disgust or anger.

“Hey! I didn’t shill money out to get a couple of brats!” said the man as he seemed to sober up quiet fast when he was told who his body guards were.

“Tazuna-sama, I assure you that these ninja are all you need, and more, to protect you from any bandits or thieves that you will encounter on your way,” said Kakashi as the older man looked at the kids while some sadness seeped into his eyes, “besides our Hokage has agreed to a duel team mission which means you get twice the ninja for the regular price.

‘But will they be able to handle the people that are after me?’ wondered Tazuna as he merely shifted his weight and said, “Fine...whatever, just be ready to leave tomorrow alright?”

Naruto looked over to Shikamaru saw his teammate’s brow furrow, he then looked over to Sasuke, who seemed to be waiting for him to look his way, as he too had the same look as Shikamaru. “Well then,” said Sandaime as he blew out a small trail of smoke from his pipe, “good luck on your mission tomorrow! Make sure you all get a good nights sleep. You are all dismissed.”

Bowing to the Hokage, team seven and ten exited the room. However, as they were walking down the stairs Naruto noticed that Shikamaru still wore that contemplative look on his face.

“You saw did you?” asked Sasuke voice as he appeared next to Naruto.

“Yeah, something is bothering the old geezer!” said Naruto as he kept his pace in sync with Shikamaru’s.

“W-what do you mean?” asked Hinata from behind them, as her stutter seemed to be a little more pronounced around the others.

“So he looked a little shocked when he saw who were his bodyguards, so what?” Sakura said quietly as they all exited the building.

“It wasn’t shock that he was showing,” said Sasuke stopping and facing Naruto and Shikamaru, “it was fear.”

“Yeah, but fear of what?” asked Chouji as he now started to remember the man’s face.

“The way he looked at us...” said Naruto as Shikamaru looked up and finished his sentence.

“...it was as if he was fearing for us, but why?”

Everyone was quiet for a moment as the words sunk in and Sasuke smirked as he walked away with a determined glare in his eye saying, “This might actually be fun!”

“Sasuke-kun! Wait up!” said Sakura as she started to feel out of place around Naruto and his friends.

“This Tazuna character is not telling us the truth, or in the least he’s giving us a modified version of the truth,” said Shikamaru as he walked with the others. “Based on that, we should all pack as if we are going to be expecting ninja attacks.”

“But,” Hinata said with a worried expression on her face.

“Think of it as a precaution, Hinata,” said Naruto, as Chouji too was a bit shaken at the boys conclusions, “just in case something happens that we weren’t expecting.” Nodding her head, Hinata and Chouji began walking down the street in the direction that their homes were located.

“This is going to be troublesome...I can feel it.”

“You can say that again,” Naruto said bidding his friend farewell as the two split in different directions.

Chapter Fifteen - Truce
A person with a oval white mask, that had a red wavy swirl painted on it, slowly opened a door to a room that seemed to have it’s light purposefully dimmed. The shadows in the room were deeper than usual and the only light source, a small lamp on an expensive dresser, had been lowered to where it was barely giving off any light.

“Report,” came a deep voice from the corner of the room. Even in the low light the masked person could see who was talking to him as his eyes caught the outline of a man relaxing on a couch.

“It seems that two teams of genin and a jounin have been deploy to protect Tazuna-san,” said the masked man in a soft almost ambiguous voice. The man on the couch shifted and with that shift came a loud and heavy thunking sound which sped it’s way through the room. Embedded in the floor was the blade of a giant sword, if it could be called that. The sword was really more like a slab of steel that had a sharpened edge and a hole at the top. “Should I send out the demon brothers?” asked the masked man.

Silence seemed to come between the two for several moments as the man on the couch languidly sat back and said in his deep, rough voice, “No. Send the quartet. If they can’t accomplish their job, then at least they’ll soften them up for us.”

“And if they complete the job?” the masked man asked padding over to a window and looking out of it at the moon.

“If the complete the job...then I’ll give them a one-way ticket to the afterlife,” said the man as he lifter the sword without even grunting as if it weighed nothing. “Go, and set up our welcome for Tazuna-san.”

“Hai! Zabuza-sama!” said the masked man as the sound of wind echoed through the room as he disappeared in a small whirlwind.

****

Obito had woken early this morning to go jogging with his son, but when he opened the door to his sons room he found that Naruto was packing as if he was going to leave on a journey. “Where are you going?” he asked.

“We got a C-rank mission yesterday...I thought I told you at dinner?” asked Naruto in annoyance.

Smiling sheepishly Obito sat on his sons bed and said, “I was kind of out of it yesterday. I wasn’t listening, sorry.”

“It’s okay,” said Naruto pulling out some socks and shirts, “why were you up so early anyway?”

“I was wondering if we could take a jog together...I know because of my training Sasuke and Team Ten I haven’t been around much and I wanted to know ‘what’s going on in your life’,” Obito said, but when he had finished and looked up he saw that he son was standing at his dresser facing the wall and not moving at all. “Is everything okay, Naruto?”

“A lot of ‘things’ have happened,” Naruto said carefully not knowing whether to talk about it with his father or to just leave the subject alone.

“And?”

“And...a lot has happen, otousan,” Naruto finally said as he finished packing, “I’ll tell you all about it when I get back from my mission, okay?” 

Obito could see the turmoil in his son and he wanted to make him tell him what was going on that had his so confused, but something in his mind told him to ‘tell it go’ until the boy came back. “Fine, but you have to promise me that you’ll tell me when you get back,” Obito said seriously and his son nodded.

“I promise.”

****

Sasuke was getting annoyed. First the old man had told them to meet him at the east gate in the morning, and what does he see when he arrives...no one. None of the other people on the mission have arrived and their employer is nowhere in sight. ‘Idiots! The lot of them!’ thought Sasuke as he sat down at a near by bench and waited for everyone.

The next person to arrive had been someone who Sasuke could have lived without seeing this morning. Turning the corner a pink head of hair came into view as a voice confirmed his suspicions, “Ohayo! Sasuke-kun!”

Why could she ever say his name normally? Why was did it always sound like she was half whining as she spoke his name? Did she think that it sounded sexy or attractive? At the moment the boy was contemplating ripping off his ears another voice seemed to break him from his thoughts of self-mutilation.

“Sasuke-teme? Where is everyone?”

‘Teme?’ thought Sasuke as he almost smiled at his luck, there was only one person who would call him that. And only this person had the power to make Sakura clam up when he was around. Eye filled with hope, Sasuke saw the blonde hair and the orange clothing as the other boy seemed to be looking around where the three were standing.

“Baka, no one’s here but us,” said Sasuke as he almost smiled at the boy when he saw Sakura glare at him and huff lightly while she went to go sit on the bench.

“What’s with her?” asked Naruto as he looked as Sakura stomping away and sitting on the bench.

“You ruined her alone time with me,” Sasuke said with out missing a beat.

“The you owe me for that one,” said Naruto as he smiled in Sasuke’s direction.

“Fine. Then all that means is that you only owe me one favor not two, for not telling you dad that you skipped out on our training.” said Sasuke while Naruto’s face grew dark.

“Our training? Please, my dad making me train with you is laughable,” said Naruto which earned him a twitching eyebrow, “He only asks be to train with you for you benefit, I gain nothing for our sparring sessions.”

The twitch became a scowl as Sasuke moved in front of Naruto and said, “Do you think your better than me?”

“No,” said Naruto quickly as he turned away and walked to the gate where he sat against the wall, while Sasuke furrow his brow together in confusion. As Naruto walked away he thought to himself, ‘I know I am.’

Sasuke was angry, he walked over to the bench and sat down joining Sakura in glaring at the blonde. He didn’t know what it was, but ever since the ninja explanatory day he had been feeling as if Naruto was slowly trying to... 

To what? To get away from him? To avoid conflict? To avoid a fight! That was it! Every time Sasuke wanted to spar, Naruto was the one to turn him down. If he wanted to take training seriously, Naruto wanted to skip the training. Every time Obito wanted to teach them a new technique together, Naruto just would say that he wasn’t “interested”. Mizu and Sekiyu, that who they were ‘water and oil’

Was Naruto afraid of him? And why, when he knew for a fact that he and Naruto were going to be put on a team, was the boy placed on another team? It was as if the boy was doing everything he could to avoid any major fights with him. The first one to back down from a fight would be Naruto, even though Sasuke could tell that the boy was sorely tempted to fight it out.

And yet...he was also the only one who would spend time with him at the pier, just quietly watching the water ripple on a small pond while they sat. He was the only one who could act according to what mood he was in...it always seemed as if the blonde boy knew whether he was angry, happy, or sad. Sasuke remember being so angry at the idiot that he attacked him, but Naruto didn’t fight back except to block and defend himself against his attack. He also remembered feeling so sad one day, but then Naruto showed up and handed him a bento lunch box for no reason and left. 

‘Dobe,’ Sasuke mentally growled as he watched the infuriating blonde, seem to sleep peacefully against the wall as someone call from down the road. Chouji, Shikamaru and Hinata were all walking down the street saying their good mornings to everyone before they congregated around Naruto and woke him up. Naruto has complained about being woken up until Hinata gave him some sort of pastry, which he took happily and stopped his complaining to Hinata’s, and everyone’s, delight. Hinata then came over to Sakura and Sasuke and offered them a pastry, Sakura looked tempted but then hung her head saying that she was on a diet. Sasuke huffed and said that he didn’t like sweets.

“Oh, o-okay,” said Hinata as she strolled back to where the other four were sitting and having their little pow-wow.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” said Chouji shivering slightly.

“Me too,” said Naruto while adding, “but there’s not much we can do except expect the unexpected, right?” Chouji nodded as he was about to open a bag of chips, but was stopped by Naruto who said, “You may want to save those. Here have this.” Chouji didn’t know what Naruto meant, but he trusted him and put away his chips while he took the dried spicy meat stick that he offered.. 

After an hour of waiting, Tazuna showed up yawning and looking at the six pint size kids that were glaring at him. “What?” he asked, angry that they were still glaring at him.

“You were suppose to met us here in the morning remember?” Shikamaru said with a yawn as the man looked at each of the kids and grumbled angrily.

“Whatever,” said Tazuna rudely as he began walking down the road.

“Hold on,” said Naruto as he stopped in front of the man with an upheld hand, “we still have to wait for our sensei.”

“Sensei? Well why isn’t he here with the rest of you!?” the man shouted at Naruto making him narrow his eyes dangerously.

“Yo!” called a voice as a puff of smoke appeared and team seven’s jounin sensei stepped into view. “Sorry, but I had this near death experience that...” said Kakashi, as he noticed that Sakura, Sasuke, and Tazuna were all staring at him with skeptical looks on their faces. Clearing his throat he then turned to Tazuna and said, “Shall we head out?”

‘I am so dead,’ thought the man nodding his head and walking close to the group while Kakashi watched their back from behind.

****

The journey had begun and already Kakashi had noticed that this group was going to need some definite lessons in team work. The jounin watched at Sasuke tended to stay ahead of everyone, while Sakura behind him making sure to not stray too close to Sasuke. Team seven, along with Chouji, were instead acting as a vanguard for the old man. Naruto and Hinata were standing on the mans left side while Chouji and Shikamaru were on the right. They seemed to be keeping in step with the man and while keeping aware of their surroundings. Kakashi had even heard Shikamaru asking Hinata to make short sweeps of the area with the Byakugan too see if there were any potential threats. Naruto also seemed to be taking orders from Shikamaru, as he was ordered to make several kage bushin at every stop to scout ahead of the road.

Talking was kept to a minimal as the group chatted about event that had been happening and other nonsensical topics. After the first day of walking in silence behind Sasuke, Sakura was tired of not talking to any one and she decided to join the group.

Walking back to the four she was greeted by Hinata as she looked away from Naruto’s decidedly neutral face. “Shikamaru? Where should I go?” she asked the Nara kid as he seemed to be the team leader.

“Cover Tazuna’s back from next to Hinata,” Shikamaru said, mainly because he didn’t want her anywhere near him and his friend.

“Right.” the girl said falling in step with Hinata behind Naruto.

After a few minutes of uncomfortable silence Naruto broke it by saying, “Gah! I can’t take it any more!” Spinning around forcefully and pointing a finger at the pink haired kunoichi Naruto said, “Look! I know you don’t like me. I myself don’t exactly find myself wanting to have a friendship with you, but for the sake of the people here and my sanity let’s call a truce for this mission and try too be civil to one another. Okay?”

Sakura narrowed her eye and for a moment everyone thought they were going to see the girls particularly violent nature come out, but instead she surprised everyone by sighing and saying, “Alright.” Hinata smiled and Shikamaru seemed to relax, but then she added, “But only for this mission...it doesn’t me we’re friends.

“Fine,” said Naruto kicking a rock and turning away from everyone to start walking again. Kakashi smirked as he felt proud of Naruto decision. In that instance he saw that the young boy was mature enough to put away his petty differences for a mission.

After this little stop, Naruto and the others resumed their discussion on topics they were interested in. Hinata had asked Sakura what he dreams were and they were all surprised to hear her say that she really didn’t know what she wanted out of life.

“There has to be something...and please don’t say ‘to be Sasuke’s wife’,” said Naruto with a smile as Sakura glared at him.

“Yes, I’d like to be his wife,” said Sakura as her eye found the boy still walking ahead of everyone, “but...”

“B-but what?” asked Hinata as she was staring at the ground, while the other boy all listened intently.

“...but that’s just one aspect of me,” said Sakura as he tore her eyes away from the boy, “There are a lot of things that I can do well...I just don’t know which of them I should follow as a goal.”

“I say you should follow the path that make you happiest,” said Naruto as the girl looked up to see the back of the boy head, “but that’s just my opinion.”

Looking back at the ground, Sakura began wondering which path really made her happy. After their little talk Hinata activated her Byakugan and noticed several chakra signatures moving steadily in their direction as she said, “Naruto, the sky is getting dark.”

Naruto’s eyes opened wide as did Shikamaru’s when the boys heard her say that. “Crap! Which way is the storm coming from?” asked Kakashi as he quickly caught on to his students code language. 

“The north, and it seems to have the winds behind it,” said Hinata as she concentrated even harder.

‘Four of them,’ Shikamaru thought as he saw Naruto already pulling out his kunai.

“Everyone take your positions!” yelled Kakashi, as Sasuke came running back but was stopped by three ninja stars shooting out of the brush.

“These aren’t bandits!” he yelled as a dark shadow followed it thrown weapon and kicked Sasuke into a tree. Luckily, Sasuke moved with the kick and avoided a rather painful hit, however as he slammed into the tree his lost his bearing for a second. The ninja capitalized on this, as he attacked the boy with a flurry of attacks and caught him with another kick. However, this time Sasuke took the full force of the blow and was sent flying on the ground.

“Sasuke-kun,” yelled Sakura as she tried to get to him but was held back by Naruto, “Let me go he’s going to die!”

“He can take care of himself. You worry...watch out!” Naruto shoved Sakura down on the ground, as the sound of metal striking metal rang through the air.

From the ground Sakura looking up and saw Naruto locking kunai with a female ninja who had sharp metal wrist claws and purple hair. ‘Did he just save me?’ wondered Sakura as she retaliated against the woman and tried to help Naruto.

Wrapping an exploding note around the base of her kunai handle she threw the knife at the female ninja, and smiled as she disengaged with Naruto to dodge Sakura’s attack. When the not exploded the woman was thrown off balance and pelted with hot shrapnel.

Seeing the ninja stunned, Naruto gathered some chakra in his fist and drove it home in the woman’s gut and sending her flying into a tree. ‘One down!’ thought Naruto seeing another two ninja flying from their hiding spots in the trees. Quickly, and with out thinking, Naruto picked up Sakura and said sternly, “Go help Hinata cover the old man!”

Sakura was still a bit dazed, but she nodded her head and pulled another kunai out while setting up next to Hinata. The Hyuuga heir looked a bit apprehensive, but she had a fierce determination in her eyes as he held out her kunai and watched her teammates help one another. Hinata was not going to let her team down, she would protect the old man.

“Chouji watch out!” called Shikamaru as he barely managed to dodge a dart tipped chain.

Looking up, Chouji saw a man with a large hammer jump over head. Rolling backwards the boy avoided the blow, but the shockwave the hammer made sent the ground lurching underneath him. The same ninja released his weapon and sped through several seals.

“Suiton: Kogasu Suchimu no Jutsu (Water Element: Scorching Steam)” barked the man as he blew out a tight column of steam that seemed to melt the rock of the road as it made its way to where Chouji laid prone.

In a blur of blue and white Sasuke rushed in between Chouji and the column of steam while saying, “Katon: Goukakyuu no Jutsu (Fire Element: Great Fireball)” From his lips Sasuke breathed out a bright sphere of fire that met the column of steam causing it to evaporate into nothing.

‘Kage Mane no Jutsu (Shadow Imitation),’ said Shikamaru as his shadow seemed to slither on the ground while capturing the chain wielding man’s shadow and making him stand still as if he was paralyzed. “Make it count Naruto!” said Shikamaru as Naruto flew past his friend hitting the prone ninja with a flurry of attacks.

Sasuke was panting and his vision was blurry. The fight with his first attacker had him worn out, if it hadn’t been for Kakashi coming to deal with the man he would have been dead, but right now he was in no condition to be fighting. Chouji saw Sasuke wobble, and then looked at their opponent running through the same hands seals as before. ‘No you don’t,’ growled the large boy in his mind, when he pulled a kunai out and threw it at the man making him break his seal combination. Chouji then quickly got up and yelled, “Baika no Jutsu (Multi Size Technique)!” 

Quiet suddenly, Chouji grew in girth while he pulled in his head, legs, and arms to become a round ball of flesh that suddenly began to spin like a wheel as the boy called out, “Nikudan Sensha (Meat Tank)” Rolling towards the opponent, Chouji’s was just hoping that this distraction would give Sasuke enough time to recover. 

The ninja forgot about the hand seals as he dove and picked up his hammer while taking a swing at the giant ball rolling at him. When the hammer hit, the ball of flesh was redirected and nin heard the boy groan in pain. However, the ninjas hands went numb during the impact of the hit as he lost control of his hammer and was forced back from the blow.

Chouji’s meat tank wobble a bit before tipping over onto the ground and disappearing in smoke only to leaving him on the ground clutching his stomach in pain. Sasuke had finally gained his bearings as Naruto and Shikamaru moved up along side him. “Where’s the other one?” asked Naruto.

“Kakashi was...”

“Yo!” called a familiar voice, as the boys saw their jounin sensei appeared with a ninja thrown over his shoulder. Dropping his knocked out opponent, Kakashi looked at the last nin with an eye that promised a painful death if he didn’t stop now.

“Naruto, Shikamaru!” yelled Hinata’s voice as the boys turned around to see the girls trying to protect the man from a purple haired ninja. 

She didn’t know how that woman survived the blow that Naruto gave her, but Sakura was more worried about the woman’s claws as the swiped by her head shaving some of her hairs off her head. Hinata had gone on the offense, but the woman seemed to be a better taijutsu fighter than Hinata. They traded blows and Hinata had come very close to being scratched by the claws, claw that both girls knew were poisoned. A black tar-like substance coated the tips of the claws and both girls recognized it as a contact poison of some sort.

The ninja lunged for Tazuna, but was cut off by Sakura using her kunai to deflect her claws. The woman then jumped from her spot, as she had sensed the same orange wearing boy from before attacking her from behind. However, this left her open for a straight attack from Hinata, as the little girl needled her right arm with the tips of her fingers.

The woman sneered as he turned to backhand the girl, but her arm seemed to be completely numb from the shoulder on down. Flipping through her choices, the woman snapped her head to look at Tazuna and charged him with a war cry. When Sakura and Hinata got in her way, she jumped high into the air and pointed her claw at him, while clicking a button of some sort in the palm of her hand. The three claws on the wrist device shot their poison tips at the man.

Tazuna saw the tips bullet towards him, when an orange blur suddenly shouted something while shoving him to the ground. Naruto had little time to react, turning off his weights he sprinted to the man just in time to push Tazuna-san out of the way...too bad he wasn’t as lucky.

One of the tips slid across his hand as he was falling to the ground, and almost immediately he could feel the effects of the poison working its way through his system. The woman landed on a overhead tree branch, she was angry that she had been made to miss, but she knew went to retreat. Turning around she met a fist that connected with her jaw shattering it in five places, along with a snap kick that sent her soaring through the air to land unceremoniously on the ground in twitching pile of pain.

The other boys came into view dragging the unconscious bodies of the other ninja , while Kakashi stepped over to check Naruto’s wound. Naruto’s hand began to twitch uncontrollably as he hissed in pain and looked up at Kakashi.

“I think we may have to cancel this mission,” said Kakashi while looking at Naruto in the eye, “we have to get you to a hospital as quickly as we can.”

His blonde hair swaying in the breeze, Naruto thought about the mission and how it was their first “C-rank”. He thought about how Hokage-sama would look upon them if he was the one who made the mission fail. Finally he thought about the options that he had...

Looking up in determination he pulled a kunai out and with one quick motion he jabbed the sharp end of the knife into his hand. Shivering from the blossoming pain that surged through him he felt the familiar warmth on his belly as chakra began to pour into his system. Naruto watched as blood, that was streaked with black lines in it, began to pour out of the wound and pool in between his legs.

Shikamaru, Hinata, and Chouji stood silently as they each could see the play of emotion running across their friends face and what was going through his mind, even though they didn’t like the results of his decision. 

Even Sasuke knew and understood the boys reaction, he too would have hated to have been the reason that they failed the mission. Sakura was staring at the blood pooling on the ground and began to scream at the boy, because even thought she dislike his annoying attitude she didn’t want to see him die. “Idiot! You can die if you lose too much blood”, Sakura screamed as she moved forward to stop him, but was held back by Kakashi who told her that ‘it was his decision’.

Sitting on the ground, Naruto finally felt the last of the tainted blood slipping out of his wound. Pulling the kunai out he said in a soft voice that held raw emotion in it, “This mission is a test by the Hokage. He gave it to me...no...us, because he thought that we could complete it. I will not betray his trust in us. And I refuse to be the person who makes us fail this mission!”

Sasuke nodded once as he looked over to Kakashi and asked, “Should we set up camp?”

“Hai. Find a nice place in the forest, and take those piece of trash with you,” Kakashi said glaring at the ninja who were either bound or unconscious. Sasuke turned to everyone and quickly handed out chores as he marched them all into the forest while dragging his own ninja, while Kakashi walked over to Naruto and sat in front of him.

“That was risky.” said the grey haired nin, while he gently took the boys wounded arm and inspected it, “you could have died from blood loss.”

“I’m hard to kill,” Naruto chuckled lightly as he fell over in a dead faint.

Kakashi caught him and his eye opened wide as he saw the blood flow stop as the wound slowly stitched itself together. ‘This must be the Kyuubi’s regeneration that Rin was talking about,’ Kakashi thought as he pulled out some bandages and quickly cover the almost non-existent wound.

Lifting the boy off the ground Kakashi began to walk to their camp as he thought, ‘This is going to be a long night!’

Chapter Sixteen - Memories of a Hero
Zabuza sat on the couch as he stared at the man across from him while he growled, “What do you want?” Normally he would just kill the pitiful little worm, but the man that stood before him was someone who could provide him with the means to attaining his goal.

The man called Gato was a wealthy business man who seemed to be more of a mob boss than a entrepreneur. It seemed that the man subscribe to the belief that ‘what his money couldn’t buy him, force and intimidation could’. It was because of this that the man had sought Zabuza and given him the job of killing of the master bridge builder. However, at the moment, missing nin was barely holding back his instinct to kill the nobody and his two stupid looking ronin guards.

“What I want is to know how you screwed up,” said the man in a greasy and arrogant voice that made Zabuza eye twitch slightly. “From what I understand, your men were defeated by six genin brats and one jounin,” sneered the man as he looking around the room in disinterest. “I want to know why you’d even let those fools attack if you knew that they could finish the job,” the little man snapped gripping the handle of his walking stick tighter and staring at the hulking form in the shadows.

“I let them go because they were expendable,” said Zabuza without a hint of remorse, “besides, now our enemy’s have been weakened and I can...”

“Did you know that my informants say that the Copy-nin of Konoha is with them?” asked Gato, smiling at the slight surprise that showed on Zabuza’s face, before he mastered his face into a neutral mask. “I thought you might want to have known this little bit of information before you began to get too confident. Remember our agreement Momochi, I will not give you anything unless the bridge builder is dead!”

“Fine,” said Zabuza as he lifted his sword and pointed it in the direction that his employer was standing, which made the two ronin quickly grip their swords, “next time I will personally see to it that Tazuna-san dies by my hand. Is that good enough for you?”

“It is,” said Gato as he began leaving.

“One more thing,” said Zabuza coldly, “I want five times the agree upon payment if I have to deal with the Copy-nin...do we have a deal?” Gato’s two swordsmen glared at Zabuza, angry that this lowlife was asking for something he had no right to have.

Chuckling slightly, Gato waved off his subordinates angry glares and said in a nonchalant voice, “Deal...but, only if you complete you mission.” The men walked out of the room and closed the door as three people came out from the shadows.

Zabuza quickly didn’t waste anytime as he said, “Haku, research this Copy-nin. I want to know if he has a weakness that we can exploit. Meizu...Gouzu...I’m sure that Haku can take on most of the genin, but I want you two to track our prey and learn their weaknesses, is that understood?” The two, almost twin-like, men nodded silently as they disappeared into the shadows.

“Was that wise, Zabuza-san? Meizu and Gouzu can be very easily excited by the prospect of battle...they might reveal themselves and try to kill the leaf nins before we have a chance to prepare,” said Haku in a light voice that was filled with confusion.

“They won’t do anything unless told to,” said Zabuza with an air of finality. “Now go and complete your task,” said the sword wielding man as he watched masked man bow and take his leave.

‘Copy-nin, huh? It looks like this is starting to get very interesting indeed,’ thought Zabuza as he stood up and lashed his sword to his back while walking to the open window. ‘I wonder if Suna or Iwa will pay me for his head?’ he wondered while jumping out of the window and disappearing in a blur of grey.

****

He had been in darkness for what felt like forever, but soon he slowly began to hear sounds. Someone sighing, water dripping, the shuffled of clothes or blankets. When he felt something cold press against his hot forehead he let out a small groan of appreciation, as his eye flutter open. The sight that was waiting for him was something he thought he would have never seen in a million years. Sitting next to him, dipping an almost dried wash cloth into some cold water was Sakura. His eyes focused on his surroundings and he noticed that he was laying in a room with white walls and wooden floors while the sound of water could be heard under the floor. Looking back at Sakura Naruto noticed that her face looked worried and pale as she mumbled something to herself when he croaked, “H-how long was I out?”

The sound of his voice had startled the pink haired kunoichi into tipping the contents of the small bowl on the ground, but she didn’t care about that right now. Instead, Sakura was staring at Naruto with a smile on her lips while her eyes flashed with anger and annoyance. “Naruto, you’re awake!” she said softly and then quickly frowned and yelled, “You idiot! I thought you were going to die!”

Naruto, still a bit confused from all that had been happening, said in a scratchy voice, “I thought you didn’t cared if I died?”

“Baka! Just because I don’t like you doesn’t mean that I want you to die!” she said while remembering the awful things that they had said to one another when they were in school. She turned away from the boy as her eyes misted up slightly. She did this because she didn’t want him to make fun of her for crying. Changing her train of thought she said quietly and in a steady voice, “You’ve been out for almost a day and a half.”

“Damn,” the boy swore darkly as he looked at his hand and noticed that it was bandaged tightly. “Where are we?” he asked in confusion as he could only remember snippets of their journey.

“We are at Tazuna-san’s house,” said Sakura as she opened the door to the room and began to walk out while saying softly, “I’m going to get Kakashi-sensei, just relax.”

As he lay on the small mat on the floor, Naruto began to remember some of the conversations that the others had on their way to Tazuna’s house...

“Alright!” Kakashi said as he came back from talking to Tazuna while he collapsed a tent, “Tazuna-san says that their should be a man waiting to transport us to the wave country a few miles down the road. When we reach the wave he says that his house is no more than a couple of miles down the coast. We could make it to shelter and a warm bed if we keep a good pace. Are you willing to do that?”

Everyone in the clearing nodded in agreement as he felt some on lift him up off the ground and shift him onto their back as darkness claimed him again...

He awoke again as they neared the coast line, Tazuna took the group off the beaten path down to an old shack where an old man stood waving them on in silence. “From here on I need you all to be silent,” said Tazuna as his boatman friend nodded in agreement.

“Why?”

“A certain business man has been using his own vessels as a boarder watch,” said the old boatman, “any ships that are attempting to transporting people or goods are attacked and destroyed. Doing this, he...”

“...can control not only the goods coming and going to wave, but he can also make sure he doesn’t have any competition or troublemakers coming into the wave either.” said Shikamaru with angry look on his face, as Naruto vision began to blur and finally fade to a familiar black.

A noise snapped him out of his thoughts, as he beheld two familiar faces beaming at him from the foot of his mat while a certain jounin looked down at him with mild surprise showing in his one eye. “How are you feeling?” asked Kakashi while he took his pulse and felt his head.

“Do I have to answer that?” said Naruto as he felt his legs and particularly his arms ache in pain.

“Yes...actually you do. Seeing as how you weren’t able to get all the poison out of your system, you body has had some adverse reactions to the potent mixture.”

Huffing his displeasure, Naruto closed his eyes and said, “My arms and legs ache. I’ve got a strange metallic taste in my mouth and for some reason or another my eye sight is blurry.”

Kakashi nodded at each of the symptoms that he was telling him, but she could hear Naruto as he thought to himself, ‘This boy is up after a day, with little or no damage, from being poisoned with a poison that would easily kill a grown man within an hour.’

“Those are the lingering effect of the poison. It should be better by tomorrow. I going to go forage for some herbs to help you. Stay put and get some rest,” said the man as he stood and walked out of the room.

“What the situation?” asked Naruto when Kakashi left the room. Hinata’s worried face already told him that there was something going on that wasn’t quiet right..

“Kakashi tried to interrogate the four from the attack, but three had used poison to kill themselves,” Shikamaru said quickly as walked over to Naruto head and sat on the floor cross-legged, “The other one didn’t get a chance and was ‘squeezed’ for information. However, all that Kakashi got, before the man’s mind broke from the genjutsu he used, was that some missing nin had hired them to attack us and kill the old man.”

“Wait a second, “ Naruto said as the pieces fell quickly into place, “then why was the mission only given a C-rank? If this guy is being attack by a missing nin then the rank should’ve at least have been an B-rank or an A-rank.”

“T-t-that’s what Kakashi-sensei wanted to know. It turns out that Tazuna-san lied about the difficulty because he knew that he didn’t have the money to pay for a higher ranking mission,” said Hinata as she slowly worked her way to where Naruto head was.

“So did you figure out why the man lied?” asked Naruto as he lifted an arm only to place it across his eyes.

“At first the man wouldn’t tell us anything, and even told us that he would understand if we abandoned him. Tazuna also said that he wasn’t going to tell anyone anything until we were at his home,” replied Shikamaru now rubbing his neck in a tired gesture. “However, when we finally made it here, the old man has told us about a man name Gato and the strangle hold that he has on this island. Tazuna said that Gato has been sabotaging their attempts to connect to the mainland for many months, and that he has even gone so far as to put a price on his head. That is why he wanted to arrange for some ninja escorts so that he could have the protection need in order to finish the bridge”

“What did Kakashi say to that?” Naruto asked again trying to get use to the achy feeling that was coursing through the lower part of his body.

“He d-decided that we should continue on with the mission,” Hinata told Naruto while she looked at his bandaged arm.

“What do you two think?” asked Naruto, almost knowing already what was going through their minds as he thought, ‘Shikamaru is probably going to be cautious, and Hinata is going to be a bit worried and upset.’

“I don’t know,” said Shikamaru while he scratched the back of his head, “I think it would be wise to keep vigilant and not bite off more than we can chew.”

‘Knew it,’ smile Naruto.

Hinata, however, hadn’t said anything as of yet and it was worrying Naruto. “I-I also think we should be careful, b-but...we can’t just give up. I-I agree with what Naruto-kun said, and I also do not want to be the reason everyone fails this mission,” said the young girl as she twiddled her fingers and looked at the ground at her little out burst.

Both Naruto and Shikamaru looked at each other and then back at their female teammate as Naruto said, “Don’t worry Hinata, I’m pretty sure that you won’t be that person...now Shikamaru, well...he’s a whole different subject.

Of course this earned Naruto a glare from his friend and teammate, after which the Nara boy smiled and said, “Troublesome...both of you are troublesome!” 

Hinata smiled while Naruto chuckled, and after their little ice breaker the Hinata began to tell Naruto how Chouji and Sasuke had also been laid up with injuries.

As night approached Naruto found that his body was already healed to the point where he was able to actually walk around without feeling much discomfort. When he heard a woman’s voice call ‘Dinner’, he began to make his walk down to the dinning room of the house.

When he a arrived Kakashi already had a seat ready for him while the other team members, other than his own, looked at him strangely. Naruto noticed that Sasuke’s eyes never left him, even for a second, while they were eating the rice and wild boar stew that Tazuna’s daughter had made this evening.

“Tomorrow we will start training,” said Kakashi as he got up and place his empty plate on the table.

‘When did he have time to eat that?’ Sakura said in confusion.

‘That was fast!’ Chouji commented as he was eating sparingly because of his stomach injury

‘Show-off’ thought Naruto as he shook his head and went back to eating his own meal.

“What’s the point,” said a young voice that seemed to make Naruto cringe, he could hear the sadness in the boys voice that was mixed with anger and loss, “you’ll all die anyway.”

Kakashi had already had the pleasure of meeting the little boy named Inari when they first had arrived at Tazuna’s house, but as he observed his subordinates he noted that only two of them seemed to be unaffected by the boys words. Naruto closed his eyes and was chewing his food, it looked like he wasn’t about to say anything to the boy. Hinata was the same way, but she acknowledged the boy while she stared at him in hurt. Sakura and Sasuke glare daggers at the boy which only made his became even more adamant about his position. Even Shikamaru and Chouji made angry faces at Inari’s words, but both of them seemed to calm themselves before looking at the little boy with neutral expressions.

With his peace said the boy walked out of the room and upstairs as his mother, Tsunami, apologized for his rude behavior. Tazuna seemed to look older as his eyes lingered on the seat where his grandson use to sit.

“You’ll have to forgive the boy,” said Tazuna in a tired voice, “life hasn’t been easy on him, and because of that it is hard for him to think positively at times like these.” 

Everyone around the table looked to the old man as he explained that the boy once had an adopted father who was more than just a role model for the boy. He explained that the man taught the boy about life and often had helped him become more confident in himself. “Of course this was multiplied by the fact that the man was known as a hero around this village,” said Tazuna as he told them all a story about how Inari’s adopted father saved the village by pulling of an almost impossible feat of strength and will. “From that day on, the man named Kaiza was know as a hero to all in the village.”

“In my grandson’s eyes his father was unbeatable...that was...until that day...”

“Please,” said Tsunami, as she stood up visibly shaking while she grabbed some of the dishes off the table and depositing them in the sink. She following Inari’s path as she too went up the stairs. However, Naruto noticed that she had tears in her eyes and a clear pained look etched into her beautiful face

“If this is too much then...” said Kakashi, but the old man shook his head.

“No, if you are going to be protecting me then you should know what kind of people you are up against,” said the bridge builder as he wiped away from moisture from his own eyes. “You have to understand...most of the people in the village are fishermen and sailors. When Gato turned his eye on us he knew that Kaiza would be trouble, and...”

Everyone watched as the man visible looked disturbed as he shivered in his seat. “Tazuna-san...” said Sakura in worry.

“I’m sorry, but just remembering what they had done to the man still turn my stomach...even to this day,” the old man choked out. “Gato and his crew of hired thugs beat Kaiza for three days straight...and when the man refused to give into Gato. The coward had his men tear off the man’s arms while searing the wounds closed.” 

Sakura and Hinata paled at the thought of what that meant. Sasuke narrowed his eyes, while Chouji began looking at the floor as he felt guilty for getting angry at the boy. Shikamaru was shocked, and Naruto had pushed his food away from him.

“However, it wasn’t enough that Gato had cripple the man. No, he wanted to destroy the spirit that the man fostered in everyone in the village. So the next day he showed up and fenced off a section of the village, while his men drove a post into the ground,” said Tazuna as the young ninja all knew where this was going, “They dragged in Kaiza’s tortured and broken body and strapped him up saying that he ‘went against the Gato Corporation using force’ and that he was ‘disturbing the order of the country’. Gato then said that he was to be executed for his crimes.”

Everyone in the room was quiet as Tazuna told them that the people could do nothing against the thugs that Gato had at his disposal. Everyone listened as he told them that Inari was there to witness two hired rounin slit open his adopted dad and lop his head off as a warning to all. They were all there to heard the old man admitted that he was a coward and wish he had died helping the young man.

Kakashi looked at his students to see what their reactions were to the story. Shikamaru, Chouji, Sakura and Hinata were each suffering from different degrees of sadness. It looked like they were rethinking their impression of the boy that they had just met. 

Kakashi then looked at Sasuke and noticed that he had fisted his hands and was shaking with anger. ‘He knows what it is like to see a loved one die before your very own eyes,’ thought Kakashi as he glance over to where Naruto sat.

What he saw was  an unfinished plate and a pulled out chair, ‘Where did he go? And why could I sense him leave the table? Hmmm...’ wondered the jounin teacher while the others followed there sensei eye to he empty seat.

“Where did Naruto go?” asked Sakura while everyone stayed quiet and thought the situation over. Shikamaru as the only one of them to speak up as he stood and said, “I think he’s gone back up stairs to get some rest in for tomorrow. I think I’ll do the same.”

Hinata took her leave as well, saying her goodnights as she walked to the room that was provided for her and Sakura. Chouji wordlessly followed Shikamaru, while Sakura helped Sasuke remove the rest of the dishes to the sink and then she retired as well.

Sasuke glared at the seat that Naruto used to be in as he scowled lightly and said to himself, ‘Why didn’t I hear him leave? Was I that caught up in the story?’

When the last genin left, Kakashi said very quietly to Tazuna, “Even if you complete this bridge...you will still have Gato to deal with, and something tells me that he doesn’t let go of something that he possesses.”

“I know,” said Tazuna while he slowly got to his feet, “but I’ve read your missions cost sheet and I know that an assassination is completely out of the price range of this village.”

Kakashi tilted his head back in contemplation as the old man said ‘good night’ and walked out of the dining room. The grey haired ninja thought back to his interrogation of the ninja as he remembered the madness that seemed to spark in the mans eye just before he suffered complete mental breakdown. Kakashi also remembered the man’s last coherent words that the man spoke as he sat in front of the jounin babbling nonsense....

“The demon will seek revenge for my death,” the man said as he cackled madly.

“Oh? And what demon do you speak of?” said Kakashi playing along with the man, thinking that he was going to get some information if he followed the line of thought that the man was taking.

“A bloody, filthy, evil demon that will eat your heart when he splits you in half!” yelled the man trying to keep his frail mind from completely breaking down. “The demon of the bloody mist...yes, the demon of the bloody mist will find and kill you all! His name is...” unfortunately for Kakashi the nin reached his mind’s limit and he suddenly became very quiet and docile.

‘The demon of the bloody mist...’ thought Kakashi as he looked at the mess of a ninja in front of him and tried to place a name with the title.

Kakashi closed his eye as a name formed in his mind and came out of his mouth in a whisper...

“Zabuza.” 

Chapter Seventeen - Shugyo

The next morning, Naruto awoke at his regular time in the morning. Quietly and quickly he put on his clothing and warmed up a bit before climbing out of the window of the room that he shared with the boys. Surprisingly enough, as he landed on the deck below he heard a voice saying, “You know...it’s one thing to hide your abilities and potential from your enemies and strangers, but it entirely something else when you hide it from your friends, teammates and teachers.”

Not even turning around Naruto explained by saying, “My father told me that the difference between an enemy and a friend is the level of trust that you have with that person.”

“Are you saying that you don’t trust your friends?” asked Kakashi, as he wonder just how much more far along Naruto was compared to these kids.

A smile fell across Naruto tan face as he stared out at the forest that was calling to him, “No. I’m sure that by now Shikamaru knows about me and has filled Chouji in. I don’t mind them known since they’re some of my best friends. Hinata...well, she has the Byakugan so I’m sure she suspects something, but has been polite enough to not asked or pry into my personal affairs.” It was at that moment that he turned around and looked at Kakashi, and said, “As for Sasuke...I don’t know why, but my instincts tell me not to show him too much. So I’m going to listen to my instincts on that one. Finally welcome to Sakura, who isn’t on my team and doesn’t really need to know anything, except that I will help her to the best of my abilities.”

“And what about me?” asked Kakashi narrowing his eye when Naruto scratched the back of his head sheepishly.

“Heh, heh...um, otousan told me not to tell you,” said Naruto with a smile and a whisper, “he said...‘let the "so-called" genius find out on his own’, and me made me swear.”

‘Rrrr, Obito!’ thought Kakashi as he looked away from Naruto and said, “Sounds just like something he would say. However, now that I know I would like to know where you rank in terms of power.”

“Hmmm,” hummed Naruto as he thought over the question in his head, “I would say that I would be ranked as a mid-level chuunin.” Naruto didn’t catch Kakashi’s eye opening as wide as a saucer nor did he hear Kakashi breathing curses to his long time best friend and Naruto’s father. Instead, he just thought some more, and was wondering if he really would still be ranked as a mid-leveled chuunin. As he pondered the question, Naruto didn’t even notice that he had automatically began to jog heading to the forest. When he did realize it, he stopped shortly and he adjusted the weights on his ankles and arms to increase the gravity around him. The extra weight made his work out that much harder, especially after he was incapacitated for almost two days, but it was needed if he was going to get himself back into fighting shape.

He worked out until the gentle wisps of sunlight began to make the sky turn an awe inspiring purple. When he saw that sight he stopped his work out and took a rest by an out cropping of rock. It was here that Naruto began to experiment with his ‘gravity bands’ as his father called them. 

An idea had come to him as he was tossing several stones in a nearby pond that the outcropping of rock was facing. As he tossed the stone and watched the splash that it made, he was chuckling to himself as he thought one day the bands would make him too heavy for the ground to support him and he would make a big splash as well. However, his thought disturbed him so much that he began thinking of ways that he could counteract that force. As he thought and pondered the only solution that he was able to come up with was that he needed to have a seal that would counter the negative effect and weight of the bands.

‘So...I would need bands that instead of making me heavier would instead...make me lighter?’ he thought to himself and then quickly trashed that thought because the effects would cancel each other and he wouldn't be working his muscles. “Arrrggghh! I hate having to think of this stuff!” he yelled in frustration to no one in particular.

Spending a good half hour, Naruto had made progress as he thought of a solution. ‘I don’t need the bands to make me lighter I just need them to cushion my movements.’ thought the blonde as he pulled off his bands and looked at one of them close up. ‘I wonder if these band would allow me to...’ Naruto began to focus on using the band, as he molded chakra into the band and felt it get heavy while he paid attention to the feel of the chakra and the flow that it was taking. Getting an understand of the ‘flow’ of chakra that went through the band, Naruto narrowed his eyes in concentration as he slid on the band on his arm. 

Molding his chakra, Naruto began to change the chakra 'flow' within the bands, and was pleasantly surprised to feel his body slowly become lighter. However, he also noticed something that was a bit unnerving...the amount of chakra that was used to create that effect was almost double the amount that he usually used to sustain the gravity effect.

The little genin knew that he was already pressing the boundaries of his chakra capacity, because to keep the gravity effect up every day at a weight that challenged him seemed to leave him with only a minimal amount of chakra to power his ninjutsu and genjutsu techniques. ‘I’ll have to talk to otousan about this when I get back,’ thought the boy as he slid on this bands and turned them on again. However, it was at that moment that he thought of the splash that the rock made when he threw it into the pond. 

‘If I were able to control the weights,’ he thought as he walked in the direction that the house was in, ‘and I were able to jump high enough in the air...I bet if I increased my weight drastically in the air I’d be able to cause a lot of damage to an enemy when I impacted with them!’

‘Of course...I’d hurt myself as well, so...that means that I would have to find a way to protect myself from the fall...hmmmm,’ he hummed as he could almost see the attack in his head.

“Naruto!” called a voice that he barely heard.

“Over here!” he called back as Hinata came into view. “Oh, ohayo Hinata!”

“Ohayo...Naruto....kun,” said the girl as she panted and breathed hard, “Kakashi-sensei wants us to meet him for breakfast.”

“Okay,” said Naruto as he began walking with Hinata. Naruto then thought of something that was bothering him as he took one step in front of another, “Um...Hinata? Why did you come to get me?”

Naruto didn't happen to see the wisdom in sending out Hinata on her own to go searching for him when ninja were trying to get them. Hinata ‘eeped’ lightly at this question and did the only thing that came to mind in this situation...she lied, “U-um...e-everyone thought that I would find you quicker with my Byakugan then by then searching on foot.” Of course Naruto didn’t question her, and instead he nodded his head and kept moving as she asked him how he was feeling today. He told her that his head hurt, but he was back to about ninety percent of his original strength. The two made their way though the forest while talking about things in their lives, and Hinata noticed how Naruto always managed to be in awe of her lifestyle...even though she knew that he would never understand how it really felt 

The house soon appeared as they exited the forest and were heading there talking about the time Naruto and his dad went fishing for the first time. Had Naruto really paid attention he would have noticed that the young Hyuuga was watching him with a blush on her face and a smile on her lips, but instead he was telling a story about he almost drown him and his dad. He then finished up say that afterward his father never went fishing with him ever again saying 'he was too young to die'.

****

When they had gathered and eaten their breakfast, Kakashi made the group follow him into the forest where he began telling them that for the next couple of days he was going to train them to increase their chakra capacity as well as make them work on chakra molding.

“How are you going to do that” asked Chouji while he scratched his head and didn’t like the idea of training so early in the morning, even though it couldn’t be helped.

“Listen up, what we are going to be doing is “tree climbing” exercises,” a chorus of groans all erupted as Kakashi stood by and ignored them while walking forward and planting his foot on the trunk of the tree. “When I say tree climbing...I mean with no hands...just like the exams you took in the Academy.”

“Eh!?” came the next chorus of voices.

Kakashi ran up the tree and as he got to a branch he sat down and threw six kunai at the foot of each of his students. Kakashi then jumped down from his position and landed gracefully on the floor like a cat. “Use these to mark your position. You will continue to exercise until you either reach the top of the tree or you improve in my eyes. Oh...and you all may want to take a running start...it just easier to do if you get some momentum behind you. Now go!”

Sasuke was the first to take off as he plucked the kunai off the ground and began running up the tree as fast as he could. As he climbed he suddenly felt the bark underneath his foot crack while his foot began to push off from the trunk. Quickly, he marked his spot, performed a back-flip landing on the ground and checked just how far he had made it up the tree. He eyes opened in surprise when he saw that he hadn’t even made it quiet past one-quarter of the tree’s height. ‘Damn, this is harder than it was in the Academy,’ thought the boy while he tightened the grip of his kunai.

Chouji and Shikamaru both tried and only did about half of what Sasuke did. However, when Sakura’s turn was up she steadied herself and ran up the tree blowing past Sasuke’s mark and even making further than half way up her tree. It was Hinata’s turn and she too made to about the half way mark before her chakra gave out and she had to mark her spot before jumping back down.

It was Naruto’s turn, but he wasn’t by the group. Instead, he was talking to Kakashi in a serious manner while the jounin seemed to be thinking about something.

****

“Sensei?” asked Naruto as he walked over slowly to the man.

“Yes, Naruto.”

“What if I have already mastered this exercise?” Naruto asked in a low voice which seemed to make Kakashi smirk under his mask.

“You still have to show me,” said the man, enjoying the annoyed look on his students face.

“Will you give me another exercise if I show you?” asked Naruto as he placed both of his hands in a prayer like way and smiled while saying, “Pleeaassee!”

“Hmm,” said Kakashi as he said, “Do you know water walking?”

Naruto nodded his head.

“The concentration technique?”

Another nod, Kakashi was getting angry that Obito had put him in a spot like this. He made a mental note in his head to have a talk with that ‘good-for-nothing’ so-called friend of his. “What kind of training are you looking for?” asked Kakashi, tired of guessing.

“Well...I was wondering if there was a way of training your chakra to protect you, but...” said Naruto as he crossed his arms and furrowed his eye brow in thought.

“A chakra guard, hmm?” asked Kakashi while he looked at the boy and shook his head, ‘What the hell kind of kid is he to be asking about a jounin level theoretical training exercise! In all seriousness, the only people to ever develop something to the extent that he’s probably looking for are the Hyuuga’s, but they aren’t going to be sharing their secrets anytime soon.’

Kakashi looked over at Naruto and said with a sigh, because he knew he was going to live to regret this as he said while grabbing his chin, “Maa, there is an exercise that I can teach you, but...”

****

Before the older man could finish his sentence, Naruto flew at his tree and began to climb while happily saying to himself, ‘New training, new training! I’m gonna get new training!’

Sasuke looked livid. He couldn’t see Naruto anymore, mainly because the blonde had penetrated the canopy of the tree that he was climbing and didn’t looked like he would be stopping any time soon. ‘What the hell!’ the last Uchiha screamed in his mind, ‘How is it that he can do that?’ Watching Naruto brought some painful memories for Sasuke. He saw his older brother’s eyes staring at him as his cold voice rang in his head calling him ‘weak’ and ‘pathetic’. Shaking his head free of the images, Sasuke mentally growled in anger as he looked at the tree that Naruto had ran up and decided, ‘I need to be stronger...stronger than him...and definitely stronger than you, Uzumaki Naruto!’

Shikamaru watched in interest, as he said with a half smile and smirk, “Tch, show off! You’re so troublesome!” Everyone else seemed to be in awe of the boy accomplishment as Kakashi had to follow him to see if he was doing the training the right way. When the both of them returned, Naruto was smiling cheekily at Kakashi and their sensei seemed to be resisting the urge to roll his eye. 

“Alright! Everyone keep training! I will be back to see your progress,” said the jounin teacher as he lead Naruto over to a small clearing that had a small stone sticking out of the ground. “Sit,” Kakashi commanded, and Naruto sat down waiting for his teacher to continue. ‘Is he always this excited to learn a new exercise,' wondered Kakashi when Naruto had locked his gaze on his teacher, and had a wide eyed expression on his face that seemed to be waiting for the man to speak.

“This is the exercise that I remember several people taking about,” said Kakashi before his hand shot up with a finger extended. “However...this training exercise is not nearly complete and unfortunately the only people who have completed the training have an advantage over normal ninja.”

“Advantage?” asked Naruto in confusion.

“Have your parents already explained to you what a ‘bloodline limit’ is?” asked Kakashi as Naruto nodded his head slowly.

The boy the rattled off what he knew to his teacher, “A bloodline limit is an ability that is passed genetically from parent to child, and affords the person an ability that cannot be copied, and can often lead to spectacular abilities”

“Right, and the people that I was talking about are the Hyuuga’s,” said Kakashi as Naruto tilted his head as if questioning what they had to do with what he was learning. “The Hyuuga’s have developed a technique that is something like what you were talking about. However, because of their bloodline limit their bodies are especially made to for the release of chakra.” 

Kakashi began looking around on the ground and he found a small pebble as he continued on with his lecture, “Normally, most ninja are only able to release chakra only so far before it is dispersed into the air. Then there are those ninja who have massive quantities of chakra and they can overcome this limitation by releasing more chakra, but this leads to inefficiency and is often avoided.”

“So what are you saying sensei?” asked Naruto as he watched the man pluck a leaf off a tree’s low branch.

“The point that I’m trying to make is that is very difficult to release chakra as a form of defense, and in order to do so you will need almost perfect control in all the aspects of chakra. Here,” said Naruto’s teacher as he place a leaf into the palm of the boy’s hand, “now watch me.”

Kakashi held the pebble in his hand and sat down holding his palm out while closing his eye. Naruto watched as the pebble slowly began to shake in the steady palm. Then, as if the pebble decided it wanted to be a bird it started to rise into the air. There the pebble stood floating in mid air for several moments before Naruto watched it fall back into Kakashi’s hands. “Wow,” Naruto exclaimed, “am I going to be trying to do that?”

“Yes,” said Kakashi as he stood up and said, “to do this training you must gather your chakra to a specific point on your body, namely your hand. When you accomplish this you will need to let a stream of chakra exit your hand. This will make the leaf float, but you will also have to exert control over the stream as to make sure you don’t waste chakra.”

Kakashi watched as the boy in front of him was able to make the leaf float a few inches above his hand for a few seconds before it whirled out of control and was tossed from his palm.  “Supposedly, as you gain better control you are to try heavier and heavier objects...it is often said that one person was once able to train with iron weights, but I have yet to see such a person.”

“So this will help me to learn how to make a defense with my chakra?” wondered Naruto out loud, while Kakashi sat down next to him and sighed.

“Unfortunately this is just the rudimentary fundamentals of building a defense like that,” said the man as he ran his fingers through his hair, “no one outside of the Hyuuga clan has been able to perfect a technique quite like the one you a proposing.”

Glancing over at his student he noticed that Naruto was looking at the rocks around his feet with a frown. “...but, that doesn’t mean that it’s impossible,” said Kakashi as he patted his students shoulder and saw a smile seem to appear on the boys face.

“Right!” said Naruto in a happy manner while he picked up his fallen leaf and began to train with it again while adding, “I just have to keep trying!”

As Kakashi was walking back to his other students, he thought about Naruto and the training that he had given the boy. ‘I really need to talk to Obito about this,’ he thought as he walked up to his other students to watch them working on climbing the tree.

****

One whole week had passed, and it was filled with either Kakashi training his students or giving them shifts to guard Tazuna. The interesting thing was that everyone was showing real progress on the tree climbing exercise. Sakura and Hinata finished the training first by reaching the top. Sasuke was third, while Shikamaru and Chouji were last to complete the training. Chouji didn’t reach the top but he did doubled his chakra capacity, and in Kakashi’s book that was good enough.

It was tomorrow that made many people nervous, because all through the week Gato had been sending thugs to deal with the construction of the bridge. However, tomorrow was a crucial piece of the last section of the bridge and many felt that Gato was not going to sit around and watch them complete the bridge.

It was because of this feeling that Kakashi had one genin team present at all times to make sure the men would be protected. It was interesting to see the interaction of the different children with the men. At first the construction workers all complained that the kids would just get in their way until Naruto and Shikamaru save several of them when a slab of stone came loose and almost crushed three workers. After that, the men all warmed up to the children...all except Sasuke, who seemed to stay away from all the ruckus as he stared out at the water.

****

That night, Naruto was walking the forest by himself as he spotted his favorite ‘thinking spot’ atop several boulders that looked over a small pond. Walking towards the boulders he heard a sound which resembled someone scrapping something across the rocks rough surface. Quickly jumping up on the boulder while holding out his kunai in an attack stance he saw a girl staring out across the pond turn her head sharply in his direction. ‘A girl? I wonder what she doing out here this late?’ wondered Naruto as he put away his kunai and watched the girl smile at him in a friendly manner. “Oi, nee-chan! What are you doing out here so late?” he asked, making the girl smile even wide as she shook her head and said in a soft and rich voice.

“I came out here to think. What about you?”

Naruto smiled as he walked over and sat down as he said, “Me too, I like the feel of this place.”

“Hm,” responded the girl as she smiled gently and looked out at the pond below them. “Are you with those ninja who are protecting our bridge?” asked the girl suddenly.

“Yeah,” replied Naruto looking at her suspiciously as she turned her eyes away from him.

They sat on the rock in silence for a few minutes before the girl asked in a voice that held a bit of sadness, “Why do you fight?”

The question was a simple one, but to a ninja...it was a question that could never be simply answered. Naruto thought long and hard about the question, before he said quietly, “I fight because...” Naruto thought of his mother and father. He even thought of all the people he knew and what they meant to him, as he finally came to answer for the question.

“I fight because there are people who I love and cherish, and I don’t want to see them in pain or get hurt...and I guess the same goes for those people who ask my help...that’s why I fight,” said Naruto as he looked at the girl who seemed to smile brightly while she looked off into the distance.

“...it’s a good reason,” said the girl quietly as she gazed up at the sky, “to protected those people who are important to you...that is where you will find true strength.” Standing up, the girl slowly slid off the rock and began to walk away as she said, “I hope we meet again, um...”

“Uzumaki Naruto, nee-chan,” said Naruto with a grin.

“Uzumaki Naruto,” said the girl as if testing the name on her lips before turning away. “Oh...” said the girl as she stopped at the edge of the forest, “...by the way...I’m a boy, not a girl.”

“EH!” Naruto’s mouth hung open and his eyes bugged out as he watched the girl...um boy walk away into the shadows. 

‘What the hell! There’s no way that she was a boy...she’s...he...arrgghh,’ Naruto screamed to himself as he sat on the rock in shock while the words the boy had said to him kept repeating in his mind.

Chapter Eighteen - Battle on the Bridge
That same night, as Naruto head back to Tazuna’s home, he couldn’t help but feel strange as he remembered the words that the boy, who looked like a girl, had said to him. Those word rolled over and over in this head as he felt some ominous feeling descend on him. Even the wind that seemed to know that something wasn’t right, as the night and been unnaturally calm for the seaside village.

Naruto didn’t like the feeling he was getting, and so he began moving faster as he was heading tot he house. When he saw Kakashi waiting outside for him, Naruto breathed a sigh of relief before he walked over to him and said, “I don’t know if it’s just me...”

“You feel it too?” said the grey haired ninja, as he looked down at Naruto, closed his eye and said, “That makes three of you...”

“Three?”

“Both Sasuke and Hinata have come to me separately, to tell me that they can ‘feel’ something is coming,” Kakashi told Naruto as he looked over the peaceful water that Tazuna’s house stood on. “I suggest you get something to eat and get some rest...something tells me that we can’t all be wrong, and if that’s true...we’re going to need at the strength that we can muster.”

Nodding his understanding Naruto walked into the house to see Shikamaru and Chouji looking up at him briefly then return to their dinner. Hinata gave him a worried look that he was quick to acknowledged with a nod. Next to Hinata, Sakura seemed to have returned to her old self in the past week as she spied him from the corner of her eye and made sure to ignore him, although she was a bit more civil with him when ever they were around each other.

What Naruto was most wary about were the looks that Sasuke had been giving him over the week of training. He was livid that Kakashi seemed to be playing favorites with his students, and he had made his displeasure known in a very verbal manner one night. After their uneventful talk, Sasuke decided to learn about the training exercises that Naruto was being taught.

However, to his disappointment, when he found out what Naruto was learning and discovered that it was an incomplete training exercise, he scoffed and convinced himself that it was a waste of his time. Naruto, who was already mad at the boy for bothering him for so long, got angry enough to call the young Uchiha heir a few choice names. This, of course, lead to Naruto being calmed down by his friends while Sasuke was stopped by Kakashi and Sakura.

After that incident,  the relations between the two boy were a bit strained. Even now whenever they were in a room alone it seemed that it filled up with tension rather quickly. As the group sat down ready to eat dinner, Naruto looked at his and then kicked up a conversation with Chouji about foods they miss. Sasuke, however, was staring at his plate in silence while Inari’s mom, Tsunami, dealt out portions of what the genin had caught in the wild and she had cooked up.

When Kakashi entered the room and sat down everyone began to eat in silence, that is...until Tazuna said with a sigh of relief, “The bridge is almost complete, I have you all to thank for that.”

All around the table everyone nodded their heads as the old man had some guilt seeping into his eyes. “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” the old man said in a soft almost regretful voice, “Why did you decide to keep the mission even though you know I was lying?”

Kakashi hummed lightly as he slowly began to speak, while he made sure everyone of his students was listening to him, “Not doing right when you know it is right is the coward’s way. There are no weak soldiers under a valiant commander.”

“These are the teachings of the previous Hokage, a man of great wisdom and compassion,” said Kakashi as he let his eye travel slowly to each of his students until it landed on Naruto who was still eating his food.

For a moment the genin all were listening to Kakashi until a scornful chuckle came from the little boy that sat at Tazuna’s left hand, “Hn, all those are a pretty words to paint over a picture that is filled with pain.”

The sound of the boy voice and the way he talked made Kakashi feel sorry for the boys loss, since it was obvious that he was more angry with himself than he was at everyone around him.

Inari was staring hard at Naruto as he could see flashes of his adopted father over lap the boy who sat across from him. Tears began to cloud his eyes as he could feel the painful lump pressing his throat closed. The little boy could hear his adopted father’s voice telling him to protect that which is precious to him with his own two arms. However this memory was fleeting as it was replace by the memory of his broken and badly beaten father looking at him from the post where he hung. As he watched in horror, his father told him ‘don’t cry, Inari’ before the two swords men cut him open and lopped off his head.

“Why...” the boy said as tear fell freely from his face, “...why are you in such a hurry to end up dead!?” The boy shoved back his chair and slammed his fists on the table as his anger and sadness overtook him. “You can’t beat Gato’s men even if you tried. No matter how hard you train or what kind of pretty words you say...weak people are always going to lose to strong people!” cried the boy screaming at the top of his lungs while his tears began to make his eyes sting and his nose run.

Naruto stood up slowly paid his respect and placed his plates into the sink as he began to walk away from the boy. “And you,” screamed the boy as loudly as he could at Naruto’s back, which stopped moving at the words, “You piss me off the most! You know nothing about this country...coming in and acting as if you will change everything, when better people than you didn’t stand a chance! You know nothing! How could you know anything that I or the people here feel? You...who hasn’t known any real pain! You who just laughs and jokes with your friends all the time! You’re a fool and an idiot!”

Naruto’s hand slightly twitched as he hung his head and said in a low and angry voice, “At least I’m willing to fight for those things that are precious to me...instead of crying like a baby and doing nothing!” Turning around, Naruto glared at the boy with eyes that narrowed dangerously and seemed to darken when he said, “With my bare hands, I would even protect that which is important to you!”

Inari’s eyes went wide in disbelief, as he heard a voice in his head say, ‘Protect whatever is important to you with these two arms!’ Inari looked away for a second, and when he looked back the blonde haired boy was already heading to his room to go to sleep.

****

When the light of the morning glared in the room where they all sleep Shikamaru pulled off his blankets and slowly pulled himself up into an upright position. He noticed that Sasuke and Naruto were already out of bed, while Chouji was still sleeping. ‘I wonder where they are,’ thought Shikamaru as he stretched and already heard the sounds of breakfast being made down stairs.

Smirking to himself Chouji looked over at his friends and counted down from ten. When he approached the number one Chouji suddenly sniffed the air and shot up like an arrow saying in a wide awake voice, “Breakfast! Time to eat! Come on Shikamaru!”

“Sure thing,” grinned Shikamaru as he got up and followed his friend.

Not far in the forest, Naruto was currently complaining as he watched a black haired boy training right next to him while going through the same exercises that he was going through. ‘Copy cat,’ Naruto mentally yelled at Sasuke, ‘What...can’t get you own exercises?’ Growling, he decided that this was enough for one day, and he began to run back to the house while Sasuke ran right next to him.

He couldn’t stand it any longer, “Do you have a problem with me?” he asked stopping hid jog and looking at the Uchiha critically.

“Yes,” Sasuke said simply.

“Then get over it! Cause you beginning to tick me off!” Naruto said as his seal began to feel warm again.

“Not unless to show me just how good you are. I know for a fact that you’ve been hiding a lot of your talent, no one should be able to do that tree climbing exercise that easily!” said Sasuke while glaring at Naruto.

“You mean, no one but ‘you’, right?” shot back Naruto with an angry sneer.

The seconds passed as if they were minutes and the silence in between them seemed to be heavy and foreboding. “You are such an idiot!” said the boys at the same time. Their surprised faces also mimicked each other as they then said in unison, “What they hell do you want from me? Stop that!”

Naruto started to chuckled, even thought Sasuke was glaring at him like he was about to kill him, he just couldn’t help himself. The look on Sasuke’s face the situation they were in the words they had used...it was all too much.

“Oi, dobe! What the hell is wrong with you?” asked Sasuke as he looked at his potential rival on the ground laughing at something he didn’t find funny at all.

“Sorry,” Naruto said as he held his stomach tenderly and then said as he sat down at a stump and collected his thoughts. Naruto knew that Sasuke would never leave him be if he didn’t tell him something, and even though every instinctual nerve in his body told him ‘not to tell him’ Naruto began by saying, “Look Sasuke, I was train from early on. I work with weights, so I might be a bit faster than you and a little stronger. However, all in all, we are still on the same playing field when it comes to experience. Hell, I’ll admit that you might have an slight advantage on me with making split second decisions and certain ninja tactics. What I’m trying to say is why are you going out of your way to...”

“You reminded me of someone I have to kill,” said Sasuke as the wind blew thought the trees and made Sasuke’s hair ruffle a bit even though his eyes looked dead to the world. “You are far stronger that you let everyone know about...your easy-going and have a way with making people like you. This person I knew was also once like that,” said Sasuke as he crossed his arms in a defensive stance, “and it was he who killed my family and clan.”

Naruto had to look away from Sasuke’s eyes, as those onyx colored eyes seemed to act as black holes that lead to sorrow. Turning his back on the blonde spiky haired ninja Sasuke asked in a quiet voice as he looked at the ground, “That day...why did you give me a bento box? We aren’t friends...so why?”

Naruto looked up and saw the boy’s back turned, sighing Naruto pulled his knees closer to his chest as he could almost read what was going through the other boy’s mind. “I don’t hate you Sasuke...you just...well, you just rub me the wrong way most of the time,” answered Naruto rubbing the back of his head with his hand as he continued talking, “...and the reason that I gave you that bento box is because ‘that’ is what friends do for each other.”

Sasuke’s eyes opened slightly in surprise, but then went back to normal as he stared at the ground and scoffed lightly. With his arms crossed he began to ponder what it would be like to have a friend. Naruto just shook his head as he watched the other boy withdraw into a contemplative mood. Saying that he was hungry, Naruto told Sasuke that he’d meet the him back at the house. Sasuke just wave him off and kept thinking about friends, while he walked slowly in the direction of the house.

Naruto walked in and saw that everyone was done with breakfast and only two plates were left on the table. Everyone expected to see the boy arguing while walking in together, but no one expected for Naruto to walk in by himself. “Naruto! What did you do to Sasuke-kun! If you hurt him...” accused Sakura as he looked at him with a set of narrowed eyes.

“I didn’t hurt your precious Sasuke-kun,” growled out Naruto with a roll of his eyes and said with a shake of his head, “Thank god I don’t have a fan club!” 

Hinata smile at Naruto and twiddled her thumbs at his proclamation. Oh, how little the blonde ninja knew about some of the girls he met on the streets of Konoha...it was well known that Sasuke had his own following of several hundred obsessed fan-girls, what with him being the last of a great noble Konoha clan and the “moodiest bastard on the face of the planet” according to most male shinobi his age. 

However, what Naruto didn’t know, was that he was slowly beginning to win the hearts of several girls. Unlike Sasuke, who tended to avoid girls like the plague, Naruto was more friendly to everyone who stopped him and said ‘hi’. It was because of that friendliness...and the small fact that many girls had long ago labeled him as ‘exotic’ and ‘captivating’, that a small movement called the Naruto fan club had begun to gather members.

Naruto was completely oblivious, and instead seemed to like the attention that the girls heaped upon him. Never did it once cross his mind that these girl were staring down the path of becoming crazed, obsessive, fan-girls. Instead, he saw it as an opportunity for him to have a lot of friends. Poor Naruto has no idea what he has gotten himself into...

Just as Sakura was about to attack Naruto, Sasuke walk in with a serious face and a his mouth etched into a frown. Quietly he sat at his spot and looked at Naruto once before he began eating his food.

“What were you going to say, Haruno?” asked Naruto with a grin that obviously made him look very smug.

Sakura mumbled something under her breath as she looked away. “That’s okay, Sakura! You can apologize to me later!” said Naruto, seeing her develop a nasty twitch in her eye as she sent a scalding glare his way.

Hinata giggled and Chouji smirked, but Kakashi and Shikamaru were the only two at the table who just sighed at the interaction between the two. It had been like this for the last week, whenever Naruto seemed to be an room with either Sakura or Sasuke it always seemed that someone was going to be upset no matter what was done to prevent it.

Kakashi watched the two finish their breakfast, and when they were done he gotten all his students to prepare for whatever might happen during the day. Kakashi had also told Tsunami and Inari to go to a safe spot with other people, just encase Gato got any bright ideas about holding a person hostage.

****

Naruto was helping Shikamaru tie some exploding tags to his kunai, when Kakashi peeked his head into the room to tell them that he and team ten were going to go ahead of them. The two boy nodded their heads and kept working as Kakashi disappeared from the door way and was quickly replaced by a soft knocking and voice that said, “Can I come in?”

“Sure,” said Naruto as he finished tying off another tag.

Walking in the girl sat down on Naruto mat while slightly blushing at the thoughts that raced through her head. Shikamaru could only roll his eyes as he began packing away his kunai, while he asked Naruto and Hinata, “You know something don’t you?”

“I can’t say for sure,” Naruto began as he looked at Shikamaru, “but I know something is going to happen today.”

“Why do you say that?” asked the shadow user.

“It’s a feeling in the air,” Hinata offered softly, “it’s almost as if something isn’t right.”

Shikamaru looked at his ninja pack and then walked over to Chouji’s bag that sat in the corner of the room. Digging his hand into the bag he pulled out a small burlap sack. Opening her removed twelve dark brown pills that were round and had a shinny thin wax coating to them.

“Solider pills,” explained Shikamaru as he wrapped two pills in a small piece of paper and handed it to Naruto while doing the same for Hinata, “If your low on chakra these will give you a boost of energy.” Naruto nodded as he placed the pills in his jacket and watched Shikamaru pocket the others.

“Why didn’t Chouji take those,” asked Hinata in worry.

“He didn’t know the situation or he would have,” said Shikamaru as he sighed, “Kakashi is really becoming a troublesome sensei!”

“Well,” Naruto as he stood up, “I think we should....”

“Aaaaaahhh!” the scream seemed to come from down stairs at the sound of the door being kicked in could be heard.

“Mom!” it was the sound of Inari’s voice, “You leave my mom alone!”

“Kill the brat,” said a deep voice in amusement. In a flash, the three acted quick as Naruto opened the door to their room to reveal a man with a samurai sword about to attack Inari while the other man was pulling Tsunami out of the door as she screamed, “Inari!”

“Raaaaagghh!” roared Naruto as he became a blur and deflected the sword as it descended on Inari, “Bastard! Why don’t you try pinking on someone who’s half your size, instead a quarter!” The rounin, seeing that he was out numbered, tried to get out of the door but quickly found that he was stuck to the ground and he could move any part of his body.

“Shadow imitation, successful! Hinata, if you could?”

“Hai,” said a female voice behind the man, as he felt a sharp pain to the back of his head and  the world blurred then went black.

“My mom!” cried Inari, when he saw Naruto run out of the door. Outside the other rounin was holding his blade to Tsunami’s neck as he slowly began to walk towards the forest all the while saying that if he was followed that he would slit her throat.

Inari came running out, but he was stopped by Naruto who looked down at him and said, “Trust me.” Shaking like a leaf Inari nodded his head as Naruto smiled and said, “Give us back Inari’s mom, and I won’t kick your ass too hard!”

“Screw you! Your bluffing!” said the rounin as he pushed the blade into Tsunami’s neck drawing blood.

“Now your dead!” said Naruto as he crouched low, as two clones shot out from the water on either side of the pier that they were standing on. One gripped the handle and the other slapped his two hand together catching the blade before it could cut any deeper into the woman’s throat. The rounin seeing that he was in an unfavorable situation began to run but Naruto was already flying through his hand seals as he said, “Fuuton - Musebu Hokori no Jutsu”

The man had ran for several feet until a swirling sphere of dust and leaves covered him, and with a few seconds it dispersed. When the dusts disappeared it revealed the rounin, lying face down, breathing very shallow, definitely unconscious, but very much alive.

As Hinata took care of Tsunami’s wound and Shikamaru tied up Gato’s thugs, Naruto stood guard watching just encase those two had backup. When he felt someone slide up behind him Naruto turned around and saw a crying Inari. “What’s wrong, kid?”

Inari sniffed and rubbed away his tears as he looked up at the blonde ninja and said in a voice filled with shame, “I’m sorry, Naruto-san. I’m sorry that I said those things to you yesterday, I had no right...”

“Look,” interrupted Naruto, as he turned around still actively searching the forest for signs of unusual movement, “I’m not going to tell you how to think or act, Inari. Yesterday you did what you thought was right. It might not have been the best of choices, but you did it anyway.”

Inari hung his in guilt, at hearing the older boy talk about his eruption yesterday so calmly. “However,” Naruto said with a slight smile as he ruffled the boys hair, “today you tried to protecting your mom, even when you knew that you couldn’t have beaten those men. Which shows me that you know what it is to protect ‘that which is precious to you’.”

The boy stopped his crying at that point as the memory of him trying to help his mom flashed in his mind for a second. His eyes watched the blond boy follow the pier like path to the house as Naruto said, “I apologize for calling you a crybaby, Inari. I was wrong...you are strong and brave.”

The boy didn’t know what was happening in him. At first, he was filled with fear and hopelessness. His mother had been hurt, he couldn’t help her because he was too weak, and he needed others to save him from his predicament. However, as Naruto’s words seem to filter through his mind and body, the boy began to feel strength return to his shaky limbs.

Staring into those blue eyes, Inari began to feel the tell tale signs of tears beginning to form on the corner of his eyes. ‘No. I can’t cry anymore,” the young boy though as he dashed away the droplets of salty liquid from his cheek, ‘Not when someone believes in me. I’ve got to be strong.’

Naruto noticed the young boy determined face and watched as he furiously wiped away his tears from his eyes, “Huh? Inari? Are you alright?”

“I can’t keep crying,” stated the little boys while he turned around to look away from Naruto, “I want to prove that I am strong. I don’t want to ever be called a crybaby again...so...so, I have to stop crying.”

Naruto smiled down at the little boy as he asked, “What are you taking about?” Inari’s head snapped around when he saw the warm friendly smile that Naruto gave hm. “It’s okay to cry when you are feeling happy,” said Naruto as he patted the kid on the back and then announced that they were going to escort them to a safe house.

Hinata did a really good job of patching up Tsunami’s cut and Shikamaru returned as he told his teammates that the two enemies would be knocked out for awhile. As they walked Shikamaru came running up to Naruto and said, “I have a bad feeling, Naruto”

“I do to,” said Naruto as he looked at his friends, “let’s get to the bridge as fast as we can!”

Dropping off Inari and Tsunami at a small community shelter where most of the villagers had gathered when the ninja had said that today might end up in a fight, Naruto and the other said their goodbyes as the sped through the village making their way to the bridge and their friends.

****

Kakashi definitely didn’t like the silence that the day suddenly took on. It was eerie, almost as if all the life on this side of the island was holding their breaths watching and waiting for something to happen.

When he and team ten made it to the bridge the construction workers were still trying to finish placing the support section for the last part of the bridge. Tazuna had made his way over to the ninja while wearing a worried face. “The man want to know if they should be here?” he asked Kakashi.

Closing his eyes Kakashi reached out with his senses and felt a presence on the edge that made him frown. However, to Tazuna it looked like Kakashi had just ignored him. Getting the courage up to ask the ninja again he was cut off when the one eyed man said, “Tell them to leave and do it quickly! We may not have time!”

Tazuna was ready for this as he grabbed a whistle that was around his neck and blew it hard waving his hands in the air, all the men seemed to stop what they were doing, and began to run from the construction sight. Projects were left undone, steel beams, and other supplies were left out as the men quickly evacuated not caring for the bridge itself but rather for their lives.

“Tazuna, stay close,” said Kakashi as he felt four chakra signatures slowly making their way to them. “Sakura, Sasuke, Chouji! Delta position! Now!” With that order the three genin took a triangle like position around Tazuna. Chouji was back to back with the old man, while both of his teammates took flanking positions.

The whole area seemed to slowly become engulfed by a light mist that made everything take on a hue of grey or white. Kakashi formed a seal and everyone watched as the mist in the surrounding area dissipated as a voice could be heard taunting them. “You know...I’ve always imagined this day in my head,” said the voice with a short chuckle, “The day I faced off with the legendary Copy ninja, Hatake Kakashi. Though...in my dreams you were taller.”

The group watched as four shadows moved towards them from the unfinished side of the bridge. The man that appeared from the shadows wore no shirt, except for a leather strap that went across his torso and seemed to be the only thing holding the giant sword to his back. His forearms were covered by cloth arm covers and he wore what looked to be like dress pants.

Next to step out of the shadows were two men who looked alike. They wore black tattered cloaks and horned headgear as well as re-breathers¹ on their face. However, what was more interesting was the looks that the two had in their eyes...madness that was bolstered by bloodlust swirl within the two ninja’s eyes.

Tearing his eyes away from the twin ninja Kakashi noticed that the last one seemed to be younger, however...the hunter nin mask seemed to cover up the ninja face, so Kakashi could only guess at the boys age. Surprisingly enough, Kakashi began to wonder if the nin was a boy or not as a soft, rich voice that sounded very female-like spoke from behind the mask saying, “Hand the man over and we may let you live.”

‘I need the Sharingan to help me fight an opponent like him,’ said Kakashi as he kept his gaze on Zabuza the whole time the female sounding nin spoke up. Reaching over, Kakashi picked up the drooping side of his hitai-ate and reveal a red eye that seemed to adjust briefly to the light before its pattern spun once as Kakashi kept his gaze on his enemy.

‘What the hell! How did Kakashi get a Sharingan?’ wondered Sasuke briefly as he saw the man with the sword move forward slowly.

“The Copy nin of Konoha, said to have copied over a thousand ninjutsu,” commented the hulking man as he unstrapped his sword, “You were in my bingo book when I was still a mist nin. I wonder...do they sill have a bounty on your head in Suna?”

“Momochi Zabuza, demon of the bloody mist,” said Kakashi with a calm patience that unnerved Zabuza slightly, “you killed every last person in the mist academy exam and earned the title “demon” because you weren’t even a trained ninja at the time.”

“Those were good times,” chuckled the large man while readying his sword, Sakura and Chouji were barely able to keep their stances as a wave of fear and killing intent washed over them. Sasuke watched as the two look alike ninja zeroed in on Tazuna while the last ninja seemed to stare straight at him.

“Where are the others,” asked Zabuza bending his knees and gripping his sword tighter.

“They’ll be here soon enough,” said Kakashi while pulling out a kunai and holding it in front of him.

It was at that moment that Naruto, Shikamaru and Hinata burst out of the mist saying, “Kakashi-sensei we’re...” What ever Naruto was going to say was cut off by a loud war cry. The two ninjas at Zabuza’s became a blur of black as they took off together in the direction that Tazuna stood.

Zabuza quickly ran at Kakashi to distract him from helping his students, while he said, “Haku! Kill the Uchiha boy, if the demon bothers were right he’ll be a major factor in this battle!”

“Yes, Zabuza-san,” said the lightly voice from behind the mask, but even though Haku had agreed he was still looking at the blonde that had appeared and was rushing in to help his group. Sprinting forward, Haku wondered if the blonde was going to be a problem since the demon brothers hadn’t found much on him and instead focused on learning what they could about the copy nin and the Uchiha boy.

“Hinata, Shikamaru! We should protect Tazuna,” Naruto yelled, as he ran forward seeing the two enemy ninja throw off their cloaks to reveal a twin set of clawed gauntlets that had a chain connecting one to the other.

“Those gauntlets!” cried out Hinata as they fell into formation with the other people of their team.

“I know...just like last time. And they’re probably poisoned as well,” Shikamaru said pulling out a kunai and a small wrapped packet. “Here, Chouji! Soldier pills,” Shikamaru explained while flicking his kunai out at the attacking ninja causing one of them to dodge while spreading them father apart. However, when Shikamaru saw the chain in between them his eyes widened while he yelled out, “Naruto! We have to break that chain!”

“Chain! Right!” responded Naruto as he waded forward with Hinata at his side. What happened next was something that Naruto hadn’t expected. The two ninja stopped their progress forward as one of them grabbed the chain and pulled hard on it while swinging the other around once before he launched his partner at the unsuspecting group of genin.

The genin were barely able to react to the attack as the nin shot a foot out, which was only partially blocked by Hinata, and snaked a punch around Naruto’s defenses. However, before he could get in another attack the man felt a palm thrust impact his stomach. He was thrown back slightly from the hit, but he rolled with it and ended back where his brother stood. Looking back at the genin, the enemy saw the fat genin boy moving his extended palm back into a more loose stance and while glaring at them. “Thanks for the save, Chouji,” Naruto smirked setting himself for another round of battle.

“You forget yourself, Gouzu” chided Meizu, while he clicked a button and release the chain from his gauntlet.

“It was a luck shot, Meizu. It won’t...” said Gouzu angrily.

 His brother finished his sentence for him they both narrow their eyes, “...happen again.”

Chapter Nineteen - The Difference Between Monsters and Demons
On the bridge the sounds of battle could be heard ringing through the crisp air as a white heavy mist enshrouded the hark work and dreams of the villagers. Many winced every time a metallic ring echoed on the air while other patiently waited for the mist to clear and the victors to be declared.

For you see the village had to hope left in their broken spirits, as they all believed that the children and man who fought for them would die trying like the others who had tried to go up against Gato.

However, unlike before, one person in the village seemed to become angry that they were all huddling with in a shelter as these people laid down their lives for them. One child strode out of his so-called safe house and frowned deeply while thinking about the ninja who where trying to protect them. It made his stomach turn slightly to think that most of these people that he called his fellow village wouldn’t lift a hand to help fight their own battle.

“Inari, come back in here,” called his mother as she was at the entrance to a small building that had twenty or so people standing around inside cowering for their lives.

“No,” said the boy softly, as he looked at his mom and then stared at the older construction workers with a pitying look on his face as he said, “I’m going to help them, follow me...if you aren’t all cowards!”

“Tch,” said one man with arms as large as thick logs, “you won’t stand a chance boy. Now shut up and get back in here and listen to your mom.”

With and eerily calm face, Inari smiled at the man as he said, “You aren’t my father, so don’t talk to me as if you are.” That got the mans attention, his eyes stared back at the boy as he watched the kid take off down the street as he said, “My father died trying to protect this village, which is more than any have done!”

As he sprinted down the empty streets, Inari silently said to himself while looking at his hands, ‘Dad. I will protect that which I love with these two hands...even if I die.’  The little boy stopped at the local armory and found a small crossbow and a helmet that their old militia used when defending their town from raiders. “Hold on everyone, I’m coming to help!” the boy said passionately.

****

“Tazuna! Stay near us,” yelled Sakura as she and Shikamaru tightened up their defenses while the two evil looking ninja crouched and narrowed their eyes at the five genin. The battle had started and Sakura was already worried for Sasuke. Sending a quick glance over to where the Uchiha boy was she could see that he was already having difficulty fighting the masked ninja.

Naruto spat out a curse as he realized that these two ninja were on par with a chuunin class ninja, he also noticed that they must either share some sort of bond or they were twins because the way they fought was like they knew what the other was going to do before they did it.

“Brother,...”

“...let’s go” said the men as they were still finishing one another’s sentences.

Naruto knew what was coming and the only thing he could do was hope that he had enough skill to defeat at least one of them. Breathing a calm breath, Naruto took up his usual stance for the Intercepting Fist and quickly barked, “Here they come!”

Sure enough the two men sprinted at the five kids while Shikamaru yelled, “Those claws are going to be troublesome unless we can do something about them!”

“I’m thinking,” Naruto yelled back as the ninja finally reached him and slashed out at Naruto, but he only found air and felt a sharp pain in his leg. Naruto had bent backwards until he flopped on the ground while kicking out with his leg and striking the mans shin with the full force of his foot.

The other ninja was being careful not to stray too close to the shadow-user, but as it was he was already engaged with two of the genin brats. “Chouji, Hinata! Push him this way!” yelled Shikamaru

“Fat chance,” said the man as he received at blow to his chest that again sent him flying backwards by the fat genin.

“Did you just call me ‘fat’!?” asked Chouji while he let off a subtle killing intent.

The demon brother smirked behind his rebreather as he said, “Yeah, lard ass, I did! What are you going to do about it?”

‘Oh crap!’ though Shikamaru as he watched his move faster than he had ever seen the boy move. The ninja took a swipe at Chouji but was surprised when the boy gripped the metal gauntlet around the wrist and actually began to crush the metal!

“Call me fat will you! You creepy eyed freak! I’ll crush you!” yelled Chouji as he spun quickly still gripping the arm while heaving, with all his might the, man over his shoulder in a perfectly executed toss.

However, it seemed the ninja was very good at acrobatics, because as he sailed through the air he righted himself and landed with grace. The only problem that he saw was that he was now relieved of his gauntlet, which he had to lose or risk being slammed into the ground by the boy.

Naruto grunted as the ninja above him drove his clawed hand into the ground where he use to be. The man named Meizu then lashed out with his foot only to miss as the boy jumped into the air to avoid the sweep. “Kage Bushin no Jutsu!” Naruto yelled as several clones popped into existence and looked at their creator in anticipation of an order. “Let’s kick his ass!” Nodding their agreement the clones all quickly ran at the ninja, who was surprised when the first clone landed a clean hit. 

‘What the...shadow clones!’ said the ninjas as he began to defend himself to the best of his ability...which sadly wasn’t good enough.

“Get the gauntlet!” yelled Naruto as he watched the man hit one of his clones which left the man open for him to hit his enemy with a five hit combo. Naruto finished the combo by punching the ninja in the face but yelped lightly as he hand slammed into the metal rebreather on his face.

Wincing in pain, Naruto didn’t see the man slide out a kunai from his back holster until it was too late to react. However, he was instantly relieved when the ninja was distracted by a thrown kunai that was followed by several other kunai. “Naruto-kun,” called Hinata as she threw another shuriken at the man, “behind you!”

Naruto seemed to act on automatic at the warning that Hinata gave him. Falling into a splits and then rolling backwards while tucking in his legs, Naruto performed a hand spring kick that destroyed the mizu bushin behind him.

“Naruto! I need more light!” called Shikamaru as they regrouped around Tazuna again.

“Done!” flipping through hand seal Naruto watched as the two brothers began to go through a strange form of dual hand seals. “Katon: Hosenko no...”

“Kuchiyose no Jutsu!” yelled the men in unison while a cloud of smoke erupted. Then, from the middle of the smoke shot out two reptilian heads that were covered with dark green scales. Their mouths were rowed with razor sharp teeth which everyone got a good look at as it snapped at the genin.

“Fall back,” Shikamaru as everyone grouped around Tazuna again and watched the smoke clear revealing a lizard like body that had white stripes painted along the creatures scaly hide. It’s long tail swung viciously back and forth while it’s beady yellow eyes trained themselves on the kids below.

“Gouzu, Meizu? Why have you called ussss?” one head complained loudly as it wove it’s way through the air and looked backwards with one eye. Both ninja jumped from their spot to land on the back of the creature.

“Nikashira,” called out one of the ninja, “we offer up these ninja children and man to you if you help us kill them!”

“Hn,” said the two heads while the lizard lashed it tail in thought, then suddenly the other head said in a bone chilling voice, “I prefer young blood anyway.”

“Idiot! Any blood would satisfy you,” said the head with the stronger voice.

Looking annoyed, the lizard head scoffed and said with a roll of it’s eye, “Let’s stop fighting and kill them already! I’m hungry!”

“Fine,” the other head replied as its deadly tail shot out from behind it and speared the ground where Naruto had just been. “Oooo,” said the lizard head that seemed to dominate the body, “the feisty orange one is mine!”

“Whatever,” growled the other head as he shot forward to attack a small girl that smelt of fear and horror. Oh, how he loved those smells just before he ate the thing thought to itself before a several sharp things were deflected off it’s hide. Turning to look who had thrown the object a sudden explosion rocked the area and made both heads of the creature roar in pain.

Naruto was having a hell of a time trying to dodge the two headed lizards attacks, it seemed that its favorite attack was that it would stab with its powerful tail making him dodge and while he was off balance its head would try and take a chunk out of him. He had avoided the first attack, but the second was dead on...if it hadn’t been for Shikamaru’s explosive note causing the lizard to buckle in pain he would have surely been caught in the mouth of that thing.

A quickly flick of his eyes showed him that his companions were not doing any better. ‘What do I do now?’ thought the young ninja as he looked around and saw the ninja brothers on the back of the creature. It looked, to him, that they were still concentrating and holding their hands together. Looking down at his hand, Naruto thought of something as the large lizard move forward with bloodlust in its eyes.

Concentrating a large amount of chakra into his hand, Naruto watched as a spiral marking started to appear slowly in his palm. Only after he had expended a lot more chakra than he wanted to did the marking become solid, in his mind he thought cursed the fact that it took so much chakra but had no other choice. Biting his thumb and wiping his blood across the marking Naruto felt a flash of energy web across his palm and through his body. ‘Santen,’ thought the young boy, ‘I need your help.’

Not even running through the seal Naruto slammed his hand down on the ground as he yelled, “Ninpo: Denkiteki Soudai Kuchiyose!” This time around Naruto didn’t even have to wait as a swirl of smoke exploded around him and a howl echoed from the middle of the swirling grey mass. 

When the smoke dissipated, four genin and one old geezer were shocked at what they saw. Stand next to Naruto was a familiar giant wolf that had three red slashing marks across its cheek and fur as black as night. “Naruto-sama, how can I be of...Nikashira!” the name was said with such venom that even Naruto had to take a step back as the wolf snarled in hatred.

“Santen,” the creature cooed delightedly, “I have not seen you in ages. When was the last time we battled...” the creature asked while opening its mouth into a toothy grin, “...oh yes! It when I gave you those as a going away gift!”

“Naruto-sama...please tell me they are our opponents,” asked the wolf as a muscle in Santen’s jaw twitched powerfully. Naruto nodded and the big wolf grinned as if he had won the lottery, “I am forever in your debt, Naruto-sama. Thank you for giving me a chance to redeem my self.”

Shikamaru and the other of the team were trying to put their eyeballs back in their heads, after they witnessed what seemed to be impossible — mainly that Naruto had summoned a huge black wolf that could talk — they were absolutely thrown for a loop that the summon addressed him with such respect.

“Nikashira! Kill them!” yelled the two ninjas on the things back in unison.

“With pleasure!” said the monster as the thing attack with its heads and tail all at one time.

Naruto dodged the tail and Santen disappeared into its own shadow as the lizard cried, “Santen you fool that won’t work against me!” Nikashira looked around the battle ground slowly while trying to sense where the stupid mutt was hiding when it’s tail twitched and embedded itself in a shadow that was cast by a crate on the ground.

‘The wolf is using a shadow jutsu?’ Shikamaru asked himself, then almost instantly he remembered something. Turning his head towards Naruto he yelled, “Naruto! Didn’t I tell you to give me some light? And make sure to shoot it behind me!”

‘Behind you? Light? What could he want with light in this situatio...aw, hell! I am so stupid!’ thought Naruto as he quickly began to run through several seals and said as he felt his chakra waning. “Katon: Hosenko no Jutsu.” holding his hand up Naruto shot a brilliant white flare into the sky as the light illuminated the area and made the shadows deeper in certain areas.

Shikamaru didn’t even waste time as his shadow lengthened and suddenly latched onto the shadow of the creature in front of him. Barely holding on the Nara boy managed to grunt out, “If your going to do something wolf! Do it now!”

Santen didn’t need to be told twice, his voice came from the shadows as he said, “Kage Kiba!” Nikashira hissed in anger as he struggled, but when every shadow that was in the area became a duplicate of Santen he became worried. 

“Now!” said the angry wolf, “here’s my going-away present!” In a blur of black fur, the large wolf slashed the lizard and left a long three line mark along the neck. The other replications attack the same way, some where caught in the jaws of the great two headed lizard but when they were caught they would just melt into a smoky black substance and drift back to becoming a shadow.

“Argh!” the lizard screamed as the attack didn’t seemed to be letting up, slash after slash covered the lizards body as the storm of black blurs and howls rampaged around it. The ninja brothers seeing that their summon was no match for the other summon, released their jutsu, which lead to the lizard losing almost all of it’s stamina. “Traitors! Betrayers! I will kill you!” ranted the one of the lizards heads, as Santen looked at its shredded body with a smug look on his face. 

“Now we’re even!” he said at the cry of rage that was uttered before Nikashira ‘poofed’ into nothingness.

“We must kill...” Meizu said undoing his vest and wobbling slightly. The summon must have taken a lot out of the ninja brothers.

“ the old man...” Gouzu said, elaborating on his brothers sentence and doing the same.

“...no matter what!” Meizu had ended the sentence, eyes becoming wild, as both of them pulled on their outer flack jackets to reveal over forty explosive tags stuck on their body. It was with a wild cry of insanity that the two of them began running at Tazuna and the others.

‘Kami! With that many tags...the blast will... I’ve got to stop them!’ thought Sakura as she ran through several hand seals and said as she slapped her hand to the ground, “Doton - Ishihassha no Jutsu (Earth Elemental - Stone Catapult).” The concrete on the bridge shivered slightly as the slab of stone that Meizu was currently running on sprung up and in a comical way threw him high into the air. However, before he hit the water he exploded with such fury that the bridge itself groaned from the pressure of the explosion.

‘What the...Santen!’ thought Naruto as he saw the other ninja draw near the others, as he suddenly heard a voice in his head. Don’t worry I’ll take care of him. Looking over to where the black wolf was, Naruto saw the wolf’s head bow and take off sprinting into a near by shadow.

‘Oh my god,’ thought Chouji as he could actually feel his body tighten up with fear, when the crazed ninja attacked by pulling his string while jumping at them. However, from underneath the ninja a set of jaws came shooting out of his own shadow and captured his lower leg in their mouth, as the large black wolf yanked the insane ninja into his own shadow with a cry of surprise from the ninja.

“Santen, be careful,” said Naruto when a cough behind him alerted him to a presence sitting behind him..

“I’m always careful, Naruto-sama,” said a singed wolf, who looked alright even though his fur was smoldering a bit...as if he had just out ran a giant fireball.

“Naruto-sama,” said the wolf in respect and a tired voice, “I must leave, there is not much of your initial chakra left in this summoning.”

“Understood,” said Naruto as he bit himself and wiped it across the mark in his palm while saying, “Kai!”

As the black wolf began to disappear Naruto could hear it say, “Thank you for giving me a chance at redemption!” Naruto only shook his head as he felt a small amount of chakra return to him while he said with a chuckle, “Santen you idiot, I only summoned you cause you’re the only one I know.”

Naruto cut off the flow of chakra to his weights this action only gave him a slight boost when a voice pierced the mist, “Naruto-kun!” Hinata came running up to the lone with worry clearly in her eyes, and she wasn’t the only one. To the side everyone looked at Naruto with worry, the only one who didn’t was Shikamaru. It was because something about that summoning was bothering him, and he couldn’t quiet figure out what it was.

“Tazuna-san. Are you alright?” asked Naruto as he took a deep breath and watched the man stay quiet while nodding his head. Looking at his genius of a friend, Naruto asked, “Got a plan?”

“As a matter of fact...” Shikamaru said when a familiar scream could be heard through the thick fog, Sasuke was in trouble and everyone knew it. Not wasting any more time. “Hinata we need you to tell us what’s going on.”

“Okay. Byakugan!” Hinata bloodline activated and she peered through the fog to see something that resembled a dome of ice looking through the ice she saw that Sasuke was barely holding on as he had several needles sticking out of his neck, shoulders, back, and legs. Looking further through the mist Kakashi was slowly dodging Zabuza’s blade, but it seemed that he was having difficulty fighting the missing nin as she could see several serious wounds covering his body.

“Sasuke needs help now! So does sensei, but I think he can last longer,” said Hinata, as Sakura whispered out Sasuke’s name in dread.

“Alright,” Shikamaru slapped his hand together as he looked seriously in his friends eyes and said, “This is what’s going to happen. Hinata, Sakura. You two are going to escort Tazuna off this bridge to a safe house...”

The moment the boy said that all three people started to complain. “I have to help Sasuke-kun!” yelled Sakura as she brandished her fists while walking forward.

“You are not going to help anyone, and you will listen to Shikamaru!” said Naruto as he held Sakura’s wrist in his hand with a steel like grip and a face that told her that he wasn’t playing around, “This is no time to get selfish, remember our objective!”

“B-but you are my teammates,” Hinata stuttered while Shikamaru nodded and told her.

“That’s why we need you to protect Tazuna-san, you have the Byakugan and can safely navigate through the town without getting caught by Gato’s men.” The little girl blush but still looked as if she would protest the situation.

“Fine,” Hinata complied when Naruto nodded in her direction.

“I’m not leaving my bridge, I spent too long to have this bridge destroyed by that bastard Gato and his flunkies!” spat Tazuna as he planted his feet.

“Don’t be an idiot!” said Chouji which surprised everyone, “Your daughter and grandson are waiting for you probably worried, and you’re going to put a bridge over them?”

Tazuna was stunned, the boy made him realize that he was indeed putting his bridge over the love and lives of his love ones. Looking at his feet the man turned away as he began to walk back through the mist. Sakura glared hard at Naruto and she said, “If you let Sasuke-kun die I will never forgive you!”

“He won’t die, I promise!” said the boy while he nodded, and watched her take off with Tazuna.

“I-I-I d-don’t want any of you to die,” Hinata said softly as she look at a spot on the ground. Chouji, Shikamaru and Naruto all told Hinata that they wouldn’t and that they would see her when they had taken care of these ninja. Hinata nodded her thanks and ran off through the mist to catch up to Tazuna and Sakura.

Now that they were alone, Shikamaru looked at Naruto, who said without even turning to his friend, “I’m full of surprises, Shikamaru. You should know that by now.”

“That so called ‘surprise’ you show us back there was something that not even I was expecting, Naruto.” Shikamaru said as they made their way through the mist to where they could hear fighting.

“What he said,” Chouji nodded. 

As soon as the Akimichi boy spoke Naruto remembered something and pulled a small piece of paper from his pocket. Opening the paper he saw the two pills and immediately ate both of them. The only way Naruto could describe the feeling that he got after he ate the pills was that it was like have a sugar rush and a caffeine-buzz all at once. His tire limbs now surged with energy and his mind was no longer sluggish.

Feeling a little more confident, Naruto looked at his friends to see that they were looking at him with in that strange look on they faces. “What? I needed them...that jutsu takes a lot out of me,” Naruto explained while they still looked at him strangely, but looked away as they closed in on the sounds of the fight.

Chouji’s mind was swirling with shock as he remembered his father talking to him about the solider pills that they make...

“Chouji, a solider pill is made from herbs vitamins and other compounds that are easily and quickly dissolved into the blood stream. This provides a ninja with a boost of energy and will usually give that person double their normal chakra or refill their reserves quickly so that they can use the chakra in battle situations.”

“What if someone needs more than one pill?” asked Chouji while his father looked down at him an frowned.

“Two pills? No normal ninja needs more than one pill to be effective, son.” said Akimichi Chouza as he looked at his son’s frowning face. “However,” said the older man as his son looked up in wonder, “I would think that Hokage-sama and his Sannin would all need more than one of these pills to replenish their chakra reserves, but those people I’ve just mentioned are definitely not normal ninja, son.”

Look over at Naruto, Chouji smiled that he knew of someone that would prove his father theory wrong...or was it that Naruto wasn’t just any ninja. The large boy didn’t have time to think about it as they came upon a structure that was made entirely from ice while it seemed to give off cold air. Inside the sound of battle could be heard as another cry for pain echoed through the air which was followed by rich voice that almost sounded effeminate, “Your too late, your friend is going to die and there is nothing that can penetrate my ice!”

“You obviously don’t know us very well,” said Shikamaru as Naruto punched the ice causing it to slightly crack, however the damage he did to it was almost instantly repaired.

“Flying Meat Tank?” asked Chouji as the others looked at him with a mixture of confusion and calculating.

“It’s worth a try,” Naruto spoke up as he preformed some hand seals and said, “Kage bushin no jutsu!” Five clones all appeared and quickly grabbed each others wrists as they made what looked like a human trampoline.  Chouji looked at the others as he became determined and sprinted forward. At the right spot he jumped and landed on the clones arms as they crouched quickly only to spring up suddenly, the result was that Chouji was thrown high into the air as ran through some seals and said, “Baika no jutsu! Nikudan Sensha!”

The boy tripled in weight and size as he tucked his arms, head, and legs in for his favorite physical attack. Spinning wildly the giant ball of ‘flesh’ was on course for hitting the dome. Shikamaru, quickly popped a solider pill, as he readied his Shadow Imitation technique just encase the ninja inside was readying an attack for them.

The moment Chouji hit the ice a great squeal of sound could be heard as the ice rubbed up against itself and then popped as cracks appeared all along the outside of the dome. Naruto directed his clones to attack the dome as Chouji’s meat tank began drilling into the ice.

As the five Naruto’s all hit the ice at the same time the dome shattered and everyone watched as the masked ninja inside looked over at the three before jumping back and readying himself for a fight.

“You idiot...” Sasuke said while coughing up blood, “I had it under control.”

“Right,” Naruto drawled before, Shikamaru ran over to support Sasuke as he stood while giving him a solider pill. Sasuke felt the energy return to his limbs as he stood on his own and he began the arduous task of extracting the senbon needles from his body, while Naruto glared at the Ninja and said with a smile, as Chouji and Shikamaru backed him up and Sasuke moved right next to him, “We are so going to kick you ass!”

Chapter Twenty - The Difference Between Monster and Demon
Haku smirked behind his mask when he witnessed the four boys taking up a ‘tight’ four corner formation instead of a ‘spread out’ formation. “That type of formation isn’t going to work against me,” he said in a condescending voice while watching the expressions of each of the boys.

Chouji didn’t say a word as he crossed his arm downwards and then set into a taijutsu stance. Sasuke pulled a kunai from Naruto holster, as the blonde grumbled something about ‘you break it you buy it, and readied it as he whispered something to the other boy that Haku could quiet hear.

Shikamaru looked around at the construction sight and was gong through a mental checklist of everything that they had on hand, while Naruto was still glaring at the enemy ninja and said, “You got a name, masked man?”

“Haku,” said the alert ninja in front of him, “why do you ask?”

“I like to know the name of the person who’s ass I’ll be kicking...that’s all,” said Naruto as he looked at Sasuke and the boy nodded.

“He’s got some sort of ice jutsu, I could even melt it with my Katon techniques,” said Sasuke while he rubbed his eyes. For some reason they had been bothering him when he fought the ninja, but now it was starting to get irritating. “He’s as fast as me, but if he uses those ice mirrors he can move faster than anyone that I’ve seen,” continued Sasuke, as Haku chuckled briefly, which made him frown deeply.

“I’m also deadly with my senbon and have a great accuracy with them, if you chose to fight me,” said Haku while Shikamaru looked at him with suspicious eyes.

“Your giving us a chance to retreat?”

“My mission is to kill the man named Tazuna, and destroy this bridge, nothing was mentioned in the contract about kill ninja. However, if you interfere with my mission...I will have no choice but to take your lives.” said the man with a hint of regret in his voice.

“If you don’t want to kill anyone then leave and don’t come back,” yelled Naruto as he gripped his kunai tighter.

“Impossible,” said the ninja when he readied several needles, “Zabuza-san is an important person to me and I will do anything to help make his dreams come true. Anything.”

“This is getting us no where,” said Sasuke as he picked out some of the senbon needles that had been in his body a moment ago and threw two of them at the boy who deftly caught them.

“The choice has been made,” said the boy as he began to run through several hand seals ending on a seal that none of them had ever seen. The condensed water that was on the ground shot up around the boys as it encased them in layers of chakra hardened ice. “I’m sorry, but I can’t have you interfering.”

“And I’m sorry that you’re so stupid,” came a voice from behind him that he recognized as Naruto’s, as he was kicked in the stomach and punched in the face. Falling back into a defensive posture, he looked over at his ice prison and watched as all the boys inside went up in smoke. “Kage bushin,” said Haku as he spun to his right and blocked Naruto’s flying kick while tossing him to the ground. However, that left him wide open to Sasuke’s sweep and Chouji’s shoulder tackle. Off balance, and with no real footing, Haku was sent flying into the rail of the bridge.

Haku only had a small amount of time to react when he saw a thin strip of shadow shooting towards him. Jumping away from the shadow and dodging the extra attempts at attacking him, he finally began a counter attack by throwing several senbon at the groups slower member.

Chouji had two senbon in his right arm and one in his thigh, and for some reason he couldn’t feel his arm while his leg was starting to drag as he ran around trying to dodge the enemy. Chouji was definitely surprised that the attacks were having such a big effect on him. 

Two more needles were heading his way and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to dodged them, bracing him self for the pain and the impact of the needles, Chouji was shocked when Sasuke appeared in front of him to deflect the needles with his kunai as he said condescendingly, “Hn, if you keep attacking my teammate I’m going to start getting jealous.”

Haku was about to attack again when he caught a blur of movement from the corner of his eye as three kunai’s shot from the mist. Evading every kunai with a grace and agility that would only come from years of hard work, Haku watched as the last kunai passed his and curse loudly when he noticed the tag that was on the kunai handle.

The first explosion set off the other two in a domino effect, and because the last explosion was so close to Haku, he was hurled forward unexpectedly. He only stopped flying through the air when Sasuke planted a vicious flying kick to his sternum. Feeling the air in his diaphragm leave him for a short while, Haku quickly decided that the only way he was going to survive these ninja was if he used his most powerful technique. ‘I was hoping that it wouldn’t come to this,’ thought the ninja as he secretly made a ice ramp behind the four.

“Give up?” asked Naruto, trying to give this ninja — who had given them an chance to retreat — the same courtesy that he showed them.

“No,” said the masked ninja as he sped through the group while he had entangling their feet in the wire that he had already taken out. In a bold move the ninja sped for the ramp and allowed himself to slide on it as he went careening off the side of the bridge.

“What the...hurgh!” Naruto’s feet were pulled from beneath him as he and his teammates followed Haku unwilling over the side of the bridge. Naruto was thinking as fast as he could as he began to free fall to his doom. Sasuke and Shikamaru had use a combination of kunai and rope to latch themselves to a column on their way down. However, Shikamaru suffered a slight concussion as he slammed into the stone support of the bridge. Sasuke broke a rib and some fingers because of the same reason. Chouji, since he was the closest, tried to slow himself with his kunai. He managed to slow himself to a pace where he could properly attach himself to the stone, but his wrist were badly damaged from the unorthodox method that he had used.

Naruto knew that he was too far away from the column to try anything, so...instead he prepared himself for a world of hurt and some wet clothing. The moment he hit the water his body arched in pain, the force at which he hit was enough to break bones...but luckily he had been training to use hid chakra as a shield of sorts. The moment before he hit the water, Naruto had shoved an enormous amount of chakra into the palms of his hands in the hopes that it would protect him from the effect that this fall was going to have on him.

Pain spider webbed through his entire body, but he didn’t feel or hear anything snap or break. By the time he had reached the surface the pain was now a less, but still present. Surfacing, Naruto saw the masked ninja glaring at him with that white and red mask as he stood on the water.

“This is as far as you go,” said Haku wondering in his head how this boy survived a plunge into the water from such a height without the aid of a jutsu or a tool. What surprised him even more was when the boy growled out a curse as he lifted himself onto the water and barely stood up with determination in his eyes.

“Bastard! I’ll get you for that,” growled Naruto as he used the chakra that he had to stand on the water. Haku must have been shocked because that was when a kunai came out from where one of the supports were and embedded itself into the nin’s leg.

“Try running around now,” Shikamaru’s said with his usually lazy drawl, but this time it had a mocking undertone to it.

Looking at his leg, Haku looked up as some of the mist departed to show that all four boys had made it and were still alive. Looking guilt-ridden, Haku ran through some seals as he said in a said voice, “I’m sorry, you have left me with no other choice! Forgive me...”

“Ninpo: Amatsu Kyuuden no Kesshou (Ninja Art: Crystalline Imperial Palace),” Haku yelled as an influx of very tightly controlled chakra began to radiate from him. The water in a large radius around Haku froze in a flash, as his chakra has leaked into the water causing it to become solid ice. Naruto had to jump to avoid being frozen in the ice, and could only watch in surprise as Haku changed his hand seal and giant razor sharp spires of ice sprung up from the ground around everyone causing them to try and evade the deadly ice.

“Shikamaru!” yelled Naruto as he barely escaped three thin piercing blue icicles while still trying to grip the ice under him, “If you bind him he can use his keep his hand seal!”

Shikamaru heard Naruto but at the moment he too was trying not to get skewered as several ice lances came from out of the ice as one grazed his shoulder. Seeing the situation, Shikamaru knew that none of the other boys would even dare to venture on the ice as they would definitely lose their balance and traction...this of course lead Shikamaru to wonder how Naruto was able to walk normally on the ice, but that was something to wonder about when he wasn’t trying to be given forced acupuncture.

Haku scanned the other boy and saw that the shadow user was about to formulate a plan, ‘I don’t think so,’ thought Haku as he focused his chakra at the four around the base of the support column.

Knowing what needed to be done Shikamaru made the hand seal for his families technique and was shocked to see Sasuke bounding over a tall wall of dark blue ice. What was even more disturbing was the fact that when the ice stopped moving, Shikamaru noticed that he and Chouji were trapped inside one of the ninjas ice prison. Chouji was in no shape to try to brake them out and since the ice seemed to be so opaque that it actually was dark inside the prison Shikamaru could only hope that his other teammates would be able to defeat this nin. “This is the absolute last time I let Naruto talk us into a mission...if we live to have another mission...troublesome!”

Outside of the prison, Sasuke had just enough time to right himself as he was again attacked by the ice. “Damn it,” he yelled as several thin icicles pierced him chilling him to them bone while also causing damage to his body.

When he had seen Shikamaru and Chouji swallowed up by the ice, Naruto felt something in the pit of his stomach. “What the hell did you do to my friends!” he yelled at the ninja while still managing to dodge the attack that Haku was sending his way.

“Forget them...they are dead,” lied Haku, as he was getting frustrated that the boy seemed to be getting stronger not weaker as time drew on. Forgetting his place for a second, Haku was completely taken by surprise when he heard...

“Katon - Goukakyuu no Jutsu!”

Snapping his head around he kicked back as a wall of ice shot up from the ground and deflected the great ball of fire. “Your fight is with me!” growled Sasuke as he stared at the man bangs hiding his face and eyes. However, when he lifted them up, Haku flinched slightly as he recognized the significance of those eyes the boy was staring at him with.

Blood red eyes glared at Haku, as two tomoe within the boys eyes whirled once. ‘The Sharingan! Is he an Uchiha?’ Looking at his opponents, Haku came up with a plan. ‘They are too strong to take on together, so....’

Suddenly Naruto and Sasuke were put on the defense, as the bobbed and wove between the sharp piercing icicles that seemed to pop up from everywhere. Sasuke seemed to be having an easier time avoiding the attacks, but he couldn’t keep his traction on the ice. He had lost his balance twice, and each time it cost him dearly. Naruto sucked at predicting the movement of the attack, but because he had traction on the ice the most damage that he had ever been given were flesh wounds.

Naruto has just flipped over several attacking icicles when the ice around the area where he was going to land suddenly rose up and engulfed him. As he landed on the ice he could see that he was within a clear ice prison, angry at getting caught so easily Naruto hammered at ice but only made a small crack that quickly repaired itself. “Sasuke! Watch out!” yelled Naruto as he watched the masked ninja turn his attention to the Uchiha heir.

‘Of all the times to pulling a stupid...’ Sasuke thought as saw Naruto get captured, while he dodged another set of icicles. He then threw several shuriken’s at his enemies head, but again he could only watch as they embedded themselves in a thick wall of ice that the boy brought up as a defense.

“This is you last warning,” called the voice ninjas voice, “if you don’t leave now, I will be forced to kill you and your comrade!”

Sasuke knew there was no backing out, steadying himself he pulled out his kunai and glared at the nin with a look of confidence as he said, “We’ll see about that.” Skating forward, Sasuke dodged Haku’s attack graceful as a figure skater would as he moved closer and closer to the boys position. 

Haku was becoming more and more frustrated as he could feel that he was coming to the very last wisps of his chakra reserves. Each attack that he used on Sasuke was an exact amount of chakra that was calculated for, however, when he saw that the Uchiha was no more than ten feet from him and throwing a kunai at him. Haku reacted instinctively, as he brought up a wall of ice that deflected the kunai. However, if that was all that had been planned then Haku would have been safe, but Sasuke had taking into consideration that the boy had placed himself near a support column. When that wall of ice had been erected, Sasuke launched himself at the column while using the stone and his training to redirect his direction.

Zabuza’s student could only watch in awe as he saw the move that Sasuke made. It was masterful and effective, as well as thought out. Even if he did block the attack it would still leave him open in any number of places. So Haku did the only thing he could do...and that was to allow the punch to hit him square on the face Luckily for him, the mask took the brunt of the attack, but never the less it sending him sprawling on the ground. When he finally came to a stop, Haku quickly concentrated on the wall of ice that was behind Sasuke.

‘You aren’t the only one who can think ahead,’ thought Haku as he made a hand seal as he said out loud, “Eye for and eye.”

A scream pierced the air and make a chill run down the spine of the everyone that was near the bridge. Sasuke stood stock still, realizing that he was the person who had screamed in agony. He shivered while looking down and saw the many tips of sharp thin icicles poking out of his body. He felt cold seep through his body from each of the thin icicles that he was looking at in confusion, as his vision blur slightly and his limbs began to numb.

Naruto watched as the last Uchiha threw up blood and slumped forward as the unnaturally strong ice held his body in position. Breathing a ragged breath, Sasuke whispered something that he somehow knew only Naruto could hear...

“Don’t die...dobe,” Naruto heard the soft voice say wearily, before Uchiha Sasuke took one last rattling breath before succumbing to death’s cold embrace.

Naruto’s hands shook in fury as he felt a stirring in his stomach that seemed welcomed at the moment. In his mind’s eye he saw Shikamaru and Chouji blue and dead from their long exposure from the cold and their lack of air. He saw Sasuke bloodied and beaten, and wondered if he really deserved to die like that. He wondered what would happen to Kakashi-sensei, Sakura or Hinata. ‘No...too painful,’ thought the young boy as he could almost feel the demon within him grinning.

Time stood still as Naruto watched the masked ninja slowly move where he was trapped in the prison. “I’m sorry...there was no other...” Haku stated, but he was interrupted as Naruto’s fist connected with the ice causing the solid wall of ice to groan while hundreds of cracks sped their way though the ice.

“I’m going to kill you...” Naruto said calmly, as a red chakra began to slowly emanate from his body, “I’m going to kill you for killing my friends!”

Haku didn’t know what was going on, he watched in fear as the chakra that Naruto was emitting flared and licked around the blonde as if it were living fire. A pulse of chakra ripped through the air almost sending Haku to the floor in awe at the amount of chakra that was contain it the pulse. It was in this moment that Haku knew that he has screwed up. Trying to amend his mistake he had the ice that surrounded Naruto attack the boy.

“I’m going to tear you apart!” Naruto snarled darkly, as the red chakra suddenly flashed brilliantly while the ice all around the boy melted into water. Feeling the anger that seemed to pour off the boy, Haku looked up to see something that he knew would haunt his dreams for the rest of his life...if he was fated to live beyond this day.

Naruto’s blue eyes darkened into a bright crimson red color as his pupil slowly changed into a animal like slit. The boy’s teeth, Haku noticed, started to become longer and sharper while his finger nails shaped themselves into razor sharp talons.

However, the biggest change that Haku noticed was they ‘feel’ that the boy emitted. This wasn’t a young genin that stood in front of him anymore, no...this was something ancient...something evil, that had an insane bloodlust as it peered at the him and said in a black voice that seemed to make him feel like running away, “I will bath in your blood today!”

The thing had grinned wildly before it disappeared from sight, and when Haku caught sight of it again he had his right arm sliced open by claws that tore through his chain undershirt with no resistance. Luckily the ninja had used his instincts to avoid further damage by rolling away from the follow up slash that would have tore his throat open.

Naruto felt his anger grow as the ninja back ed away from him, in his mind he could hear the snarls of an excited demon as he and closed his hand into a fist and watched in fascination as a powerful red aura coated the limb. Running forward Naruto swung his fist into the masked face of his enemy and watched as the ninja was sent flying up against his own ice.

‘Finish him!’ snarled a voice from the darkness of Naruto’s mind, ‘Taste his blood! He killed your friends! He doesn’t deserve to live!’

Naruto moved forward to finish the job he had started, but he was stopped in his tracks as a searing bright light flashed in his mind. The Kyuubi roared in frustration, as Naruto felt the rage and fury within him slowly begin to ebb away. Haku stood up as he watched the boy in front of him shiver once, while his red chakra flashed angrily before the color slowly turned into a deep purple. 

The chakra then shivered again, as it’s coloring shifted from purple to a bright blue color. The blue chakra covered Naruto as he panted heavily and was looking down. Haku felt the evil ‘feeling’ leaving the air, but the anger was still there and it was much more focused. The enemy nin watched closely as Naruto picked his head up while his eyes were still closed. Taking a deep breath the blonde opened his eyes and Haku still felt a shivered travel down his spine, as he looked into crystal blue eyes that had slitted pupils.

“You?” Naruto said in confusion as he looked at Haku.

It was only at this moment that Haku realized that the punch to the face had literally shattered the mask. Touching his face, Haku looked back at his enemy with renew determination in his eyes as he said in a strong force as he felt a new surge of chakra coming for from his tired body, “I will protect Zabuza-san, and make his dream come true!”

“Then I will be the person who stops you!” shouted Naruto as he saw Haku running through a familiar set of seals. Running through his own hand seals Naruto thought, ‘Please, make this work!’

Finishing his seals quicker than Naruto, Haku stomped his foot on the ice and watched as sharp icicles shot up from underneath Naruto. The blondes chakra flared around him as the ice closed in on him with frightening speed. The young looking boy watched as Naruto slammed his hands to the ground saying something under his breath and watched as the blonde swayed under the drain that the ninjutsu had imposed on him.

Naruto had seen the icicles racing to skewer him, but instead of breaking his seals he chose to keep going. Surprise filled Naruto, when he again heard the demon inside him growl viciously before his chakra flare to life melting the ice quickly and completely. Finishing his seals he slapped his hands to the ground, in an instant Naruto felt almost all his chakra leaving his body to power the enormity of ninjutsu chakra requirement. Thinking that he had messed up again, Naruto tried to stand only to find that his body won’t respond to his commands.

Seeing his opponent open to attack Haku pulled out his senbon and rushed forward for a final strike. A sound made Haku falter in his attack as the large plane of ice they were fighting on suddenly buckled and groaned under some unknown pressure.

Haku’s head swiveled around as something large punctured through the ice while taking a swing at him. Flipping out of its reach Haku was surprised to be hit in mid flip by another mysterious ‘thing’. Skidding along the ice he was even more frightened when he saw what those so-called ‘things’ were. Giant tentacles were flailing about seeking Haku, when suddenly the young nin found that his leg was ensnared in a tentacle.

Naruto heard a voice in his head as he watched Haku running at him, ‘You have summoned me. I will protect!’ When he saw the giant armored tentacles of a squid shoot up from the water Naruto knew in his heart that he wasn’t going to lose this battle.

He was proven right when se saw Haku’s feet become entangled by the giant squids tentacles as the creature asked Naruto, ‘Friend? Or foe?’

“Foe,” answered Naruto, as he watched the creature lift Haku high into the air and slam him down on the ice like a rag doll until the enemy nin lost consciousness. The moment that happened the ice underneath Naruto began to melt away. ‘Sasuke,’ Naruto thought as he saw the boy begin to sink beneath the water. However, the squid must have heard him as a tentacle quickly grabbed Sasuke and held him above the water.

‘Now what?’ asked the soft voice of the creature in his head.

“My other friends,” said Naruto as he looked over to where Shikamaru and Chouji were laying on the ground.

‘Understood,’ was the creatures reply as two more tentacles scooped up the other ninja. It was at this time that Naruto look into the water and saw the giant lidless eye staring at him. ‘You are, Naruto?’ asked the giant sea creature from with in Naruto’s mind, while the creatures skin shifted color and hue as it brought it tentacles closer together. When Naruto nodded in response to the question, the creature said softly, ‘In one and a half sunsets you will be summoned to meet Nami no ohimesama...do not disappoint.’ It then began to lift all the people it had in its tentacles and deposit them on the bridge that was above them.

As soon as Naruto was set on the ground, he watched as the mists on the bridge slowly cleared enough to see that Zabuza was held captive by several dogs that held him in place while Kakashi stood over him. ‘Do you still need me?’ asked the soft voice.

“No,” Naruto answered truthfully as he looked down at his palm only to see that another kanji had been added and it was the one for ‘sea creatures’. Biting his thumb Naruto released the creature, but instead of feeling refreshed he felt very tired. Looking over at Shikamaru he noticed that both he and Chouji were still breathing, but their faces were blue. Sasuke wasn’t moving at all, the Uchiha’s eyes were closed and his face was stuck in a half smirk...one of his favorite facial expressions. Naruto stood up slowly and dragged his friends closer to the rail, but when he turned around...Haku was now standing, he was dazed but still willing to fight.

Naruto huffed angrily while he rolled his blue eyes at the sight of Haku. “Your not going to win...” said Naruto truthfully.

“I...don’t care...as long as I can protect Zabuza-san,” said Haku panting heavily.

“How can a murderer be so important to you?” asked Naruto simply astounded at the loyalty that the other nin had for his master.

Haku stopped swaying when the question reached his ears, he had never been asked that question by an enemy. Usually, in battles,  it was the same routine over and over. There would be taunts, bragging or even threats, but this genin before him seemed different...

For some reason, Haku felt something painful in his chest when the boy has asked the question. ‘Hmm, a jutsu? No. He didn’t use any hand seals. What is this then?’ the boy pondered think about what Naruto had asked him.

“I had no one...” he finally answered, which caught Naruto off guard, “I was parentless and alone...no one wanted me because in my country my abilities are looked upon as a bad omen.”

“What about you parents?” asked Naruto as he face became serious.

“Both are dead,” said Haku slowly, “...my father...he killed my mother after realizing that she carried the bloodline limit of her family...”

Naruto was shocked to hear the nin talk so emotionlessly about those painful memories, the blondes face slowly took on a pained look as he looked at the ground in front of him. He still didn’t know what it was, but Haku was sure that the pain in his chest lessened slightly.

“After he was finished with my mother...my father...he came after me. I was scared and didn’t know what to do...so my body defended me from him and the others...” he said while a look of pain crossed his face then disappeared, “From then on I was alone...no one wanted me...no one care for me. Until the day I met a man, who’s eyes looked just like mine. From that day on Zabuza-san and I were never alone...from that day on I had a purpose in life...” said Haku as the tight painful feeling disappeared, and as he looked up he saw his respected enemy looking at him with understanding in his eyes.

“You’ve messed around too much, Zabuza...” Kakashi’s words floated on the air as the two ninjas turned to see the Copy-nin of Konoha gripping his right wrist as an enormous amount of chakra was pumped into his hand. “I’ll tell you one more time...” said Kakashi while he narrowed his eyes, “...give up!”

“Zabuza!” Haku said in a whisper as he created another ice mirror and disappeared into it determined to help his master.

Naruto began running to the other side of the bridge as he felt a strange sense of foreboding settle over him when he ran. ‘Damn! This is turning out to be a pain in the butt!’ the blonde complained loudly in his head. 

Chapter Twenty-two - Mission Complete
‘Damn it! I’m not fast enough!’ thought Naruto as he pumped his tired legs for all they were worth while screaming out, “Kakashi! Don’t!” In his mind, Naruto hoped that Kakashi could hear him and would stave off killing the two obviously beaten missing-nins.

Luckily, Kakashi had heard and seen Naruto in time to pull back his attack as an obviously weakened boy appeared out of an quickly formed ice mirror to protect Zabuza. Haku had throw several senbon into the scroll that was about five feet away from where he stood, he knew the scroll housed the seals that allowed these animals to remain summoned. The moment the scroll was pierced the animals disappeared in smoke, Zabuza chucked at Kakashi before his eyes widened when Haku collapsed at his feet.

“Chakra exhaustion,” Kakashi said simply, watching Zabuza ready his sword and step over the boy as if he was going to guard him from an attack. Kakashi could see the play of emotions in the missing-nin’s eyes. Fear, anger, worry, indecision, and many other emotions were working their way to the surface of Zabuza’s eyes. However, when the emotions died down, Kakashi could only sigh when he saw that Zabuza had chosen ‘anger’ as his path.

The two clashed and to normal eyes they would seem to be on par with one another, but Naruto saw differently. Kakashi’s movement were precise and planed, while the missing-nin were sloppy and overly powerful. ‘He’s letting emotion drive him,’ thought Naruto as he heard footsteps from behind him. Turning around, he was just in time to see Hinata and Sakura running over to the others that were on the side of the bridge.

Sakura looked down at Sasuke still body in shock as she knelt and grabbed his cold hand in hers and began to weep silently. Hinata went over to Chouji and Shikamaru and felt their pulses, Naruto could see her sigh in relief when she found a weak but steady pulse. She looked up and met Naruto’s guilt ridden eyes as Sakura now cried openly over the prone, cold body of Sasuke.

Turning his head away, Naruto could feel her sobs eating away at his conscience as he tightened his hands and looked at the now kneeling form of Zabuza. It hadn’t take Kakashi long to bring the large man down to his knees as he held a kunai to the missing nin’s throat.

“What this!?” said a greasy voice from the far side of the bridge as everyone finally noticed him standing there with a small army of thugs, rounin and mercenaries. “Look’s like you and your sidekick are getting beaten...I’m disappointed in you, Zabuza.”

“Gato, you...” growled Zabuza.

“Well, it looks like you going to die here, Zabuza,” said Gato as he tapped his cane twice on the ground, signaling for his henchmen to ready themselves. Swords were drawn, bows were readied and spears were gripped tightly.

“You double crossing...”

“Come now, demon of the bloody mist,” said Gato in a mocking fashion, “it not like the idea of going back on one’s word is a foreign concept to you. And you call yourself a ‘demon’. Pah! Right now you look like a cute little devil!” The men in the large crowd all laughed and cat called at the ninja that Gato was making fun of, what none of them noticed was that Kakashi had pulled away kunai and back off from the missing-nin.

“Kakashi,” said Zabuza as he stood up in his weakened state barely able to hold his sword in his hands, “our fight end here...with no contract, there is no reason for me to continue fighting you.”

Gato waltzed over to the prone body of Haku as he poked the body and gave it a few kicks before whistling and saying, “It looks as if you don’t treat you subordinates very well, Zabuza.”

Naruto felt anger at the dishonor that was being handed to Haku as the little nothing of a man placed his foot on the boy’s chest and glared at the three. Running forward he was stopped not by Kakashi, but by Zabuza’s out stretched hand. “Haku knew what he was getting into, kozo. Don’t interfere...”

“What! How can you be so calm!? That’s your friend! Why don’t you do something,” Naruto screamed as he could stand the sight of a weakling like Gato using Haku as a prop to make fun of them.

Zabuza looked down at the blonde to see his blue eyes filled with the same type of passion that Haku possessed, as he struggled to get out of the missing-nins grip. ‘Why do you care for an enemy?’ thought the demon of the bloody mist as he looked down at the blonde seeing such open emotions play across his face. 

“You misunderstand me, gaki,” said Zabuza as he threw the blonde to his teacher. “Hn...you mistake my words for calmness,” barked the large and imposing man while he hefted his sword up on his shoulder, “I like to call it...quiet rage.”

“Attack!” yelled Gato, “the group that brings me their heads will be handsomely rewarded!” All the men shouted out as the rushed forward. Like a bullet, Zabuza waded into the group of men as he swung his mighty cleaver of a sword cutting through men easily. However, Kakashi could see that he was faltering slowly, “Naruto!”

“Yes?”

“Stay here and protect the boy...don’t let anyone get past you!” yelled Kakashi as he sped through several rounin while slitting their throats as he made his way to Zabuza.

“Hai!” yelled Naruto, not feeling that he would be able to stave off an attack, but he hardened his resolve and pulled out his last kunai. He watched at the two jounin slowly but surely reduced the amount of enemies around them.

Breaking from the pack of thugs were two sword wielding men who seemed intent on picking off the weaker enemies. Naruto brought up his kunai watching one of the rushing men suddenly stop and looked confused. The other man ran over to where the orange wearing boy stood, but before he could even land a blow with his sword a white flurry of moment came from out of now where to land a solid hit on the mans arm, causing him to drop his sword. Hinata’s white eyes glared at the man, as she held her position ready from him to attack again. The swordsman’s arm hung limply at his side, while his partner ran blindly off of the bridge screaming something about ‘bats’.

Seeing that the odds had turned the man, he tried to retreat only to have Hinata hit him in the back. He fell to the ground unconscious, while Sakura came next to Naruto and asked angrily, “What the hell is going on!”

“N-n-naruto? Why is sensei helping our enemy?” Hinata asked while helping Sakura support Naruto as he sank to his knees.

“Gato...Gato double crossed...” Naruto said slowly as he began to feel the effect of using the summoning kinjutsu. Hinata nodded and Sakura looked over to see the small man in a business suit slowly head back to his boat as it seemed that his thugs weren’t going to be able to handle the two nin.

“Gato-sama!” yelled one of his personal bodyguards, “We need to leave!”

Growling his displeasure at being forced to retreat, Gato began to use the rope line that lead to his boat. “Gato! You bastard! Come back here!” yelled Zabuza as he cut through several more thugs who were now realizing that their employer was leaving them to die.

“Sorry, but I more pressing matters to take care of somewhere else. I’ll just have to wait to get my revenge on all of you.” Gato said as he made it half way to the boat and kept moving.

“Mark my word though,” said the very evil little man as he chuckled, “I’ll be ba...”

Something whistled it’s way through the air and embedded itself into Gato’s chest. Looking down, Gato saw the feathery end of a crossbow bolt sticking out of his chest as his mouth filled up with blood. “Wha...how?”

A young voice pierced the air as Gato looked up and saw a boy reloading his crossbow saying, “That was for my father, teme!” Reloading the bow, he took aim and said with a scream that seemed to come from very deep with in the boy, “This is for me, my family, and my friends!” The crossbow twanged loudly and struck Gato again, only this time the force of the strike was enough to send the little man flying off the rope and into the waters between the boat and the support column.

Gato came up out of the waters splashing and screaming for help, while he did this he was unaware that his boat had suddenly began to move closer and closer to the stone support. It was all but too late when he finally saw the side of his vessel approaching. With a bloody scream and a sickening crunch the last anyone ever saw of Gato was his blood soaked suit slowly sinking into the blue depths of the water way.

Kakashi raised an eyebrow, as he noticed Zabuza relaxing the seal that he had formed while he grinned slightly behind his bandages. The thugs, seeing that their employer and source of their money his now died, all felt a surge of anger towards the ninja as the regrouped and began to attack again in earnest this time.

Kakashi was already feeling tired and so was Zabuza. Naruto couldn’t hold up a knife anymore, while Hinata and Sakura where ill equipped to take on such a large number of enemies. Even Inari with his crossbow was looking very tired. ‘This is it,’ thought Sakura as she looked at the small army of mercenaries closing in on them, ‘I knew I should have told Sasuke that I loved him!’

“Damn it,” boomed a deep voice from the island end of the bridge, “I’m not about to allow no punk kid talk to me like that and show me up!” Inari eyebrow jumped into his hairline as he recognized that voice as the man who had told him ‘not to go’. When he focused his eyes on the direction where that voice came from he was speechless at the sight that greeted him. Standing next to the thickly muscled man was Tazuna, with a pickaxe in hand, while his mother also stood by holding in her hands a large black frying pan. More importantly, it seemed as if every single person that was on the island had showed up with weapons in their hands. Even children stood behind the adult grasping crossbows from the armory.

“Anyone who are enemies to this island, will die by the hands of this islands people!” screamed the burly man as everyone one in the giant crowd of people screamed their approval of the man’s words.

Inari’s eyes burnt, as tear began to form on the edges of them. He tried to keep himself from crying, but the words of a certain blond came ringing back in his head as he began to wipe at the salty wetness that was on his cheeks. ‘It’s okay to cry when you are feeling happy,’ the content voice said in his head stopping the little boy from wiping his tears away. Surprisingly the tears slowed as he felt a sort of peace come over him, turning around and facing the small army of thugs he readied his bow and pointed it at the rounin who looked to be the leader.

Even Zabuza and Kakashi seemed to ignore their wounds as the both got up and set themselves for another charge. The hired mercenaries, seeing the resolve and determination of the people at the other end of the bridge and the strength that it lent the two ninjas that had been decimating them a while ago, began to back down as the back ranks were already fleeing towards the boat that was docked on the side of the bridge.

Not wanting to lose their lives over something as trivial as ‘not getting paid’, the rest of the mercenaries took off with the others. The people of the island all rejoiced at that sight and Tsunami and Tazuna were both scolding Inari while hugging the life out of him.

Kakashi and Zabuza supported one another as they walked over to where Hinata and Sakura moved both Naruto and Haku. Naruto’s head was bobbing and he could feel the drain of the jutsu slowly eroding his strength. He was leaned up against the railing next to Chouji and Shikamaru, who were now wrapped up in blankets while both seemed to get some coloring back in their skin. Sakura and Kakashi were looking at Sasuke’s still body until...

“Ungh...wha...what’s going on? Am I dead?” croaked the confused Uchiha, as he twitched his finger slightly.

“Sasuke-kun! Your still alive!” cried Sakura, as Naruto smile slightly as he felt his heartbeat slow down.

“Of course he’s alive,” said Zabuza condescendingly while looking at Haku, “the boy doesn’t have what it takes to be a true shinobi...he’s too kind...but...” said Zabuza as he sat down next to the young man, “I guess that’s what makes him Haku.”

“Sakura! What happened!?” asked Sasuke as he looked around and saw Haku knocked out.

“I don’t know,” Sakura replied, “when I came back I saw Naruto standing over Haku’s body while you and the others were on the side of the rail...and you looked like you were dead.”

‘Naruto, beat that boy!?’ Sasuke thought in awe, but it was short lived as anger seeped in at the thought of being rescued while also being helpless. Looking for Naruto, Sasuke finally saw the boy as he crumpled to the ground, “Naruto? Hey, what’s wrong with Naruto?”

Sasuke’s question made Kakashi look up as he quickly moved over to the boy and felt his pulse slowly fading. ‘No! No, you can’t die on me! I won’t let you!’ thought Kakashi as he quickly pulled out a small vial of black liquid and opened Naruto mouth while pouring some of the substance down his throat.

“Kakashi-sensei! Is he...Is he going to be...” Hinata said with worry in her voice as Kakashi face became grim. Sasuke looked at the blonde genin that he had spent time with and for some odd reason he began to feel a powerful feeling that he couldn’t quite pin down as he saw Naruto laid still on the ground with Kakashi standing over him performing both medical jutsu and standard medical procedures.

“Naruto no baka!” screamed Sakura as she had started to help Kakashi, “If you die! I’m going to kill you!”

That was the last thing that Naruto heard before the darkness engulfed him and he could help but laugh at the statement as he told himself quietly, ‘That makes no sense at all.’

****

Darkness had once swallowed him once more...however, this time, the darkness was some how ‘different’ than the other time. Naruto equated the feeling with being in a lighted room who’s walls were painted black. Naruto could see his body and hands but everything else seemed to be black and foreboding. Standing up the boy pressed on as he saw a light near one side of the darkness. When he reached the light Naruto blinked at what stood before him. It was a small door that had seals and writing all over it.

‘What’s this?’ he wondered, while trying the handle and hearing a soft click as he swung the door open. On the other side of the door was a familiar but very different sight. Naruto looked around as he remembered the frightening dream that he had a several months ago. The seal covered wall were still a perfect replica of the ruins near Horoyu, but...

Naruto examined the walls closer and touched their smooth surface. ‘There’s no mold or vines on the walls. There are no cracks and they surface of the walls are smooth, not rough. It’s almost as if someone had restored the ruins to what they had once been long ago,’ though Naruto as he looked around while walking a familiar path.

He stopped in front of something that he hadn’t seen the first time he had come to this dream world. Naruto had remembered seeing metallic pipes, that had a blue sheen to them, when he first explored this corridor in his dream. Those same pipes were now in front of him but what made Naruto look twice was the fact that now most of the pipes now had thick blood red metal pipes entwining them as they lead off in different directions. Those blood red pipes, Naruto noticed, had markings that he had seen once before, ‘What does this mean?’

Walking past several columns and through a couple of large empty rooms, Naruto finally made it to the door he remembered from his dream. Gazing at the door Naruto swallowed hard as he felt the beast behind it send a powerful wave of anger through the door. Slowly, Naruto placed his palm on the door and watched as it opened to reveal a completely new prison for the demon that called itself the Kyuubi. The room was very well lit and the walls seemed to be covered with more symbols and writing. In the center of the room was the same seal that Naruto had on his stomach, and when Naruto diverted his attention to the cage that held the Kyuubi he noticed that the bars had grown thicker and the cage door was now wider. Naruto also noticed that from the wall where the cage was positioned was where all the blood red pipes had been springing from.

“Fool,” growled the beast from the darkness of it’s cage, “do you actually think this will work! I will never be brought down!” The angry echo rumbled through the structure as Naruto saw the Kyuubi step into the light to see the great beast glaring down at him with fury in his eyes.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, you damn fox! And stop shouting!” yelled back Naruto as the beast roared trying it’s best to tear apart the prison that was keeping it from it’s prey.

Slowly calming itself, the great fox stepped back into the shadow as he said slowly, “What ever extra precaution that you have made with the extra seal...it will not last! One of these day you will come to me for help...and I will gladly devourer you in exchange!” The demon laughed as it’s razor sharp teeth bared themselves and his eyes squinted at the boy in front of him.

Ignoring the taunts that came his way from the gigantic beast Naruto had something on his mind that he wanted to ask the fox before he forgot it, “Why did you betray your clan?”

The laughter stopped and the twin crimson orbs, which were the Kyuubi’s eyes, locked on the boy with such intensity that Naruto actually thought he was beginning to feel hot. “Who told you I betrayed my clan!?” asked the Kyuubi in a dangerously smooth voice.

“Lord Yaban,” Naruto answered as he watched, for the fist time since he met the fox, him turn his eyes away from the boy and seemed to be thinking about the name or remembering something.

“That meddling fool of a mutt is still around, eh?” Kyuubi said out loud while narrowing his eyes in thought. Looking out at the small boy who was still looking at him, he huffed loudly and seemed to loose his will to fight any more as he said in a disgruntled manner, “Be careful who you trust, ape-boy! Bad things can happen to those who put their trust in things that they aren’t sure of...”

“Wait! You didn’t answer my question! Why did you betray...”

“I didn’t betray anyone...they betrayed me,” came the echoed response that Naruto was looking for. He suddenly felt a pain in his chest as his surroundings slowly brightened while his dream world swirled around him.

“Ahhhh!” Naruto yelled as he bolted up from where ever he was laying. Eyes darted around looking for something familiar and when he saw a familiar shape in the darkness he kept his eyes on it as his over rested eyes became accustomed to the darkness and saw a small girl sleeping in a chair next to his bed.

The girl was wrapped up in a small blanket and she had been using her jacket as a pillow. She look very peaceful while Naruto continued to stared at her. He began to feel his anxiety slowly ebb away and his racing heart slowed down as well. When he looked away he saw that he wasn’t the only person in the room. Across from him laid Haku, the boy’s skin was pale and a thin layer of sweat seemed to be covering him as he trembled and took shallow breaths every now and again.

Feeling very tired himself, Naruto laid back his head and thought about what the Kyuubi was talking about. ‘Precautions? What precautions was he talking about? And what was with the changes in his dream world?’ thought Naruto as he began to feel his eyes drooping slowly. ‘Red pipes,’ wondered Naruto, as he couldn’t help but worry about those red pipes entwining the blue ones. However, he could no longer hold a thought as exhaustion had finally claimed its victim, and he nodded off to sleep.

Chapter Twenty-Three - Meeting With Nami
The morning sun’s light filtered through the small window in the room that Naruto slept in. When the sun rose high enough in the sky to bath the room in its warm light Naruto twitched slightly as he scrunched his eyes tightly shut while moaning, “Mmmnn...no...I don’t want to get up!”

Off to the side of the bed, in a small cot that had been set up by the medical staff of the village, laid Hinata sleeping peacefully...that is, until she heard the sound of Naruto’s voice. Sitting upright, the young Hyuuga girl saw Naruto scrunch his eyes shut even tighter as he flailed lightly in his bed trying to escape the light that had begun to intrude on his peaceful slumber.

“Naruto-kun?” Hinata whispered lightly, hoping to wake the boy without any incident.

“Hmmm,” Naruto replied as he shoved his head under his pillow in a last ditch attempt to escape the morning.

Hinata wanted to giggle...she was trying her hardest not to giggle, but the sight in front of her was greatly tempting her to do so. Naruto, a Konoha genin, was now attempting to burrow his way into his pillow. Suffice to say, this action was relatively impossible to perform...however, it was the after effect of said action that was making Hinata’s stomach ache while she tried desperately to hold her laughter.

Naruto’s head was effectively buried under his pillow, but because he had been trying to push the rest of his body under the pillow his legs now were positioned underneath him and his rear end was now sticking in the air in a most hilarious fashion.

Muffled giggles turned to snickering, snickering turned to chuckles, and soon Hinata was laughing in her seat as a groggy Naruto shot his head from deep with in his pillow paradise to see where the sound was coming from. “Huh? Wha...” Naruto said as he yawned deeply and quickly scanned the room trying to find the source of the laughter.

Naruto’s unfocused eyes zeroed in on a small dark blob that was sitting at the corner of his bed. Shaking away the sleepiness from his head he focused and saw Hinata regaining her composure, “Hinata? What are you...” it all came back to him in a flash of memory. The bridge and everything that transpired around it seemed to be pushed to the forefront of his mind. His heart raced as he remembered the feelings that had gone through him when he thought his friends were seriously hurt or dead. Even his talk with his so-called ‘personal demon’ was clear in his mind, as he twisted around and sat on the bed with a faraway look in his eye.

Hinata had noticed the look on Naruto face and was about to ask him something when he beat her to it. “How long was I out?” asked the blonde looking out side and squinting at the glaring brightness that almost blinded him temporarily.

“N-not l-long...one day or so,” she answered him while pulling her chair next to the side of the bed and sitting down. Hinata was now beginning to feel guilty at laughing at him, especially now that she saw the deep and thoughtful look on his face. “T-The doctors thought that you were not going to make it, but sensei said that you’d be fine. I-I was w-worried...” Her mouth formed a thin line as she looked away expecting Naruto to tell her to “not worry so much”. However, what came next surprised her while making her feel warm and content.

“Thank you, Hinata,” said Naruto softly while he stared at the white walls of the room that he was in, “for everything.”

Under her bangs the little Hyuuga girl’s eyes widened in surprise, while a smile touched her lips. Making a small noise and nodding her head, Hinata continued staring at the ground as her teammate asked, “Where’s Haku?”

“Gone,” said a voice from the doorway as both girl and boy swiveled their heads to see Shikamaru walking into the room with his hands in his pockets. Seeing his friend look even more confused he sighed as he explained, “That missing-nin took him to see a friend who could help Haku.”

“But their missing-nin,” responded Hinata with worry, “what about the hunter-nin?”

“Zabuza said that he would ‘take his chances’,” he said impassively, as he pulled up a chair and sat down next to Naruto’s bed side. Shikamaru couldn’t help but think back to when the two had left the village...

Kakashi stood looking at the missing nin wondering what was going to be his next course of action. With a large tan grey cloak covering him from head to toe, Zabuza laid Haku in the small wagon before he walked out of the covered wagon and walked over to the three ninja that were watching him.

“I’m leaving,” he said in a tone of finality, “I won’t be bothering anyone in the fire country for a long while, you have my word...for what it’s worth.”

“The hunter-nin will be after you again,” said Kakashi looking at the prone boy in the wagon, “Are you sure that you won’t take my offer for amnesty in Konoha?”

Zabuza laughed once as he strapped his sword onto his back and tilted his head back to Kakashi, “I’ve never been too good with accepting ‘hand-me-outs’, and I’m not going to start doing that any time soon. Besides, I’ve gotten too use to the idea of freedom...going back to have someone barking orders at me would just end up causing more trouble.”

Kakashi and Shikamaru nodded their heads while the third person huffed lightly in response to the large jounin’s words.

“Kakashi,” said Zabuza quietly as he strode over to the grey haired ninja and looked him in the eye, “I owe you a debt of gratitude...someday I find a way to repay you. You can count on that.” Kakashi stood looking into the missing-nins eyes as he closed his eye and nodded once. 

The three Konoha ninja watched as the man named Zabuza walked over to the front of the wagon and told the wagon driver to ‘move out’, as he pulled the hood of his cloak over his head and jumped lightly into the seat next to the man.

‘I wonder if we’ll ever see you again?’ thought Shikamaru as he watched the wagon make it’s way down the dusty road.
“Oh...” was Naruto response to Shikamaru explanation of what Zabuza had said about the hunter-nins. Playing with his covers for a bit, the silence in the room soon became uncomfortable as everyone in the room seemed to be holding back something that they each wanted to say.

“Naruto?” finally, after having enough silence, Shikamaru asked his friend with a serious face, “What was that jutsu that use used against those twin ninjas? Was it a Summoning technique?”

Naruto sighed on the inside, he knew that someone was going to ask that question, but until now he had never thought up of a way to explain the technique off without breaking his promise to Sandaime. “Yes,” he said slowly testing the waters, sort of speak, “It’s a summoning technique that my father taught me.”

“That’s really advanced,” added Hinata as she looked up at the blonde with admiration shining in her eyes, “my father says that only chuunin rank and higher can perform summons.”

Naruto was beginning to feel a bit uncomfortable but he pushed through the feeling and nodded his head as Shikamaru gave him a suspicious look and said, “Well...it’s troublesome, but I guess that all that personal training would have help you in performing that summon, right?”

Naruto could have hug his friend, Shikamaru was giving him an effective way out of the conversation. However, Naruto could see in his friends eyes that the subject was far from over. “So where are the others?” Naruto asked, desperately trying to change the subject before Hinata could ask anymore awkward questions.

“Team ten is currently helping the builders finish their bridge,” said a voice from the other side of the rooms door. Slowly the wooden door opened up and revealed their sensei reading his familiar book as he said, “Yo!”

“Konnichi wa, Kakashi-sensei,” Naruto greeted his sensei with a smile.

“I see that you are feeling better, Naruto,” Kakashi said as he looked at Naruto and could see that the boy had definitely gained some color back into his face. ‘A normal ninja would have either died from the chakra exhaustion that you experience or would have been bed ridden for several weeks,” thought Kakashi as he looked at Naruto talking with his teammates and moving around, something that would have been impossible if he hadn’t had ‘help’. “Are you feeling good enough to move?” asked Kakashi as he walked over to the bed while putting his book away.

“I think I can manage to move around,” said Naruto as he moved his legs off the side of the bed and took a tentative step from the bed feeling his weight rest on his legs. He wobbled slightly for the first couple of seconds, but after several second had passed he was standing and moving about with ease.

“Good,” Kakashi said as he moved over to a closet and pulled out the boys clothing handing it to him, “we leave for Konoha tomorrow.” Shikamaru and Hinata both looked over at their sensei in surprise, but neither of them said anything. Instead each of them wondered why Kakashi was wanted to get back to Konoha so soon. Naruto had just gotten over having chakra exhaustion, he shouldn’t be trekking with them back to Konoha.

“Make sure that you use today to stretch out your legs, Naruto,” said the jounin, while Naruto nodded his head. “Shikamaru. Hinata. I’ll be expecting you at the bridge within ten minutes. I can’t have team ten do all the work by themselves, now can I?”

“Yes, sensei,” said Hinata, while Shikamaru just nodded his head.

“Good,” Kakashi said with what could be construed as a smile, as he disappeared in a cloud of smoke.

“Well, I think we better get going, Hinata,” said Shikamaru still giving his friend that same look that told Naruto that he wanted to talk to him in private. Nodding her head Hinata said her good-byes to Naruto as she followed the Nara boy out of the room and closed the door behind them.

Naruto smile when he hear Shikamaru’s voice echo down the hall as he said with a sigh, “This is really bothersome!”

****

The cool breeze that wafted off the water and onto the land ruffled Naruto hair slightly as he sat on a large tree stump. He was staring at the blue waters that shimmered and rolled lightly while he slowly went through several kata while trying to get rid of some of the stiffness that he was experiencing.

However, it wasn’t just the stiffness that was bothering him at the moment. No...when he was in the medical recovery room he had remembered the words that the giant squid had told him after his fight with Haku.

Those word played in his head as he stared at the water and wondered if they really had meant something, ‘In one and a half sunsets you will be summoned to meet Nami no ohimesama...do not disappoint...’

‘It’s already been a day and a half,’ thought Naruto as he slowly walked over to the water and wondered if his new summon was going to come for him like Santen did. Rolling up his pants and taking off his shoes, Naruto walked along the shore line allowing the water to lap over his feet. Every odd sound and occurrence was scrutinized by him, he began to feel overly tense in his shoulders and back. ‘I’ve got to stop thinking about this!’ he thought angrily, as he forced himself to relax his muscles and just allow himself to be soothed by the sound of the ocean.

The next thing he hear made him frown slightly as he had already convinced himself that this event wasn’t going to happen. “Are you Naruto?” asked a bubbly voice.

“If I am?” he replied still keeping his eyes shut.

“Nami-ohimesama asked me to find you,” explained the voice calmly.

Knowing that he wasn’t dreaming, Naruto opened his eyes and bit back a bit of shocked yelp. Standing before him was a giant blue crab, it’s armored hide was gleaming almost like metal while the giant pinchers, that served as it’s hands, rested on the ground in front of it while it’s eyes stared at him with no hint of emotion.

“That’s me. I’m Uzumaki Naruto,” said the boy as he moved forward.

“Excellent!” said the crab in it’s bubbly voice as it reached out with it’s claws and moved Naruto forward.

“We...w-we aren’t going to be traveling through shadows are we?” Naruto asked as he felt his stomach lurch forward slight at the memory of the shadow travel.

“No,” said the crab in an amused tone, “but humans are ill equipped to survive where we are heading. So....” moving it’s mouth Naruto saw the crab slowly blow a bubble that soon grew to be large enough to hold a human inside it. “Please step inside, Naruto-sama,” said the crab while guiding the blonde towards the bubble.

The moment Naruto’s skin touched the bubble, it quickly wrapped itself around him while the crab grabbed the sides and began to slowly descend into the water. “Where are we going?” asked Naruto as a bit of his nervousness came out in his voice.

“I told you, silly! We are going to see Princess Nami. Now, hold on!” the crab said as it spit some silvery liquid from it’s mouth. Naruto watched in fascination as the liquid slowly began to spin as it mixed with the water, until a silvery whirlpool appeared and the crab headed towards it.

“Um...we aren’t going to go though that, are we?” asked Naruto as his stomach started to again rebel.

“Don’t worry, it not as turbulent as you think it is,” the crab said in a calming manner. Reaching the whirlpool, Naruto was surprised to see that the crab had been right...other than the occasional rough spot here and there, the ride had been pleasant and was quiet soft on his stomach. Coming out on the other side Naruto’s eyes widened at what he was seeing. Colors of all sorts shone brightly from every possible direction, as the crab and he steered though a curtain of live, brilliant blue sea weed. Below him he saw all sorts of waterborne flowers slowly swaying in the current of the water.

“Wow!” Naruto said as he turned his head to and fro trying to catch everything he was seeing with his eyes. Behind him, the blue crab giggled lightly as it made its way to a beautiful patch of coral that sat in front of a large cave opening. Naruto was even more amazed as the crab navigated him through the cave that was lit up by glowing creatures of all sorts. When they came to the end on the cave the crab slowly pushed up on the bubble, sending it and Naruto into a small chamber that had air in it. As soon as the bubble touched the air it popped and Naruto was free to move about as his guide pulled itself out of the water and into the air.

“Follow me, Naruto-sama.” said the crab politely as it began to crab walk down the passageway.

“Do you have a name?” asked Naruto, seeing that he thought it would be a bit impolite to call his guide ‘crab’.

“Yup, my name is Aoi!” the crab said with flourish before it signaled with it’s sizable claw for him to continue following him. Naruto watched the walls of the cave slowly become smoother and smoother as he and Aoi passed further and further into them. When they came to a set of iron doors that had twin serpents entangled with each other, Naruto watched as Aoi rapped on the door while saying, “Nami-ohimesama! I have completed your request!”

“Is he here already!? Ahhhh!” Naruto could hear the soft female voice squeak lightly as the sound of shuffling and moving about could be heard on the other side. “Aoi! You were suppose to send someone to tell me before hand!” yelled the voice as more shuffling could be heard.

“Heh, heh, oh yeah! Um...I forgot!” said Aoi in an uncomfortable way while it twitched it’s claws slight, almost as if that was a nervous habit of the crabs.

“Grrrr!” the feminine voice now growled in annoyance. “Remind me again why I just don’t get another attendant!?” said the voice as thumping sounds could be heard coming from the room on the other side of the iron doors.

“Is it because I have such a great personality, and you couldn’t live with out me to brighten your day?” asked Aoi happily, as the doors slowly swung open to reveal a beautiful room that was made from solid white marble. The two entered the room and Naruto’s breath was taken away by what he saw. The wall opposite the door was made entirely of water, and it look out over a vast grotto that was teaming with aquatic life and animals.

“Hem, hem,” came a crystal clear voice from Naruto’s left. Turning his head Naruto came face to face with a stunning beauty. Standing before him was a beautiful woman whose deep blue-green eyes seemed to mesmerize him. She had pale, milky white skin and her hair was silky platinum blonde. The woman could only be described with words such as ‘stunning’ and ‘radiant’. She held herself as if she was royalty of some kind as she turned her face towards Naruto she smiled at him before she flung herself at the little boy and squeezed his cheeks while squealing loudly, “Oh! You are so CUTE! I could just gobble you up!”

Naruto was beyond surprised at this moment as his guide came into view and causing the woman to stop her attack on his cheeks for a moment. “Aoi,” said the woman in a stern voice that commanded respect and had seemed to show the woman’s true age, “next time listen to what I tell you! Understood?”

“Yes, my princess!” said the nervous crab as it took it’s spot behind the beautiful woman.

“Now,” said the woman as she squeezed Naruto in a hug, while she ran her fingers through his blonde spikes, “let’s take a good look at the new Yobu-nin (summon ninja).” The woman walked around the boy slowly as she kept her hand in his hair while she played with his golden locks. “Hmmm, I must say that you are definitely ten times cuter than the last summoner that I had the chance to know, and I just love the feel of your hair...”

“Nami-sama, please...” Aoi interrupted the woman when it saw that Naruto was on the edge of a complete mental breakdown.

Clearing her throat the beautiful woman righted herself even thought Naruto could see that she was sending her subordinate an angry glare. Walking over to where the crab stood, Naruto saw the woman sigh as she said quietly, “I know that you’ve have already met with Lord Yaban. He has told me that you have his and his clan’s blessings when ever summoning them.”

“Blessing?” asked Naruto as he finally got over his initial shock.

“Ooo! Even his voice is cute!” said Nami as she began to move closer to him, but a soft cough from Aoi stopped her in her tracks. Aoi ignored the glare that came from the beautiful woman, as Nami turned her head and said slowly, “Yes, it’s no more than a formality that exists so that anyone who uses the jutsu will not be seen as a tyrant or dictator by the summons.”

“I didn’t know this, and Lord Yaban didn’t say anything ” Naruto said rubbing the back of his head lightly watching the woman’s eye widen in surprise.

“My, my, it seems as if the almighty Lord Yaban is slipping in his old age.” said Nami with a flicker of mischievousness in her eyes, “In short Naruto, “a blessing” is given to those who can wield the Legendary Grand Summoning by those he summons and the leaders of their clans. In other words, it is a verbal agreement that allows the summoner to summon freely any and ally with in the clan, otherwise the summoner will have to get individual agreements from each clan member...and that can be a pain!”

“But I thought that Lord Yaban said that the jutsu can summon any summon?” said Naruto in confusion as he was trying to understand what using this jutsu meant.

“Oh, it can summon any one of us, but the question is ‘will that creature fight for you’. You see the grand summoning is not like a contract in the fact that the creature summoned doesn’t ‘have’ to obey you. In fact, if you are not careful you may end up summoning something that would like nothing better than to attack you on the spot.”

“Oh,” Naruto said looking at his left palm with a bit of understanding, “So I guess that I cannot get a blessing unless I summon a particular animal, right?”

“Wrong.” said the woman with a smile, “Clan leaders may start to seek you out now that you have the blessing of two other clans.”

“What? But I thought that I only had...oh! Oh!” said Naruto as he realized that he had just been given a blessing by the beautiful woman. “Thank you very much, Nami-ohimesama!” he said while bowing properly.

“Don’t thank me just yet,” said the woman as she gave Naruto a serious look, “you see Naruto, the boarders between each of the clans have become very wide and most clans now stay with in their own little world. Other’s are more sociable, but still we are no where as close as we once were...and this is what bothers me...”

“Are you worried about the “omen for darker times to come” that Lord Yaban was talking about?” asked Naruto and saw the woman’s mouth become a tight line as she seemed to be thinking about something disturbing.

“Naruto...you are the container for the Kyuubi, are you not?” Nami changed the subject as she looked down on the little boy as he nodded his head slowly while looking suspiciously at the woman. “If you ever see him,” she said while walking over to where the wall of water was, “be sure to take his words with a grain of salt.”

“Yeah,” Naruto snapped his fingers and said, “when I asked him why he betrayed his clan he told me that he didn’t betray anyone, but that they betrayed him.” Naruto watched the woman stiffen slightly at the mention of betrayal.

“Hmm,” she hummed softly while glancing at the aquatic scene beyond the watery wall, “Like I said...make sure you know the whole truth before listening to that old foxes words.” Turning around, Nami walked over to Naruto and kissed him on the cheek as she said, “I’m glad that you are the new Yobu-nin, Naruto. I can see that you have a good heart and a strong will.”

Nami walked to the wall and stepped into the water, Naruto quickly followed her and stopped just at the edge of the water as he watched the beautiful woman blur slightly before transforming into a gigantic, elegant sea serpent with white glimmering scales and platinum blonde markings on her face and along her body. Full transformed, Nami gaze at Naruto with her blue-green eyes and said in a voice that echoed through his mind, “Be careful, Naruto-kun. Your life is about to become quite complicated. However, known this, you will always have my support.” The sea serpent, that was Nami, turned to swim off in the deep grotto but before it left she said with a hint of sadness that echoed through Naruto’s mind, “Aoi, please take him back.”

“As you wish, my princess,” the blue crab said while gently nudging thinking Naruto out of the room. As soon as the two of them were out of the room, Aoi made Naruto follow her down the corridors of the underwater cave system. The silence between the two was very uncomfortable and Naruto just wanted to end, but something inside him told him that now was not the time for talking.

‘Be careful, Naruto-kun. Your life is about to become very complicated...’ were the new set of words that seemed to be stuck in his head as he walked after the giant crab in front of him. ‘What does this mean?’ pondered Naruto as Aoi covered him in a bubble and began their journey back to where they started this journey. As he watched the sights pass him by Naruto came to a decision as he stood in the bubble thinking about what Nami, Yaban and Kyuubi had told him. ‘I need to tell someone about all of this!’ the boy told himself as he watched a familiar whirlpool form in front of him.

As they drew closer and closer to the surface the last thought that was on Naruto’s mind was, ‘Who do I tell?’

Chapter Twenty-Four - The Return to Konoha
Aoi had moved Naruto’s bubble to the shore before popping it with it’s sharp claw. “Naruto-sama, this is where he part ways,” said the azure crab as its claws click slightly.

“Aoi?” asked Naruto as all the questions he had swirled in his head. Sometimes it was a burden being too thoughtful and observant. 

“Hm?”

“Do you know what’s going on with this grand summoning thingy?” Naruto asked the large crab with a soft voice.

Turning its back to Naruto, Aoi said in an almost sad sounding voice, “I cannot say or do anything unless my liege want me to.”

“In other words, Nami has told you not to tell me anything, right,” Naruto guessed while watching the crab move its body up and down in a affirmative way.

“However,” said Aoi as it turned it great blue body around to face Naruto, “that doesn’t mean that I would have the answers that you are looking for...cause I only know a little of what’s going on.”

“Thanks, Aoi,” said Naruto while rubbing the back of his head. Then suddenly he looked surprised as an idea came into his head, “Hey, Aoi?”

“Hm?” the crab responded as it was almost half way into the water of the ocean.

“Can I have your blessing to summon you?” asked Naruto as the wheels of his head turned round and round.

“Silly,” said the crab, “you have Nami’s blessing. That means you can summon any of us...including her.”

“See ya around, Aoi!” said Naruto as he waved his had at the crab and watched as its blue shell disappeared underneath the surface of the water. ‘Something is going on with these creatures. The question is what dose it have to do with me?’ thought Naruto as he Made his way back to the village.

****

The day had been a grueling testament to the hard work of the people of the wave country. The men and young boy were all at the bridge helping each other finish the little work that they had left to complete the bridge. The woman and girls of the country were busy preparing a feast that everyone would attend after the bridge was complete.

Even the Konoha ninjas were dead tired. After all, they were worked just as hard as any of the other workers, if not harder. Shikamaru and Sakura were lucky because they were asked to help Tazuna with the running over some of his calculations of the larger bridge pieces. Kakashi, Sasuke, and Chouji were all helping the labor pool by moving equipment and supplies. Hinata busied herself by passing out lunches to those men who took a break or by getting drinks of water for those who needed it.

By the end of the day everyone watched as the last piece of the bridge was put into place as everyone cheered loudly. Tazuna shook Kakashi’s hand while saying something about repaying the Konoha ninjas for their trouble. Kakashi only nodded once and then turned around and dismissed his group while telling them to get ready for the journey home. Hinata, Chouji and Shikamaru all walked off in search of Naruto, while Sasuke and Sakura headed back to Tazuna's place to pack.

The small group found their friend sitting on a small wooden stump just a little way away from the bridge near a small portion of beach. Naruto was in a familiar thinking posture staring at the sun slowly dipping into the horizon, and Hinata couldn’t help but wonder what he was thinking at the moment.

“Naruto!” called Chouji as he waved his hand while the other held onto his chips that he had just opened. Naruto’s head looked up and for a brief second everyone saw what looked like some sort of deep weariness etched into his face, before the boy smiled and got up slowly to walk over to them.

“Hey, everyone. Did you finish the bridge?” he asked while Chouji told him all about what was he did through the day and how the bridge was completed. The Akimichi boy also told Naruto about the small festival that the village was going to be holding, but when Naruto heard that he slowly looked at the ground and said, “Sounds fun! Did they say that they’d have ramen?”

Chouji laughed while clapping his blonde haired friend on the back as he said, “You too, huh? Personally, I was wondering what kind of meat they would be serving.”

“Chouji,” said Shikamaru with a sigh, “your always looking to see what kind of meat they are serving.” Hinata also laughed away her nervousness as she too gathered around the others and began walking to the festival.

Naruto sighed mentally as he silently thanked each of his friends for not asking about his mood a moment ago. Walking to the festival, everyone could see the bonfires and hear the cheering of the people as the smells of cooked meat and other culinary delicacies could be detected wafting on the breeze.

“Food!” yelled Chouji as he took off down the road leaving team seven standing on the side of the road blinking at the speed that the large boy had attained in order to fulfill his stomach’s requests.

Naruto chuckled, while his teammates smiled as they trotted after their friend towards the center of the village. However, as they reached the village limits, it was Naruto who cleared his throat and said, “I know that there are some questions that you want me to answer for you...” 

Both Hinata and Shikamaru were staring at the Naruto waiting for him to say what he had to say, neither of them with any sort of expectation on their face except a sort of worried look that made Naruto extremely happy that he had friends like this.

“...and I’ll answerer them as best as I can, but their a some question that I won’t answerer.” said Naruto as he looked down at the ground and waited for the most obvious question to ring in his ears.

“Why were you so worried back at the beach?” asked Hinata, which shocked Naruto as he thought they were going to ask a question that he couldn’t answer.

“I’d like to know that too,” said Shikamaru. “If something has you worried, then usually its something that we all need to be worried about,” the Nara boy deduced.

Naruto nodded his head once while he thought about how he should respond to the two that were waiting for his answer. “As you two already know,” Naruto said as he began walking again but at a slower pace, “I can summon animals to aid me in a fight. However, what the two of you don’t know and would have probably ever have known, seeing that Sandaime order me not to tell anyone, was that particular jutsu was a kinjutsu that I discovered one day.”

Shikamaru already had picked up on Naruto subtle hint, and it was he who stopped Hinata from asking any further questions about how he ‘acquired’ such a jutsu. “This jutsu was dangerously powerful, and had caused several to lose their life when they had attempted to use it. However, for some reason when I used it I was fine...even though it usually drains me of all my chakra.”

“That would explain the chakra exhaustion,” said Shikamaru as he began fitting pieces of the puzzle together in his mind.

“B-but, isn’t chakra exhaustion dangerous? Can’t you die from it?” Hinata asked while she wrung her hands nervously.

“I guess that I’m different from the other men who tried the jutsu,” said Naruto as he clenched his fist and sighed deeply. Luckily the other two chose not to ask any question about that statement as the Hyuuga girl asked, “But that still doesn’t answer our question.”

“Well...” Naruto said as he walked over to a small empty bench and sat down in it as he began to explain about the Legendary Grand Summoning and the two clan leaders that he had been to talk to already. Through out the retelling of what Naruto had been through he was careful to edit out the parts that had to do with Kyuubi while he watched his friends faces become more and more worried.

“...and that’s when you found me,” Naruto said while took a deep breath and allowed his feet to dangle off the bench he sat on. Both of his teammates were gawking at him in complete and utter shock. The tale that they had been told was something that only a child would have believed, but the way that Naruto had told it seemed to compel them to reconsider the validity of his words.

“Naruto...” said Shikamaru as he rubbed the front of his forehead and squinted his eyes, “have you told anyone else about this?”

“No,” said Naruto shaking his head and not looking at his friends face, “but I promised my father we’d talk about what’s going on when I get back.”

“This...this is dangerous Naruto,” Hinata said as she seemed to be the only one to be taking this new information badly, “father says that summon animals and their leaders are not to be trusted unless you know for a fact that they are honorable.”

“Why’s that?” asked Shikamaru, having never heard anything other than the basics for what a summon creature was.

“He says that some animals can be very devious when summoned and others can actually want to wish harm on their summoner,” the little Hyuuga girl explained while she twittered her fingers in nervousness. 

“Hmm, and this Lord Yaban character...I think I’ve heard of him before,” Shikamaru said when he sat down next to his friend on the bench. “I think it was something about a story of the wind, but for some reason I just can’t remember it...damn.”

“So,” asked Naruto looking at his friends expectantly, “now do you see why I was feeling a bit worried.” Both teammates nodded their heads in silence as they thought about what Naruto had said about the summon creatures.

“Why you?” asked Hinata as she paced the street slowly and stopped to look at the genin in front of her. “Why do you have to shoulder this burden? Can we help some how?”

“I wish you could, but I can’t think of anything that you to could do other than help me figure out what this creatures are all talking about.” said Naruto in frustration but it quickly subsided as he leaned back against the backing of the bench.

“If what you are telling us is true, then where did you get that amount of chakra from? Have you been holding back ever since the Academy? Why would you do that? And how is it that even after you were suffering from chakra exhaustion that you were able to recover so fast?” asked Shikamaru in a flurry of questions, which made Naruto wince slightly. The Nara boy saw his friends face and knew that he had touched an area that was personal to the young boy.

“I...” said Naruto as he straightened up and saw that both of his friends held expectant looks on their faces. His shoulders fell as he said, “I have more chakra, because if I were ranked...” at this point he sighed deeply, in his mind Naruto dislike the uncomfortable feeling that these confessions were making him feel, “...I would probably be a chuunin.”

Shikamaru’s head nodded once an d his face showed no surprise, which confirmed Naruto suspicion that his friend had figured him out long ago. However, Hinata gasped and looked at Naruto in surprise while she stuttered, “Ch...ch...chuunin, w-what does that mean?”

“Nothing really,” answered Naruto while looking into Hinata’s worried eyes.

“Oh...s-s-so you w-won’t be leaving us?” she said slowly only to see Naruto furrow his eyebrows in confusion.

“No, I won’t be leaving my friends,” said Naruto as he sort of understood what the girl was saying. Hinata smiled at Naruto answer and she then stopped he pacing to sit next to him while he then said, “As for the other questions...I didn’t reveal my true strength because that would be giving my rivals and potential enemies a peek at my strengths. As to the question of ‘why’, I would have to answer that it was something I was taught by my father.”

Shikamaru noticed, as did Hinata, that when Naruto was going to answer the last question he fell silent as his eyes turned to the ground. Staring at the ground as if it was something he had never seen before, Naruto pondered what to say to his friends, ‘Should I lie? Would they be able to handle the truth? Would they hate me?’ All those question and more were currently spinning through the blondes head while he took a deep breath and said, “Think of it as an advanced bloodline limit...”

Shikamaru had know his friend too long to know that he wasn’t outright lying, but at the same time he wasn’t telling the whole truth. However, he wasn’t about to push Naruto any further than his friend wanted to go with the explanations. “So that’s why you healed so fast after being poisoned, and the chakra exhaustion that you experienced wasn’t as bad as it could have been.”

Naruto nodded in Shikamaru’s direction, with a grateful smile. Hinata stayed quiet as she pondered several other questions that went with that explanation, but she had decided that she didn’t want to push Naruto away from her, so she stayed quiet and watched as her teammate seemed to have some of the burden that he was carrying around lighten as he straightened his shoulders and said, “Well! What are we waiting for, an invitation!? There a festival with our name on it and we’re missing it!”

Grabbing Hinata’s hand Naruto began to walk towards the bonfires and cheering, while Shikamaru just smiled and shook his head saying something about ‘pain-in-the-ass teammates’. Naruto never noticed Hinata’s blush, or the fact that she had yet to let go of his hand as they walked towards the center of town. No, instead Naruto was too busy feeling happy that his friends would support him through these strange encounters in his life.

Reaching the center of town, the three were greeted by a groaning Chouji, who looked as if he had been transported to heaven as he ate some cooked meat off a stick. Joining Chouji the four went about enjoying all that the village had to give during the festival. There was laughter, comradery, fun, enjoyment and even contentment as they all had a great time eating and telling stories to the little kids that had gathered around the “saviors of the wave”.

Lurking in the shadows of one of the houses a single eye curled up in amusement as he saw his students having a great time laughing and talking with each other. Reaching into his pack, Kakashi pulled out a small notebook with pencil as he began writing in it as he observed the three laughing at Naruto, who was currently being tackled to the ground by several of the villages children. After he was finished writing he disappeared into the shadows while he snapped his book shut and put it back into his ninja hip pack.

****

The next day was filled with good-byes and misty eyes as several of the village children were sad to see their heroes leave their village. Inari was especially sad to see Naruto leave as they had seemed to come to know each other better over the course of the festival. 

Kakashi looked at the four who had gone to the festival, he saw that they were tired and worn out but they were happy as they talked to the villagers on their way out of towards the new bridge. Sakura and Sasuke were well rested, but only a few of the villagers — mainly older adults — thanked them for their hard work.

“Naruto nii-chan!” Inari called out to Naruto’s back, as the group of seven ninja stood at the bridge, tears forming at the corner of his eyes. “You’ll come back to see us, right?” asked the boy as he sniffled light.

“Of course I will, Inari!” Naruto said turning around and showing the boy that he too was misting up a bit. “Make sure you get stronger, you here me?” Naruto said as he smile at the little boy while Tazuna could only smile and Tsunami hugged her little boy when he nodded his head affirmatively.

The Konoha ninjas all said good bye once more before they all began their journey home, and as the people of the wave watched their heroes walk across the bridge that they helped build and protect a suddenly discussion erupted between the villagers.

“Hey! What should we call this bridge?” asked one of the construction workers.

“I think it should be Courage Bridge!” said a young woman who was instantly backed up by several people.

“Naw, it should be something fancy like...The Moonlit Path of Dreams!” said a old man with glasses and thin white eyebrows.

More and more people all began talking until they all heard a whistle blow, and saw that most of the children were gathered at the bridge looking at their parents, while Inari held his grandfathers whistle in his hand. “I think it should be called The Naruto Big Bridge!” said Inari as the other kids nodded their heads in unison.

“Naruto Big Bridge? Why name it after him?” asked a young man who scowled just at the fact that a bridge he build was being named after a foreigner.

“Because,” said the little boy holding his head high with no shame, “without him I would have never learned what it is to protect those people and places that I love!” The crowd stood silently as several people tested the name on their tongues or thought it over before they slowly began to unanimously decide to keep the name...Naruto Big Bridge, which would also be known to those of the village as the Bridge of Dreams and Courage. 

****

The journey home was nothing too exciting. Chouji had almost gotten Sasuke and Sakura impaled by a wild boar that he had been trying to hunt for food. Shikamaru had accidentally gotten a case of poison ivy when he laid in a patch of the plants as he watched clouds one early morning. They had met with some road bandits, but they were quickly dispatched.

It had also seemed that the truce between Sakura and Naruto had gone sour as they were quick to yell and make fun of each other, though the funning thing was they their verbal sparring seemed to be a bit more on the light hearted side rather than the serious ‘I-want-to-crush-your-feelings’ side.

Chouji was happy talking with team seven and had been avoiding messing with either Sakura and Sasuke, which Kakashi had noticed. Sasuke was still his antisocial self, but for some reason he could often be talking quickly to Naruto. Once he even walked for a whole hour next to the blonde while the young genin went on about what he was going to do when he got back.

Finding themselves on a familiar road and seeing large green gates ahead, the genin’s all seemed to be filled with a sense of happiness as they had a sudden boost in energy. Kakashi could only smile under his mask as he watched the group of genin all move faster as their home cam into focus.

Arriving at the gate they were allowed in automatically as the guard in the front called out, “Kakashi-san! Hokage-sama sent word that if you were to come home that he would like you to report in first.”

Nodding, and then looking at his teams Kakashi said seriously, “I understand that you all want to go home and relax or do what ever it is you want to do...but, Hokage-sama has asked us to report in and that is what we shall do first.”

Sasuke just huffed lightly. Everyone else, but Shikamaru, groaned deeply as the shuffled their feet following their teacher and mission leader. The team wove its way through Konoha as they walked towards the Hokage’s main building. Kakashi guided the two teams into the building where they made their way to the mission room. Round the corner they all heard an explosive voice echoing down the corridor, and Naruto groaned when he recognized the voice in that echo.

“What were you thinking! Have you lost all sanity!” yell a woman voice which seemed to reach far and wide as he anger literally drenched the hall with an uncomfortable feeling. 

“Please, Rin-san!” said a voice that Naruto recognized as his former teacher, Iruka. ‘Boy did he pick the wrong time to speak up,’ thought Naruto as he heard the females voice shout, “Shut it, chuunin boy! I wasn’t talking to you!”

Kakashi was practically drenched in nervous sweat as he remembered being on the receiving end of that voice only a handful of time. He still, to this day, wonders how Obito can not flinch when she gets into her ‘I-will-kill-you-all’ mode.

“Rin,” said an older voice that had a touch of annoyance in it, “if you could calm yourself I’m sure...”

“Calm! CALM! You want to see calm!” said the woman, as Naruto knew she was probably turning on her ‘glare of impending doom’.

“Maa...I better go in before she levels the building,” said Kakashi as he took a deep breath before walking into the room while saying, “Team ten and seven reporting back from our...”

There was an explosion...no, scratch that...it was more like Naruto’s mother knocking the doors to the mission room off their hinges in an attempt to find her son.

Shikamaru was in that moment thinking of going home to his mother and thanking her for being such a kind, gentle and understanding soul, because what stood before him now really made him frightened. The woman with her brown hair glared at each of the genin until she zeroed in on a particular blonde haired boy, “You!”

“Me?” Naruto replied as his mom suddenly began to narrow her eyes dangerously and stalk towards him with a type of killing intent that the others had never felt before. Chouji wanted to tell his friend to run, but he was petrified.

Everyone winced as they thought that once she reached him the bloodshed would commence, but instead she grabbed him tightly around the head and hugged him while saying angrily, “You...you had me so worried! What the heck happened back there! And why does it look like you have been pierced by...oh my...they were right, weren’t they? There was a missing-nin at the wave!”

None of the genin had a chance to respond as she stormed back into the mission room and literally tore everyone in there a new body orifice. Shikamaru moved over to Naruto and patted him on the back as he said, “And I though my mom was a terror!”

Naruto could only sigh as he shook his head from side to side while listening to his mother rant on about ‘how the staff of the mission room and certain grey haired jounin brain must have shrunk over the years’. She spared no one, and in her lengthy tirade she never saw Obito slowly walk into the room until he gave her a deep kiss that made her become silent and embarrassed as several of the women in the room sighed deeply.

Obito then took the time to slowly walk out of the room while grabbing his son by the arm and dragging him away from everyone. Rin huffed as she could already feel her anger subside, glaring once more at the old man in front of her she turned on her heel and walked out of the room.

“Whew!” said Sarutobi, as he mopped his brow with a handkerchief, “Thank kami I sent that bird to get Obito!” Iruka was still reeling from her ‘chuunin boy’ comment as Kakashi walk over to the desk and produced a rather large report that had a small notebook on top of it, “As I was about to say before I was interrupted...team ten and seven reporting back from our mission. We’ve completed all objectives and more so than what was outlined in the deal. Everything is in the report, sir! Now, if you don’t mind, my subordinates and I would like to have some down time.”

The Sandaime Hokage had been skimming over the pages of the report and his eyes had been getting bigger at each turn of the page. “I’ll give you two weeks off and a week of paid vacation. Also, your mission money will be recalculated and distributed tomorrow. How does that sound to you?”

“Sounds great,” said Kakashi as he turned to his subordinates and said, “dismissed!” Everyone in the mission room watched as the five young genin slowly shuffled away from the room as if all the energy in them had been sucked out of their bodies.

Sandaime had now passed the report to Iruka who had a group of chuunin over his shoulder reading the report in curiosity. “Is it all true, Kakashi?”

“Yes, Hokage-sama,” said Kakashi in a deeply serious voice.

“The injuries?” asked Sarutobi as he began to feel a bit guilty for giving them this assignment.

“The worst were Naruto and Sasuke, but both pulled through their injuries,” Kakashi said, as he watched the chuunin gawk as one of them silently spoke the name ‘Zabuza’.

“What of the other mission?” asked Sarutobi in a quieter tone of voice.

Kakashi rubbed his neck slowly as he turned to his superior and said, “Hokage-sama? Do you think I can report in to you after I get a nice, long, hot bath?”

Nodding as he completely forgot what they had been through, Sarutobi said while patting Kakashi on the back, “Sure, sure...meet me at my office at six. Aright?”

“Hai, Hokage-sama.” said Kakashi as he too walked out of the mission room slowly and wearily.

The chuunin in the room had all had their chance at reading the report and were now talking amongst each other while Iruka watched the old Hokage sit back in his chair and sigh deeply. He watched at the leader of Konoha slowly twist his face into a guilt frown that told him everything he needed.

“You didn’t know Hokage-sama,” said Iruka watching his leader smile at him.

“A leader is responsible for his subordinates, Iruka,” said the old man while he reached out and took the report, which had found it’s way back to in front of him, and began reading it again.

“You taught me that you can’t change the past,” said the scarred chuunin as he filed away some loose reports. “‘Always look to the future and what it may bring’ you said,” quoted Iruka which seemed to make the older man smile easier as he closed the report and banded it together with a rubber band.

“Your right, Iruka. Whose the next team to report in?” asked the Hokage as he watched his staff all smile and begin working anew. ‘The report will just have to wait until tonight,’ thought Sarutobi as he allowed himself to be distracted with paperwork and mission statements.

Chapter Twenty-Five - Vacation
The two of they walked through the corridors of the main building until they found the doors that lead them to the outside. After being lightly dragged away from everyone in the mission room by his father, Naruto had to be truthful to himself as he began thinking that he might be in trouble for some reason that he couldn’t fathom.

“Um, otosan?” he asked slowly trying not to anger his father anymore, that is...if his father was already angry.

“Hm,” came the noncommittal response.

“Are you mad at me?”

“Mad?” asked the dark haired man as he turned a surprised eye in the direction of his son. “Why would you think that I would be mad at you?” It was true that on the surface he was angry with the situation and the fact that his son looked like he had been through hell, but deep down the Uchiha was out of his mind with worry and frightened that his son could have gotten killed.

“You’re making your mouth into that tight line and your clenching your fists,” observed Naruto, as he pointed out the telltale signs that his father was angry with ease.

Obito consciously opened his hands and drew his face into a more neutral expression. “Sorry,” he apologized to his son as they walked down the street heading towards their house, “it’s just that after I got word that there were missing-nins in the Wave I was very mad at Hokage-sama for sending you and the others.”

“We handled him,” said Naruto quietly without really thinking through the possibility of his father hearing him.

“What?” asked Obito as he laid a gentle hand on his son’s shoulders and asked in a tone of authority, “Could you repeat that?”

“Um...I need new sandals?”

Obito shook his head slowly to make his son aware that his attempt to cover up what he said was futile. “So there was a missing-nin at wave after all, wasn’t there?” said Obito as he directed his son quickly through the streets to their house. When the two stepped into the house both were rooted to the spot as a overwhelming sense of dread descended upon them.

“I’m waiting,” came the calm but very sharp voice of Naruto’s mother from the kitchen.

Naruto tugged lightly on his fathers shirt as he asked in a whisper, “Dad?”

“Hm?” answered Obito as he could only watch as the door to the kitchen began to open.

“Are we going to die?”

“Most likely,” said Obito as the door opened to reveal Rin, still wearing her glare of impending doom while now holding the kitchen door open in a manner that said ‘get your rear ends in here NOW!’. Of course, being the men that they were, Naruto and Obito ran quickly into the kitchen so as not to incur the wrath of the woman that stood before them.

The three sat down at the table, and only after Rin had given the pair a tongue lashing did they begin talking about the mission. Naruto told his parents about the ninjas that had attacked during their travel to the Wave country. He had even, after some very heavy threatening from his mother told them about his accidental poisoning. This of course set Rin off, and while she cursed Kakashi with her mouth she had began to used her knowledge to asset her son’s health.

Her frown deepened as she slowly waved her hand around her son’s body. Finishing her scan she turned away from her son and went to her own private den. She returned with a small medical kit and a serious face that was unreadable. 

“Kaasan? Is something wrong?” asked Naruto with a hint of worry creeping its way into his normally even voice.

“There is still poison in your blood,” said Rin not even batting an eyelash, “I don’t know why...but you body seems to have gotten use to the toxin and is using it to improve your immunity to that type of toxin.”

Obito hummed as he leaned his head back and looked at the ceiling for a short while, “Naruto. Why didn’t Kakashi and the team return back here when you saw that it might get worse?”

Deep down Naruto knew that it was his request that made Kakashi continue on with the mission, he knew that he couldn’t let his parents blame the man for wanting to believe in his students. Speaking the truth, Naruto said with what seemed to be like a major lump in his throat, “I didn’t want to be the reason everyone failed the mission. Sandaime-jiji gave us that mission, because I asked for it...how...how would it look if I was the one who caused the group to fail!”

“I’d rather you fail a mission to come back to us in disappointment, than complete a mission only to end up as a name on a monument!” yelled Obito suddenly, his eyes filled with a maelstrom of emotion. “No mission is so important that...” his jaw tightened as he could see in his mind the laid out form of his sensei and the soft cooing of the baby in his arms.

“Che..your just like your...”

“That’s enough Obito!” yelled Rin while she slapped her hand on the table, suddenly rising to her feet and moving over to the stove. She quickly took the cover off a pot to reveal the aroma of freshly cooked Nikujaga¹. She placed a healthy portion of rice into three bowls and then poured the stew-like dish over the top.

“I didn’t mean...”

“It alright son,” said Rin gentle as she served the food, “your father just worries a lot about you, and so do I. We just want you to be safe.”

That was she needed to say in order to make Naruto feel very guilt for not letting in his parent in on his little secret. Gathering his courage, Naruto looked over at his father to see him staring at his food lost in thought.

“Dad?” Naruto watched as his fathers dark eyes locked onto his as he said, “remember when I said that we would talk about my problems?”

“Yeah,” said Obito with a half nod.

“Well...I kinda have something really big that I need to tell you, and I want you not to say anything until I’m finished talking, okay?”

Nodding his response, Obito sat across from his son as the boy began to explain something that he, in his wildest dreams, could never come up with. Naruto talked about Santen and how he took him to meet the Lord of the Wolves, Lord Yaban. He described what the creature looked like, and even repeated what the wolf had told him about the ‘coming darkness’. 

When he finished, his father’s head was in his hands as he tried to make sense of everything that had been said. Rin was once again using her jutsu to see if he had any damage to his body, it wasn’t that she didn’t believe her son, it was that she was worried that the shadow travel could have actually hurt him in some foreign way.

“So,” said Obito slowly as he opened his eyes and looked at a spot on the table in front of him, “what you’re telling me is that this Lord Yaban told you the story of the kinjutsu that you know and, for one reason or another, he thinks it might be an omen of something bad happening?”

“Yes,” said Naruto as his mother finished her work and sat back down in her chair.

“Damn it! I knew we should have never come back!” spat Obito as he clenched his fists.

“You believe me?”

“Of course we do, Naruto. Why shouldn’t we?” Rin said while a sadness seemed to seep into her eyes. “Has anything else happened that you want to tell us?”

“Actually...”

“There’s more!” Obito said in shock, as Rin slapped him upside the head while telling him to be quiet.

Naruto suppressed a slight chuckle and began to tell them about the encounter with Kyuubi and his conversation with the ‘fox-bastard’. However, as soon as the name escaped his mouth both his parent seemed to become deadly serious. Their attention was almost frightening, as they hung on every word the little blond ninja boy had to say. When he finished the air in the house was filled with tension and unsaid words. His parents gave each other worried looks while Naruto could only look on in confusion. “What’s wrong?” his asked knowing that it was probably the talk with the demon that had the two of them shaken up so badly.

“Is the Nine-tails prison secure?” asked Obito in a dark voice that he would only use if he was completely serious.

“I think?” replied Naruto, remembering how the Kyuubi was able to leek some of his chakra out and attack him. 

“You think? Or do you know? Which is it?” asked Naruto’s mom as she wrung her hands slightly. 

“Well...you see...he was able to attack...” it was at that precise moment he knew that those were the wrong words to use in this situation.

“ATTACK! Did it attack you while you were in this dream world? Did you get hurt? Were you able to repel his attack? Did anything happen to your body after the attack?” Rin became frantic at hearing that the demon had actually had the ability to attack her son. Thousands of question filled her mind as she could only think of the worse case scenarios for her son. In her mind she could see that the seal would break and the Kyuubi’s chakra would consume her son, or that the seal would somehow be twisted to the Kyuubi’s will their by making Naruto a prisoner of his own body. The list was endless and she was afraid of them all, in fact...she was shaking uncontrollably. She was so scare of losing her son, and she thought it might be her fault because she meddled with the seal that the Yondaime had created.

“Honey?” called out a familiar voice as a pair of strong arms wrapped around her, “Are you alright?” asked Obito as he saw he nod her head once. Sighing, and pinching the bridge of his nose, the ex-Uchiha asked Naruto to retell everything that had happened with the Kyuubi in greater detail.

“Uh...sure,” said Naruto as he still looked at his mother with worry clearly written on his face.

Naruto told them again about his talk and what had been said, as well as what happened. It was interesting to note the expressions on their faces when he mentioned the surroundings and what the place looked like. However, the real surprise didn’t come until he told them about his last encounter with his bad tempered guest.

“...he was screaming something about extra precautions and the like, but I didn’t understand what he was talking about,” Naruto frowned as he though about those words, “Kaasan? Do you know what he was yapping about?”

Rin, who had been stiff through most of this talk, seemed to deflated before the two males eyes. All the tension in her body seemed to run out of her when she heard he son talk about ‘extra precautions’. “Han,” Rin’s tired voice spoke up as the two men listened very closely, “and I wanted to make sure that your new seal would be strong enough to help the Yondaime’s seal do it’s job of purifying the demon chakra, so we place some extra precautions to keep you chakra from being overwhelmed.”

Brushing back some of her disheveled hair, Rin didn’t say anything more on the subject. However, in her mind she added in concern, ‘But we also set some secondary precautions in order to help Yondaime’s seal complete it’s real purpose. I hope they are enough.’

“I’m bothered by what the beast said,” said Obito suddenly, waking both his wife and son from their thought filled trances.

“Me too,” Naruto said, “something doesn’t add up. Why would Yaban tell me Kyuubi betrayed his clan, only to have the Nine-tails tell me that he was betrayed? And can I really trust either of them?”

“I don’t trust either of them,” said Obito plainly, “they both seem to have ulterior motives.”

“Is there anything else that you have to tell us about?” Obito asked looking down at Naruto intensely hoping that this was all the surprise that he had to think about for the rest of the night. After a couple of seconds, Obito clapped his hand together as he stood up while saying, “Nothing? Good, then I think...”

“Um...actually...”

Yes...Obito was definitely beginning to hate that word. He had almost made it out of the kitchen, but instead he slumped his shoulders and pulled out his chair as he gave a stern look at Naruto. “Let’s hear it.”

The story that Naruto retold was just as wild as his first one. However, upon hearing the name Nami-ohimesama, Rin rushed out of the kitchen and through the house. Obito and Naruto could only sit in confusion as they heard her feet thumping on the wooden floor. When she came back she had a small old book in her hand as she asked Naruto, “Son, did the woman have white hair?”

“White?” questioned Naruto as he scrunched up his face trying to remember the beautiful woman’s face, “Sort of, but it was more like a really light blond color.”

“What did she wear?” asked Rin as Naruto was just becoming more confused by the minute .

“Um...something shimmering...like silver...I wasn’t really paying attention to her clothing,” said Naruto as he blushed slightly, something his father noticed and laughed lightly at. “Why do you ask, mom?” he wondered out loud as his mother opened her small book to a page and turned it around to show them something.

“I remembered reading something about spirits when I was a genin, and in one of the book was a spirit called Shiroinami,” on the page was an old drawing that showed a regal looking woman all in white with white hair. “The costal villages called her the ‘White Wave’ because, even though she protected those people who lived harmoniously with the sea, she would wipe out villages who were her enemies with a gigantic wave of shimmering white water.”

“Well now that you mention it...she did become a gigantic sea serpent after she had talked with me, and it was all white.” Naruto told his parents while he tapped his fingers on the table surface.

“More importantly...these two summon creatures know Kyuubi, but neither of them are demons like him, right?” asked Naruto’s father as he still wore a frown but now it was followed by his hand rubbing the light stubble on his chin. “Something isn’t adding up and it’s worrying me,” Obito said to his family with a serious face.

“I know,” Naruto supported his fathers comment, “but I can’t figure out the ‘why’ unless I know more.”

Rin nodded her head, “True, but that doesn’t mean that you have to place yourself into dangerous situations, does it?” Before Naruto could retort his mother added, “Did this Nami say that some summons might not take kindly to you summoning them?”

“Yeah,” Naruto said in response.

“And have you mastered calling on a certain animal yet?” wondered Obito knowing where this conversation was heading.

Rolling his eyes Naruto said in an exasperated voice, “No, but...”

“Then I suggest that you use this time you’ve been granted to hone your skills, young man!” Rin said in a authoritative voice as she interrupted Naruto and commanded his attention, “If you cannot trust these summons...then, at least, you should be confident in your control over your techniques.”

“But each time I do train with the jutsu I seem to lose all my chakra,” the blonde slightly wined at his parents.

“Haven’t you been training with some of the scrolls that your real father left you?” asked Obito, wincing on the inside when Naruto flinched at the title. “Sorry...I meant to say Arashi.”

“Yeah, but...” he grew quiet as his parents waited for him to say something, “they are in a code of sorts.”

“Code?” asked Rin, as she wondered what purpose did having his instructions coded serve.

“Yeah,” Naruto said rubbing his hair and frowning, “and it isn’t any normal code either. See there are chakra strings embedded into the scroll’s paper that are centered around a seal which purposefully jumble the letters and words around. In order to decode the scroll I have to slowly untwine the strings piece by piece, string by string, and then I have dispel the seal.  It frustratingly slow and sometimes I just want to tear the stupid scroll in two, but I’ve already gotten through one.”

Obito hummed as he thought about the interesting training exercise that he had created for his son. The training was focused on building up on three attributes, and they were patience, chakra control and problem solving. “Keep trying, son. I’m sure that Arashi had his reasons to code those scrolls,” he smiled as he made sure to leave out the fact that decoding the scrolls was training in itself.

“Speak for yourself,” Naruto mumbled while crossing his arms and leaning against the back of his chair. He watched as his father stood up and walked to the kitchen door before asking his next question.

“Now, is there any else that you’d like to ask? No? Wellthenseeyouinthemorninggoodnight!” in a blur of shadow the man that Naruto called father was gone leaving only a opened door in his stead.

Rin took the time to say something that had been on her mind for a while now. “Naruto? You said that the pipes in your dream world were twisted together, right?”

“No, mom” Naruto answered her while he cleaned up his plate, “It was more like new pipes had appeared and were twisting around the older ones.”

“And those newer pipes were the red ones, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Was there anything else that you could tell me about those new red pipes?” Naruto mom asked her son while trying to keep her voice as low and calm as possible.

“Hmmm, well...they did have some writing on them just like the walls, but other than that their wasn’t anything special about them.” Naruto explained as he said good night and walked out of the kitchen.

Rin’s hand trembled slightly as she remembered what she had found with her diagnostic jutsu. Never in her life time would she ever have thought to have seen something as complicated as what was going on with Naruto’s chakra coils. In her mind she went over what she had seen...most of Naruto’s coils had been fine, but when she took a closer look in certain areas...she found that he had a completely new set of sturdy chakra coils winding their way around his original coils. When she had investigated deeper, she found that this new chakra coil system didn’t have any tenketsus. Not only did it not have them, but in place of the tenketsus were  spots where the chakra that flowed through this new spot formed into something that not even she could identify. She was more worried about where this new coil system was spreading out from...the seal of the nine-tails.

“Be careful Naruto” Rin said as she turned the light off in the kitchen. Joining her husband in bed, Rin changed into his sleeping clothes and laid in bed as both of Naruto parents seemed to be plagued with thought and questions. The only thing that they both knew at that moment was that neither of them was going to get a peaceful sleep.

****

Kakashi was into the small office and saw the old man behind the desk reclining while he sat in his chair and looked out of his large window. “The stars are out tonight,” Sarutobi said with a wistful tone invading his voice.

“Yes they are Hokage-sama,” said Kakashi while taking a seat across from the old man.

“I read your report and I must say that I very surprised at your lack of impartialness in it,” the old man said with a smile as he blew out a large puff of white smoke. Which, of course, told Kakashi that his leader and boss was in a happy mood.

“Everything that I wrote in that report was the truth,” said Kakashi as he saw Sandaime frown a bit.

Spinning around in his chair to face the grey haired jounin, Sandaime pulled out a small not book and began reading, “It seems that the young Uchiha child doesn’t know the meaning of the work ‘teamwork’. His demeanor seems to speak volumes, as he often looks down on his teammates and work alone on the paired scouting missions that I have given to everyone.”

“A bit harsh don’t you think?” asked Sarutobi who watched the jounin with an emotionless face. 

“That’s only the beginning of the report on the Uchiha,” said Kakashi as he got comfortable in his chair and closed his one eye.

“If I remember correctly there was someone just like him several years back...he was cocky, sure of himself, was no nonsense and actually considered himself to be too good to be on a genin team...now who could it be...”

Kakashi looked away from his leader and turned her eye to the ground as he said, “I was a fool back then. Luckily, I had my friends and sensei to help me through the tough times.”

“Don’t you think that he also needs to be given a chance?” asked Sarutobi, while watching Kakashi think about Sasuke. “Now,” said the old man as he tugged lightly on his beard and smiled again, “on to the others...‘I have to say that I feel that Uzumaki Naruto is hiding more skill than he lets on. I’ve even had a talk with him. His level of trust seems to be a little below average, but it’s often offset by other factors of his personality. His teamwork with his team and certain other ninja can be exemplary. However, the down side is that if he dislikes someone, his feelings will often get in the way of their teamwork.’”

Sarutobi went on reading about Naruto’s dislike of both Sakura and Sasuke and how he was able to overcome that dislike when battle was underway. The rest of the meeting was just like the first part, Sarutobi would read, then ask a couple of questions and lastly he would ask Kakashi his opinion.

Finishing up the meeting Sarutobi asked quietly as he turned his chair back to the window and gazed at the stars in the heavens, “What is your opinion, Kakashi?”

“I think...that which ever way that you do this will benefit everyone in the long run.” Kakashi said barely hiding a yawn. “My question is have you found some replacements for the team member that they will be losing?”

“Actually, Hanatarou’s team suffered a loss and now there is a couple candidates for the replacements,” said Sarutobi as he sucked deeply on his pipe.

“Will I be the one getting the replacement?” asked Kakashi, his voice cold and direct. Even thought he would never say it out loud he didn’t like the idea of breaking up a team that had good team work.

“No,” Sandaime said in a crisp manner, “we’ll have Asuma take the replacements. However, you will be getting a addition to your group.”

“Understood.” Kakashi said as he resisted the urge to roll his eye and tell the old man that five ninja as a group is one person too many. Instead Kakashi asked, “Anyone I know?”

“Perhaps,” said the old man in the chair with a hint of a smile on his face. He dismissed the jounin and went about writing up a reordering of the genin teams of ten and seven. After he was finish he picked up the report and flipped through it once more as if trying to find something that would tell him that this new arrangement wasn’t needed. When he didn’t find it the Hokage of Konoha sighed deeply and stood up from his desk as he quickly stamped the papers and said, “Raidou.”

“Yes, Hokage-sama?” asked a man who seemed to appear out of the shadows of the office.

“Take this to the registry building and give it to Jiro. He’ll know what to do with it.” Taking the paper from Sarutobi and bowing, the man disappeared in a blur of shadow. Turning his gaze back out the window Sarutobi voiced his concerns to no one in particular as he said, “I wonder if this will work?”

Chapter Twenty-Six - Birth of Sexy no Jutsu!
Sitting on a stump of a log that was in a secluded training area, Naruto rubbed the temples of his forehead as he tried to logically go about solving the problem that he had created for himself. He had cursed himself for making the deal with the pint size pain in the ass, but a deal was a deal and if he could produce results he was going to be stuck with the kid for the rest of his vacation.

Naruto looked at all the discarded pieces of paper that laid strewn about the area he was sitting down in. “Why is it so hard!” he yelled at no one in particular while huffing loudly and remembering the little conversation that he and Konohamaru had just yesterday...

“...so like I told you,” said a pint sized boy with a dark blue scarf around his neck as he waved his hand in the air trying his best to get the attention of his blonde haired friend, “I was minding my own business when the suck-up came barging into my room telling me that I will never be Hokage if I don’t work harder at his training regiment.”

“And you said?” asked Naruto while he gave Konohamaru a sidelong glance.

“Well...I told him that his training stinks and doesn’t help me at all,” said Konohamaru with a smile on his face, as if the accomplishment of telling of an adult was something to be proud of doing.

Blowing out some air from his mouth, the blonde genin looked at Konohamaru and said, “Tch. You know that the only way your going to become a Hokage is training, right?”

“Yeah,” said the little boy as he crossed his arms defensively.

“So why is it that you are always skipping your sessions?”

“Cause I don’t like that bastard as my teacher!” yelled Konohamaru as he stomped his little foot on the ground causing a small puff of dirt to erupt from the spot where they were standing. “Why can’t you train me?” asked the little boy with hope in his eyes.

This must have been the one hundredth time that the boy had asked him this question during his vacation, and by now even Naruto’s patience was starting to wearing thin. “Look...I told you that I can’t teach you because you already have a competent teacher and I’m don’t know nearly enough to be qualified as a teacher. Besides, what so bad about Ebisu-sensei?”

“Other than he’s an overbearing suck-up, that’s a constant thorn in my side,” said Konohamaru in an incredulous way, while he pulled on his scarf in an annoyance “He’s a closet pervert and tries to cover it up by acting like he’s too cool or ‘proper’. I can totally see through that fake act!”

“Closet pervert?” asked Naruto, his eye twitching in confusion.

“Yeah. He’s like your sensei only he reads his icha-icha books in the bathroom, where he thinks no one knows what he doing in there.” Konohamaru explained with out even batting an eyelash.

“And they let this guy teach you!?” asked Naruto incredulously while cocked an eye brow high into his hair line.  Seeing Konohamaru nod his head Naruto gave Konohamaru a signal to slow down and sit. It had been like this for the first three days of his vacation, Konohamaru had spied on him until he had learned his whole routine. Since then, the little boy would always try to keep up with Naruto along his route. However, unfortunately for him, Naruto had taken his parents words to heart and had begun training by adding as much weight to his body that he could stand.

It was because of this change that Konohamaru found it easy to jog along side his blonde haired friend, since Naruto could barely jog without straining himself. Not wanting to be mean, Naruto decided to talk to the boy as he ran and did his exercises. In fact, Naruto made it so that they both could take small breathers during the routine. Since it seemed that he was easily becoming winded by the extra weight that was added on, and the little boy was no where ready for the kind of cardiovascular workout that he had planned.

“So your saying that this teacher of yours is a pervert, but tries to hide it, right?”

“Yep,” Konohamaru nodded seriously, “But that’s not the worst of it! No. See he goes around acting as if he’s better than the open perverts, and they actually lectures me on being proper gentleman.”

“Really?” said Naruto as Konohamaru seemed to notice a gleam in his eyes that held a spark of mischief. “I have a deal for you Konohamaru,” said Naruto as he turned his head and stared into the boys brown eyes with an intense look. “I think I can create a jutsu that will make you teacher leave you alone for a while,” he watched as Konohamaru’s face lit up with glee at the prospect of having some power over his teacher, “however, if I do make this jutsu and teach it to you. You have to promise me that the rest of the time that I’m on vacation that you’ll let me train in peace. What do you say?”

Konohamaru would never admit it, but he actually liked hanging out with his older new found brother. However, when he thought of the way Naruto worded the deal he smirked inwardly as he thought, ‘I only have to leave him alone for the two weeks of vacation...I can do that!’

“Fine, but you have to teach me the technique, and if it doesn’t work...no deal. Alright?”

“No. If I teach you the technique then that’s one week of you leaving me alone. The other week will hinge on whether or not it works. Deal?” asked Naruto as he held his hand out.

Thinking it over in his head, Konohamaru finally took Naruto hand and grunted happily as he shook it.
He winced as he saw that smile that Konohamaru had on his face in his mind. The blonde ninja already had a jutsu in mind when he had made the deal with Konohamaru, but it seemed that fate was playing a cruel trick on him today. For some reason everything that he had tried wasn’t going the way he planned. “Damn it!” Naruto yelled and then calmed himself saying, ‘Calm down...calm down, nothing is going to get done if all I do is yell.’

Picking up his notepad from where he had dropped it when he was yelling, Naruto walked back to the stump and sat on the lush grass. Looking at all the papers Naruto sighed as he remembered why he was having such trouble in the first place.

He had brought some of his earlier notes on the jutsu that he knows, and in one particular note he realized that the henge no jutsu wouldn’t be enough. The note stared him in the face as he opened his notebook and looked at the passage that he made...

Henge no jutsu is a low level technique used by all ninjas for stealth and surprise. The theory behind the jutsu is that the user releases chakra outside his body while using the appropriate seals to mold the chakra and him/herself into a different form. However, the henge no jutsu is not a perfect technique, and this form that the user takes is not a true transformation. Because of this, most high level chuunin and higher level ninja can see through this transformation and easily disrupt the chakra around the user causing the henge to drop.
‘I need to make this technique a true transformation if I want the maximum effect for the jutsu,’ Naruto thought as he pursed his lips and rubbed his hand through his hair in frustration. ‘But any true transformation is painful and probably needs a massive quantity of chakra to even attempt. Konohamaru wouldn’t like the pain and he doesn’t have the chakra for a jutsu that powerful.’

“Wait!” Naruto said as his eye opened with surprise when a thought came hurdling from out of no where. “I wonder if releasing my chakra inside of my body instead of outside would produce an effect that would allow me to try a true transformation,” pondered the genin boy while he stood in the middle of the training grounds.

“Hmmm,” he hummed while thinking over the process in his mind. Coming to a decision, Naruto slapped his hands together in a seal and began gathering chakra as he made the seal for the Henge no jutsu. Going through the steps Naruto instead of releasing his chakra let it slowly seep into his body. This part of the jutsu created a blue glowing sphere around the him, and it made Naruto’s heat leap for joy as he could actually ‘feel’ the henge taking place. However, as the transformation was one fourth complete the chakra became unstable and suddenly the jutsu twisted out of control as his chakra released from his body into the air.

“Damn!” kicking a rock Naruto sat down on the grass as he thought about what went wrong with his jutsu. ‘It wasn’t stable enough.’ he thought with a frown, ‘Maybe I’ll use more seals for better control next time.’

The time passed quickly for the blonde, as he began to puzzle together what he needed for his jutsu to work. Soon it was mid afternoon and he was laying in the grass with a smile on his face. “This is the last time I make a deal with that kid!” Naruto declared while sighing deeply. His jutsu had been completed and he was going to wait awhile before showing Konohamaru.

However, life has it strange ways of messing up even the best laid plans. “Naruto onii-chan!” called a familiar voice from just beyond the thicket of trees.

‘Maybe if I lay really still he won’t see me,’ Naruto thought as the rustling sound of someone tracking through the wood was getting closer.

“There you are!” Konohamaru said as he burst out of the vegetation and pointed at Naruto laying on the ground.

“Kami-san, if you listening...I hate you,” Naruto whispered under his breath as he caught the last of what Konohamaru said to him.

“...beside you always stick out like a sore thumb with that orange jumpsuit of yours.”

“What’s wrong with the color orange? Huh, Konohamaru?” Naruto said as he jumped to his feet and sent a challenging glare at his little friend.

“Nothing,” said Konohamaru while he looked away, “I was just say that it’s easy to find you since you wear that color all the time.”

“Oh,” said Naruto closing his mouth and as he felt the wind being taken out of his sails. “So? What are you doing here?”

“Didn’t we have a deal? I came to see if you were done,” the little boy said with a smile that bordered on predatory.

“I’m finished,” said Naruto watching Konohamaru’s eyes widen in disbelief, “but now I have to train you how to perform the jutsu, and I know that it’s not going to be easy.”

“Re..really? Well then...let’s get started.” said Konohamaru with a bit of disappointment, since he knew that he have to leave Naruto, his favorite person to bug, alone for a whole week...two weeks if he could managed to teach him the jutsu.

Naruto spend a couple more hours talking about the jutsu to Konohamaru, who’s eyes seemed to get bigger and bigger with each explanation. “Whoa! Hold on! Are you saying that I’m going to actually become what ever I henge into?” yelled Konohamaru with a look of shock

“Sort of,” said Naruto as he explained that the jutsu creates sort of a false body out of the chakra that is leaked into the users body..

“But I thought you said that jounin will be able to detect the chakra,” accused Konohamaru as he swiveled in place to look at Naruto.

“They can, but if you leek the jutsu into your body you should be able to mask the jutsu with your chakra. That way they won’t be able to see easily through the henge and they won’t be able to stop the ninjutsu unless they have a way of disrupting chakra while it’s in the body. The only people like that are the Hyuuga, and most of them are too stuff to appreciate a joke.” the genin told Konohamaru.

“So how are we going to defeat closet pervert with this jutsu?” asked Konohamaru with a bit of suspicion.

“Easy,” Naruto snapped his fingers, “you said that Ebisu-sensei is a pervert, right? And that he thinks he’s cool because no one know that, right?” 

“Yeah,” Konohamaru said before the implication that Naruto was trying him to get was literally hitting him in the head. “Ooooo! If we can prove that he is a pervert he’ll do anything to keep it from coming out,” said Konohamaru as he chuckled wickedly.

“So we have to transform into something that will make him reveal his perverted side,” stated Naruto as he sat back down on the grass and looked at Konohamaru.

“I know, we can use this!” said Konohamaru as he started to dig into his bag and pulled out a magazine that had a cover of a regular historic magazine, but Naruto instantly spotted it’s shoddy workmanship. When Konohamaru hand the magazine over to him, and he opened it to a the first page Naruto could only shake his head from side to side as he read in bright pink letters, “Ninja Girl Centerfold Magazine”.

Closing the magazine, Naruto smiled as he said, “Alright, now comes training!”

“Yosh!” yelled Konohamaru as he and Naruto sat down in front of Naruto while the older boy began to teach him who to perform the new Henge that he had come up with. Time seemed to stretch as the two boy used the rest of the day to train only taking time to replenish their strength and rest. It was when the sun had began to hang low in the sky that a sudden burst of chakra and a excited yelp of happiness rang through the training area.

“I did it! I did it!” yelled Konohamaru as he stood in front of Naruto in the form of a one of the women in the magazine.

Naruto, smiled and nodded his head in recognition while he checked the magazine for any imperfections. When he found only a couple of mistakes with the henge, he said, “You’ve almost got it, but you’ve got to remember...big chest, small waist, and round butt! However, I think this is good enough to deal with Ebisu. What do you think?”

Konohamaru smile his wicked smile again as he said, “Let’s do it!”

“When does he normally pick you up for training?” asked Naruto as he started to pack everything away in his backpack.

“I think he comes around five or six, but we don’t leave until seven,” said Konohamaru, and then lit up as he said, “Nii-chan? What are we going to call this jutsu?”

“Hmmm...you know...I never thought about that,” said Naruto while he rubbed his index finger across his mouth in contemplation.

“What about Ero-Tanchi no Jutsu (Pervert Detection technique)?” suggested Konohamaru while he looked over at Naruto who was shaking his head.

“Naw, it makes it sound like we actually want to find perverts,” explained Naruto as they exited the training grounds and walked along the streets. “I think we should call it Oiroke no Jutsu (Sexy Technique), cause that’s what we’re mainly aiming for, right?”

“Sounds good to me!” Konohamaru said as he sped off to down the street that led to his house. “See you tomorrow, nii-chan!

****

The next day came and for some reason Naruto felt nervous. He didn’t know if it meant anything, but for some reason he had a bad feeling in his stomach. Naruto woke up early to find Konohamaru waiting outside of his house happily bouncing on his feet while running through the seals that he needed for the Oiroke no jutsu. “Hey, nii-chan!” he said when he spotted Naruto coming out of the house.

“What are you doing here?” asked Naruto as he saw the boy smile.

“I gave the closet pervert the slip and now he probably looking for me,” said Konohamaru as he grabbed Naruto hand and led him down the street back to the training area that they had been working at yesterday.

When they arrived at their destination, Naruto questioned Konohamaru by asking, “Are you sure that this guy is going to follow you around?”

As if to answer his question a voice spoke up and was coming from the branched of the southern tree line. “I found you!”

The two boy turned to see a man with dark round sunglasses standing atop a branch while looking down at them. Just the way that the man looked at Naruto began to make the blonde genin really dislike him even more. “Young master, I think it is time that we stop playing these little games and start training. Honestly, young master! I am an elite jounin that has taught many Hokage candidates, I’m sure that if you would stop involving yourself with...distractions, you too would be well on your way to becoming a Hokage.”

Naruto definitely read between the line when the pompous jerk said the word ‘distractions’. He knew right away that the man thought that he was the reason for Konohamaru’s disrespect towards him. Naruto’s fist shook with anger as he balled it up and stared coolly at the man in the trees.

“Don’t make fun of my friends, closet pervert!” Konohamaru yelled as he stomped his foot on the ground. “I don’t want to be trained by you! Can’t you get that through your head?”

“Young master, what you want and what was asked of me are two different things. I will keep doing what I have been doing until you finally realize that everything is only for your benefit,” said Ebisu as he jumped off the branch and landed without a sound.

“I told you to buzz off! This is my last warning! If you don’t leave now I’ll be forced to beat you!” yelled Konohamaru as Naruto could see that little boy wanted to smile, but was holding it in so that Ebisu was close enough for the Oiroke no jutsu to take effect.

“Really, young master,” said the sunglasses wearing man in a condescending voice, “without my training you’ll never be able to defeat...”

Quickly gathering his chakra and running through the seals of the jutsu, Konohamaru cried out, “Henge!” A small sphere of energy briefly swirled around him for a split second before he was enveloped in a cloud of white smoke.

Ebisu chuckled to himself as he shook his head and thought, ‘A henge? He’s trying to beat me with a...’ The thoughts in Ebisu’s head came to a halt as a light breeze blew the smoke away and revealed a buxom brunette who didn’t have a stitch of clothing on her as she moaned slight and blew a kiss his way.

“Aaaarrrgggghhhh!” Ebisu screamed as his mouth dropped open and his glasses fell off his face. Becoming very rigid, Ebisu was using every bit of his will to not get a nose bleed from the sight in front of him. “WHAT AN INDECENT TECHNIQUE!” he screamed as he shot a venomous look Naruto’s way while adding, “I AM A GENTLEMAN! I WOULD NEVER FALL FOR A TECHNIQUE AS BASE AS THAT!”

Naruto’s fist tightened when he saw Konohamaru dispel the technique because of exhaustion only to be accosted by the closet pervert as he grabbed the little boys scarf and begin to drag the boy back to the street where they came from. “Come now, young master! Your only going to get dumber and dumber if you hand around that hooligan! If you want to become a Hokage you will listen to me!”

“No! Damn it! Naruto, help!” called out Konohamaru, and that’s when he heard a familiar voice yell...

“Kage Bushin no Jutsu!” The two watched as over twenty clones appeared out of thin air and began facing off against Ebisu as they all said calmly, “Let go of Konohamaru.”

“Woah! Awesome!” said the little boy as he watched his older friend use a cool technique.

“Hn. Kage bushin, huh?” said Ebisu as he let go of the scarf and faced off against the blonde genin. “This is pointless! Even though I might not look the part, I am an elite jounin!” he chuckled while walking closer to the mass of bushin. “But...if you want to so badly be defeated by me...” Ebisu said as he took up a jutsu stance, “...then bring it!”

“With pleasure,” said Naruto as he yelled, “Henge!”

A huge explosion of smoke filled the area as twenty drop dead gorgeous blonds with goddess-like bodies filled the area. Ebisu whimpered slightly as the shadow clones all latched on to him moaning his name while other clones pressed their young bodies against the elite jounin’s body saying, “Ebisu-sama!”

It was way too much for the man to take and suddenly a gigantic fountain of blood propelled the man at sonic speeds through the air and into a tree truck where he crumpled to the ground gushing blood with a smile on his face.

The clones and the henge were all dropped as a smiling Naruto emerged with a thumbs up saying, “I guess I’ll call that...Harem no jutsu! Huh?” While scanning the area Naruto noticed that their was two trails of blood that seemed to have been separate from Ebisu’s trail. Calling Konohamaru over the two followed the trail until it led to a rather large bush.

Pushing aside the branches of the bush, Naruto gulped loudly as did Konohamaru when they saw what laid behind the bush. There twitching furiously while being unconscious were both the Sandaime and Obito. “Damn it!” Naruto said as he hung his head and went to help the two men come out of their Sexy no jutsu induced coma.

After everyone was back up on their feet, Obito took yelling to a whole other plane as he laid into his son about the importance of not using his time to invent jutsu that would never help him in the real world. Of course all this yelling was being done in the presence of Ebisu and Sandaime, and he was sure that he could see a hint of a smile on Ebisu’s supposedly expressionless face.

After the lecture, Naruto was forced to apologize to both Sandaime and Ebisu. He did so, but very stiffly and so did Konohamaru when he saw that his friend was the only one being treated as if he did something wrong. This made Sandaime smile a bit as he could actually see naruto influence on the little boy coming through.

Everyone said their good byes and when the three had left the training grounds, Obito busted out laughing, “Woooo! You got me good with that jutsu! And I couldn’t even pierce through the henge or detect the chakra...it was almost as if...”

“Dad,” Naruto chuckled with a roll of his eyes.

“No really! I mean, damn I thought I was flying for a second there! Do you think...I mean...” asked Obito as he watched his son only shake his head.

“I’m not teaching you that technique, Dad!” said Naruto with a smile as they began heading home.

“Why not! That jutsu in the right hands would...it would...it would keep me entertain for years!” said Obito as Naruto hung his head and moaned in misery. “I could just use the Sharingan...” hinted Obito.

“Sure...now your copying perverted techniques with you bloodline. What’s next? Memorizing the icha icha paradise books?” joked Naruto as he saw his dad tap his chin in thought.

“You know...”

“That’s not even funny!” said Naruto as his father threw an arm around him and just laughed as the walked home.

Chapter Twenty-seven - Picnics and Plans, Turned Bad

She had been awake for the past ten minutes, as she laid in her bed staring at the ceiling and wondering what she was going to do today. Slowly, Hinata sat upright in her bed and looked around at her room. She gazed at the white walls and the lack of decoration, along with the simplistic furniture that seemed to be better suited in an office than a little girls room.

Pulling back her covers she slid her feet into her sandals and began to make her bed while she saw the light from outside slowly creeping its way through the slats of her blinds. She yawned once placing her pillow at the head of the bed and tapped it once. She never knew why she did that, but something told her it was a habit that her mother had once done in front of her and it seemed as if she had just picked it up by chance.

Hinata, cast her eyes down on the ground when she took a moment to tried and remember her mothers face. She didn’t have many memories of the woman, but those memories that she did have were always accompanied by feelings of sadness. However, the one thing in common with all those memories was that she could never really make out the face of her mother...only that she could ‘feel’ her mother’s love for her. It was frustrating for Hinata, as she concentrated on the face of her mother in her mind only to see a blurry vision of a face. However, the one thing that the young Hyuuga never got tired of see in that blurry vision was its radiant smile. That smile could make most of your worries melt away.

“Hinata-sama!” called a young voice from the other side of the door to her room, “Hyuuga-sama would like to see you in his office as soon as possible!”

Hinata sighed as she knew what was waiting for her as she hung her head and said in the loudest voice that she could manage in her mood, “Hai.”

“If you need anything, Hinata-sama, I’ll be right out here,” said the young voice again.

“Hai,” Hinata said as she walked over to her bathroom and began taking a shower to freshen up. When she was done she walked over to he dresser and pulled out the traditional white Hyuuga robe as she combed her hair with an orange hair brush that reminded her of someone. She couldn’t help but let out a small smile as she looked at the brightly colored hairbrush. ‘This is the only bright color that exists in my room,’ thought the girl, as she could see the tanned, smiling face of her teammate in her mind’s eye.

Placing the brush back in its place Hinata donned her robes and opened the door to her room to reveal a young man about to knock. “I’m ready, Kiniro. No need to get flustered,” Hinata said in a joking way with the young boy who seemed to have gone red at being caught.

“I was just worried that you were going to be late,” said Kiniro as he blushed began to lead the way through the Hyuuga mansion to Haishi’s office. 

“I understand,” smiled Hinata while to fell instep with the young man. Kiniro was one of Hinata newer bodyguards and had been placed on duty only a year and a half ago. With in the Hyuuga family Branch members usually served as bodyguards and protectors of the family, because of this most of the Branch member who were assigned under a Head family member would usually resent being under them and would only stay on for a short period of time. Because of that, most Head family members never had the same detail of bodyguard for more than a year. Hinata, however, seemed to have a small platoon of bodyguards that where her own personal detail. In fact, some of the bodyguards that she had could remember guarding her while she was a baby in her mothers arms! 

All of her bodyguard seemed to like Hinata, even though she was the daughter of a Head family member. She was kind and gentle, she never had any bad words to say about the others and she was a person who all the men and women in her platoon, who thought about it, would be happy to call a friend.

Kiniro was no exception, he was assigned to Hinata-sama after one of the older bodyguards became to sick to continue his job. At first, the boy was skeptical as he listened to his superiors tell him to be respectful of the young girl. He never met a Head family member who wasn’t full of themselves or their title as a Hyuuga. However, the night that his mother had died, he was on duty and was asking to be relieved when a Head family member stopped by and told him that he has responsibilities more important that grieving over the dead.

He wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen it with his own two eyes...

A young girl came out of her room and with a quiet voice asked, “S-so, does that mean that I should f-forget the woman that gave me birth and loved me when I was a baby?”

The man could only sputter when she went on to ask, “W-w-would you tell Hiashi-sama the same? Would you tell him to forget his wife?” Keeping her eyes glued to the ground Hinata turned to Kiniro and bow slightly as she said in a sad voice, “You are dismissed, go home. Be with your family.” 
After that incident Kiniro made an oath to protect the young girl who seemed to show more kindness than all the Head family member combine. Plus, deep down the young boy seemed to begin to have a small crush on her as she and he became close friends.

“We’re here, Hinata-sama!” said Kiniro as he snapped at attention and stood at the side of the office door watching Hinata breath deep as she knocked on the door to the office and said, “You summoned me, father?”

“Enter,” called a deep and commanding voice as Hinata turned the knob of the door and steadied herself as she entered the room.

****

Shikamaru and Naruto were both playing shogi under a tree while they waited for their teammate. Currently Shikamaru was smiling from ear to ear as he placed one piece after another on the board, countering Naruto moves in effective ways. Naruto, however, didn’t seem to be worried about his predicament in the shogi game which worried Shikamaru, ‘What does he have planned that I haven’t thought up of already?’ wondered the Nara boy as he furiously scoured the board for weaknesses in his tiles and placement.

“Ne, Shikamaru?” asked Naruto as he slid a tile to another position.

“Hm?” responded the genius as he analyzed Naruto’s move.

“Is this a new shogi board you got?” the blonde asked while looking at the intricate designs that covered the boarders of the board.

“Yeah, my mom and dad decided that since I completed my first C-class mission that I should get a reward,” said Shikamaru as he quickly move a piece that trapped on of Naruto’s pieces, “Why?”

“Nah, it’s nothing. I just thought it would have been better if we used my old board,” said Naruto as he moved another piece. Shikamaru was literally paranoid as he saw Naruto give him a wide opening from where he could attack and possibly win this game.

Taking his tile Shikamaru started his offense and capture another of Naruto pieces, but the blonde genin didn’t even flinch. Shikamaru watched the boy pick up his flask of water and drink it down while placing it to the side, where it accidentally tipped over spilling it contents on the grass. “Damn,” Naruto said lightly as he picked up the flask and set it down on the ground the right way. Turning back to the game Naruto move one of his tiles before both boy heard a voice calling their names.

“Oi! Hinata! Over here!” yelled Naruto as he waved at the young Hyuuga who came into view. She was wearing her usual ninja wardrobe and she was carrying a very large picnic basket by the handle as she walked towards them.

“Ohaiyo! Shikamaru-kun, Naruto-kun!” said the little girl as she struggled with the basket when coming down the steep embankment.

‘Kami-sama!’ screamed Shikamaru in his head as he placed all the pieces in his head together. ‘The steep embankment, the spilt water in a convenient place, the bored look, the large picnic basket and Hinata’s rough time handling it while walking down the embankment. Pure genius! This plan...it could have only been created by a mastermind who is trying to get out of a shogi game by making someone ‘accidentally’ flip over the shogi board for them!’ Shikamaru said to himself as he glared a death glare at Naruto and thought, ‘You’ll not get out of this one, Uzumaki! Today will be my victory!’

Time seemed to slow down as Shikamaru looked at where the puddle was, while he began analyzing the situation at hand. ‘Wait!’ Shikamaru said as his eyes widened slightly, ‘what if he planned for me to know about his master plan? He could already have a contingency in place and might be ready to spring it...tricky Uzumaki...really tricky!’ Shikamaru watched as Hinata again stumbled but still kept her footing, ‘No that can’t be possible! His plan was to use Hinata to stop my victory. So...in order for me to keep my victory I must stop Hinata from...’

Shikamaru never got to even implement his countermeasures as a tap from behind him and a voice said, “Shikamaru? Are you alright?”

“Aaaahhhhh!” screamed Shikamaru as he jumped a couple of feet of the ground almost while his leg reacted instinctively and kicked at the board, which was all that was needed as the tiles on the board scattered everywhere. “Nooooooo! My game! My victory! TROUBLESOME!” yelled Shikamaru, who was showing more emotion in this one moment then he had ever shown in his entire childhood.

Snapping his head up to look at his adversary, Shikamaru saw Naruto ‘tsking’ as he picked up the tiles from all over the place. Fire burnt in Shikamaru’s veins when he saw the blond genin slightly tilt his head towards him while saluting and winking at him.

“Naruto...” whispered Shikamaru as he now knew that his opponent’s mind was working on a completely different level than his was at the moment. Giving up at being angry, mainly because he was getting tired of keeping the angry look on his face, Shikamaru whispered softly in his mind while he shook his head and smiled peacefully, ‘Troublesome.’

Hinata continued to stare at her teammates as they we busy with picking up all of the tiles of the shogi board. “Gomen,” apologized Hinata, as she bowed her head slightly and looked at her feet, “I didn’t know that I would make you lose you game, Shikamaru-kun”

“It’s alright, Hinata. I know you didn’t mean to do it,” though while he was saying these words his eyes twitched in anger as they glared at their boisterously happy teammate who put all the tiles away and closed the shogi board while giving it back to Shikamaru.

“Hinata? What did you bring that picnic basket for?” asked Naruto as he avoided all of Shikamaru’s glares and began eyeing the basket with a hungry look.

“Ano...I thought that maybe we should have a small picnic and talk a bit...” said Hinata in a quiet voice that seemed to appear suddenly.

Naruto thought it over for a second before he agreed with Hinata, he then turned around to look at Shikamaru in the face. At first, Shikamaru thought that Naruto was going to act silly by winking or saluting him again. However, when he saw a serious face on the blond, it confused the Nara boy as he looked over at Hinata and finally saw what was making Naruto so serious.

Only the two of them knew how long it took the both of them to get Hinata to come a bit out of her shell, and looking at the girl, as she stood before them, he could clearly see that she had reverted back to her shy and timid self. ‘What happened?’ wondered Shikamaru as he looked at Naruto’s face and saw the same worry etched on it.

“Sure, that would be great,” said Shikamaru without any indication that their was anything wrong.

Hinata smiled as she began to lift the basket only to be surprised when the basket suddenly was taken from her hands. Lifting her head she saw that Naruto had the basket in hand and was saying, “If you cooked the meal, the least we could do is help you with the carrying!” he smile widened and she could only nod at the response as she fell instep with her comrades. When her friends found a suitable place to set up, Naruto set the basket down while Shikamaru began helping unloading the items inside..

The three stood under a tall shady tree as Hinata began to pass out some of the food that she had made for their picnic. “So,” asked Hinata as everyone was eating her homemade food while making pleasant sounds that filled her with happiness, “What do you want to do after this?”

Shikamaru leaned back from the small bento box he had and said, “I heard there is a festival going on in Kuyaku, maybe we can check it out.”

“Where is Kuyaku?” asked Naruto as he wracked his brain for the information on the town.

“It’s not far,” said Hinata, “if we go south well find the town in no time.”

“Sounds fun, I’m in!” said Naruto as he ate his way through another of Hinata’s pork buns.

After they finished their food the three each left notes, Hinata let a branch family member know where she was going, and they met up at the southern gate. Hinata did a double take when she saw Naruto in khaki shorts and a white t-shirt that has a simple red spiral design on the back while he had his usually blue backpack over his back. “Naruto?” she asked while they began walking out of their town and down the road.

Acknowledging her with a nod of his head Naruto looked at Hinata, as the girl said, “What happened to your orange clothes?” At this moment Hinata knew that she had said the wrong thing, because Naruto’s head drooped slightly and his mouth turned into a frown.

“You know,” said Shikamaru supporting Hinata, “I was going to ask the same question. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you without those hideously bright clothes on.”

Naruto sulked as he trudged along the dirt road path and slowly responded to his teammates question, “My parents threw them away and told me to get some new ninja clothing.” It looked like Naruto was reliving a painful scene in his mind as the two of him watched him wince slightly.

Little did they know that Naruto had tried desperately to hold on to his clothes, but because he was fighting the combined strength of his parents, he was powerless to stop them. He could only stand there and watch as his father used a Katon jutsu to turn his orange clothes into a pile of ash, while his mother held on to him and said that ‘this was for the best’. Afterwards they had handed him enough money to buy more than three ninja outfits and then told him that they were expecting no orange in those clothes. ‘Damn parents! Burning my clothes...I’ll get them!’ Naruto grumbled mentally while he kept walking and planning his revenge.

“I could help with that,” offered Hinata as she looked away while blushing lightly.

“Sure,” Naruto said finally calming down enough to talk again, “I’ve never been great with buying my own clothing, but I know what I like.”

Hinata giggled a bit as she kept moving, while Shikamaru could only shake his head at Naruto. The terrain began to change slightly as the three genin walked south, slowly the thick forest that they were use to became sparse and more hilly. Naruto and the team stopped at an intersecting road to stare at a wooden post that showed the names of the cities and the direction that those cities that they needed to take to reach those cities.

“Well, I guess we take...” Naruto was never able to finish his sentence was cut short by a scream and an explosion that seemed to be coming from the road that lead to the east. Looking at his other teammates Naruto saw them give a silent agreement to an unsaid question as they all began to run in the direction of the scream.

Taking to the trees the three genin hear another scream as they each identified the gender of the screamer. It was obviously a woman, but as they got closer they could hear the deep voices of men and even the sound of a child crying.

“Hinata?” asked Naruto already knowing that they girl was using her byakugan to see further ahead.

“I think its two traveling merchant families.” said Hinata as her eye brows furrowed in anger, “There’s ten attackers, and two extra who seem to have been using chakra.”

Naruto eyebrow cocked up in surprise, ‘Missing-nins? Or could it be that they are enemy nin’s on a mission?’ he thought as Shikamaru jumped next to him.

“What should we do? We’re off duty, and we’re not nearly as prepared as these guy are,” whispered Shikamaru, while giving very good advice. Naruto was trying to weigh the odds of them beating such a large group of men, especially men who were lead by possible ninja.

However, when another shriek pierced the air, this time coming from a young sounding voice Naruto shook his head and said, “We have to do something. We can’t just leave them there!”

Hinata dropped quietly next to her teammates as they quickly discussed how to handle this situation. When they were finished they each got into position and watched for an opening. Naruto’s eye narrowed as he saw and heard the scene below play out.

“Where is it old man!” yelled a young thug as he played with the edge of a sword that he hand in his hands.

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” said the old man out of breath while he kneeled on the ground and panted heavily. “I guess you really don’t care about your family. I see you have a pretty daughter...”

“Don’t you dare touch her!” yelled a light brown haired young man who was currently cornered by three other thugs.

“I won’t...but that doesn’t mean that I can keep my men in line. Especially if you don’t hand over the item that we were talking about,” said the thug with a sneer as three thugs brought a flaming red headed girl to the front kicking and screaming.

“Kaori!” called out a plump woman in terror, the woman seemed to be protecting several children that were crying inside the small merchant wagon.

“Damn it! Let go you ugly, stinky, piece of...” said the girl as she struggled to make the men let her go, but unfortunately for her she was too weak and the men were too strong.

“Now,” said the leader of the thugs in a loud voice so all the family members could hear clearly, “I’m only going to ask this one last time, and if I don’t get what I’m looking for, my men here are going to have a little ‘fun’ with your daughter...if you know what I mean.”

The old man’s shoulder sunk as the girl screamed for him not to give them anything. However, up in the trees Naruto finally saw his opening when all the thugs seemed to turn their attention to the old man as he got up and shuffled slowly to the main wagon. “Kage Bushin no jutsu!” he said quietly as he shot out of the tree followed by his clones as they attacked the thugs that were holding the girl. Naruto quickly threw the girl over his shoulder in a fireman carry as he sprinted out of the clearing.

Taking the girl to the edge of the clearing, Naruto set her down and began to go back to the battle. Kaori looked into twin pools of calming blue as she quickly studied the boys face. She saw his golden hair and tan skin as he turned to leave. Regaining her composure she quickly called out to the boy as she asked, “Wait! Who...why are you helping us?” 

Smiling back at the girl, Naruto said with a foxy grin, “You looked like you need some help.” And with that the boy disappeared in a blur, leaving the girl to blush furiously as she watched the other blondes take on the thugs that were threatening her father.

“You bastards are way out of your league!” yelled Naruto as he came back into the battle only to have one of his clones say while wagging his eyebrows up and down, “Took you’re sweet time, didn’t you?”

“That’s none of you business,” he yelled while all the other clones just smiled and began to beat up on the thugs that were now confused and scrambling to attack the blond intruder.

“Oji-san! Get your family out of here!” yelled Naruto as he ducked under a thrown knife and landed a solid arm thrust in one of the thugs solar plexus. The thug went down gasping for air as Naruto flipped backwards to avoid being cut by the sword that one of them was wielding. The old man didn’t need to be told twice, as he called his son and gathered his family into the wagon and grabbed the reigns while snapping them to make the horses move forward.

Naruto had already decimated over half of the thugs and he still had three of his clones when the leader screamed, “Damn it they’re getting away! Stop them!”

Naruto couldn’t let them catch the family so instead he began running through several seals and ended on dog as he called out, “Doton: Susumu Jimen no jutsu! [Rolling Ground Technique]” Suddenly the ground in front of Naruto pitched forward and began to spread out through out the area like a wave made of earth. When it reached the thugs they all were thrown off their feet as the earth tripped them up.

After that attack most of the thugs fled knowing that Naruto was someone they could beat. Naruto smiled, but then he dodged quickly to the right as a kunai barely missed him. “And here I was hoping that we wouldn’t have to work hard to get what we wanted,” said a bored voice as a pale looking man stepped out of the shadow of a tree.

“Konoha is always sticking their noses where they’re not wanted,” said another voice from above the man revealing a ninja covered fully in black balancing himself on a branch. But what was particular about each men was that their hitai-ate show a symbol that looked like gathering clouds.

“And what are cloud ninja doing so far away from their home?” said Naruto as his clones gathered next to him while the man in black jumped from his perch to the ground.

“Oooo,” said the pale man with a smile as he slowly pulled two wicked looking daggers from their sheaths, “it looks as if we have us a Konoha ninja before us! Ganju, let’s not be rude, we should greet our fellow shinobi!”

“Excellent idea, Takajin,” said the shinobi named Ganju as he quickly shot forward pulling out a small wakizashi and slicing some of Naruto’s clones in twain before Naruto knew what was going on, but he never got close enough to attack Naruto as a kunai came out of no where and sliced his shoulder before he could dodge it completely.

“Naruto!” yelled Shikamaru in warning, “Behind you!”

From behind Naruto appeared the pale man named Takajin, as he placed his hand on Naruto’s shoulder and said, “Tag! Your it! Inazuma Kobushi no Jutsu (Lighting Fist Technique)!”

Naruto felt like his body was on fire as he was sent careening through the air and into a tree. “Naruto!” screamed Hinata as she quickly came down to draw the enemies attention to her. Takajin smiled at her as he cracked his knuckles and moved forward to attack her, but he never expected the young girl to suddenly become very serious as she quickly dodged the mans frontal attack and lashed out with a punch to his face that seemed to radiate pain through every part of his head.

“Ahhh! You bitch! What the hell did you do!?” said the man as he staggered a bit and took up a defensive position.

Hinata was breathing hard and suddenly realized that everything within her eyesight became sharper and more detailed. Time slowed down as she began to feel anger flow through he veins. Sending a quick glance at the blonde headed boy on the ground Hinata seemed to remember what he father had told her when they had met in his office

Walking into the office and closing the door, Hinata walked to the center and bowed politely as she kept her gave averted from her fathers usual glare. It wasn’t that she couldn’t look at her father...it was just that Hinata didn’t want to see the disappointment in his eyes. She heard the gentle scraping of the chair her father sat in slowly move across the wooden floor. “Do you know why you are here?” asked the deep baritone voice that commanded an answer.

“No, father,” said Hinata quietly while she still looked at the ground.

“It seems that you were delegated to a minor roll in his mission, why is that?” asked Hiashi as his voice seemed to cause the air in the room to become cold and tension filled.

“I...” Hinata began to say, but as she did she felt the eyes of her father gazing at her and she just close her eyes and said, “...because that is where my team needed me to be, father.”

“And what was this task that they need you to do?” asked her father while he sat back in his chair and regarded his daughter with analyzing eyes.

“I-I was the only one who c-could effectively see through the m-m-mist jutsu that the enemy made,” said Hinata as she shifted from on foot to the other in discomfort. “I was t-to lead Tazuna-san back to a shelter where he would be safe and then come back to support my team.” the Hyuuga girl finished as she stood in place not saying a word.

“Hyuuga’s are not meant to be support,” said the older man as he leaned back in his chair. “They were meant to be leaders as well as great shinobi. Do not bring disgrace to your clan with inaction or working under what is your potential,” looking down at the girl he then said, “You understand that this is the reason you sister is better suited to be the heiress, than you are.” 

With that said Hiashi noticed the slump in the girls shoulder and his eyes seemed to soften, but he turned his chair around so that his back was facing his daughter and said quietly before he could allow any more emotion to affect his thinking, “You’re dismissed.”

“H-h-hai,” Hinata said shakily as she saw her father brush off her words with a wave of his hand. Tears began to form around her eyes as she opened the door and walked out of the room, but deep down she kept her sobs to herself telling herself that she wouldn’t give her father the pleasure of hearing her cry.

The young Hyuuga genin suddenly narrowed he eye and said to herself, ‘I might not be a leader or a great shinobi, but I will not let anyone hurt my friends!’ Determination oozed from Hinata as she took a familiar stance against her pale enemy. When the man attack she dodged his first attack and countered but was blocked.

She dodged another attack that the pale man made against her, while as she kicked off her back foot and swiveled her hips as she brought her leg around for a kick that was aimed at the man’s head. He blocked the attack with his forearm, but he never knew that the attack was really a diversion just so Hinata could get closer to the man. She dropped from her attack to a crouched stance and then shot forward as she slammed her palm into the mans shoulder.

The pale man cried out again as he felt his whole arm go numb with pain, as he stumbled back his partner, Genju, yelled out, “Fool! She’s a Hyuuga! Get away from her or she’ll close all your tenketsus!”

If Hinata didn’t see it she wouldn’t have believed it, the man seemed to become even more pale than before as he jumped back and shook his arm to regain the feeling in it. Shikamaru was currently facing off with the man in black while hoping that Naruto wasn’t too hurt by the jutsu that the other ninja had used on him.

“Naruto! Wake up! We need you!” called the Nara boy as he dodged the man’s wakizashi. Luckily for him Naruto began stirring on the ground as he grabbed his head and shook it lightly.

“Impossible!” yelled the pale man, “I put enough juice in that jutsu to fry a bear!”

“And you gave me a headache in the process as well, bastard!” Naruto growled as he steadied himself and said, “Let me pay you back!” Biting both of his thumbs, Naruto went through the seals, ending it by slapping the ground and saying in his head, ‘Ninpo: Denkiteki Soudai Kuchiyose’

Naruto was hoping that his workouts had helped his chakra reserves as the jutsu started to drain his chakra, and when it stopped he was happily to find that he still had enough chakra to move around. A blast of smoke ran through the forest as an angry voice called out from the middle of the smoke, “Who dares summon me without a contract!”

In the middle of the clearing gleamed a crimson red scorpion that twitched its wicked looking tail from up and down in an angry manner. It’s black eyes glared at everyone in the clearing while its pinchers that looked like they were sharp enough to cut steel snapped with metallic sounding twangs. 

Naruto was too stunned to say anything, but luckily for him Shikamaru’s mind had been working fine as he thought of a plan. “We’re just genin sasori-sama! We could never dream to summon you! It was they who did so,” said Shikamaru as he pointed at the two men who were just as shocked as the other genin.

“You will all die for using me!” said the scorpion as it attack Shikamaru, who was just happening to stand in front of it, while it’s tail lashed out at the two men behind it. Naruto was able to deflect some of the pincer with his kunai as Shikamaru and him dove to the other side where the pincher couldn’t reach. 

Hinata took action immediately as she quickly ran through some seals and said, “Bushin no jutsu!” In the area five fake Hinata’s appeared distracting the scorpion while the real Hinata ran to her friends.

She heard Shikamaru say, “Let’s retreat! We have nothing more to gain and the ninja failed their mission, plus that scorpion you summoned is crazy and will probably distract them long enough to let us escape.”

“I agree,” Hinata said as the two looked at Naruto and saw him nod his head.

“Right! Let’s go!” said Shikamaru looked back as they ran to see the two cloud ninja still fighting. ‘Idiots,” he thought, ‘don’t they know when to drop their losses and move on.”

The two cloud ninja were having a hard time dodging the scorpions attacks while being careful to not to get stung by the tail, but Ganju readied a jutsu to blast the scorpion with a bolt of pure lightning the monster disappeared in a puff of smoke and leaving the two of them alone in the middle of the clearing.

“Raaaaaagh! Damn it!” screamed Ganju as he let his jutsu loose watching it destroy several trees as it streaked through the air.

“Ganju, face it...we failed the mission and lost them,” said Takajin as he sat down on the ground and blew out a long sigh, “Who were those brats anyway.”

“I don’t know...but they all better hope I never see them again...” said the man in a dark tone, as the bloodlust in the man’s eyes flickered strongly.

Up north, as the cloud ninjas were still licking their wounds, three young genin were running through the trees. Naruto had just smeared some of his blood across the symbol in his palm and quietly said, “Kai.” He felt the sudden rush of the unspent chakra enter his body as he and his teammates slowed down their movement. They finally dropped to the ground each looking at each other in silence, until Shikamaru spoke, “I think we should report this to Kakashi-sensei.”

“I agree,” said Naruto quietly as Hinata supported both their opinions with a nod. “Hinata?” asked Naruto, “Are they following?”

“No,” said the black haired Hyuuga girl walking along side her teammates, “no ones following us.”

“Good,” said Shikamaru, he was about to say something else but something caught his eye as they were walking down the road. In the distance he could see several people waving at them while a wagon was positioned under a tree.

“Hey! It’s them!” said Naruto as he smile and waved back to the people while Shikamaru and Hinata turned to walk in the direction of the wagon. When the three of them came close enough the plump motherly looking woman came running over to them and grabbed Naruto up in a motherly hug of death while she blubbered on about how grateful she was that they had save her Kaori-chan.

“Mom!” the girl whined as she blush at the thought of being called such a childish name in front of her rescuer. The girl seemed to blush even more, as she now had a really good look at the boy who saved her. She noticed his sun kissed hair and the whisker like marks on his cheeks, which she thought made him look even cuter, and not to mention she could notice the wiry muscles that seemed to show themselves when ever he moved.

“Kaori, you really shouldn’t stare,” said a voice from right next to the girl, which made her jump a little.

“Ryuuji!” said the red head angrily, as she saw Naruto’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise at what the young man had said.

“Ha, kids...what can you do?” laughed the old man as he walked over to where Naruto and his friends were standing. Bowing deeply the man extended his gratitude, “I thank you for saving my family from the bottom of my heart. If there is anything I can just ask.”

“Actually,” said Naruto causing everyone to stop and listen to what he was going to say, “I was wondering what those bastards were after you for?”

“Old man!” said Ryuuji as he moved to talk to his elder.

“The deserve to know, Ryuuji.” said the old man as he placed a hand on the young man’s shoulder and looked back at the three young pre-teen children. “We are from Iwa village,” said the old man as all three sets of eyes that were looking at him widened, “we were asked to transport an item to Konoha. Tsuchikage figured that an unmarked caravan wouldn’t be targeted like a caravan with shinobi surrounding it.”

“It sound logic,” nodded Shikamaru.

“However,” the man named Ryuuji frowned and said, “ those two found us, so it wasn’t as sound as it could have been.”

“True, but that was probably because of a leak in information, and no one can predict that.” said Shikamaru as Ryuuji smiled and nodded his head in defeat.

“Hey!” said Naruto as he began to look a bit nervous the way Kaori was staring at him like he stared at his bowls of ramen, “Um...were going back to Konoha anyway. If you’d like, we’ll accompany you till you get there.”

The old man hummed light as a feisty red headed girl got onto her knees in front of him telling him that she couldn’t put up with another attack and she was ‘too young, and pretty, to die’. Chuckling to himself the old man, who introduce him self as Sakai and his wife as Hatsumi, nodded his agreement and watched as Kaori smiled while they all began heading out toward Konoha village.

“So...” said Kaori as she saddled up close to Naruto as he walked along the road, “...what kind of foods do you like? I’m a great cook, you know.”

“Uh..well...” Naruto said as he thought about all the foods that he’s eaten, “...I guess if I had to pick one it would be ramen.”

“Ramen, huh? Well, that’s one thing that I don’t know how to make but I’m sure I can find someone to teach me,” Kaori said, all the while feeling a pair of eyes boring into the back of her head. When she turned around and saw that Naruto’s white eyed teammate was glaring at her with a venomous look, Kaori smiled and latched onto Naruto’s arm while the blonde looked at her with a raised eyebrow and a nervous grin.

‘This is definitely going to be troublesome!’ thought Shikamaru, as he saw Hinata suddenly ask Naruto if he would like a left over pork bun. The blonde boy smile at Hinata and detached himself from Kaori to accept the food, which gave Hinata time to step in between the two. In that time Shikamaru could have sworn that he saw Hinata stick her tongue out at the other girl.

****

The trip to Konoha was neither long nor as troublesome as Shikamaru thought it would be, in fact after Hinata had done her best to separate Kaori and Naruto she seemed to settle down while she walked next to Naruto for the rest of the journey. He also noticed that Kaori hadn’t given up, but was like a good strategist, meaning that she would concede the battle but not the war. Even now as the group moved through a lush forest along the worn dirt path towards Konoha he could see the red head thinking and devising ways to snatch Naruto away from her rival.

‘What the hell am I thinking!’ thought Shikamaru as he shook his head and frowned at being caught up in such a stupid train of thought.

“You know,” said Ryuuji as he peeked his head from around the front see of the wagon, “I never caught your names.”

“Uzumaki Naruto,” said Naruto with all the confidence in the world. In the back of the old wagon, Kaori smiled as she began the ancient old tradition of seeing how her name would sound when added with his.

“Ano, I’m Hinata,” said Hinata feeling uncomfortable saying her last name to others, since she always feel like it’s bragging.

“I’m Shikamaru,” said Shikamaru, following Hinata’s example but for different reasons as he saw Ryuuji nod his head and look at Hinata with a slightly suspicious look.

“Hey! There it is!” said Naruto as he pointed to the tall yellowish walls of Konoha in the distance. The people all let a small sigh of relieve slip through their mouths, as they were now certain that no one would attack them while they were so close to the hidden village. 

It had only taken another twenty minutes to get to the gate, and as the group slowly approached the gate they could see the gate guard come out with a clipboard and ask, “State your reason for entering and I’ll need to see your paperwork.”

All three genin produced their hitai-ate and told the guard that they were returning from their day out of the village. The man checked his clipboard and said, “Then who are they?”

“We saved then from a couple of cloud ninja and some thugs,” Naruto said nonchalantly, as he turned around and said, “Right, Ou-san?”
“Correct,” said the old man on the wagon.

“Nani! Cloud nin’s? Are you sure?” asked the man as he quickly went over to guard house and called for someone inside. When the guard returned he had an older man with dark hair following him. The older man was yawning which he scratched his head slightly as if he was sleeping.

All of the genin were stunned, Shikamaru especially. “Huh!? Oyaji! What are you doing here? And why does it look like your sleeping on the job?” asked Shikamaru as his father looked at the faces that looked back at him, “Doto! What is the meaning of this! I mean, I know you are trying to get me back for that winning streak I had but waking me up from my nap is to just see my son is just lame! I thought you said that you had someone who knew about the cloud ninja?”

“I did, Shikaku-san. These three genin have witnesses,” said Doto as he pointed to the small caravan that was behind the three.

Shikaku looked at the caravan and then back at his son as he tugged at his goatee and finally said, “Fine, you will all wait here as I inform the captain about this.”

“Ano,” said Ryuuji as he jumped off the wagon, “your man was so startled by the word ‘cloud ninja’ that he never checked our papers.” One would say that since Shikaku was the father of Shikamaru he was no slouch when it came to intelligence. So when this traveler insisted that he check his papers, Shikaku did so without much complaint. What he found made his eyes widen, but not so much that it was noticeable. Just enough to make the man in front of him know he understood what the papers said. “Your right, I don’t think that the captain would know what to do with this information.” said Shikaku as he turned on the three next to him and said in a voice that Shikamaru rarely heard, “You three will escort these people to the main building and take them to the Hokage, understood?”

“Osu!” said Naruto as he snapped his hand at his sides. This of course made Kaori squeal lightly, while Hinata seemed to furrow her brows for the twentieth time this day while she pondered why this girl was making her feel so ‘out-of-sorts’. The caravan of people lead by Naruto and Hinata began rolling through the main street of Konoha.

Just before Shikamaru could leave to go with his friends Shikaku said, “Shikamaru...not a word to your mother. Unless you want to be a single parent child and live with your mother.” Shivering at those words Shikamaru nodded and took off running after his friends.

They had made good time down the main street and when they stopped in front of the main building Naruto watched as the old man, his wife, child and daughter got off the wagon and made sure it was out of the way as they followed Ryuuji into the main building while he held onto a brown package.

“This way,” Hinata said as everyone passed her. When Kaori passed her, the red head stuck her tongue out at her while she laughed and ran up the stairs. Hinata was trying to master her emotions at the moment, but everything about the red head seemed to piss her off, especially when the girl tried to make Naruto hold her.

Soon the group came to stand outside the Hokage’s office door as the ANBU guards there knocked on the door saying, “Hokage-sama? Ryuuji is here to see you and he’s brought guests.”

“Come in,” called a voice from the other side of the door. When the door was opened it revealed that the room had been converted from an office to a meeting room as a large table sat in the center and chairs surrounded the table.

“Ah! Hokage-sama it a pleasure meeting you!” said Ryuuji while the old man in front of every one waved off the niceties and asked if anyone would like to use the small bathroom to see if they would like to freshen up. Ryuuji nodded his head while the other only stood and shook their heads. As he went into the bathroom, Sandaime looked at the three that lead the caravan and said, “I see that you’ve been having a very interesting vacation!”

“Troublesome more like it,” said Shikamaru as Hinata could only laugh nervously.

“Sandaime-jiji what with this cloud ninja stuff?” asked Naruto while he scratched his head.

Both Shikamaru and Hinata look ready to bop Naruto on the head, but when they saw that the Hokage smile at Naruto and answered his question they held back each having even more questions that they needed answered. “I can say for sure, but something is coming and the cloud know it. They have stepped up surveillance and data gathering in the past month by twenty-five percent, and we have also seen more and more infiltration into our and other countries by the cloud.”

“And this caravan? What could it have, that cloud would risk starting a war over?” wondered Shikamaru as he head the bathroom door behind them open and close.

“Not what, but rather who,” said a familiar voice as team seven turned around and were shocked beyond belief.

Standing in white robes with a forest green trim that covered the shoulders and the sides of the robes, as well as the hat that was on his brow. The man known as Ryuuki was no more, as the Tsuchikage now stood before them in his traditional clothing.

Naruto could only sum up this revelation as he opened his mouth and said, “Whoa!”

Chapter Twenty-eight - Help From Unwanted Places
Ryuuji just smiled as he walked over to the table and placed a small file of paper on the wooden surface. “I guess my acting was pretty good then, no?” asked the young man as team seven, as a whole, stood shocked that the man that they had been riding with all this time was really a Kage.

“Wait a second!” said Naruto with a confused look on his face, “If you’re a kage then why didn’t you defend the caravan against those ninja?”

Smiling at Naruto, Ryuuji said with a bit of tiredness in his voice, “I never expected that the Cloud would actually send ninja to pick off a lone caravan that had no guard detail.” The man took a seat at the table and folded his hand together, “I was also sure that if I started fighting, the ninja would have used Sakai and his family against me. So in a way we were lucky to have you three stumble on our little scene.”

“Yes,” said Sakai, finally speaking up for the first time since he entered the room, “we owe Naruto-chan and his friends a great deal of gratitude. Not only did they save use from the bandits and ninja, but they escorted us the rest of the way, which more than likely kept most of the highwaymen at bay.”

“I see,” said the Hokage as a smile began to form on his lips.

“Honestly, Sarutobi! I hope that not all of your genin are like this group, if so we may just have to start beefing up our academy program,” said the Tsuchikage as he pointed at Naruto and said, “This one here even produced a jounin level kinjutsu, if I’m correct. What have you been feeding these children?”

“Ramen,” Naruto said in a openly honest way that made Kaori giggle.

Tsuchikage eye’s squinted as he smiled and shook his head when saying, “That can’t be, cause out of all the great shinobi nations, we of the Rock have the best ramen stands.” Everyone could actually see Naruto practically drooling while he thought of a place that had ramen stands on each corner all throughout the city.

“Now, now Ryuuji!” said Sandaime as he moved to his seat across from the Tsuchikage, “You know that Teuchi would be very upset to hear you say such a thing. You know that he makes the best ramen with in the five great countries.”

Smiling widely, Ryuuji looked at Naruto and said with a wink, “Sure...but we have more!”

Both Kages laughed at a private joke between the two of them as everyone just looked confused. When the laughter died down and most of the people in the room had taken their seats Shikamaru asked in a calm but inquisitive voice, “Pardon my rudeness, but aren’t you a bit young to be a Tsuchikage?”

It was that question that made Ryuuji sink into a somber mood as he answered the Nara boy’s question, “We in Iwa work under the same concept of ‘who should become Tsuchikage’, but we only choose a Kage from the prestigious clans that are within Iwa. One who doesn’t belong to a clan has no chance at becoming a Tsuchikage, plus only the strongest of all the clans are able to adorn the robes of the kage.”

“My father...” said Ryuuji as he stared at the reflective and polished surface of the table before him, “My father was assassinated several month ago, and in an attempt to calm the masses the council of elders decided to quickly elect a new kage. I just happened to be the strongest of the clans at that time.”

“I’m sorry for bring up painful...” Shikamaru tried to apologized, but was quickly silenced by the man as he just raised up his hand and shook his head. A knock at the door made everyone turn their heads when it opened to reveal several familiar faces and some that they had never seen.

“Hinata? Shikamaru? Naruto? What are you three doing here?” asked a grey haired ninja, as two people behind him seemed to rush into the room at his words. When Naruto saw who it was he groan in despair.

“So! This is where you went, huh. I thought you said that you were going to be training?” said a brown haired woman who’s eyes seemed to bear down on her son.

“Well...you see there was this...” Naruto tried to explain, but when he saw his father shaking his head he closed his mouth and just looked down at the ground grumbling to himself.

“Ano, excuse me,” said Kaori, as she noticed that these people were acting like her parents did, “please don’t scold Naruto, if he didn’t do what he did my family and I probably would have been severely injured. I’m very sorry for the inconvenience.” Kaori said while she bowed deeply. The red head smile as she saw the white eye girl frown a bit as she thought, ‘If I make a good impression with his parents then...kukuku...I’ll be a shoe in for his girlfriend!’

Rin gave Naruto a glare before looking at the girl and smiling, “It’s okay. I was just worried for him, that’s all.” Rin watched as the pretty girl stood straight and smiled at her while sending her son a shy look.

Rin had enough sense to keep her observations to herself, but it was too bad that she could do the same for her husband. “You sly fox, you,” said Obito as he elbowed his son in the ribs and chuckled as he saw the red headed girl smile at his son, “you’re going to be quiet the heartbreaker!”

“Dad!” Naruto growled as he turned away, slightly glowing red in the face at his dad’s insinuations.

“Obito!” Rin said harshly as she saw that her son was suffering under Obito’s words, “Leave him be!”

“Fine, fine...” said the ex-Uchiha as he held his hands in the air a smirked when he saw that his words had done their job.

The door to the office opened again and this time a two people entered wearing white kimonos. The first was one of the lesser head family members of the Hyuuga clan and the other was Hiashi. When the latter of the two entered and saw his daughter inside the room, he’s eyes twitched with annoyance. Most in the room wouldn’t have caught such a subtle facial expression, though both Obito and Hinata looked at the man in expecting him to say something.

As expected when he sat down at the table he gave his daughter a sever look and said in an even tone that had held a bit of anger in its tones, “Go home now and wait for me. We have much to discuss.” Hinata hung her head in shame as her father publicly subjugated her in front of her friends.

Before she could even take a step out of the door, Naruto surprised everyone by grabbing her arm and saying, “No!”

Being touched by Naruto sent a spark through Hinata and froze her in her tracks as she fought a battle inside her mind. The Hyuuga discipline and her heart warred to see which would win. Hiashi looked at the oddly familiar boy that was holding his daughters hand and said coldly with no attempt to hide his anger at Naruto’s actions, “Do not interfere.”

“No,” said Naruto causing the Hyuuga bodyguard to take a step forward only to be confronted by the whirling red eyes of Naruto’s adopted father.

“Let’s hear the boy out. He usually doesn’t do these things unless he has a reason,” said Obito while keeping his eyes lock on the bodyguard. ‘This better be good, Naruto,’ thought Obito as he could see some anger slowly seeping into the features of the Hyuuga that sat at the table.

Hinata’s mind came to a decision the moment Naruto’s father spoke up for him. She stopped moving forward and returned to both Shikamaru and Naruto’s side, but she kept he head lowered as she didn’t want to look into her father’s most likely angry face. Naruto took a calming breath as began saying in earnest tones, “Hinata is our teammate, and we have just learned that we saved a Kage, as well as a family, from some thugs and ninja. Personally, I think that she deserves to stand here with her teammates instead of being ordered to leave. Besides Hokage-sama ordered us here, and only he can give us leave.”

Hiashi took his gaze off of the children in front of him as he looked at Sandaime and asked, “Is this true. Hokage-sama?” The old man merely nodded his head while Hiashi turned his face back to the group of children only to see two pure blue eyes glaring at him with a powerful intensity that he had only seen in older ninja.

“If it also pleases you...” said another voice from the other side of the table as the sound of a chair could be heard being pulled out. Everyone turned to see the Tsuchikage walk over to the group as he keep his eyes on Hiashi. “I will back up their story since I am one of the people they rescued.”

“There is no need, Kage-sama,” said Hiashi as he saw that everyone in the room seemed to be against him and his wishes. However, what was really going through his head was the small stand that Hinata was making with her friends. She stood there, eyes still not looking at him not moving from their spot, even though he could see that she was shaking with small quakes of worry.

Hiashi glared at Naruto and saw that he had place himself just a bit in front of Hinata as if trying to protect her. ‘Hmmm,’ thought the Hyuuga household head as he watched the boy keeps his eyes locked on him, even though the older man was using a secret intimidation technique that played with a persons natural instincts, which would often trigger the flight response ‘interesting.’

Naruto only looked away from Hiashi, when Obito tapped him on the shoulder and told him to stop glaring at Hinata father. When the boy looked away Hiashi slowly closed his eyes and allowed silence to reign supreme until he said, “Fine...you may stay.”

“Although, I would like to have the ninjas who rescued the Kage stay...” said Sandaime with a sad smile as he was about to make the children’s victory an empty one, “I have to say that his discussion is more suited for adults and higher leveled ninja. Sorry.”

“No problem,” Naruto said as he grinned like nothing had happened in the room, while Shikamaru went to the office door and opened it allowing a shaken Hinata to step out into the hall first.

Everyone watched the team leave, but before Naruto stepped out of the room Tsuchikage said in a very deep and surprisingly regal voice, “I hope my rescuers will be rewarded for their troubles? A-class pay should be acceptable, I should think.”

Obito and Rin looked at their son with worry as they heard the man’s request. Each of them were now seriously going to have another ‘long’ talk with their son when this meeting was over. “That’s fine,” said old man Hokage as he sat in his chair and watched the Hyuuga’s twitch slightly.

“You three can receive you pay tomorrow,” said the old man as he watched three incredulous faces looking at him as the door to the office was closed.

****

“Did I hear right?” asked Naruto as he stuck his pinking in his ear and shook it about a bit. “Did we get the credit for completing an A-rank mission?”

“That what it sounded like,” said Shikamaru.

“Naruto...Shikamaru...I...I’m so sorry for getting you in trouble,” said the little kunoichi in front of the two ninja.

“Bah! Cut it out, Hinata. We did what we did because we’re a team, right Shikamaru? Plus, we don’t want you to be sad,”  Naruto as he scratched his face lightly and then punched his friend in the shoulder jerking his head in Hinata’s direction

“Um..uh...it’s troublesome, but ‘yes’ that is why we did it,” said Shikamaru while taking a playful, lazy swing at Naruto’s head.

Hinata smiled slowly at the two in front of her as she nodded her head and looked them in their eyes, “Arigato.”

Naruto and the three began to walk down the hall when a young voice called out, “Naruto-kun! Wait up!” Turning around the three saw that Sakai and his family were also leaving the room, while Kaori was making her way towards Naruto with a happy smile on her face. When she stopped she was very close to Naruto and staring into his blue eyes. Snapping out of her partial trance she said with another smile, which made Naruto feel his stomach flip a bit, “My mother and father have decided to set up shop here for a while, but we don’t know this place very well. Could you give us a hand?”

“Where do you need to go? I’m sure I can help you,” Hinata said quickly and in a polite voice that had Kaori narrowing her eyes in suspicion.

“That’s awful nice of you Hinata-chan,” said Sakai, his wife giggling a bit from behind him when she saw the two girls glaring at each other in front of a Naruto, who looked very uncomfortable. Hatsumi covered her mouth before any more giggles could escape, as she could almost imagine sparks flying between the young girls.

Lead by Hinata, who stayed close to Naruto, the group headed out of the main building and began to walk down the semi-crowded streets of Konoha. Along the way, they stopped by the Traders Guild building and registered Sakai and his family’s business. The guild was nice enough to give the family a shop that was located close to where Shikamaru lived.

****

The meeting had been well under way as everyone in the room had been reporting on what information they had gathered. Obito had started with his contacts saying that he was sure that the newly created sound were planning something big. “I received letters from some of my constituents, telling me that the sound in importing weapons and supplies. Now to mention that they are hiring, recruiting, and training  mercenaries.”

Sandaime and the Tsuchikage both nodded their heads as everyone burst into excited and angry babble over this revelation. “How do we know that this information is accurate, Uzumaki-san?” asked a council representative who purposely used Obito’s new name in a angry manner, thy still haven’t got over what they felt was a betrayal on Obito’s part.

Obito opened his mouth to retort, but lucky for him he had friends that would always be by his side to help him through thick or thin. “The boarder patrol has found that there have been more intrusions from the sound than any other ninja nation. And those intrusions have usually escalated to full out battles,” said a certain grey haired ninja as he made it look like he was reading a certain orange colored book.

“War,” said one of the advisors with a pained look on his face, “and here I was hoping to die before I’d have to another one.”

Hyuuga Hiashi took this time to speak on what else he had found. “We have received some rather disturbing news as well,” said the white eye clan head as he stood up to make his presence known. “Some of our spies that we have sent out to gather information have come back with news of letters that have been sent from Sound to Kusa (Grass), Ame (Rain), Kumo (Cloud), Suna (Sand), and even Iwa (Rock). We managed to intercept one of these messages from their falcons, and have discovered that Sound is trying to form alliances with the nations with a promise of mutual benefits to be discussed later on.”

This information got the attention over everyone in the room, even Sarutobi had to sit down and digest this information. ‘What does he plan to do?’ pondered the old man, before a ninja spoke out and asked why the Tsuchikage was present at this meeting.

Sandaime looked over at his fellow Kage and nodded. The young Kage stood up and introduced himself before saying with a hard voice, “We of Iwa have publicly denounced any treaty with Sound and it’s leader. The fact that the man named Orochimaru was untrustworthy was made abundantly clear when he and a small platoon that infiltrated our village and assassinated my predecessor.” Gasps were hear around the table as eyes flickered over to the Hokage, who merely nodded to confirm what the man was saying was true. “However, our only proof of this foul play is a piece of sword that my predecessor managed to break off of his attackers sword, some poison that had coated the sword and bits and piece of flesh that littered the area where their battle took place. I present them to you in good faith so that we may stop the person responsible for this.”

Tsuchikage slowly brought out a small package from the pockets of his clothing and unwrapped it revealing the three items that he had been talking about. ‘This is going to be a long meeting,’ thought Obito as he stared at the shard of the sword that had killed a Kage.

****

All the way to their new shop, Kaori complained that she was too far away from Naruto, as she had heard him explained that he lived on the other side of town to her father. Hinata smiled at this, but quickly schooled her face into an impassive and neutral expression when Kaori began to blame her for doing this. Of course, in the end, Kaori was scolded by her mother who told her not to make accusations unless you have proof.

When the six of them reached the shop they each looked on with amazement, “I didn’t know it would be so...big,” said Hatsumi as she opened the door with the keys that were given to her.

“Look! There’s an apartment on top, too!” said Kaori as she asked Naruto if he’s like to come with her to pick out her room. Sakai told his daughter no, as he could see that the three youngsters were tired from their excursion and said, “Thank you for helping us with the shop. I’m sure that you all would like to be getting home right now so I won’t take anymore of your time.” The old man walked his guests out of the shop, but was quickly stopped by Naruto who asked, “I was wondering about this though out the whole day. Just what kind of shop do you run, ou-san?” 

Hatsumi smiled at the question as she said with a flourish, “I guess you could consider us a ninja general store.”

“General store?” said Shikamaru in confusion.

“Yes,” said Kaori as she came bounding over the counter she was inspecting gracefully, “Dad takes care of making, repairing and enhancing weapons and armor.” The redhead spun on her heels after she said that and leaned in towards the Konoha ninja saying in a whisper, “He’s really good, but don’t tell him I said so.”

“I handle clothing repair and tailoring, plus I’m quite good at leather working,” said Hatsumi while the old man beamed proudly at his wife. 

“And finally,” said Sakai as he pointed to his daughter, who had taken the time to bow properly, “our daughter is quite the genius with herbs, poisons, drugs as well as anything organically grown.”

“Also,” said Hatsumi with a roll of her eyes at the subject she was about to bring up, “my husband fancies himself to be somewhat of an antique dealer. However, all he seems to ever have is junk that no one in their right mind would want.

“You may think their junk but to some they are collectibles!” said the old man huffing in indignation.

“Antiques, huh? I think I’ll have to come by some time and see what you have then,” said Naruto genuinely as he made the old man smile happily.

The group of ninja talked with the three people that they had save for a little while longer before Shikamaru reminded his teammate how late it was getting. Leaving the shop behind the three walked to the intersection that was a bit up north from the shop, and when they got there they said their goodbyes as they each parted to go home their separate ways.

****

Naruto awoke next morning yawning deeply and feeling tired though our his body. He barely had the energy to go through his morning routine. As he was returning from his run Naruto saw that his father was sitting on the porch whittling away at a black of wood that he had in his hands. “How was the training?” he asked without looking up.

“Different,” said Naruto as he sat down at his fathers side.

This got Obito attention as he looked over at his son and noticed that the boy was showing his bare wrists and ankles. “What happened to the training bands?” asked Obito calmly while he looked back at his block of wood and stripped off another piece of wood from it.

“I found a better training substitution,” said Naruto as he got up and concentrated. The ground under Naruto groaned as it began to cave in slightly from the weight that the boy body exuded.

“Daichi to Joukai no Kusari (Chains of Earth and Heaven),” breathed Obito as he almost sliced his finger off his hand as he was witnessing the impossible in front of him. “Rin!” yelled Obito, quickly getting up and walking over to where his son stood.

“What is it?” came a soft voice from the door to the house as Naruto’s mother appeared.

“Show her,” ordered Obito as Naruto shrugged his shoulders and began to concentrate again. However, this time it was Rin’s turn to almost kill herself. She had almost taken a swan dive off the porch as she moved closer to watch her son perform a technique that only one other man could perform. “How...how is this possible?” asked the confused woman.

“Mom? What’s wrong? Did I do something wrong?” asked Naruto as he saw the astounded faces of both his parents.

“No son, it’s just that the technique that you just used...no one else can use it, not even the Hokage himself,” said Obito as he patted his son’s shoulder easing the boys worry.

“Was this techniques in one of the scrolls that you had?” asked Rin as she saw her son nod affirmatively. “How many scrolls have you cracked?” asked the woman as her mind already was a blur of thoughts and emotions. ‘He’s learning too fast! That technique is something only a really high-level ninja should be able to handle,’ she said to herself.

“Only two,” responded Naruto, “the others have become really hard to open, and they all seem to be booby trapped with chakra draining seals and genjutsu traps.”

‘Thank kami!’ thought Rin as she looked at her son slowly moving one foot in front of the other because of the added extra weight the jutsu.

“Have you learned anything else?” pondered Obito as he looked at his son with a raised eyebrow.

“Some minor jutsu,” said Naruto truthfully, “but most of the scrolls deal with training the body and chakra coils with Daichi Joukai no Kursari, plus some taijutsu.” He concentrated once more and allowed the pressure on his body to slowly dissipate until it was only an uncomfortable tug on his body.

“Show me,” said Obito as he got into his normal taijutsu  stance and watched his son slowly step into a taijutsu stance that he had only see his sensei use every now and again. The two ninja sparred against each other as Rin could see Obito taking it easy on Naruto. However, he was surprised when his son put on a quick burst of speed and almost managed to strike him in the stomach. Evading, Obito quickly went on the offence and registered even more surprise when his son began to easily dodge and parry his attack using another style that he had not taught Naruto. “What’s this? Where did you learn this style? And how is it that your taijutsu is so well rounded,” Obito asked as he jumped back giving his son some room and a bit of a break.

“I’ve made a friend who’s pretty good with taijutsu. He helps me with my form and spars with me.” Naruto grinned as he threw a kick only to have it blocked. Obito didn’t want to be angry or jealous, but just the fact that he was slowly being cut out of his son’s life began to irk him more than it should.

“I would have helped you with you taijutsu, if you asked me,” said the ex-Uchiha in a tone that didn’t show his true feelings, while he threw a combination of punches and kicks at his son.

“I didn’t want to bother you,” Naruto retorted dodging some of the attacks and parrying the one that were quick enough to get through his defense, “besides I don’t want you to have do too much, and my friend actually likes helping me out with my taijutsu.”

“Then we’ll work on ninjutsu,” offered Obito as he saw Naruto shake his head.

“No, I’m doing fine in that department,” said Naruto while again dodging a couple of punched that seemed to be coming in faster than they were before. “What I really need is some help with my genjutsu and genjutsu defense,” said the blonde as he threw a stunning acrobatic kick that was followed up by a five hit combo.

“I can help you with that then,” said Obito as he stopped the spar with an upraised hand.

“Nah, I think I’ll just ask Kakashi for some pointers. I mean he is my sensei...he has to be good for something, right?” Naruto said with a laugh as a certain grey haired ninja sneezed somewhere in Konoha.

“Is it because I’m training Sasuke?” asked Obito suddenly, catching Naruto off guard.

“What? What are you saying, dad?” the young genin asked in confusion, while Rin looked on without interrupting the pair’s conversation.

“I’m saying...why don’t you want to train with me? Is it because I’m training Sasuke? Or is it something else?” said Obito as he glared at his son with an intensity that Naruto had never met before.

“No! I couldn’t care about whether you train the teme or not,” said Naruto as he finally got up the courage to stare straight into his fathers eyes. “I’m just follow shinobi rule number twenty seven...”

“Twenty seven?”

“When one road becomes closed to you, strive to make a new path for yourself and find other roads,” said Naruto.

“I was never closed to you,” said Obito in a incredulously voice.

“No you weren’t,” Naruto said agreeing with his father, “but your free time was severely reduced...and I needed more than just that little bit of free time to improve myself. So, I took it upon myself to make my own path and I found several people who can help me with my training.”

“I see,” said Obito as he looked at the boy in front of him and could almost see the bright eyed smiling child that had once hung on everything he said and did. It was at that moment that Obito almost wished that the boy hadn’t grown up at all. Suddenly, Obito felt his whole body jerked off his feet, as he hadn’t been paying attention, as he landed in the grass with his son standing over him smiling down at him.

“Hey, forget training! You’re my dad! No stinking trainer or sensei is ever going to take your place!” grinned the young boy, who had no idea how much his adopted father had wanted to hear those words come from him.

Rin heart swelled as she heard those words spoken from their son, while she watched the two wrestle on the ground. She could almost see the life slowly seeping back into her husbands onyx eyes as he smiled at Naruto and rolled around the grass fighting his son. Rin decided to leave them alone as she walking into the house while hearing...

“...your getting slow in your old age, old man...”

“...old man? I’ll give you old man, you little...”

Smiling to herself Rin closed the front door and made her way to the kitchen, because as far as she was concerned...all was right within the world today.

****

‘Okay...’ Naruto thought as he walked down the streets of Konoha looking for a decent ninja clothing store that would have his type of clothing in it, ‘today started off a little intense, but all in all it was fun to play around with my dad...even though he cheats.’ This was thought as the boy rubbed a quickly disappearing red mark that ringed his forearm while he grumbled, “Stupid indian burns!”

Naruto looked through the window of the next shop and when he didn’t see a stitch of orange he moved on to the next as he heard his mother’s words ringing in his head, ‘If your going to by something with that money, it better not be something that is completely orange.’ Growling at his mother’s voice Naruto kept walking down the street until he came upon a scene that caught his eye.

“Stop that, please!” yelled a voice that Naruto had recognized almost instantly, turning his head he saw a pink head of hair that was surrounded by six large boys who each were laughing at her.

“Oh? So now your all nice and proper, huh? Where was that when you were in the Academy, teacher’s pet!” said a boy that looked to be the leader of the small gang of boys, as he pushed her into one of his friends.

“Yeah,” said another boy who’s buckteeth stood out prominently which cause a whistle sound to come out of his mouth every now and again when he talked, “you told me that I was *whistle* too weak to even talk to you! Look at you now! Where’s *whistle* your precious *whistle* Sasuke-kun now!?”

The boy pushed her over to another kid who’s hair was stringing and very oily looking. “You should quit being a ninja,” said the boy as he stared at the girl with cold eyes, “cause the only think you have going for you is that freaky forehead of yours along with that gargantuan brain that’s behind it. You probably couldn’t fight your way out of a paper bag...”

Sakura had enough as she threw a punch at the boy’s head only to have it blocked effectively while a the boy landed a solid blow in he gut that made her drop to her knees. “See, when someone thinks that their strong, someone always comes around to put them into their place,” said the boy with a smirk as Sakura began to cry.

“I couldn’t have said it any better,” said a angry voice as the oily haired kid looked up in time to see a sandaled foot slamming into his face. “You punks make me sick!” said Naruto as he set himself into a fighting stance and yelled, “What’s next on you agenda? Sealing candy from babies I should think?”

The buck-toothed boy shot forward and began a  combination of punches and kicks. “Impressive...uh, well that is...it would be impressive if you were an academy student,” Naruto mocked the boy, as he quickly dodge a punch, letting it slide past him, while he ensnared the boy’s wrist and quickly kneed his opponent in the bread basket.

“What the hell are you doing, Uzumaki! She treated you like trash, too! How the hell can you stand there and defended that filthy whore!” said the buck-toothed boy while his friends regrouped.

Sakura sobbed loudly when she heard that word, and Naruto’s eyes narrowed as he disappeared from everyone’s sight. The next thing that was heard in the alley was a sickening crunch as Naruto had punched the boy square in the face breaking both front teeth and sending him flying down the alley while his friends all seemed to stared wide eyed at the blonde haired boy.

“No one deserves to be called names! If I call Sakura ‘forehead-girl’ it’s because I’ve earned the right to do so,” said the boy in a dark and very angry voice, “and if I ever see you numbskulls bothering her again you better pray to what ever god you believe in that you can out run me. Cause next time, I won’t just break your teeth!”

The six boy’s didn’t want to upset the obviously stronger kid anymore than he was at the moment, so they picked up their friend and took off down the alley while angry grumbles could be heard from some of the more reckless members.

Naruto turned around to see a crying Sakura on the ground, her face dirty and her knees skinned from her fall. Sighing deeply while telling himself that he would regret what he was going to do, Naruto walked over to the girl and plopped himself next to her as he reached into his ninja pack and pulled out a water canteen and a clean handkerchief. Pouring some water on the cloth Naruto slowly reached his hand out and began to clean Sakura’s face of the dirt and the grime that was on it, after which he took a look at her knee.

As Naruto took care of her knee, Sakura looked at the boy that was in front of her, ‘He’s got such gentle hands...why is he helping me? Is it because I helped him?’ Naruto had poured water on the girls knee while he wiped the dirt and blood away as gentle as he could.

When the wound was clean he said, “This may sting a bit,” as he dropped a couple drops of a antiseptic solution on her knee. Sakura jerked slightly, closing her eyes as she winced in pain when the liquid began bubbling furiously.

She was about to grunt in pain when a cooling sensation met with her knee and she suddenly felt a bit better. When she opened her eyes she saw, in shock, that Naruto was blowing air onto her knee. Looking up from his job, Naruto said with a minor blush, “It’s something I learned from my mom. Do you feel better?”

Not trusting her voice, Sakura nodded her head. She then watched Naruto go through several hand seals and when he finished she watched as a green glow covered his outstretched hands. Holding his hands over her knee she watched in surprise as the flesh around her knee slowly began to heal quickly, and soon there wasn’t even a sign of the nasty scrape.

“Did you learn that from you mom, too?” asked Sakura, now confident that her voice wouldn’t quiver in Naruto’s presence.

“Yeah, but man it takes a lot out of me,” he said sitting on the ground and not looking at anything in particular. The quiet in the alley seemed to go on forever until the two spoke at the same time.

“Ano...” they said and then looked away embarrassed that they had thought the same thing.

Sakura knew it was she who had to say something so she went first, “Why did you help me Naruto?”

Those words made Naruto feel very uncomfortable as he sat on the ground with the pink haired kunoichi. “Um...well,” said Naruto as he rubbed the back of his head and looked extremely nervous.

‘He cute when is isn’t being obnoxious,’ thought Sakura, which made her eyes pop opened when she realized what she had just said.

“Um...I did it because it was the right thing to do,” Naruto finally said sighing in relief as he added, “besides...I can’t have a bunch of punks taking my place, forehead-girl.”

“Baka,” said Sakura in an ‘un-Sakura-like’ tone of voice as she stared at the blond boy in front of her smiled happily. She watched as the boy stood up and held out a hand for her, and when she took the offered hand she could help but think, ‘His hand is so warm and he’s so gentle...how could I have missed this about him!’

Naruto didn’t miss the glint in the pink haired girl’s eyes, as well as her thoughtful expression as he helped her off the ground. “Thank you, Naruto.” said Sakura as she bowed deeply so that he wouldn’t see her get teary eyed. Standing up she wiped her eyes and asked, “By the way, why are you down in this section of the town today?”

“Oh...” said Naruto as he began to sweat buckets, ‘Think fast, think fast, think fast, gotta think fast!’ Naruto patted his pocket where the money his mother and father gave him was stored as he said nervously, “I...well...I was just going to shop for some new ninja clothes.”

‘Ahhhhh, noooooo! You idiot!,’ screamed Naruto’s brain as it started to try and slap itself against his cranium in order to give itself a concussion, or was that his hand that just slapped his forehead in embarrassment.

“Honto? Do you need any help? I have a really good eye for these kind of things,” said Sakura as smiled up at Naruto.

Crying on the inside about how ‘fate was not playing fair’, Naruto said with a small nod, “Um I guess you could come, but it going to be boring...”

“Nonsense!” Sakura said as she turned Naruto around and began to push him towards the main road, “besides I know the perfect place!”

Naruto couldn’t help but think to himself as he was being directed to Sakura’s clothing store by the gentle pushes to his back, ‘Danger! I sense danger!’

Chapter Twenty-nine - A Troublesome Situation
It was true that Naruto and Sakura had never really been very good friends during their time at the Academy, but as the blond boy was being lead down —  more likely ‘pushed’ — the streets of Konoha he couldn’t help but stare in confusion at the pink hair girl that was taking him clothes shopping. “Um...Haruno...you really don’t have to do this,” he said as he was made to turn a the upcoming corner, “Really...I can pick out my own clothes.”

“Ha! That’ll be the day,” the young girl said with a smirk, “knowing you, you’ll probably get some sort of ‘orange’ clothing.”

“Hey! What’s wrong with orange!” yelled Naruto, attracting a couple of eyes towards the pair as well as some snickers

“Nothing...unless you like being a bright colorful target for all the kunai your opponents will be sending at you,” said Sakura, smirking when Naruto fell silent and just glared at her.

The stand-off didn’t last long as a familiar voice called from down the street, “Oi! Sakura!” Turning around, the two ninja saw a girl with light blonde hair and pale blue eyes waving them down as she made her way around the people on the sidewalk.

“I thought I saw yo...huh?” Ino stared at Naruto and then looked at Sakura, she did this for about a minute before she looked up at the sky and then pinched herself.

“Ino? What the hell are you doing?” asked Sakura, as she watched her best friend doing the strangest things.

“Well...there you are...and there’s Naruto, so naturally I want to know if the world is going to end or am I just in a genjutsu,” said Ino as she blinked again.

“Neither,” said Naruto.

“Then what parallel universe did I fall into that you two are getting along!?” cried out the obviously confused kunoichi.

“Naruto saved me from some bullies, and in return I was going to help him shop for some clothes,” said Sakura clearing up the situation.

“Bullies!? It wasn’t Rei again, was it?” asked Ino with an annoyed look on her face. When Sakura nodded her head, Ino exploded into a long speech telling her friend that those idiots should have been reported long ago.

“Don’t worry, I don’t think they’ll be bothering me anymore,” said Sakura as she blushed slightly when she thought back to Naruto cleaning her face and taking care of her scrapped knee.

“What? So Naruto beat them that badly?” asked Ino as she looked over to the blonde who was trying to escape the two girl and failing miserably at it. “Sakura? Did you say you were going shopping? What for?”

‘DAMN IT!’ was the mental scream that echoed through Naruto’s mind, as he tried to think of a way out of his predicament, ‘I don’t need an extra girl on this excursion. Damn it! I wish I had packed my smoke bombs instead of my exploding tags! Damn it!’

“He said he need to get a new ninja outfit,” Sakura repeated, which seemed to catch Ino’s attention as her head snapped around while her eyes trailed Naruto body from head to toe.

“Hmmm,” said Ino as she looked at Naruto’s and what he was wearing. Naruto equated her stared to that of a chef looking at a choice piece of meat. “Where are you going to take him?”

“I was thinking of Daisuke’s shop,” said Sakura, which got Ino to shake her head.

“No, no, no! You have to think bigger, Sakura!” said Ino as she said to herself, ‘As well as accommodating...’

Naruto saw the look that Ino made as she whispered something to Sakura and they both blushed as they looked back at him. “Um...I think I’ll go back home now...uh, I think I hear my mom calling me.”

“Oh, no you don’t!” said Ino as she grabbed Naruto left arm and Sakura grabbed the other, “you need new ninja clothes and we’re going to get you some!”

“To Madam Mamiyu’s!” both girls cried, as several other girl that just ‘happened’ to be around looked at the three walking down the street.

Turning the corner, Naruto was convinced that this was the worst that his day could get until he heard a voice say, “How could you not know where he is!? Isn’t he your teammate?” Naruto cringed and began to panic as he struggled against the grip that the two girls hand on his arms when a red head girl and his teammate turned the corner.

“Naruto-kun!” squealed the red head as she threw herself on the restrained boy, “I knew my love would find you!”

“Heh...hiya Kaori,” said Naruto, as he saw Hinata frown slightly while tugging the red head off of her teammate. “Hi, Hinata. What are you two doing way over here?” he asked knowing that Hinata was pretty far from her compound.

“Hello, Naruto-kun. Um, I was looking for you...” said the girl as she blushed and looked away.

“So what are you all doing all the way out here!?” asked the red head as she got confused stares from the other kunoichi.

“Naruto? Who is she?” asked Ino, while she seemed to be sizing her up.

“That Kaori! She’s the girl who’s family was saved by us yesterday.” Naruto said proudly while he smiled at Hinata. Who blushed, but was able to return the smile back to him.

“Oh! Well...nice to meet you Kaori! I’m Ino, and this is my friend...”

“Sakura,” said Sakura as she extended a hand and the red head shook it. “As for where we are going...”

“Ahhhh! They don’t need to know where we are going!” screamed Naruto as he waved his hands about and seemed to be sweating again. This of course only served to make Ino smile as she like seeing the young boy flustered.

“We were on our way to help Naruto pick out a new ninja wardrobe,” said Ino with a smirk as she saw Kaori’s eyes light up, as well as Hinata’s. 

“You know what, Hinata? I don’t think I’ll need your help anymore. You can go back to you house if you want to,” said Kaori which in reality it would actually be translated as ‘get lost’.

“N-n-no, I think I stay and help Naruto-kun pick his ninja clothing,” the young Hyuuga girl, said quietly with a glare that could have rivaled several chuunin kunoichi at the moment.

“The more the merrier!” said Ino as they all began to drag Naruto down the street to the appropriate shop. This of course cause even more eyes to turn their attention to the scene that was happening before their eyes.

When they reached the store, Naruto had already been planning seppuku and was now trying to acquire something sharp and pointy. However, it was unknown to Naruto, but his luck had decided to take a break today, as the young boy couldn’t find anything remotely pointy within reach.

This would be the last time the vendors on the street would see Uzumaki Naruto as he was literally dragged into the clothing shop by the smiling girls. 

****

That night four girls exited the shop each blushing and talking to themselves, while a tired looking Naruto walked out of the shop with several bags of clothing grasped in his hands. The girls all waited for the boy to catch up to them, and when he did the Kaori latched on to his right arm while Ino grabbed his other arm.

Naruto hung his head as he just shuffled forward. ‘This is the absolute last time I ever go clothes shopping with a girl, or girls!’ the boy promised himself.

The group all began walking towards the intersection where Sakura and Ino both separated and said their goodbyes, as Ino winked and blew a kiss at Naruto. Kaori went her own way when they reached the trading district. Finally, it was only Hinata and Naruto walking as the sun set on this day that Naruto saw as nothing but trouble.

“Ne, Hinata?” asked Naruto as he caught the girl staring at him with a dusting of pink on her cheeks. “Thanks for you help. I’m sorry I didn’t thank you earlier, but seeing the way the other girl were acting in the store I didn’t want you go get yelled at or glared at,” Naruto said while making weird eyes that made Hinata chuckle.

“I-it’s okay, Naruto-kun,” said Hinata as she walked with the blonde and smiled inwardly that she got this time to be with him by herself. “I think you new clothes will make an impression on everyone.”

“Kami, I hope not! Especially, after the way Ino, Sakura and Kaori acted...I’m beginning to think that I shouldn’t wear these clothes,” said Naruto acting as if he was warding away the memory of what happened in the shop.

Hinata laughed softly, and Naruto eyes softened as he watched her smile at him. “You know...” said Naruto as Hinata looked it him with a smile.

“Yes, Naruto-kun?” asked the Hyuuga heir.

“Nah, it’s nothing... ” said Naruto as he smile at her and thought to himself, ‘You should laugh more often, Hinata.’

Coming to the intersection that would lead her to the Hyuuga compound, Naruto said goodbye to his teammate and friend as he began to make his way back home while looking down at the bags of clothing that he had bought. Hunching over, Naruto dragged his feet back to his house as he knew tomorrow was going to be one hell of a day.

****

The sun rose with what seemed a vengeance as it’s light poured through Naruto’s window and struck him square in the face, causing him to move around his bed until he realized that there was no possible way for the sun to be hitting him directly in the face.

Cracking open an eye he saw an elaborate mirror set up that refracted the suns light straight at his bed. This early in the morning Naruto could only think of one person that would be this sadistic in his implements in waking him up.

“OTOUSAN!” screamed Naruto.

Down in the kitchen Obito held his hand to his ear and sighed with a smile as he looked at his wife and said, “You don’t know how much that makes my day!”

“Obito, you really shouldn’t push him...he might start to retaliate,” warned Rin as she ate her breakfast, as a blond with blood shot eye and an half-sleepy, half-angry expression burst into the kitchen. 

“You are so dead!” Naruto said as he sat at the table and Obito beamed over at him while trying to act innocent.

“I haven’t a clue as to what you are pertaining to, but I’m sure that if you train under me and called me ‘master’ I will look into it,” said Obito with a grin.

Naruto just grumbled as he served some of the breakfast that his mother had made and began eating. The room had just began to settle when Rin asked, “Did you get some new clothes?”

“Hm,” Naruto replied shaking his head while eating.

“I heard from some of my friends that you were dragged to Madam Mamiyu’s by several girls,” said Rin with a raised eyebrow.

“Ohhhh! I see! Several...huh? I knew you were going to be like...” Obito never got to finish that sentence as Rin rap him over his head with a small metallic fan that she made appear out of nowhere. 

“Hentai! Keep you dirty thoughts out of this!” Rin reprimanded Obito, who just smiled even wider as he winked every time his wife was facing away from him.

“They were all friends, kaasan,” said Naruto as he shifted in his seat.

“Well...as long as they are just ‘friends’. Did they help you with choosing you clothes?”

“Did they help dressing you?” asked Obito as he laughed at Naruto blush, and dodged Rin’s attack, as he laughed, “Kami! This it too easy! Hahahahaha!”

When Naruto’s mother returned to the table her fan was bent and she had a smile on her face. Taking a deep breath to compose herself Rin said, “What I was going to ask was if you actually bought clothes. So...did you?”

“Yeah,” said Naruto as he looked over at his mom and could almost hear the next question before it was even said.

“Are any of them orange?” asked Rin as her eyes narrowed, while she unconsciously began slapping her bent fan into her palm.

“No, but they do have a little orange in them,” said Naruto in a huff as his mother sighed in relief.

“Oh!” Obito said as he popped his head back into the kitchen, “Kakashi stopped by this evening and told me that your team is going to be meeting the Hokage at ten o’clock.”

“Nani! But it’s already nine-thirty! Ahhhh! I’m going to be late!” yelled Naruto, as he dashed to his room and began rifling through his draws to find that all of his old ninja clothes had suddenly disappeared.

“Use the new clothes,” called out Obito, “that what they are there for!”

Naruto was angry, but he didn’t have the time to argue with his parents as he pulled out the bandages and tape as well as the new clothing that he had bought yesterday. Bandaging his ankles, Naruto slid on a pair of black pants that had an orange stripe running vertically along the outside of each pant leg. He then bandaged the pant legs shut while he fished for orange and black cloth belt that was used to cinch his pant close.

Reaching into the bag Naruto pulled out some under-armor that seemed to stick to him like a second skin. Next to come out of the bag was a sleeveless white shirt with low v-neck that he donned. Finally, he pulled out a jacket that was similar to Shikamaru’s but it was black and had orange highlights through the jacket as well as a hand stitched red swirl on the back.. Naruto fished the rest of his preparation as he grabbed his hitai-ate and tied it around his fore head while  looking in the mirror and shrugging. Snapping on his kunai holder and ninja pack, Naruto ran down stairs and saw his mother was waiting to see him in his new clothes. However, when she saw him she looked shocked as she brought her hands to her mouth. 

“Rin? Has he come down yet?” asked Obito as he looked over at his son and seemed to have the same shocked expression that his wife had.

Naruto was never one to notice or care too much about his appearance before, and because of that he never noticed the changes his training had made to his body in the past year or so. One of these changes was that his body had become lean and healthy with all the training that he has done. Plus, now that his clothing were no longer baggy and his colors no longer detracted or distracted people from looking at him, it was more than obvious that Naruto’s baby fat had all but disappeared leaving lean, hard, wiry muscle in its place. 

His face was also affected by this change as well. No longer did his face hold the rounded shape of a little kid, instead it was very angular and held hints of maturity. Naruto even seemed to have gone through a growth spurt as he stood taller than his parent had remembered.

“What’s wrong?” asked Naruto as he looked at his mother and father in confusion.

“Nothing,” said Rin as she moved forward and touched he sons cheek while smiling at the boy, “Go, you’re going to be late.”

“Late! Shoot! See you later,” said Naruto as he opened the door of their house and took off down the street.

“Rin...” said Obito as he stared at the door to their house as it closed shut.

“I know...he looks just like him at that age doesn’t he?” Rin said as she remembered the pictures that Jiraiya-sama had showed the two, along with the pictures that they had in their photo album in their  room.

“Do you think this might cause a problem?” asked Obito as he watched his wife nod her head silently. The ex-Uchiha stared at the ground and just closed his eyes when he thought of his son and said, ‘Be careful, Naruto.’

****

 Naruto ran through the streets of Konoha as he made his way to the red colored main building. On his way he noticed that several people were staring at him and in turn he smiled at them waving his hand. As he was about to take a right a young girl called out his name, “um...Naruto-kun?”

“Eh?” Naruto stopped as he turned around and looked at the girl that was running over to him. She was a pretty girl who had black pig tails and chocolate brown eyes. She wore a green kunoichi dress and spandex shorts as she came up to him. “Um...I know you might not know me...” the girl said as she looked at the ground in embarrassment.

“I know you,” said Naruto as he smiled at the girl, “you’re Lin. You’re the girl who I helped find her missing puppy.”

“Yes! That’s me! I’m Lin,” said the girl with surprise on her face as well as a blush that started to spread from his neck on up.

“Yeah,” Naruto said as he looked at the girl with a warm smile on his face, “so...what did you want to talk to me about?”

“Ano...” the girl as she looked very embarrassed and asked in a quiet voice, “...I was wondering if you’d like to get something to eat with me?”

Naruto looked down at the girl in confusion at fist, but then he recovered and said with another smile. “Sorry, Lin, but I have to get to a meeting. Can I take a rain check on that?”

Lin looked disappointed at his response, but when she heard the second part of his response she blushed happily and nodded enthusiastically. “Great! See you later!” Naruto said as he took off down the road leaving the blushing kunoichi standing in the street.

Normally, Naruto wasn’t a paranoid person, but when he had began to be stopped at every corner of every street by several pretty girls he was beginning to think that something was wrong. It wasn’t until he was being chased by a mob of girls that Naruto began to worry for his life. Dropping his technique Naruto out ran the girls and quickly hid in a small alley behind several garbage bins.

He almost jumped out of his skin when a deep voice spoke up from besides him, “Dobe? What are you doing?”

Turning around Naruto spotted Sasuke crouching in the same space that he was hiding in. “Sasuke! Am I ever glad to see you!” Naruto said happily as Sasuke quirked an eyebrow, “You’ve got to help me! They’ve been chasing me for the past four blocks and I can’t seem to get any closer to the Hokage.”

“Who has been chasing you?” asked Sasuke as he looked at Naruto and noticed the new clothing that he was wearing.

“These crazy girls...” said Naruto as he explained what had happened since the morning. When he finished Sasuke was smirking and had an evil glint in his eye. “That’s why I need you help, Sasuke.”

“Sure,” said Sasuke in a manner that made Naruto cringe, “but you have to train with me, and I want sparring as well.”

“What!? No, I...I can’t do that...” Naruto began, as he thought of his training regiment and how it was suppose to be mostly a secret.

“Then I guess I can’t help you...” Sasuke said looking around the alley and watching several girls pass by.

“Where did he go?”

“I don’t know, but I think I’m going to find Sasuke-kun first!” the other girl said with a shout.

The Uchiha heir winced when he saw a fox-like smile spread on Naruto’s face. “You know what...I don’t think I need your help after all,” Naruto said as he quickly made the seals and said, “Orioke no jutsu! Modified Version!” In a puff of smoke, Naruto was replace by a buxom blond girl who was wearing a blue kimono and had pig tails.

Sasuke wondered what Naruto was going to do in that form, but he then saw the blond getting up and walking out of the alley. His mind screamed ‘danger’ before Naruto cupped his hands around his mouth and screamed, “I FOUND SASUKE-KUN!”

Eye’s bugging out, and throat closing from surprise, Sasuke only had a small amount of time to promise Naruto a slow and painful death before the alley was swarmed with a mob of girl who were pointed in the direction by a blonde haired girl in blue kimono.

Keeping his form, Naruto began walking among the girls who had been chasing him. In his head he laughed as he slipped passed all of them unnoticed, but when he got to be a couple of feet away from them a blue and black blur landed in front placing it’s finger against his chest while saying in an angry but satisfied voice, “Welcome to the club! KAI!”

Naruto was shocked, to say the least, as his henge dropped and several girl all turned around when Sasuke shouted the same words that he used on him... “LOOK, I FOUND NARUTO-KUN!”

Unable to help it, Naruto smile and looked Sasuke in the face as he said, “You bastard.” Sasuke smirked back at him as Naruto said in a calm voice, “First one to the Hokage’s office is a rotten egg!” Both boy’s outlines blurred for a second as they disappeared in a cloud of dust leaving the girls on the road to grumble angrily at the two while others seemed to be very impressed by their skills and they sighed in wistfulness.

****

In the Hokage’s office stood six genin, three jounin, and one Hokage each patiently waiting for the last two genin to arrive. There was a knock at the door to the office, which made everyone one break out of their bored attitude. “Come in,” said the old man as an ANBU poked his head from around the corner and said, “Hokage-sama we have two boys out here who look like they are in need of a rest.”

Everyone’s interests seemed to be peaked as Naruto walked in looking as if he had been in a fight while Sasuke was pale and still panting deeply as he tried to catch his breath. “Fan girls?” Asuma asked Sasuke as the black haired boy nodded and slid away to his team where Sakura handed him her canteen of water. Kakashi looked away from Sasuke and when he focused on Naruto he did a double take, but said nothing. Looking back to the other adults, Kakashi saw that even the Hokage was staring with a look that held a happy smile. “Naruto? What about you? Why were you late?”

“Uh...same reason?” said Naruto a bit embarrassed that he couldn’t loose a large mob of girls quickly. Hinata gasped in surprise, as did Sakura, and said, “A-a-are you alright, Naruto-kun?”

“Yeah, they just caught me off guard,” said Naruto rubbing the back of his head and smiling, which seemed to make Hinata blush slightly.

“You are too troublesome for yourself,” Shikamaru smirked as he looked at Naruto’s clothing and said, “Nice jacket.”

Naruto looked down and then smiled at his friend and said, “I couldn’t let you be the only cool jacket wearing guy in the group.”

Shikamaru smiled as he shook his head. However, before anyone else could talk a cough from the Hokage’s desk interrupted the conversation and everyone snapped to attention. “I guess we can get started now.”

Everyone in the room lined up in their usual three man groups with their jounin teacher behind them as they faced the Hokage and waited to hear what the old man wanted to talk about. “I’ve called you here because I have been decided to rearrange your three teams. I have had each of your teachers report your progress to me as a team, and because of certain situations that have arisen, I will now be creating two new four man teams out of the eight of you. The two jounin teachers will be Asuma and Kakashi, sorry Hanatarou but you will be going back on active duty after today.”

The man standing behind the other two nodded his head slightly and went back to being quiet. “The parings will be this...

“Uzumaki Naruto, Hyuuga Hinata, Akimichi Chouji, and...”

‘Shoot!’ Naruto thought when he didn’t hear Shikamaru’s name called, ‘I really don’t want to be on a team with anyone else other than my friends.’ Calming himself, Naruto listen to the last name called out by the old man at the desk.

“...Nara Shikamaru. You four will be under Kakashi-san tutelage,” said the Hokage as he looked warmly to the everyone he called out. “The next team will consist of Uchiha Sasuke, Toshino Usagi, Haruno Sakura, and Fubuki Masami. Your jounin teacher will be Asuma.”

Sasuke cocked his eyebrow as he watched Chouji smile while he walked over to his new teammates. Shikamaru and Naruto greeted the large boy with pats on the back and laughter as they now stood before the Hokage in their new four man teams. Looking over at his two new teammates, Sasuke saw that the boy named Usagi was rather lean and looked like a person who excelled in speed. 

Sasuke then shifted his glare to the girl. Masami’s hair was blue like the sky, and it seemed to be tied into an intricate braid, which fell to the middle of her back. Sasuke saw the girl turn her head to face him, and while he looking into her indigo blue eyes she frowned and elbowed her old partner. When she caught the boy’s attentions she nodded her head in his direction, which the boy follow until he locked eyes with Sasuke. Rolling his eyes, Usagi looked away as if dismissing Sasuke’s glare.

“Only your two teams will be four man teams. It is because of this that each of your teams need to understand teamwork and comradery. I hope that each of your teams will work out in the end. You are dismissed.” Asuma’s team broke up immediately while Kakashi team stayed together as they laughed and talked with their new team member.

Kakashi smile under his mask as he could already see that the four friends were already creating a stronger bond. However, as he looked at Naruto he could help but feel a bit nostalgic as he almost could imagine the boy as an adult and what he would look like.

Naruto lead her new group through the streets to his old hang out, but when he got there he froze in fear, while ducking behind Hinata who squeaked as she could feel his hand gripping her waist. “Hide me!” Naruto whispered, as the other three looked down at the stand that he usually went to. There in front of the ramen stand was a large group of girls standing around and ordering food from the stand. Each of them seemed to be actively searching for something as Shikamaru said lazily, “So you weren’t joking when you said you were running from your fan club.”

Naruto couldn’t see it, but Hinata was very angry with these girls. ‘I saw him first,’ she thought in her head as se continued on with he rant, ‘they didn’t even pay attention to him that much! Why now!?’

“Well,” said Chouji as he rubbed his no longer bulging stomach, “it looks like we’re going to have to go somewhere else...” As soon as the boy said that they all heard something from a bush near by call out, “Psst!”

Looking in that direction, Naruto saw Ayame waving them over as she said, “Follow me!” Naruto smiled, as his new team and he followed the ramen girl around the back of the shop to a sliding aluminum door. There the girl lifted the metal door to reveal a new more secluded addition to the ramen shop.

“Wow!” Chouji and Naruto both said as they saw the now counter and the tables that littered the area.

“Come on in!” said Ayame, “Father knew that something was up when all the girls seemed to be asking where you were. And I must say...now I know why.” The older girl gave Naruto a once over as she teased him and then laughed.

“Hey, nee-chan? Why haven’t you opened this part of the store before?” asked Naruto as he sat at the counter with Hinata and Chouji on either side of him.

“Well,” said Ayame as she looked at the ground.

“...it was my wife’s idea, and when she passed away we...I didn’t have the heart to go through with it,” said the Teuchi as he walked over to where the four genin sat on the stools.

“Sorry, ou-chan. I didn’t mean...”

“Don’t worry about it! What will you be having today?” asked the old man as he looked down at the blonde who smiled.

“I’ll have two beef, one miso and a shrimp to start off with!” said Naruto with grinning while his stomach gave a growl of appreciation.

“Two chicken,” Chouji said, after Hinata ordered a shrimp ramen like Naruto. “Beef will be fine,” said Shikamaru, as he had to admit that he was getting use to the taste of ramen. However, he would never in his life time admit that fact to any of his friends.

“Coming right up!” said Teuchi as he sent Ayame to prepare the food, “So...why is my number one customer hiding from all the pretty girls out front?”

“They’re pretty alright...pretty vicious!” Naruto said with a half laugh, half sigh as he told everyone about his morning and what it was like to have a pack of rabid fan girls running after you while they ate their ramen.

“Well, if you ever need a place to sit and eat in privacy you should come here,” said Teuchi as Naruto saluted him while praising him as a god among gods. Teuchi just smiled and went back to work as the four finished their meals.

Shikamaru finished his ramen and stared at the bowl for a while before asked to no one in particular, “I don’t know if you know but Hokage-sama is going to have to cut our vacation short.”

Naruto didn’t say anything. Instead he just keep eating while Chouji looked over at the three and said, “Really?”

“Yes, I head from one of the branch members,” Hinata answered, “plus I over head Kakashi-sensei talking to Hokage-sama, during a clan head meeting that was held at the Hyuuga compound.”

“Did you manage to hear what they were talking about?” asked Chouji tentatively while he was smiled at by Naruto.

“No..but I thought I head something about a C-Rank mission,” said Hinata while playing with her noodles and keeping her head lowered. Shikamaru sighed, but he looked serious as he stared at Naruto. Chouji looked a bit worried, but now that he had new teammates he felt a bit more secure.

“Another C-Rank, huh?” Naruto said with a smile forming on his lips, “This could be interesting...”

Chapter Thirty - Escorting the Perverted Hermit
Naruto had been fearing the next day, but as it came he was once again awoken from his sleep by an ingenious trap that his father had built. It was cold water filled balloons this time, but Naruto was luck today. He had detected their presence just before they fell on him and watched as the water soaked his bed and sheet through and through. ‘This man has way too much free time on his hands,’ thought Naruto as he went to take a shower.

After showering and changing, Naruto came to breakfast only to see his father pouting. ‘There is only one reason he’d be pouting...’ the blonde grinned as he sat down and said, “Nice try dad, maybe next time.”

Obito’s frown deepened as he glared at his son and said, “I’m not beaten yet, you just wait!”

“Hai,” Naruto said languidly before finishing his breakfast and saying his goodbyes. As soon as he stepped out of the door Naruto’s well trained ninja senses told him that he was in danger.

“Have fun running!” called Obito with a chuckle as several girls seemed to come out of no where attempting to latch on to his arm or grab a leg.

“OTOSAN!” screamed Naruto as he took off down the road in an attempt to shake the girls off his tail.

Back in the house, Obito was relaxing with a smile on his face as he said, “You have to get up pretty early in the morning to beat the master!”

****

Naruto had fled straight to the bridge where his other three friends were waiting after he lost most of the girls. Shikamaru helped him get rid of the other girl by telling them that they were interfering with their mission. Hinata eyed and out of breath Naruto as naughty thought invaded her head about her blonde being sweaty and panting while doing a completely different activity.

“Uh, Hinata?” Chouji interrupted her thoughts, “your face is really red. Are you okay?”

“I-I-I’m alright,” said the Hyuuga girl as she felt and embarrassing blush creep up her face.

“This has got to stop!” Naruto said with a bit on exhaustion in his voice, “I think I’m going to go and find me some clothes like my old ones...these are too troublesome!”

“That’s my line,” Shikamaru said in deadpan humor.

“NO!” yelled Hinata, as all the boy looked over to the girl and saw her blushing again, “Ano...didn’t your mother say that she didn’t want you to wear clothes like that again?”

Slapping himself on the forehead Naruto winced as he said, “Yeah...your right she did say that.”

Shikamaru, however, was looking at Hinata with a raised eyebrow and he even was able to lock stares with her for a short time before the girl looked away. Shaking his head, Shikamaru walk over to where Naruto was and said, “This will all blow over soon, don’t worry about it too much.”

“Yeah...I guess so,” Naruto said as he slumped to the ground rubbing his aching legs and wondering if it was a good idea that he keep Daichi Joukai no Kursari active while he ran from the girls.

However, he didn’t have time to thing about that as a poof of smoke and the appearance of their jounin sensei halted his thinking. “Yo! Ohayo!” said Kakashi as he looked at his students, “Alright everyone, let’s head to the main building. Hokage-sama will be giving us our assignments today.”

Everyone nodded as they followed their teacher towards the building. Kakashi almost wanted to laugh at Naruto paranoid reactions, but when a girl leap out of a trash can and latched on to him squealing, “I caught you!”

Kakashi could only feel a hint of regret that he had to follow in his fathers foot steps. He watched as Naruto pried the girl off of him and told her that he was going to be late for a mission. He didn’t yell or scowl, he wasn’t overly mean. No instead he just smile at the girl and said goodbye, which accounted for the girl fainting on the spot as Naruto took that time to catch up with his teammates.

Seeing that this might happen if they continued on, Kakashi instructed his group to take to the roofs. Skimming over the roofs was much easier on Naruto, and in no time they had reached the main building. The five walked up the stairs as they went to the mission room and saw team ten walking out of the mission room.

Sasuke was in front of his teammates, while Sakura, Masami and Usagi were all conversing. “Naruto!” Sakura said when she saw the boy walking with his team. Next to Sakura, Masami was looking at Naruto and nodded her head politely, while Usagi kept his face neutral and nodding his head in an upward motion.

Naruto smiled at Sakura and walked over to the newly created team as Shikamaru and Chouji followed him. “Did you get a mission today?” Naruto asked seeing Sakura smiling at them.

“We got a C-Rank mission,” said Masami in a deep sultry sounding voice.

“Yeah,” Sakura said while holding her fist up in excitement, “We’re are going to flush out some bandits from a near by town.”

“Really?” asked Chouji as he looked on in surprise.

Sakura nodded when she saw her old teammate and then she looked down at her feet as she said something that everyone was shocked to hear coming from her. “Chouji...look I’m sorry about...”

However, before Sakura could say what she wanted to say Chouji said, “Just drop it Sakura, we all did some stupid things.”

Sakura nodded as she looked at the large boy in front of her and smile at him. Masami then said with a soft voice, “I think it’s time we go, Sakura-san. Uchiha-san will probably brooding while he’s waiting for us. It was nice meeting you all! I hope we get the change to know one another better.” said the blue haired girl as she bowed politely and walked down the hall with Sakura.

Usagi looked at Naruto as he bowed curtly and left to join his team. Naruto looked at his team to see Shikamaru looking at where the new team ten had left, intrigue was clearly written on his face but Naruto kept that fact to himself.

Team seven then walked into the mission room, as they saw several chuunin running around the table where Hokage-sama sat. Iruka looked flustered and the other chuunin were talking animatedly as Kakashi announced their presence. “Team seven reporting for duty!”

“It good that you came at this time, Kakashi!” said Sandaime with a glint in his eye that made Kakashi shiver a bit. “I have just received a requested mission that I think your team should take on personally.”

‘Crap! Whenever the old man says something like that I always end up getting more that what was bargained for!’ thought Kakashi as he put his book away and put it into his ninja pack. Naruto and Shikamaru noticed this as they sent each other questioning looks. “I see, and what type of request is this mission going to be like?” asked the copy-nin.

“You are to escort a hostile SS-Class ninja from the town of Buuzen back to Konoha. The mission is not only to escort him back but to give him this correspondence,” said Sandaime as he handed Kakashi a scroll.

“Completion of the mission will be determined if you reach either of two goals. Those are...if you bring him back or you get him to respond to this scroll. Good luck!” said the old man as he smiled at Naruto.

“Hokage-sama, is the SS-Class ninja you are talking about...” asked Kakashi while also looking at Naruto.

“Yes, he is...now go!” said Sandaime not wanting to answer any more questions. Kakashi sighed as he told his team to pack for a one day journey and to meet him as soon as they could at the northern gates.

“Hai!” said all four genin as they ran out of the room.

‘I wonder how he’ll take it when he sees Naruto?’ wondered Kakashi as he flitted over the roof tops, ‘This could turn out really bad...’

****

The five had set off on their trip to Buuzen after they had met at the gate. On their way to the town, Naruto and the other’s had begun asking question about the man that they were suppose to meet. “Ne, Kakashi-sensei?” asked Chouji with a bit of a confused face, “I’ve never heard someone refer to another ninja as an ‘SS-Class ninja’ before. What does that mean exactly.”

“Hmm...” Kakashi hummed as he walked along side Naruto and said, “You all know what ninja ranks are, right? Well, classes are a form of determining a ninjas skill. In other words, just because someone is a genin doesn’t mean that they weak, and just because someone is a jounin doesn’t exactly mean that they are unbelievably strong.” 

Crossing his arms, Kakashi tilted his head up and said, “A class states their true power and can be any where from E, D, C, B, A, S or SS. ‘E’ being the lowest, and ‘SS’ being the highest.” Kakashi looked over at his students and saw them thinking about what he had said.

“So what class are you, Kakashi-sensei?” asked Naruto.

“That’s classified,” Kakashi said with a scrunched up eye, as all of his students moaned and told him that it wasn’t fair.

“So if this ninja is an SS-Class ninja and he is to be treated as hostile? Why send us?” asked Shikamaru as none of the fact were adding up.

“He’s not hostile, but he can be very stubborn,” Kakashi said looking down the road and sighing. ‘Though, he might get upset if he sees Naruto,’ thought the gray haired jounin while deciding to keep his thought to himself.

“S-so w-what do we do when we find him?” Hinata asked as she looked at her teammates.

“Hmm...you will have to persuade him to wait for me to give him a message, signal me, and when I come to give him the message we will all try to persuade the old...ninja to join us.” Kakashi explained, as the others all began thinking of how they were going to persuade a man, who they knew nothing about, to wait for a message from a town that he seems to be avoiding.

“What a pain!” complained Shikamaru, while Chouji and Naruto laughed because they were about to say the same thing.

****

Naruto walked along the streets of Buuzen as he checked from place to place for a man that fit Kakashi description of the ninja they were looking for. ‘Let’s see...tall, has white — probably long — hair, will have two red marks on his face that lead from his eyes to his cheeks...’ recalled Naruto, as he walked around talking to the owners of each bathhouse that he walk by. 

Before the team had arrived in Buuzen, Kakashi informed his students that the man they were looking for would probably be at a bathing house. The copy-nin even hinted that the man was somewhat of a pervert as he said that ‘he like those locations to past his time doing extracurricular activities...’. Shikamaru and Naruto instantly knew what he was talking about, Naruto just hung his head while Shikamaru huffed in annoyance.

However, a problem arose the moment the town came into view as Chouji asked if the steam coming from the buildings were bathhouses, Kakashi nodded his head as he saw what his students saw...the town must have been covered in bathhouses from the amount of steam that hung over it.

Naruto chuckled, as he remembered the team as a whole sighing deeply before their sensei told them to split up. Now that he was walking calmly from place to place, bathhouse to bathhouse he would talk up the people there and ask of they saw someone who fir the description of the man he was looking for. 

Naruto spotted sitting in front of a woman’s bathing house admiring the women who went into and out of the building. “Excuse me,” said Naruto as he strolled up to the man sitting in the chair.

“Hm,” said the man while turning to look at the boy, “What is it gaki! Can you see I’m busy!”

“Busy?” repeated Naruto looking incredulously at the man, but instead of exploding...like he want to do so badly...Naruto said in a sarcastic tone, “This won’t take much of you precious time, promise.”

“Fine,” said the man as he turned his attention to Naruto as pouted, “what is it you wanted?”

Naruto quickly explained his situation to the man and watched as the stalker face slowly smiled brightly as he said, “Yeah...I know where the pervert is. You say your going to take him back home, do you?” The man looked like his birthday had come early, “You can always find him near the women’s bathing houses that are in the upper class part of town.” 

“Have fun tracking him down!” called the man as Naruto took off to the upper class part of town.

It took Naruto a couple of minutes to find the woman’ bathhouses but when he did he automatically noticed something that was amiss. For the normal civilian it would seem like nothing was wrong, but Naruto noticed it automatically. In the tree closest to the bathhouse, there was a small glint of metal that shined every now and again from it upper most branches, plus the tree was swaying as if there was a breeze, but today was a relatively calm day.

Casting a glance to the bouncers at the front gat Naruto saw that they were about to go over and check up on the strange tree. Quickly, Naruto walked forward and said, “Sirs, I see that you have found something to be alarmed about. However, I was wondering if you’d allow me the chance to do the honors?”

“Why should we, kid?” asked a beefy man who look as if he more relation to a bear than a human.

“Yeah! What he said!” the other muscle bound guard said adding his one cents worth of words into the conversation.

“Well, if you let me...” Naruto said slowly trying to keep the men’s attentions on him, “I was ordered to take him back with me to another town. So...that mean’s...you won’t ever have to see his face around here again.”

Both men looked at Naruto and only the bear-guy seemed to understand what he was getting at as the other looked in confusion to his partner. “Fine,” said the bear-guy as he returned to his post while barking, “but if he isn’t gone in a couple of minutes....we’ll make use he’ll never be able to climb a tree again!”

Bowing deeply, Naruto wiped his brow and turned back to the tree in question. Slowly walking up to the tree, Naruto knew somehow that the man in the tree would never be taken by surprise by a genin. So instead the boy decided to take the direct approach, as he walked to the base of the tree and jumped up to a limb that was opposite the man in the tree. Turning around, Naruto saw what Kakashi meant when he said that the man they were looking for ‘wouldn’t be hard to find unless he was actively hiding’.

Sitting on a branch balance perfectly sat a large bear of a man, whose snow white hair fell to the middle of his back. The SS-Class ninja was currently peeking through a spyglass and was chuckling to himself when Naruto cleared his throat only to watch the man lower his spyglass as his smile faded away. “What do you want?” as the man in a serious voice that hinted that he was angry for one reason or another.

“I was sent on a mission to give you some correspondence from Sandaime Hokage-sama,” said Naruto, in his most respectful tone of voice.

“Fine,” give me the correspondence said the white haired man as he held out his hand.

“Um...”

“What is it?” asked the ninja as he picked up his spyglass and looked at the bathhouse again.

“Well, my sensei has the correspondence, but I’m sure that if we wait for him you’ll...” said Naruto as he tried to come up with a good lie.

“Sensei!? Who did Sarutobi send to deliver this message?” asked the man as he hunched his shoulders and growled angrily.

“We are team seven, sir,” answered Naruto as he began to feel a little angry at the tone of this man’s voice.

“Team seven! A genin team! He send me a genin team! Does he actually think a bunch of snot-nosed brats, who haven’t even learned to crawl let alone walk are going to succeed where other better ninja have fail?” the man stood now at his full height towering over Naruto, his back still turn. “Get lost, brat! I have more important things to attend to,” the man said coldly not even looking back.

The man smile at himself as he was thinking that the genin behind him was shaking in his boot and about to leave when...“Look here, you bastard!” yelled an angry voice that carried a whole myriad of emotions, “I didn’t get dragged all the way out here in the middle of no where just to get yelled at by some perverted loser who thinks he’s better than everyone because he’s classified as an ‘SS’ ninja!”

The man was shocked to hear such conviction in the boys words, not only that but there was a strange feeling that those words had behind them as the older man listened to the boy say, “And don’t you dare put down my team! We’ve worked hard to get where we are, and as far as I’m concerned you approval means less than dirt to me! The only approval I need is from my parents, Kakashi-sensei and Sandaime ji-chan!”

The man wanted to laugh, here his was being talked down by a pint sized genin where he could make grown Kage’s shake in their boots. “I’m sorry that I bothered you,” said Naruto as he back flipped off the tree and onto the ground.

‘Damn it!’ though the white haired man as he put away his spyglass and dropped down from the tree. “Kid,” said the man as Naruto stopped and turned around to see the man sighing and looking at the bathing house with a sort of perverse longing, “Sorry, its just that bring up Konoha means bring up some really bad memories as well.”

The man turned around and said, “My name is Jiraiya. What’s your....” Jiraiya stood stock still as he saw a ghost from his past standing before him, “...impossible.” Jiraiya spoke softly as his eyes widened and seemed to slowly become wet. “I saw you die! Your body...you were buried!” Jiraiya said while pointing at the blonde in front of him.

“It couldn’t have been me,” Naruto said as he checked himself, thinking that the man was playing some sort of trick on him, “I’m still alive.” Naruto eyes jerked open, as his brain had an shocking epiphany. “Wait!” he said as Jiraiya looked at him in a suspicious way, “Was this man’s that you saw die...was his name...Arashi?”

The name itself hit Jiraiya like a ton of bricks, but the way the boy said it made him all the more curious as he nodded and watched the blonde smile as his eye lit up with happiness. “It was!? They you knew my fath....”

“Naruto!” called out a familiar voice, when Naruto turned around he saw Kakashi and the rest of his team running towards him.

“Hey! How did you find me?” asked Naruto as his teammates all walked over to him while Shikamaru said with a smirk.

“I just asked all the girls were walked by if they saw a blonde with blue eyes and whisker marks and they directed us to where you went and asked if they could have your address,” said Shikamaru as Chouji stifled a chuckle while Naruto groaned.

“It’s these clothes! Even since I’ve worn them they been nothing but trouble!” Naruto said with a frown, as he and his friends looked over to the man who was still looking at Naruto with shock written on his face.

“Shikamaru,” said Kakashi in a serious voice, “take the team to the restaurant that we saw on our way here and get us a table.”

“Sure, sensei,” said Shikamaru as he turned and began leaving the older men to their talk. However, Naruto was staring at the man name Jiraiya in suspicion and he wanted some questions answered. Huffing loudly, Naruto turned to follow his friends leaving Kakashi and Jiraiya looking at each other.

“Kakashi,” said Jiraiya with a frown on his face, “who was that?”

“Hmmm,” Kakashi hummed deeply while trying to decided whether or not to tell the man. “I think you should read Sandaime message before I tell you that.” That got the white haired nin’s attention rather quickly, as he looked down a Kakashi extended hand. In it he held a red scroll that had a seal on it which had the kanji for ‘important’ on it.

Sighing, Jiraiya knew that Kakashi would talk about the boy until he had read what was in the scroll. Taking the scroll and doing the necessary hand seals he deactivated the scroll’s seal and opened it while reading...

To my student,

When you read this message I hope that you are doing well and are in good health. I know that dislike messages from the village you believe to have killed you student, but it is in these dark times that I have come to realize that my strength is no longer what it once was.

I have no doubt that you have already seen the upcoming battle that is looming over Konoha’s head. I also believe that you know who is behind this sudden hostility that has begun to show itself.  

Jiraiya...I cannot erase what happen in the past even though I wish I could almost every day. I am asking as your teacher and friend. Would you consider coming back to Konoha? I do not expect you to stay, but I would like to see my student once more if I am to defend this village with my life.

Jiraiya stared at the last sentence and blinked as the words took on a whole different meaning. Looking down at the scroll he saw that the next lines of writing were hastily written down and they seemed to be fresh as well.

I don’t know if you know already, seeing that your information network is rather large, but a couple of good friends have appeared just last year and with them was the most peculiar person that I have had the chance to ever meet.

I wonder if it is he that will find you? I hope you don’t react too violently towards the boy, especially since he is Rin and Obito’s adopted son.
The man’s eye shot up into his hairline as he started to see a pattern form within the chaos that was in front of him. After all, one did not become an information peddler without learning a few trick of the trade. Zeroing in on Kakashi, Jiraiya saw that the man was obviously hiding something...something big...something that he wanted to know! However, Jiraiya chose to read on and finish the scroll, before he would interrogate his pupil’s student.

He reminds me a lot of someone that we both knew, and I was thinking that you should get to know him as well. Maybe he is a solution to mending a wounded heart? Of course this is all up to you, and I cannot make you choose what you want to do. Though I would like to see you once again.

Thank you for reading my message and listening to an old man babble on. Until next time we meet my student...I hope it will be sooner rather than later.

Sarutobi
The old ninja put the scroll down as he thought the boy and what was in the letter. ‘That sly old man set me up,’ chuckled Jiraiya as he shook his head, ‘he knew what he was doing sending this team for me.’

“Kakashi,” said Jiraiya as he gathered his wits and looked over at the jounin, “who was that boy?” Kakashi knew that Jiraiya was ‘asking’ for an answer, no...instead, he knew that it was being demanded of him.

Taking his time to answer the question, Kakashi could help but see the look in Jiraiya’s eyes. Kakashi understood the look as hope flickering in his elders eyes. “His name is Uzumaki Naruto,” said Kakashi in a respectful voice, as he had to hold up his had to stop Jiraiya from demanding more information. After Jiraiya settled down, the grey haired ninja continued on,  “He is the adopted son of Obito and Rin. He is my student, since he’s just become a genin. And...”

“And?” asked Jiraiya, who had been waiting for a particular answer to one of his question.

“And he is the son of Kazama Arashi, who was also know as the Yondaime Hokage,” said Kakashi as he witnessed Jiraiya, one of the legendary sannin, begin to tear up while dropping to his knees and staring straight at the ground.

“How...how is that possible?” asked the old man.

“Arashi and his wife were wed secretly. His wife’s pregnancy was also kept secret,” said Kakashi as he turned his head away in shame. Jiraiya was Arashi’s sensei when he was a young boy and had even become sort of a father figure for him as years passed on, Kakashi knew that hearing that his student had kept secrets form him it would hurt the man deeply. “Because of you connection with Sandaime and...your stubbornness, as Arashi put it, you were not told. Jiraiya, I know that for a fact that it pained Arashi to not tell you about his wife and son. Only three people knew of their marriage and the baby that was on its way, and that was his three students.”

“Why keep the child a secret? I would have taken care of the boy! Konoha wouldn’t have shunned him!” said Jiraiya as he stood up confusion in his eyes as he saw the sad look on Kakashi’s face. “He would have been treated as a prince...they would have probably spoiled the brat by now!”

“The reason for leaving was very important, Jiraiya-sama,” said Kakashi as the sannin looked shrewdly at him. “You see...Yondaime didn’t defeat the Kyuubi like everyone believes. The thing was way too powerful, so he did the only thing that he could think of at the moment to stop the rampaging beast...he seal it.”

The sannin’s face paled to almost match the color of his hair, as he asked with a bit of trepidation, “Sealed it? So what d-did Arashi seal the beast in?”

“You should ask yourself not ‘what’ he sealed the Kyuubi into, but ‘who’ did he sealed it into,” said Kakashi not flinching as he remembered the day the little boy’s life changed in a flash of light and bust of pain.

“Who? What do you...” repeated Jiraiya, as a cold wind whipped across his face kicking up some of the dirt on the ground and swaying the tree that they were near ominously. His hands felt heavy as he swallowed and looked down at his sandaled feet. “You don’t mean...” Jiraiya said with wide eyes that were opened wide and taking in the implication of what kind of life the boy would have had if he had stayed in the backwards village that had earned his dislike.

“I see...” said Jiraiya as he set his face into a determined mask as he strode forward and said, “...I’m hungry. Let’s get something to eat.”

“Hai!” said Kakashi as he walked behind the sannin and lead the way to the restaurant.

“I will test the boy,” said Jiraiya while looking ahead and dodging around the pedestrians on the side walk with grace and fluidity, “if he passes...I come back with you. How does that sound?”

“It’s a deal,” said Kakashi with a chuckle that got the sannin’s attention, “...but I’d be careful. It seems that Obito has trained him not to flaunt his power and to be wary of show too much of his skill to friends and foe alike.”

“Oh? Then I guess that this will be an excellent time for you to see him in action, I would think,” winked the old sannin as they continued down the road. Before they reached the restaurant, Kakashi pulled out an orange book that Jiraiya recognized and smiled as he said, “Isn’t that an old copy?”

“Yeah, but I liked this series. Besides the newer series is become a bit too heavy handed with the descriptive words and the plot is lacking,” said Kakashi not noticing that Jiraiya eye was twitching madly as they arrived at the restaurant and walked in while being greeted by four voices calling out their names in the corner.

Jiraiya watched as the blonde genin smiled and waved them both over while still talking to his friends about something, ‘Arashi...’ thought Jiraiya as he took his seat and look at the boy again, ‘...Arashi ...he looks just like you.’

Chapter Thirty-one - Escorting the Perverted Hermit [pt2]
It was dark inside the cave, but for its occupants — who’s lives were spent filtering from shadow to shadow — the cave was a welcomed shelter. A shadowy figure moved in front other the others as cave fell silent. “We have information stating that an unusual chakra influx was reported near the Wave country a while back,” said a deep baritone voice that held a bit of amusement in its rich tones, “one of our slaves checked on it and confirmed it to be the signature of a jinchuuriki.”
“Do we know ‘which’ bijuu the vessel holds?” asked a mechanical sounding voice.

The shadow that stood before them glared at the others and said with a smirk forming on his face, a smirk that no one would see because of the darkness of the cave, “Kyuubi.”

All at once shuffles could be heard in the room as mumbles and whispers past between all the people that were in the cave. However, that was all stopped the moment as intense killing intent flooded the cave making everyone turn their head to look at who would dare do such a thing. In the corner of the room a set of red eyes opened and turned their deadly glare at the others in the cave as a silky voice said in complete seriousness, “Kyuubi is mine.”

The shadow at the front of the group nodded and said with narrowed eyes, “Fine...but if you do not retrieve him on your first try...then he up for grabs. What do you say?”

“Ah,” said the red eyed man as he closed lids and slipped back into the darkness. After that brief conversation the others in the cave also retreated into darkness leaving only the shadowy figure standing in the cave.

“So close...I am so close to my goal...” said the man as he began to slowly slip away into the shadows of the cave as well. “Soon I shall have all the power that I need...” said the man as he laughed coldly before becoming quiet and disappearing into darkness.

****

Naruto who now was so use to having his father mess with him in the mornings, had scurried out bed this morning believing that the old man had planted a trap for him to evade. However, when he regained some of his bearings he remembered that it was on a mission. Sighing, Naruto decided to get some extra sleep, but as he laid back in bed something in him would let him fall back to sleep. When Naruto though about it, as he lid in bed, he figured out that his body was still waiting for an attack and wouldn’t go back to sleep until it was nighttime.

Frustrated with the fact that he could get a break from his father even when he was on a mission, Naruto screamed, “OTOSAN!”

****

Obito was currently picking some weeds out of his garden when he sneezed heavily and felt a warm happiness spread through his body. In fact, he was so happy he began humming a tune as he sang, ( I am the master! Oh yeah...(
****
After the team had gotten up and ate something, Jiraiya and Kakashi lead them out of town. The walked along the road until Jiraiya stopped and said, “Over there...” The old sannin was pointing his finger at an old field that looked to be in disuse.

“What do you mean?” asked Naruto as he blinked and squinted his eyes, as if trying to see what the older ninja saw. “I don’t see anything. Are we about to get attacked?”

“We’ll have the test over there,” replied Jiraiya as Kakashi could only sigh.

“Hai,” said Kakashi as he and the old man began walking to the field followed by four extremely confused genin.

When they arrived at the field, Jiraiya took off his backpack and the scroll that he always seemed to be carrying. The white haired man then stretched out his limbs and cracked his knuckles as he began looking over at Kakashi and Naruto.

“Kakashi-sensei? Why have we stopped? I thought we were going back to Konoha?” asked Naruto as the other nodded their heads in agreement with their blond teammate.

“It seems that Jiraiya-sama doesn’t want to go without testing us...well...actually, it’s more like he just wants to test you, Naruto.” Kakashi watched as the boy went from not really paying attention to screaming his head off.

“EHHH! Why me!?” yelled Naruto as he looked over at the man cracking his neck and taking a fighting stance.

“Hmmm,” said Kakashi knowing the really reason but saying, “maybe he thinks you’ll be a good fight? Anyway...it doesn’t matter, if you can past his test he will come with us. If you can’t then he’ll still send a message back with us.” Kakashi was about to leave when he remembered something that Jiraiya said when they were talking about the test, “Oh, Naruto?”

“Nani?”

“He says if you hold back on him he’ll hurt you really bad,” Kakashi said in all seriousness which made Naruto narrow his eyes at the man across from him.

‘Crap! This guy is a sannin! I stand no chance against a person like this! What the hell is he thinking!?’ Naruto thought to himself angrily, as he saw the man make several unfamiliar seals while saying loudly, “Iwa Bushin no Jutsu!”

From the dirt and soil underneath their feet sprung a clone of the old man as Jiraiya said with a smile on his face, “This clone only has five percent of my original power in it...if you can defeat it I’ll come with you. If you hold back I’ll give the clone more of my power. Are you ready!?”

Naruto eyes were hidden under his bangs for a moment before he looked up at the sannin and show a look of determination that made Jiraiya smile as the boy said, “Stop talking and bring it on!”

The clone shot forward with such speed that it was hard to tack for the genin’s, but luckily Naruto had been training with a friend who had his own type of crazy speed. Because of the training with Lee, Naruto was able to track the movement of the clone and put up a defense before it could flatten him with a jarring kick to the stomach.

At he was being driven back by the kick to the stomach, Naruto went with the momentum of the attack and snapped his hands out grabbing the ankle of the clone while shifting his weight and pulling the clone into a throw that sent it hurling into a tree. Not stopping there, Naruto quickly made several hand seals while whispering “Fuuton: Musebu Hokori!”

The sphere of wind appeared around the clone but was quickly dispelled when the clone managed to throw several shuriken at Naruto making him drop the jutsu to dodge the attack. ‘A wind technique, eh? I see Obito has trained you in the elemental jutsu,’ thought Jiraiya as he watched the boy dodging his clones attack while coming in with his attacks. However, Jiraiya watched as the boy displayed dexterity and agility that was prevalent in most low level chuunin let alone a genin.

Frowning, the man made a seal and watched as his clone suddenly became faster and stronger. Naruto’s eyes widened when the clone’s punch suddenly broke through his hastily prepared defense and landed a direct blow to his jaw. The only reason Naruto didn’t suffer a broken jaw was because he had used his fathers training to roll with the punch instead of resisting it. 

“Damn it! You bastard! I thought you said you wouldn’t increase it’s power!” yelled Naruto as he dodged another flurry of attacks from the clone.

“Cut the weak genin act, boy! Don’t even try to lie to me, I can tell your not fighting at your full potential,” said Jiraiya calmly as he looked over at the boys teammates to see them all surprised at the level of fight that was taking place. Shikamaru’s face was impassive, but he couldn’t hide the fact that his eye’s were filled with interest. Chouji and Hinata who seemed overwhelmed by Naruto shear skill, were both gawking as they watched Naruto move around the field with such grace. 

Naruto was forced to go on the defense as the clone attacked with weapon, taijutsu and ninjutsu alike. Still, Naruto didn’t want to go all out, as he held back some of his power. Truthfully, Naruto had become to accustomed to keeping the power squirreled away for a rainy day, but now that Jiraiya clone was taking it to him with extreme prejudice, he was beginning to rethink his ideals.

“Damn you, kid,” grumbled Jiraiya as he started to become glared crossly at the blonde while on the inside he was surprised that the kid was able hold out this long without going all out. “You’re not giving me much choice,” said Jiraiya as he once again did the seal with his hands and raised the fight capacity of the clone to twenty percent. This time Naruto had no chance, he was being attack faster than his body would allow him to move and the hit were stronger than expected.

After a vicious uppercut sent him careening to the ground, Hinata yelled out, “Stop you hurting him!”

Jiraiya winced at the young girl scream, but he knew that the kid made it look worst than it was. The old man saw that he had tilted his head to the right just as the uppercut had landed causing the punch to only do a fraction of it’s damage.

‘I’m not going to last long...especially if I keep going at this pace,’ thought the genin while he was breathing hard and trying to keep from becoming a bloody smear on the ground. Dodging a low kick he was surprised with the clone switched its stance and performed a mule kick that caught him on the chest. Thinking quick and instinctively reacting, Naruto pushed out a massive amount of chakra from his chest, effectively lessening the damage of the kick and causing Jiraiya and Hinata both to look up in surprise.

“That’s it!” yelled Naruto, startling his friends on the sideline as he lifted himself off the ground and turned towards the old ninja. He sped through several hand seal combinations and when he stopped he said, “Daichi Joukai no Kursari! Kai!”

A bright blue bubble of chakra swirled around Naruto revealing thick chakra chains that were wound around his arms, legs and torso and lead into the ground at his feet. Both men openly gawked as the chains slowly evaporated and disappeared...

“Kage bushin no jutsu!” yelled Naruto as several clones appeared, and all began staring down the clone of Jiraiya. The clones and Naruto then suddenly vanished from sight, leaving behind only a trail of dust that was swept away by the light breeze that rustled through the field. 

When Naruto and his clone reappeared, they went about demolishing the clone with a multiple hit combination that ended with snap kick from Naruto that sent the clone high into the air. Before the clone could recover, Naruto and his clones ran through seals while saying, “Ninpo: Bakaretsu Hosenko! (Ninja Art: Exploding Fire Flash)” Taking a deep breath the group of Naruto’s exhaled a multitude of burning white balls of flame that followed the clone and exploded on impact, the explosions were not on the magnitude of a exploding tag...but they would be enough to do serious damage anyone who was caught in their path. It was because of this fact that there wasn’t much of the clone left for them to see except a fine dust that was sprinkling over the area

Everyone stopped thinking for the at the moment as their minds had to actually catch up on the action that has just taken place. “The chains...” Kakashi said with a bit a worry, and then chanced a look at the other genin. What he saw was awe, fear, happiness, and several other emotions all rolled up in one jaw opening expression that they all wore as they watched their teammate glaring at the old ninja..

Jiraiya was looking on in wonderment, ‘This child know the Daichi Joukai no Kursari!? How? That jutsu is a forbidden jutsu! Only the fourth was able to master it, and even then...the strain it put on his body allowed him to only use it every now and again!’ The old ninja stared at the boy as he quickly went through the seals again and he watched as the ground around Naruto sunk in deeply from the amount of force that the jutsu was exuding.

“So...did I pass?” asked the blonde easily as he walked over to where Jiraiya stood. “Oh yeah...sorry about the clone, but the bastard got on my very last nerve,” said Naruto in a way that made Jiraiya laugh as he knew exactly who the boy was referring to, and he knew it wasn’t the clone.

“Yeah...I guess I did go a bit too far, but I really wanted to see what you were capable of,” said Jiraiya as he watched the boy look at the ground in a serious manner.

“I was taught...”

“Kid,” said Jiraiya interrupting the blonde before he could anything else, “don’t worry about it.” the white haired sannin saw the boy look up and then smile as he rubbed the back of his head in embarrassment. ‘The boy even acts like his father,’ thought Jiraiya as he looked over at Kakashi and the rest of the team jogging over to see them.

Naruto looked even more ashamed as he friends surrounded him and began talking to him about the fight while asking him questions about the jutsu that he used. Kakashi himself had some burning question that he wanted answered, but at the moment he digressed as he looked at Jiraiya waving him over.

“Was that jutsu...Daichi Joukai no Kursari?” asked Kakashi, his eye narrowing when the other man nodded his head in a affirmation. “Isn’t he too young for that jutsu?”

“Yeah, but I more worried about the side effects...” stated Jiraiya as he saw Naruto blush at something that the round genin said to him.

Kakashi stayed quiet as he thought about what Jiraiya was hinting to, and then smirked as he thought about why the older man was worried. “That won’t be a problem for Naruto,” said Kakashi with confidence that literally oozed out of every pore of his body.

“It’s not something to joke about, Kakashi. You know as well as I do that the jutsu put an undue strain on the entire body causing ligaments to tear and muscles to rip as well as other complications. I can’t stand here and watch this boy endure that kind of pain!” said the sannin when he noticed that Kakashi had a grin on his face which was marked with the scrunching of his eye, “What’s so funny? I’m being serious!”

“Just take a look at the boy that you supposedly beat into the ground,” said Kakashi as he pulled out a book and watched out of the corner of his regular eye as Jiraiya seemed shocked at what he saw. The boy hadn’t even looked as if he hadn’t been a scuffle at all, sure his clothing was dirty but the boy looked fresh. Plus, where Jiraiya had been sure that a bruise would be showing up on his face, there was nothing but smooth bruise-less tanned skin.

“What the hell?”

“Due to the nature of his tenet, Naruto has gained some...special benefits...” Kakashi stated while walking away from the sannin who was caught up in his thoughts.

‘Hmmm...if that means what I think it does, then...,’ the old man grinned looking appreciatively at Naruto, as he walking over to the group in time to hear the jounin sensei telling his team that they had completed their mission. The team all smiled as they let out a collective sigh of relief, as they began to talk amongst themselves. The six of them all began there journey home as the when they located the road again.

Kakashi noticed that as they walked along the dirt road that Jiraiya would every now and again look over at the boy as if he was still trying to believe that the boy was real. Smiling, the copy nin of Konoha pulled out his favorite reading material and began to pick up where he left off as the thought, ‘Things are about to get interesting around the Uzumaki house hold.’

****

If someone had bet that the trip back to Konoha was going to be boring they would been in some major trouble. It all started when Kakashi told the group that they were going to camp for the night seeing that they had wasted some of their travel time for the test. Then there was the incident where they had to help Jiraiya not get stomped to death by a small group of kunoichi who he had probably said some perverted things to.

However, after all their work the group now sat around a small fire trying to keep warm as the night air became chilly. Naruto was rubbing his hand in front of the fire as Hinata sat next to him blushing. Naruto took note of this but didn’t say anything as he just smile at her. “Ano...Naruto-kun?” asked Hinata slowly as she sat facing the fire almost as if she were talking to it instead of the boy that was next to her.

“Yes?”

“During your fight with Jiraiya-sama...um...how d-did you do that thing with your chakra w-when you were kicked in the chest?” asked the Hyuuga girl as she didn’t dare looking at the boy next to her, even now she was cursing herself for being so curious...but she just had to know!

“Well...” said Naruto as he remembered Kakashi and what he said back at the wave, “I asked sensei if he knew of any special training that would involve using chakra as a defense and he showed me some fundamentals of a theory that he once heard of. So ever since then I’ve been working on improving the training, but its been kinda hard cause I don’t know much about that type of chakra control.”

Hinata was surprised, here she was talking to a person about something that no one should know about, something that could get the blond in trouble with the Hyuuga clan, something that no one should be able to perform except those of the Hyuuga clan. It was at that moment that something inside the little girl made he say something that she thought she would never in a million lifetimes think that she would have the courage to say. “I could help you with you training, Naruto-kun,” Hinata blurted out, while keeping her eyes looking at the ground after hearing Naruto sharp intake of breath.

“Really, Hinata!? I’d really appreciate it!” said Naruto in a surprised but happy voice. This of course made Hinata look up as she was given a hug that made her melt on the inside. “Hey, and if I can help you with anything just ask me,” said the young genin boy, as Hinata mind began to think dirty thoughts while he face lit up like a red light bulb. Unknown to either of the two, Jiraiya was not far away from them, hidden under a cloaking technique of his making, furiously scribbling in his notebook while snickering to himself.

“Hey,” said a voice that the two recognized as Chouji’s as the boy appeared from the shadows and said, “do you think you could also help me with my training as well, Naruto?”

“Hmm...” said Naruto as he looked a Chouji as he said, “I’m willing to try, though I don’t really know how much help I’ll be to you.”

“I believe in you, Naruto. Your plenty strong and smart, I’m sure you think of something!” smiled Chouji as he turned to go back into the forest leaving the boy and girl alone.

“Do you think I should invite, Shikamaru?” asked Naruto as Hinata nodded. Naruto smirked and then laughed as he said in a voice that mimicked the shadow user, “He’ll probably say something like ‘troublesome, if you all going I might as well go’.” Hinata laughed, and in the shadows of the forest Shikamaru smiled, knowing that his friends would always include him in ‘troublesome’ things even if he didn’t ask them to.

****

That night, Naruto was awoken by a strange twinge of pain that shot out from his palm. Looking at the palm of his hand Naruto felt the pain again as he saw the spiral of the summon seal appear as a faint outline of a new kanji character began to appear. ‘What does this mean,’ wondered Naruto as he taxed his brain for an answer, when suddenly a memory came to him that surprised the hell out of him. ‘Wait a second!’ Naruto yelled at himself, ‘this sort of happened when the lizard was summoned by the demon brothers! So that means...there is a summon near by!’ Rolling over, Naruto used a kage bushin to replace him as he used his own strength to jump straight up into the canopy of the forest quietly so that he could scan the area for any signs of movement.

Unknown to Naruto, Jiraiya and Kakashi had both had felt not only the new presence, but had also seen him take to the branches with raised eyebrows. Both men decided to follow Naruto example, and left bushins in their place as they disappeared into the foliage while they watched and wondered what Naruto was going to do in a situation like this.

Feeling the prickly sensation in his palm again, Naruto looked over the scene down below and finally saw some of the tall grass around the area that they were sleeping in move slightly. However, what surprised Naruto was the fact that the thing was moving away from the camp sight at a fast pace. ‘What if it’s a scout?’ wondered the young genin as he took to the trees jumping silently and being followed by to shadows that he had no chance at detecting. 

Naruto had managed to keep up with the would be scout, but suddenly it stopped moving and when Naruto came down from his tree and surveyed the area. Looking around he saw that there was a very large body of water in the distance which seemed to be too conveniently located out in these woods. He also noted that around the water was a low lying fog, but where he was standing there was not even a wisp of fog on the ground.

Suddenly, Naruto felt a pain in his palm and he quickly around and got slapped in the face with something small and partially slimy. “Yo!” said a tiny voice, as what ever hit him crawled up his face and onto his hair, “You the Yobu-nin?”

Naruto looked up as he tilted his head back slight and saw a bright orange toad with black markings on him staring into his eyes, “Um...yeah?”

“Good!” said the little frog as he pointed at the large body of water in the distance, “Let’s go! My pops is waiting.”

“Eh? Wait a second here! Who are you? And why would frogs want to see me? I did summon any of them yet,” said Naruto obviously confused.

Sighing deeply the little orange frog said in a tired voice, “I’m Gamakichi! I am the son of the frog clan boss. As for why he wants to see you...only he knows the answer to that question.” Gamakichi looked down into the blue eyes that seemed to be thinking about something as he said, “So...I’ve answered you questions. Now can we go?”

“Hai, hai,” Naruto said absentmindedly as he walked towards the shores of the extra large pond.

In the shadows Kakashi sent Jiraiya a confused look as the sannin was looking on with increasing confusion. Using some basic sign language Kakashi asked, ‘What is wrong?’

‘I did not summon the frogs,’ Jiraiya responded with a couple of hand signals while continuing with, ‘and I have the only frog summon contract.’

Kakashi was starting to see what the sannin was saying as he looked at Naruto walking towards the large pond. Because no one else had the summon contract there was no way that the summons would just appear unless...

‘Are you saying they summoned themselves?’ asked Kakashi while running of a string of signs with his hands.

‘Slow down! I am not that proficient with signing!’ Jiraiya signed back angrily, as Kakashi nodded  and redid his last sentence at a slower pace. Jiraiya nodded as he signed back, ‘Yes, but it would only be done for something very important...come on! Let us catch up to them! Silently, making their way in the direction that Naruto had followed the two man approached the pond like silent shadowy wraiths as they listened in on the conversation that the boy was having with the little frog on his head.

“So...where is this boss that you were talking about?” asked Naruto as he looked around expecting another frog to blind-side him when he wasn’t looking.

“Don’t get your panties in a bunch, he’ll be here.” said Gamakichi as he yawned and settled down in the soft golden hair on the boys head.

“Ne? Gamakichi?”

“Hm?”

“Do you have any kick ass powers? Like shooting out a poison tongue or something like that?” asked Naruto as he thought of other cool powers a frog could have.

“Poison tongue?” repeated Gamakichi while rolling his eye, “Nah! I’m too young to use chakra for the more powerful attacks of the frogs.”

“Then what do you do?”

“Hm, I can be a playmate! Though...I’ll only wor...um, play with you if you give me a treat!” said the orange frog as he tapped Naruto on his head lightly.

Chuckling, Naruto said, “Playmate, huh? I guess I could use someone to talk to every now and again.” Naruto could see the frogs shocked expression as he said, “Besides...you orange! And any frog with that cool color has to be fun to hang out with!”

Gamakichi, was stunned and then began chuckling lightly as he said, “I like you kid, for get about the treat! Summon me anytime you want!”

“Really?” asked Naruto while smiling that he made his first frog friend.

“Sure why not!” said Gamakichi as a large chuckle rolled over the pond as huge bubbles popped at the surface, bringing with them the sound of laughter. Suddenly, the pond seemed to rise up but when Naruto looked again it wasn’t the pond water that was rising up but an enormous dark orange head of a frog as it poked it’s head out of the water and said...

“And so the boy carries on with the legend of the Yobu-nin as he befriend not only the frogs and myself, but he also sees fit to soften the heart of my son!” said the large frog as it look down at the boy standing at the edge of the pond. “You look like your father,” said the booming voice of the frog in a soft manner.

Naruto’s eye bulged out of his head as he looked at the gigantic frog in the water, “You knew my father! Can you tell...”

“Iie,” said the frog as it shook it’s great head from side to side, and spoke a lie, “I cannot, since he had a contract with us and you do not. However...I did say that I would watch over you, though, now it seems like you will be watching over us instead.”

“Huh? What do you mean?” asked Naruto not getting how he would be able to watch over the frogs.

“Never mind that for now!” boomed the voice of the boss of frogs, “Child? Do you accept my blessings?” Naruto looked down at his palm and watched as the kanji character outline became clear as it said ‘frogs’.

Looking up at the boss frog Naruto said loud enough so the large frog could hear him, “Yes, I do!” Gazing back at his palm Naruto saw the kanji fill in with color as it and the spiral finally disappeared from the middle of his hand.

“See you around, um...”

“Naruto. Uzumaki Naruto,” offered Naruto as he smiled up at the little frog.

“Right! See you around, Naruto!” said the little frog as he popped out of existence, leaving Naruto and the boss frog.

“You may call me, Gamabunta!” said the large frog as if reading Naruto mind at the moment, since he was about to ask the frogs name. “Oi! Naruto! Is that sukebei of sannin around here somewhere?” asked the large frog while getting chuckle out of Naruto as the boy nodded his head instead of answering.

“Be careful, boy! That man can corrupt you mind with his Ero-sannin ways!” the frog said while slowly slipping under the surface of the water, “Make sure you don’t become like him!”

“Osu, oyabun!” said Naruto as he watched the surface of the pond bubble up releasing some bubbles that had the sounds of chuckling in them. Suddenly the water of the pond slowly started to evaporate faster than what anyone would have imagined possible until a field of thigh high grass was all that was left.

Sighing, Naruto took one last look at his palm as he began to walk back to the camp. However, in a flash of white hair and olive green clothing Naruto was suddenly being shaken violently as a mans voice said, “HOW DARE THAT OVER SIZE FRENCH CUISINE SAY THAT! Kid don’t you listen to a word that...that...that stupid frog said to you! I am a great ladies man! Anyone would want to learn how to woo women from me! Ungrateful...”

It was about the time that Naruto felt as if his head would roll off his shoulders that Kakashi stepped in and rescued Naruto from his grasp. Jiraiya was steaming mad as he mumbled angrily all the way to the camp. However, he was lucid enough to ask Naruto what was all that hubbub about a Yobu-nin and ‘blessings’.

Knowing that it would cause the man to become suspicious, but not want to explain everything tonight, Naruto said in a tired voice, “Its classified...ask Sandaime ji-chan.” After that, Naruto went over to where his clone was still sleeping and ended the jutsu as he laid down and went to sleep.

Chapter Thirty-Two - Being Taught and Teaching
The next day, the group set off on an uneventful trip back to Konoha while Jiraiya and Kakashi seemed to lag behind every now and again whispering amongst themselves as they cast looks at the blonde in the front of the group.. Naruto knew that they were talking about him, and to be honest, it made him feel very uncomfortable. However, he endured by keeping the memory of what his father had told him several years back when they were still in Horoyu...

“What’s wrong?” asked Obito as he and his son had just performed some minor labor for the people of Horoyu. Down below, several old women were sitting in a group smiling and waved at the two from the porch that they sat on while they talked to each other.

“I don’t like it when people look at me and whisper about me like that,” said a young Naruto as he handed his father a couple of wooden tools. “It makes me feel really uncomfortable,” the little boy said with a pout.

“You don’t say,” said Obito focusing on his work and sounding as if he hadn’t heard his son.

“Yeah, it makes me feel...” Naruto drifted off as he looked over the village from the rooftop that he was on.

“It makes you feel like what?” asked Obito as he finished tacking some shingles onto the roof and saw his son staring into nothing.

The little boy answered in a very quiet voice as his said, “It make me feel like they know what is inside of me.”

Sighing, Obito pulled his son over to him and sat him down while speaking to him in a comforting voice, “Son, even if they did find out about you secret. Those people who will treat you differently because of it, even thought they know you, are trash who do not deserve to have you as a friend. Besides...if you become a great ninja...you’re going to have to get use to people looking at you for a sorts of reasons...be it jealously, hate, love, admiration, awe and even fear. That is what being a shinobi is about. You have to take the good with the bad and deal with it in your own way.”

Standing up Obito took on last look at the thinking boy as he said, “Do you understand what I said?”

“Yes, father,” Naruto nodded as he stood up as well.

“Good let’s get something to eat, I’m starving!” said the ex-Uchiha while jumping down from the roof while Naruto used the ladder.
Several hours later, Naruto and the gang...after having taken a very long break where Jiraiya began talking to a group of several pretty ladies... had finally arrived at the gates of Konoha as the guards checked the groups papers before they let them into the village. When they recognized one of the name on the passes they saluted the white haired sannin as they passed through the great green doors. Jiraiya suppressed a eye roll as he walked the road between the gate and the administration building while eyeing all the pretty women in the vicinity.

“Ero-sannin,” called Naruto, “I’d be careful if I were you. Some of these women can pack quiet a punch!” Naruto had grinned when the old man had turned around with an angry face and said, “Ero-sannin!? Why you little brat! Do you even know who you are talking to? I am one of the legendary...”

“Hai, hai...” Naruto dismissed with an unimpressed voice while he looked away. Kakashi chuckled as he saw flames erupt in the old sannin’s eyes while he emitted a focused laser beam type of killing intent on his blonde student. Who, for his part, was startled for a second before shaking off the feeling and grinning back at the old man.

****

The group made their way to the administration building and the Hokage’s where they were greeted by two ANBU members who held the door open for the group. Inside, Sandaime was smiling as he saw his old student and said, “I see that team seven persuaded you to come back with them.”

“You know why I came back, you conniving old man!” grumbled Jiraiya as he looked over to Naruto who was right now talking to Kakashi.

“So I see that you have found the truth then,” Sarutobi said in a whisper while chuckling, “it took me by surprise the first time I hear the truth.”

“I...” started Jiraiya but was stopped by an upraised hand from his ex-teacher.

“Kakashi!” called the old man, “You and you team have complete your mission. I expect a report and you can all receive you pay vouchers downstairs in the mission room. You are all dismissed.”

With that Naruto and the other kids bowed before they left talking and laughing amongst each other. Kakashi stayed and when the last of the children had left the room he closed the door and turned towards the two older and more powerful ninjas while waiting for them to begin the conversation.

When the two did begin speaking Kakashi said in a serious voice, “If this conversation is to involve one of my students then I think I should be able to listen in on it...”

The frog sannin smiled tightly as he turned back to Sarutobi with a fake bluster that didn’t fool his teacher, “What’s this I hear about a war? And why did I get the feeling from that letter that you were thinking of going the route that my ‘pain-in-the-ass’ apprentice and student went?”

Asked the white haired man, as his teacher took off his hat revealing a receding hairline along with a face that seemed to radiate a massive amount of worry. “I know that you’ve probably hear that Orochimaru has gain control of the Rice Field Country and has created his own Hidden Village there,” said the old man while setting his hat on the desk and pulling out his favorite pipe.

“Yeah,” said the sannin as he turned his head away in as his eyes narrowed in hatred, “I can’t understand why he’s done that. He’s never been a team player. Hn...just the idea of him having to over see several hundred ninja as their leader makes me think there’s something we’re missing.”

“Indeed,” said Sandaime as he stuffed his pipe with tobacco and lit it with a match. Taking a puff of his pipe he blew out some smoke while crossing the room to stand in front of the window that overlooked Konoha. “We have had only a couple of spies report back from the newly created Otogakure no Sato. However, from the information that we have received most of the clans have been forced to work for Orochimaru while the others have been promised great power for their loyalty.”

“Hmm, so that would mean that snake-face would probably need more than just the wavering loyalty of his own people to accomplish anything on a larger scale,” said Jiraiya, who absent mindedly played with the strap of his hand protector.

“But we have alliances with most of the larger shinobi nations,” added Kakashi as he could see where this conversation was heading.

“All which are ending with in the upcoming year,” said the Hokage as he looked pointedly over at Kakashi and added, “it’s been a blessing that the nations have honored their treaties this long. However, I know for a fact that Iwa is not going to take action against us.”

“Really? And why is that?” asked Jiraiya as he looked over to his old sensei with surprised.

“Tsuchikage and I have been hammering out a treaty of non-aggression towards each other. It seems that Orochimaru and his newly formed Village has made enemies with Rock by killing their old Kage off.”

“What!? Are you serious?” asked a stunned Jiraiya while he snapped his head over to where Sarutobi stood to see the expression on the man’s face turn grim. “Damn it,” the white haired sannin swore as he walked over to a chair and took his seat, “so now you have the feeling he has his sites set on Konoha?”

Sarutobi nodded his head and said, “The border patrol has been reporting more and more hostile moves against us by the sound-nin. Plus, there is the fact that within several more months we will be opening our gates to all that are participating in the chuunin exams.”

“Chuunin exams, eh?” said the sannin in thought while he went over several other things.

“What is it Jiraiya-sama?” asked Kakashi as he looked at the man while still standing in the spot where he had stood for the whole exchange.

“Something, doesn’t quiet add up,” said Jiraiya as he stroked his chin and tiled his head back, “I mean...Orochimaru is definitely going to some day attack his old village in revenge, but why his he doing this so suddenly without having formed any real alliances with the other ninja nations. If there is one thing that teme hates its sloppiness. He’s meticulous and will often plan everything out with several back up plans...”

Sarutobi saw his student become quiet again as he asked, “Is there something that you have figured out?”

“No,” replied Jiraiya quickly, “but I don’t think killing you or destroying Konoha is that high on his priority list if he is moving this quick in his preparations.”

“If it’s something else, then what could it be?” asked the old man as Jiraiya sighed while standing up.

“I couldn’t tell you, but it has to be important to him...that’s for sure. Anyway, my real reason for coming back to this backward village is because of a certain ninja who just so happened to kick the stuffing out of my iwa bushin who happened to be running at twelve percent of my total power.”

“Your kidding,” smiled Sandaime as he smirked and looked over at Kakashi who nodded. “Your getting old Jiraiya,” teased Sandaime as he said, “though that boy seems to be loaded with surprises...”

“Ha! Tell me about it,” mumbled the sannin while then becoming animated as he asked, “Did you know that he can use Daichi Joukai no Kursari?” Those words seemed to have a profound effect on Sarutobi as the man’s shoulders stiffened and his pipe almost slipped from his smiling lips as they turned into a gawk while he choked on some of the smoke he was inhaling.

“Ack! Wha...what! Are you serious!”

“Like a heart attack.” responded Jiraiya as he held up a hand swearing, “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes I wouldn’t have believed it!”

“Kakashi!” yelled Sandaime in over excited tones, as the silver haired copy-nin of Konoha snapped at attention, “Why wasn’t I informed of this?”

“I wasn’t aware that the boy was capable of such a feat until I saw him perform the unsealing sequence with Jiraiya-sama, Hokage-sama,” answered Kakashi calmly, watching the old man in front of him pace back and forth while he tapped his pipes end against his teeth.

“Do you think that Obito and Rin knew about this?” asked the elderly man while taking a seat at his desk.

“Probably not,” said Kakashi, “Naruto usually trains on his own at irregular hours, and it could be that he has just learned this training exercise.”

“I want you to make sure that Naruto understands that he is not to use that release seal or even say the name of the exercise outside of the village or around other foreigners,” Sarutobi said quietly as he thought, ‘The boy is definitely his son...only was able to master that technique, but every village that begrudges the Yondaime would see it as an trophy and an honor to end his son’s life as well as ending his bloodline.’

“I have a request,” said the white haired man as he broke up the train of thought of his old sensei. Standing, Jiraiya looked at his hands and said, “I want to train the boy.” The sannin never saw the smile appear on his ex-teachers face as the old man turned away from the two as he looked out the window.

“Get in line,” said Kakashi in a serious tone.

Jiraiya turned around to face the copy-nin and saw that he wore a serious look on his face, or at least what Jiraiya would call a ‘serious eye’. “You know that I can teach the boy more than you would be able to,” said the sannin in a cocky manner.

“Perhaps, but that would actually require actually ‘training’,” said the silver haired man in smug voice, “not peeking into women’s bathhouses.”

“Those who live in glass houses shouldn’t cast stones,” quoted Jiraiya as he pointed at an orange book poking its way out of Kakashi ninja pack. The two ninja glared hard at each other while Sarutobi sighed as he sat back in his chair folding his arms and intertwining his fingers while clasping his hands.

“I think that Jiraiya would be a good teacher for Naruto,” said Sandaime as he watched the two men clam down and refocus their attention on him. “However, I don’t think we should take him away from his current team. So this is what is going to happen, I will leave Naruto under Kakashi guidance. Jiraiya, you will get to set up a schedule to train with the boy that doesn’t interfere with his duties or home life. Is that an agreeable compromise?”

Both men nodded their heads slowly while Kakashi reached into his ninja pack and pulled out his usually orange book and began reading while saying, “If there isn’t anything else you are going to discuss about any of my students, I take my leave.”

Sarutobi nodded his head and watched as the jounin sensei disappeared in a cloud of ninja smoke leaving nothing behind but empty air. The office was silent after the man had left, the sun was just beginning its trek down from it’s apex and it’s light was slowly streaming into the office. “Oji-san,” said Jiraiya, as he referred to his ex-teacher with his little nickname, “there’s something your not telling me, isn’t there?”

“Jiraiya...what do you know about the legend of the Yobu-nin?”

“Yobu-nin? I heard Naruto talking about it when I saw him talking to the traitor of a frog, Gamabunta. Now that I think about it...when I asked him about it he told me that it was classified and that I’d have to asked you about it,” said Jiraiya as he settled into his seat, especially when he saw his teacher sigh and rub his forehead. It was a habit of his teachers to do the ‘rubbing-forehead-thingy’ whenever something very large weighed on the man’s shoulders.

“Do you know anything about the forbidden jutsu known as Ninpo: Denkiteki Soudai Kuchiyose?”

At the mention of the jutsu Sarutobi watched his student sit up a bit straighter as the white haired man said, “I may have come across some who knew stories about that jutsu. Most of the stories told always ended in tragedy and death. Why?” Jiraiya eyebrow twitched as he saw the old man do the forehead thing again while sighing deeply.

“I ask...because Naruto can perform the jutsu,” said the old man eyes turning down and looking at the ground with a small flicker of worry.

Jiraiya sat back in his chair in a state of unbelief, his world had turned upside-down so many times he just couldn’t seem to understand it anymore. This boy who he has just met was none other than his dead students son. Not only does this boy have a powerful demon sealed within him, but he can boast about using a jutsu that not many in the shinobi world have been able to endure let alone use on themselves. Plus, to top it all off, this ‘boy’ can use a legendary jutsu that no one except one other person has ever had the chance to utilize.

“Is that why Gamabunta...” asked the sannin looking his old teacher in the eyes.

“Yes, it more than likely that he will not need your contract to summon the frogs whenever he wants,” answered Sarutobi with a half smile.

“Sensei?” asked Jiraiya as he gripped his forehead as if experiencing a headache.

“Yes?”

“Which way to the bathhouses...I need to clear my head,” said Jiraiya as he stood up and Sandaime told him, “Same place as it’s always been.”

Nodding his head and grunting, the white haired sannin stood up and began walking to the door of the office. For once in his life, Sarutobi felt that his student was actually going to that place to actually use the facilities as they were intended to be use. “When I get back we’ll have much to talk about,” said Jiraiya when stepped out of the office.

This left Sarutobi in his chair as he stuffed and lit up a new pipe, and taking a deep drag on it he thought, ‘Indeed, we will have much to talk about...’

****

The next day, Naruto could be found walking to one of the training areas. The boy looked a bit upset and he was grumbling about something under his breath while he half stomped-walked towards his destination. What the boy was grumbling about was none other than his one and only father and what he had done to him early in the morning.

For some reason or another, Naruto had been dreaming about running through a field that had been booby trapped with so many traps that he though it would be impossible to walk through the field let alone get to the other side in one piece. His dream then shifted as several wild demon dogs seemed to come out of no where to make him run through the crazy amount of traps that activated as soon as he crossed the threshold. Unable to go back Naruto tried his best to evade, dodge, and disarm some of the traps as he made his way to the other side of the field. When he was about to cross the line on the other side he awoke because a mouth with razor sharp teeth appeared and attempted to bite him in half! “Woah!” cried out Naruto as he looked around his room and saw that he had conveniently awoken at the time he was to do his early morning exercises.

That’s when he heard it. It was strange but he had never hear something like it ever before. It sounded like something traveling at high speeds while it whipped through the air. Naruto walked over to the middle of his room as he did a quick inspection of the minor seals that would keep his father from entering his room without him knowing. Everything was in place, nothing seemed to be trapped and all his seals were still intact. ‘So what is that sound!?’ thought Naruto as he looked over at his wide open windows and heard...

“GOOOOOOOOOD MOOOOOOORRRRNING NAAAAAAARRRRTOOOOOO!”

“What the...” Naruto said before a yell penetrated the household. Rin was sitting at the table shaking her head and finishing setting out some food for the others when she heard the struggle that was going on up stairs.

“Ha! This is pathetic!” said Obito as he looked at his son who was now upside-down, scrunched up against the wall as he glared at his father.

“What are you trying to do? Kill me!?” yelled Naruto as he rolled over and stood up in a flash. “What was the whole ‘flying-thought-the-wind-while-attacking-me’ for?”

Beaming at his son, Obito chuckled once as he said, “Your taijutsu stinks! If you would train with me, I could help you to avoid such an attack!”

“Such an attac...ARE YOU INSANE! Who, other than a psychic, could have avoid that!” asked Naruto slowly losing his temper as he saw his father just give him a shrug and a smirk.

“Easy,” said Obito with a laugh and a smile, “anyone who trained under me and calls me ‘master’ could have avoided that attack!” Obito crossed the room while still chuckling to himself as he added, “Don’t be angry because you taijutsu sucks, your speed is average, you reflex a horrible and you teacher is nothing like me!”

Naruto’s eye ignited into burning flames as he turned towards his father and made the air in the room seem to drop in temperature. “Kill...you...” Naruto gritted out as Obito turned around to see something that made him actually shake in his boot!

‘Kami-sama! When did he learn the to do the glare of impending doom!’ Obito actually, for a second, felt as if he was going to actually have to make use of his sharingan as his son took another step towards him before...

“Naruto! Obito! Come down and eat! Breakfast is ready! I don’t care what you two are doing!” yelled Rin as Obito grinned sheepishly and watched as his son slowly calmed down and settled for an angry glare as well as saying, “I’m going to get you old man! If it’s the last thing I do!”

“This could all be easily solved if you called me ‘master’ and trained with me,” said Obito with a grin, as he and his son walk down the hall that lead to the kitchen. 

Naruto knew that even if he did, his father would still do these silly pranks and crazy stunts. So he did the only thing that came to mind as he walked into the kitchen and said with conviction, “I refuse to give up!”

Obito smiled at his sons and promptly sighed as he said, “Then I have no choice but to keep at you until you knuckle under my most magnificent pressure!”

“Don’t exert too much pressure old man! You might end up breaking those brittle old bones of yours!” Naruto shot back as he began eating, while Rin stifled a laugh. Obito quieted down after that exchange, but he still sent both mother and son little glares as he ate his food. Naruto knew that deep down his father was having the time of his life, especially when he caught the man smile between bites of food.
This finally lead Naruto to what was happening at the moment. For one reason or another, Naruto’s back was still sore as he made his way to the training grounds. Grumbling loudly he had tried to heal it with some of his lower level medical jutsu, but to his surprise it seemed to persist. Luckily for him he had yet to see any fan-girls up this early and had even managed to avoid the others that seemed to always be up at this time. At the moment, he just didn’t feel up to shaking off the crying and begging girls at the moment.

Walking through the foliage that surrounded this little hidden training area, Naruto spotted his teammates and waved at them as he made his way to where they were sitting and talking. When he arrived Shikamaru was already complaining as he yawned, “So troublesome...too early...”

Chouji also yawned, but an enthusiastic gleam in his eye told Naruto that he was ready to make himself better. Hinata was curled up by the other resting her head on her knees as she breathed in and out with a soft purring sound that caught Naruto’s ears. Looking at her sleeping peacefully, Naruto smiled evilly as he sat down next to her and scooted in as he whispered in her ear, “Ohayo, Hinata.”

Those two words seemed to cause a reaction in Hinata that made everyone around look at the young Hyuuga girl with surprise. “Mmmm...Naruto-kun, said the young Hyuuga as she curled up tighter and smiled until she realized where she was and who was sitting next to her with a smile on his face. “Ahh!” she screamed then eeped before babbling on before she said, “Naru...um....uh....heh,” the poor girl blushed a deep scarlet chuckled nervously once and then fell over in a dead faint.

“Was it my breath? Did I say something wrong?”

“Uh...I think you killed her...” Chouji offered as he saw the girl lying still on the ground.

“Troublesome,” Shikamaru said as he stood up and walked over to Naruto and slapped him on the head lightly, “don’t go making our team members faint.” While he said this the Nara boy had a smile on his face as Naruto also chuckled.

“I didn’t think she was going to faint!”

It took the three boy several minutes to help Hinata wake up before the group was all awake and ready to start their training. Naruto stood up walking out of the training field as he called over his shoulder and said, “Follow me! I’m going to show you a great training spot that you’ll all really like.”

Not knowing what else to do the others all began to follow Naruto as he led them to the top of the Hokage monument. When they arrived Chouji was slightly winded and the others were breathing hard but seemed to still have the energy to go on. Naruto looked over at Chouji and said, “Chou! Are you alright with this? If you want we can rest here,” said Naruto as the Akimichi boy looked up in surprise as he was being asked his opinion.

Chouji noted that his other teammates were nodding their heads, as if to say that it would be fine if he decided to rest. A warm feeling rested in Chouji chest as he shook his head and grunted out, “No, let’s keep going. If I don’t push myself I’ll never become stronger!”

Shikamaru smiled as he looked at his friend newly acquired attitude, while Hinata just nodded her head and agreed with the ‘big boned’ boy. Naruto smiled as he led them down the back side of the Hokage mountain, taking them along the path that he used to get to his secret area. When they reached the boarder of his secret training area Naruto turned on his friends, looking back at  them as he said in low tones...

“This is my secret training area, and now it will be yours as well. However, I have only one thing to ask you all before I show you this area,” said the blonde as he took turns looking at each of his friends, “I want you to keep this place a secret. Tell no one of it’s location or what we do here, understand?”

His three teammates all looked at his with solemn looks and nodded their heads in unison as they watched the boy walk through a wall of foliage. Exchanging confused looks they followed Naruto and soon found themselves gawking at what they saw. The man made waterfall was pouring out foaming white water into a pool of crystal blue water that shimmered in the sun light while a constant breeze seemed to swirl about the area as it blasted out of a tunnel that was carved in the sheer cliff.

“Woah...” said Chouji as he looked at the small paradise that this training ground was.

“W-w-when d-did you find this Naruto?” asked Hinata as she walked over to the water of the pool as it lapped up against the carved stone that was the border of the pool.

“A while back,” said Naruto as he rubbed the back of his head in embarrassment.

Shikamaru was too busy studying the lay out of the training ground and trying to figure out where the water was coming from to make such a waterfall. Chouji had walked over to a small sand pit and reached down to touch the sand as he received as shock. The moment his hand touched the white sand he could feel a warmth spread through his hand when he quickly pulled his hand away and hissed lightly as he said, “Hot!”

“Hm? Oh! Sorry about not telling about that Chouji,” Naruto said with a genuine look of apology, “it seems that those sands and the water in the pond are constantly being heated like a hot spring.” Chouji smiled at Naruto and told him that he was more surprised than hurt by the sands.

When everyone had settled down from looking the ground over, Naruto started training by pulling out an ink bottle and brush. Shikamaru eyebrow rose as he watched his friend walk over to a slab of rock with a smooth surface. Hinata watched the blond dip his brush into the ink as he began to draw symbols on the stone and mumbling to himself. When Naruto was done Chouji watched as Naruto began gathering chakra and flipping through five hand seals before mumbling something under his breath. Everyone watched as Naruto slapped his hand into the middle of the symbols that he had drew and watched as his chakra dispersed through the seals before they faded and Naruto hung his head and swore loudly.

“Damn!”

“What were you trying to do there Naruto?” Chouji curiously asked.

“It was a minor seal that I learned in a scroll that I been reading,” answered Naruto as he began to, again, write the symbols on the stone, “but I didn’t use enough chakra and I lost it before the seal was complete.”

“Seals, huh?” said Shikamaru as he looked at his friend and was thinking to himself, ‘Only high-leveled chuunin and up should be able to use seals since they take up so much of a persons stamina...Naruto, just how powerful are you?’

Everyone watched Naruto attempt to activate the seal as he flipped through his hand seals and slapped his hand down mumbling something under his breath. Suddenly, as the three watched the black inky markings glow brightly under Naruto’s palm , the air seemed to be filled with energy and while the symbols all squirmed and suddenly formed a new shape under Naruto’s hand.

When the blonde lifted his palm off the symbols, all that was left was a small circle made of the same symbols. Around the circle were kanji that seemed to symbolize the ten elements of the world and they were... Light, Shadow, Earth, Wind, Water, Fire, Ice, Lightning, Metal, and Wood.

Looking at his work Naruto smile and began explaining to his confused friends, “This is a minor seal that is usually used to detect an element that powers a certain jutsu. However, if is used on a person, the seal can detect what elements that person is most likely to be aligned with.”

“Aligned?” asked Chouji not knowing what was really going on.

“Every person,” said Naruto in a serious manner, “is said to be aligned with one or more elements. It is because of that alignment that most believe that the elements influence our personalities. In other words, people who are passionate, rash and have a burning desire are often said to be aligned with the element of fire.”

“W-what does this have to do with training?”

“Excellent question, Hinata!” smirked Naruto, as the girl again blushed before becoming quiet. “Most don’t know it, but if a person is aligned to the element of fire then they always seem to be good with handling the Katon jutsu. I believe that since you soul is in harmony with that element then the creation of that jutsu through the molding of the chakra in your body becomes that much easier.”

“So...in other words, what you are trying to do here is see which elements we are more than likely to be attuned to before teaching us a jutsu that may not work for us. Right?” Shikamaru said while looking down at the small seal on the stone.

“Yep!” Naruto nodded his head.

“So? How do we activate this seal?” asked Shikamaru as he stood before the stone and place his hand down on the slab. 

“Simple,” Naruto smiled at his friend, “leak some chakra into the seal from your hand and it should activate.”

Nodding, Shikamaru did what his friend said and watched in awe as the seal slowly glowed brightly before the blue energy, that seemed to power the seal, slowly diverted off into two directions and finally ended up resting on the kanji for Shadow and Wind. Seeing this Naruto hummed lightly as he said, “No surprise there.”

“What do you mean?” asked Hinata as she saw Shikamaru lift his hand and walk back to where he was originally sitting.

“He means,” said Shikamaru with his own lazy sounding voice, “that my family is a clan of “shadow-users”, and because wind is an element tied in with intelligence...it means that...”

“Wait! I though that wind is something that is an element attributed to speed?” asked Chouji interrupting his friends little explanation.

“Speed isn’t something that is only measure in the physical world, Chouji,” said Naruto as he looked at Shikamaru and said, “someone can also be a ‘quick thinker’.”

“Oh,” said Chouji, as he squinted his eyes thinking over what he had learned. The large boy had never thought of speed in that way before, and now that it was posed to him he wondered if there were any other things that he had never thought about.

“Who’s next?” asked Naruto as Hinata stood up before Chouji could get up. Walking over to the seal, Hinata placed her hand on the seal and allowed her chakra to flow through her hand. Almost immediately, Hinata’s chakra was diverted to the kanji of Water and Light. 

Naruto pursed his lips as he looked at the elements and said with a low voice, “Interesting.”

Hinata looked back at him and asked, “What does it mean?”

“Well...water is an element that is associated with compassion,” at those words Hinata seemed to blush as she looked away from Naruto’s eyes. However, Naruto hadn’t noticed and he continued on by saying, “Light element is an element that is usually steeped in truth, purity, and understanding. The reason I said that you are interesting is because it must mean that you have a pure heart that has a lot of compassion for others.”

Hinata looked up to see her teammates smiling at her as she herself managed to smile back. Chouji then stood up and walked over to the stone and placed his palm on the stone while looking excited. Surging some of his chakra through his hand he watched as the seal absorbed it and began diverting it slowly around the circle to one kanji in particular.

“Earth,” read Chouji, seeming a bit disappointed that he didn’t get two elements like his other teammates.

Naruto seemed to read his mind, as said to Chouji, “Earth is the silent, strong protector of all. Those with an association to earth are usually strong people, who have good hearts. Just because you have only one element doesn’t mean that you are weaker than everyone else, Chouji. In fact, it’s quiet the opposite...it mean that if you are going to learn earth style jutsu it should be easier to learn jutsu from that element.”

“Really?” asked a hopeful Chouji as he looked into his friends eyes.

“Come on...would I lie to you?” smiled Naruto as he patted his friend on the back and made the large boy chuckle.

“What about you, Naruto?” Shikamaru asked as Naruto looked over at his shadow using friend as he seemed to lose some of his smile. Looking at the seal, Naruto thought about it for a moment before he shrugged and placed his hand on the seal. Suddenly, the kanji for shadow, fire and earth lit up as brightly as Chouji did just a while back.

“What kind of a person are you Naruto-kun?” asked Hinata as she watched the glow of the kanji characters slowly disappear. 

Naruto opened his mouth to say something, but Shikamaru intervened by saying, “Fire is associated with those who have passion and desires, and because he has earth...”

“That means he a protector and has a big heart! Just like me, right?” said Chouji as he smile at Naruto and punched him playfully on the arm while his blonde teammate smile back and grinned sheepishly.

“What about shadow?” asked Hinata in curiosity, since Naruto had never really delved into what kind of personality traits were aligned with that element.

Shikamaru looked over at Naruto and saw that his friend was looking back with a worried look. In his head, Shikamaru heard the voice of his father talking to him during one of his training sessions that his father was teaching him one of the Nara clan jutsu...

“Son,” spoke Shikaku as he leaned his head back against the wall in the dark room that had only a couple of candles, the effect of those candles was that the room was bathed in multiple shadows, “I think it’s time you learn about the nature of the shadow element.”

Shikamaru rolled his eye at his father as he said in a lazy tone of voice, “I’ve read up on all the properties of the element father, there is nothing else I need to know.”

“Your wrong,” Shikaku said coldly while he watched his son shiver slightly, “you only know about ‘our’ family’s relationship with the shadows. You know nothing about those who are ‘truly’ associated with the shadow’s element.”

“Can there be such a large difference?” Shikamaru asked with a hint of disbelief tainting his young voice.

“Son, we are shadow users but our association with the shadow element is minimal at best. None of the clan can be said that we a directly associated with the shadow element,” explained Shikaku while he took his by the shoulders and looked deep into his brown eyes. “You see, the shadow element...is an element that is filled with pain, sorrow, lies, secrets, deception and above all darkness. Those who are associated with the element are those that have had rough lives, and they are usually swallowed by the darkness that they keep hidden within their hearts long before they find the way to stave off and control that darkness.”
Those words had burnt themselves into Shikamaru mind that day, mainly because he had never seen his father look so afraid or sad in all the years that he had known him. Looking over at his friend, Shikamaru saw the fear collecting in the boy’s blue eyes. Fear that seemed to vanish the moment Shikamaru said, “Shadow is often associated with mystery, and Naruto is surely the definition of that...a mystery.”

Naruto gave them all a fox-like grin as he put his hand on the back of his head and laughed nervously, all the while he nodded in appreciation towards his shadow-using friend. Shikamaru just gave him another one of his ‘we’ll talk sooner or later’ looks.

“Now!” Naruto said as he pulled off his backpack and began rummaging around in it, “I have a jutsu for each of you to learn, now that I know your element.” Naruto pulled out a small amount of scrolls as he handed one to each of his friends.

“Hinata,” said Naruto getting her attention, “I got this jutsu off my father. It was originally called the Kirigakure no Jutsu, but my father tweaked it a bit and told me that he renamed it Ninpo: Honogurai Kiri (Ninja Art: Obscuring Mists). Ever since Zabuza and his mist, I thought that this would be a great technique for you to learn since you have the Byakugan to see through the mist.”

Hinata looked down at the scroll and smiled, as she felt a happy feeling warming her up. Just the thought that Naruto had actually put some effort behind what jutsu scrolls he was handing to her made her feel like she was special. “T-t-thank you, Naruto-kun!”

Naruto smiled at his teammate and then went to Chouji, who was currently looking at his jutsu with confusion. “Doton: Iwa Yoroi no Jutsu (Earth Element: Rock Armor)?” Chouji said testing the name of the jutsu to see how it sounded on his tongue. “What jutsu is this Naruto?”

“That my friend is a good defensive jutsu that you can use to create an armor of rock around you. The rock will come from the ground and it will encase you in an armor that can protect you from most light weapons and even some chakra attacks,” said Naruto as he watched Chouji smiling at him. Ever since Chouji had talked Naruto about the fact that he wasn’t much help against the enemy ninja at the wave, Naruto had figure that this jutsu would give him some confidence especially against long range weapon users.

“However,” Naruto said as he looked at his big friend and stated with stern face, “you have to be aware that the jutsu will cause you to be several times heavier and therefore cause you to lose some mobility.”

Chouji looked at the scroll, while Naruto waited to see what kind of reaction he would get out of the Akimichi boy. “That’s fine! I’m sure that I’ll still be able to work through the weight,” said Chouji smiling brightly and thanking Naruto.

Naruto turned away from his friend as he thought, ‘Chouji, this jutsu will help you more than you think. Especially when it comes to you speed...now all I have to do is expand your chakra reserves so that you can go the whole day using the jutsu...’

“So...” Shikamaru said with a smirk that brought Naruto out of his thoughts, “Do you have anything for a fellow shadow-user?”

“No,” said Naruto sending his shogi partner a playful glare while pulling a scroll out and saying, “but since you like clouds so much I though that you’d like this jutsu.” Naruto handed the scroll to Shikamaru and watched as the shadow user quirked an eyebrow in interest.

“Ninpo: KumoYobu (Ninja Art: Cloud Summon)?” Shikamaru said with a smirk on his face, before Naruto said something that made the shadow summoner think about the jutsu carefully before dismissing it.

“For the shadow user who needs more shadows!” Naruto beamed as he looked at Shikamaru’s face and his serious look, “Is something wrong?”

“No...I was just a bit surprised about how well you thought this jutsu though,” replied Shikamaru as he looked down at the scroll that he hand in his hand. “So? What does it do?”

“Well,” Naruto said looking up at the sky, “it condenses the air around a spot of your choosing in the air and creates a white puffy cloud. The cool part is that if you have enough chakra to spend, you can actually make the cloud dense enough to support weight and it will still float in the air, plus it makes a great cushion if you falling from a great height!”

Naruto stood up as he looked at the others who were reading and said, “Other than that, it still casts a shadow on the ground and can be ‘anchored’ to a spot by your chakra so the wind won’t even effect it.”

“That way I can use my Kage Mane no Jutsu (Shadow Imitation Technique) in conjunction with the shadow that the cloud creates,” drawled out Shikamaru as he turned towards Naruto and said, “This combination will probably tax my chakra limits...”

“Not if you actually work on expanding you chakra reserves!” said Naruto as he smirked at his friend.

“I take it back...your more troublesome than everyone combined!” Shikamaru said while he smiled and looked down as his scroll. “What are you going to do while we read?” asked the shadow user as he opened the scroll and actually began reading what was in it.

“I need to ask Hinata about something,” said Naruto as he saw Shikamaru nod and then fall silent.

Taking the hint, Naruto walked over to Hinata while he saw her slowly walked herself through the new jutsu that was before her. Seeing the shadow of someone walking over to her Hinata looked up and watched as Naruto came to sit down in front of her as he said, “How’s it going?”

“Slow,” Hinata answered truthfully as she told Naruto that he thought that the jutsu was just a bit too advanced for her.

“Nonsense!” Naruto said as he looked her in the eyes and said, “I believe that if you put your mind and heart into making this jutsu work then you’ll definitely get it.”

‘That’s what I like about you Naruto...’ Hinata said as she looked into vast ocean of blue that was the boy’s eyes, ‘...you always seem to have confidence in me...I just hope that I can live up to you expectations.’ 

She was about to start working the jutsu again when Naruto placed his hand on the scroll that she was working on and said, “Ano...Hinata? Do you think you could do a favor for me?”

“Hm?” asked the girl as she saw Naruto become very quiet.

“Your Byakugan can see chakra and the chakra coils of others, right?” Naruto asked slowly and watched the girl nod her head in a positive way. “Um...do you think you could check my chakra coils? My mother told me something was happening with them and I think you have a better time seeing them than she would. Think of it like playing doctor...”

Hinata knew what Naruto had meant, when he said what he said. However, that didn’t stop the little girl from conjuring up a picture of her teammate shirtless on a doctor table as she inched close to him with a stethoscope in hand. Blushing furiously, Hinata started to swoon but luckily she gathered herself before she passed out for the second time during this day. Apologizing the Hyuuga flipped through her seals and said at the end of the seal combination, “Byakugan!”

The world suddenly became sharper in image as everything around looked like what you would see from a photo negative. Turning her head, Hinata looked at her friend and saw the chakra that seemed to be swirling around him at the moment. She had already seen the strange technique that her teammate had use during his fight with the sannin, but now she was witnessing it in action and she had to be awed with its intricacy. Chakra chains wrapped themselves around Naruto and had embedded themselves into his tenketsus on each arm, leg and around his torso. Hinata deduced that this caused him to expend chakra to keep the effect of the jutsu going. She also saw that the chains had another purpose when she saw a skin tight layer of chakra coating Naruto body, she figured that it was this skin tight layer of chakra that made him heavy and caused him to sink into the ground when he activated the jutsu. 

Look away from the chains Hinata focused on Naruto coils and almost gasped at what she saw. ‘I’ve never seen coils this thick before,” thought the Hyuuga girl as she moved closer to Naruto and grabbed his arm while saying, “I’m sorry Naruto-kun, but I have to see everything closer cause...um, cause my Byakugan isn’t as strong as some of the other clan members.”

“That’s alright, Hinata.” said Naruto as the girl took the boys warm palm in her hand and looked at the coils in his hands. ‘These coils are already as big, if not bigger, than a full gown adults coils! What could make these coils become so large?’ wondered Hinata as she even saw that his tenketsus were thicker and more well protected.

Hinata followed Naruto coils until she actually said, “Kami-sama!”

“What!? What’s wrong?” Naruto panicked slightly, as he saw the girl blink as she looked at his chest.

“N-naruto-kun! You have t-t-two chakra coils!” said Hinata with a healthy dose of incredulity as she move closer and study the red coils as they wrapped around the regular coils. These rather newer coils seemed to even have their own tenketsus, but they weren’t anything like a tenketsu. These tenketsus had no openings and they seemed to refine the chakra that passed through it instead of controlling it or manipulating it.

“Hinata? Do you see something wrong?” asked Naruto in worry.

Hinata apologized for not talking to him sooner as she began to explain what she saw. When she was done, Naruto asked if she could see anything wrong with the chakra coils in his back. Moving around, Hinata repositioned herself and looked at the area that Naruto had asked about and saw something that she could quiet believe.

“N-n-Naruto!” whispered in worry, “You’re new coils in this area are growing and entangling themselves with your old coils!”

“So that’s why I have a pain in my back,” Naruto thought out loud as Hinata turned off her Byakugan and looked over at her teammate. Naruto wore an angry scowl on his face as he turned to Hinata and said, “I’m going to see if I do something about this. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

The girl watched as Naruto headed off into the forest and she was left with a whole slew of questions that seemed like they wouldn’t get answered anytime soon.

****

Naruto had ran until he was sure that none of his teammate would find him. Looking around He found a secluded spot and bit his thumb while he wiped it on his palm and watching as a small explosion of smoke erupted in front of him. Out of the smoke came a small grey wolf that looked to be no more than a pup. The pup looked up at the boy and wagged it’s tail at him yipping happily.

“Calm down,” said Naruto as he fished something out of his back and handed it over to the wolf pup. “Kega, I need you to stand guard over me while I meditate, alright? If someone comes bite me on my hand until I wake up, okay?” Little Kega nodded his head as he watched his friend and summoner take a meditative stance and slowly fall into a trance, when Naruto was fully under Kega yipped once and pulled the bone that he was given in front of Naruto as he laid down and kept watch over his summoner.

****

Naruto used the training that his mother and father had taught to him long ago in Horoyu, as he slowly fell deeper and deeper a dream like state. He stayed in that state for quiet some time as he tried to fall even deeper into meditation. ‘I thought that this would allow me access, but I guess I was...’

As he was about to stop his meditation, Naruto felt a pull on the back of his head as everything seemed to go dark for a moment. Slowly, the darkness receded around Naruto as a light – that came from no source – seemed to illuminate the area that he stood in until he could see everything that was around him. Looking around, Naruto saw something that made him do a double take. 

What was once the Horoyu ruins, the same dingy ruins that he use to playing hide and go seek with his father in, now seemed to be in pristine condition. All the stone was smooth, and the walls seemed to be covered in all sorts of writing. The pipes over head were polished and seemed even larger than when he visited this place last time. The water that seemed to make the place more gloomy was no longer present and instead all that was left was marble floors that had strange designs on them. Naruto didn’t bother questioning the strange looking writing or drawings as he passed through the halls on his way to a familiar place. Arriving at the place that he had once visited before, Naruto was left gawking as he saw that now the red gates were made from a type of bloody red crystal that had gold and silver etchings in it.

Not knowing what he should do, he was surprised when the door swung open and showed that the cage in the room was still the same even thought the room had once again gone though several changes. The symbols that were in the room were all made from a silvery metal and it seemed like every inch of the room was covered in the symbols, and the one thing in common was that all the symbols seemed to be connected to each other as they all led up to the symbols that outlined the Kyuubi’s cage.

Naruto walked into the room and looked around for a short while before he spotted the Kyuubi’s gigantic form sleeping in it’s cell. However, before Naruto could do anything a voice called out, “What do you want flesh bag!?”

At first, Naruto thought that Kyuubi was just pretending to be sleeping, but what really worried Naruto was that the voice that he hear hadn’t come from in front of him. No...it came from behind him!

Spinning around, Naruto came face to face with the blood red eyes of a human who spoke while hatred burned in his eyes, “If I could only kill you...”

Chapter Thirty-Four - The Day’s End

Fear shot through Naruto in waves, which sent shivers down his spine as he saw the blood red eyes blink once then narrow into dangerous slits. ‘Impossible!’ thought Naruto as he watched the man glaring at him. 

The man’s blood red eyes glinted in anger as he flashed his perfect set of teeth in a feral grin, Naruto noted that the man had elongated and very sharp looking canines, as he said, “I asked a question, boy! Or do you think it below you to answer me?”

Naruto pulled back slightly as he took in the appearance of the stranger. Straight hair that was the color of ebony adorned the man’s head, but on closer inspection there was one lock of blood red hair that ran thought his hair from the right corner of his forehead. The stranger wore his hair loose and allowed it to fall to the middle of his back. Shifting his eyes quickly to the man’s face, Naruto saw that the black haired stranger bore a similar appearance to himself.

On his face the man sported three dark whisker-like marks on each cheek — though the marks were much more darker and feral looking than Naruto’s — plus the man’s facial structure almost seemed animalistic in nature with just a tinge of noble bearing. 

Naruto noticed that the man wore a black umanori hakama¹, which had an intricately woven red swirl design on it’s left leg. Over that he wore a black and red kimono which seemed to have another swirling symbol, but on closer inspection Naruto saw that it was nine line of kanji that swirled out from a center kanji that represented ‘fox’. 

The stranger wore two swords sheathed at his side, and what was even more odd was the fact that the man had a matching set of armbands and a choker that seemed to have the same writing on them that the walls of this dream world were covered with.

“Who are you,” Naruto asked quickly as he jumped back and watched the man sneer at him, “and what the hell are you doing here!”

“If your pitiful excuse for a brain can’t deduce who I am, then I’m not going to bother wasting my breath telling you, worm,” spat out the older man as he crossed his arms in defense and looked at Naruto as if expecting an answer.

Position himself so that he could see both the man and the fox, Naruto’s eyes bounced back and forth until the man growl in impatience saying, “You’re trying my patience!”

“Look here, bastard!” Naruto said angrily as the man’s attitude had begun to grate on his nerves, “This is my body, and I’ll do what I please inside it! Now shut the hell up!” 

The young Konoha ninja watched the man’s eyes narrow even further as a killing intent flared up and he reached for his swords. However, the moment he had grabbed his swords the writing on his choker and armbands flared to life in a silver burst of light. This caused the stranger to release his grip on the swords while he wobble a bit and glared at the boy that stood before him. From what Naruto saw it looked as if the strange light had drained the man of most of his anger and energy. This, of course, lead Naruto to remember another instance when the strange light had appeared to protect him against the red chakra that the demon fox had used to attack him.

“Kyuubi?” asked Naruto tentatively, while watching the stranger respond by looking the boy straight in the eye. A moment passed as quiet reigned before Naruto shook his head and said, “You can’t be the fox! He’s in there!” Naruto said pointing to the huge furry beast that laid behind the iron bars on the other side of the cage.

“Of all the imbecilic...” shouted the man as he stood up slowly. “...this isn’t the real world, boy! I don’t have a physical body here,” said the man while spreading his hand wide and looking around at the refurbished Horoyu ruins. “What you see on the other side of the cage is my power as a bijuu given form. However...” said the man with a glower that could melt steel as he rounded on Naruto and yelled, “...something you have done has separated my conciseness from my powers!”

“Me!?” Naruto yelled back, “It was probably your damn attempts to break or mess with the seal that led to this!”

“You knew?” asked Kyuubi while he quirked his eyebrow in mild surprise.

“Know? I could I not know!” said Naruto as an incredulous look slowly spread across his face, “Every time I felt pain radiate from the seal I knew it was you trying to do something with my seal. You weren’t very discrete.”

Kyuubi turned his head away in annoyance as he said with a cold tone, “I wasn’t trying to be.”

“So? What the hell did you do now?” asked Naruto, as he saw the demon turned human thinking something over quietly.

“Me? Why would you think that I had anything to do with this obvious mess!” growled Kyuubi as his eyes glowed a brilliant red.

“Don’t you dare pull an innocent act on me! What’s with these new red chakra coils that are intertwining with my regular chakra coils?” asked Naruto cutting to the chase as it seemed that if he beat around the bush too long they would get no where.

“Ye gods, you’re stupid!” barked Kyuubi as he flipped his hair back and threw his hands into the air with frustration.

Realization dawned on Naruto as he watched the Kyuubi become angry at the situation. Looking at the pipes Naruto noticed that the source of the red pipes was the Kyuubi’s prison. He also noticed that the red pipes in the room seemed to have multiple claw marks on all of them, as if something was trying to destroy them. “So you’re not the one creating the new chakra coils, are you.”

“Gee...you must have taxed your little brain to its limit to come up with that conclusion,” said the fox as he rolled his eyes while his words oozed sarcasm.

“In fact,” said Naruto while drawing out his words as he studied the foxes new face for something as he stated in a smug tone of voice, “I believe that you don’t want these coils to be around.” There it was! Naruto had seen the man flinch lightly, which was more than confirmation that these new chakra coils some how were a threat to the demon. ‘But why would he be afraid of some new chakra coils?’ thought Naruto as he gathered all of the information that he hand and began to see the bigger picture.

‘The fox said that the demon in the cage was ‘his power as a bijuu given form’,’ thought Naruto as he tapped his fingers on his chin while watching Kyuubi investigate the cage and the newer symbols around the cage, ‘and the pipes lead out from the cage and are entwined in my regular chakra coils. So those pipes are probably used to better channel the bijuu’s power, but...’

The idea that hit Naruto was as subtle as a ton of bricks! “You can’t get back into your body!” Naruto said in a soft voice, but the Kyuubi heard him as he turned and glared at the blonde. “That’s why your angry! And if you can’t return to your body...then you sacrifice a lot of control over that manifested power that you were talking about? Right?”

“Wrong!” growled the Kyuubi as he walked over to the cage and looking inside at the sleeping demon on the other side, “I still have complete control over my powers...”

It was then that the man looked down at the ground as he began glowing with a red chakra that surrounded him, “However, because of this pitiful human form I am limited in how much power I can draw out.”

“Then you don’t deny it?” asked Naruto with a smirk as he saw Kyuubi look up, “You can’t get back to your body.” The Kyuubi looked at Naruto and went to the cage and tried to place his hands through the bars only to reveal a shimmering blue barrier blocking his way. “I thought so,” Naruto said with a bit of worry, ‘What is going on? Why has the Kyuubi been given human form?’

Before Naruto could think any deeper on the subject, the temple-like dream world shook violently as several new red pipes emerged from the wall that the cage door was affixed to. The pipes made their way along the ceiling and through another wall while Naruto watched in fascination. He saw the new crimson pipes snaked their way around the blue pipes as they branched out while Kyuubi roared and struck out against them with his claws before....

“Ahhhh!” Naruto screamed as he dropped to his knees clutching his sides as a sharp pain rippled through his body. ‘Damn it! What the hell!’ Naruto cursed gripping his sides and trying to breath, even thought it hurt even worse when he did so. At first he thought that Kyuubi’s attack on the red pipes, which he knew represented the new chakra coils, had caused him the pain. However, what he saw next not only made him rethink his thoughts, but also really freaked him out!

“Ahhhhh!” came a scream that filled the room that Naruto was in. The blonde was convince that he had let out the scream because the pain in his side had increased by at least double, but when he lifted his head Naruto eyes bulged at what he saw. Doubled over in pain, and not more than a couple of feet from him was Kyuubi. The dark haired demon turned man clutched his side hissing and growling in pain as he punched the ground with his free hand.

‘What the...’ thought Naruto as the pain finally began to ebb away, while the shaking of the room and the dream world seemed to follow as well. Kyuubi was still clutched his side and kneeling on the ground, while Naruto stared at him. The boy sat upright on the ground looking over at the so-called demon and saw a fleeting expression of pain as the demon stood up and turned his face and body away from the boy.

“Weak pain thresholds...stupid humans...now I remember why I hated transforming into you useless flesh bags!” complained the demon as he slowly walked over to a wall and slid down it while leaning his back against it.

“Wait!” Naruto asked with a puzzlement etched into his tanned face, “Did you just feel my pain?”

Kyuubi looked away and settled for silence as he watched Naruto eyeing him for an answer. ‘You can rot in hell, boy! I’m not going to answer that one!’ thought the great demon. Naruto eyed the man and saw that he had clammed up, so he decided to test his theory in a practical way. Grabbing a kunai, Naruto placed the edge in his hand and made a quick swipe across his palm. The result was something akin to a paper cut that stung painfully as Naruto took a sharp breath and allowed the pain to radiate from his palm.

At first, Naruto grimace as he thought he’d just done something really stupid, especially since he didn’t see any change in Kyuubi’s condition. However, he changed his mind when the black haired man sucked in air sharply and swore as he grabbed his palm. He definitely thought he was on to something when the demon turned man sent a glare, that promised a excruciatingly painfully death, at him. Growling between his teeth the man said, “Damn you! You...”

What ever Kyuubi was going to say he kept to himself as he fisted his throbbing hand and Naruto watched as the wound on the demon’s hand smoked while healing itself. “So you do feel what I feel!” Naruto said in awe, thinking through the situation, “But why?”

“How should I know!? It’s probably another one of the seals so-called ‘precautions’,” Kyuubi said angrily as he suddenly became very quiet, his eyes darting to and fro as if thinking of something.

Naruto watched as the Kyuubi suddenly stood up from his spot on the floor and began to walk out of the room that he was in. “Where are you going?”

“Anywhere that is away from you,” replied Kyuubi with another of his mocking sneers.

“Wait! You owe me some answers! Who betrayed you? Why do I get the feeling that I’m not getting the whole truth? Damn you, come back here!” yelled Naruto as Kyuubi’s human form disappeared down the hallway.

Naruto slammed his fist into the wall in frustration, but was surprised when he heard a voice call out from down the hallway, “Maybe I’ll answer those question some other time, ape-boy. And remember...” It was at this pause that Naruto felt another wave of killing intent as it washed over his body, before the Kyuubi’s dark voice echoed slowly through the dimly lit hallway, “...I do not “own” anyone anything!”

Before Naruto had time to retort he felt a sharp pain in his hand as the dream world began to slowly melt away into darkness. Feeling the sharp pain in his hand again Naruto opened his eyes and saw that Kega was currently biting his hand while whining softly. Naruto’s senses took a bit of time to focus, but when they did he heard footsteps and voice slowly making their way to where he was sitting.

Looking down at the grey wolf pup, Naruto smiled as he scratched Kega behind the ears and said, “Thanks boy! You can go now. Say ‘hi’ to Santen for me, alright?” The pup yipped softly as it wagged its tail and disappeared in smoke when Naruto released his jutsu.

Now, without distraction, Naruto could focus on his problem as he over heard some of the conversation of the people who were closing in on his location.

“Are you sure it’s this way?”

“I’m sure...I think...it’s just that this place seems to naturally emit some sort of chakra that interfere with my...”

“What’s that?”

Naruto shook his head as he recognized those voices as soon as he heard them. “What are you three doing out here?” asked Naruto as he jumped down and saw his teammates all breath a collective sigh of relief.

“When you didn’t come back...um,” said Chouji who looked to Shikamaru.

“We were worry that you might have gotten yourself into another troublesome situation,” said Shikamaru as he looked over at Hinata, “so we came looking for you.”

“Was I gone that long?” asked Naruto as he looked at the sky and didn’t see much difference in the suns position.

“Y-y-you were gone for about an h-half an hour,” said Hinata as she looked at the ground when Naruto furrowed his brows in thought.

‘Just an half an hour? I had to have at least wasted four hours talking to Kyuubi,’ thought Naruto as he tried to understand what was happening.

“Are you alright, Naruto-kun?” asked Hinata as she looked at Naruto serious face, “We felt a sudden flare of chakra from this direction and that’s why we came looking for you.”

“I’m fine, but my side suddenly started to hurt me just like my back had been just a while ago,” said Naruto as he looked at Hinata and raised an eyebrow. The girl understood what he was trying to convey, and quickly turned on her Byakugan. Naruto saw that she slightly gasped but managed to keep herself from saying anything too obvious. Releasing her Byakugan Hinata looked at Naruto and said with some worry coming out in her voice, “It looks like the same thing as your back.” Tilting his head back Naruto nodded and silently thank Hinata for being discrete, and he began to ponder if the pain had been a side effect of Kyuubi not having control of his body.

Shaking his head to free it of those thoughts, Naruto looked at his teammates and told them that he was fine. He explained that the chakra was a failed attempt at a new technique and that he was sorry for upsetting everyone. Chouji laughed and was followed by Naruto as the two began to wander back to the training grounds as the blonde called back and said, “Come on you two! The day isn’t over yet!”

Both Hinata and Shikamaru knew better, as they gave each other passing looks of worry, but neither of them said anything as they followed their teammates back to the secret training grounds.

****

Back at the training ground Naruto went about showing everyone the concentration and meditation technique that his father had showed him when he was young. “This exercise will help you gather chakra quicker as well as focus it better, therefore creating better chakra control,” said Naruto as he finished explaining the exercise. The first to actually get the exercise down was, of course, Shikamaru and after him Hinata was the second to get the exercise down somewhat.

Chouji was still having a hard time, and because of that Naruto asked Shikamaru if he would help him out. Nodding his head, Shikamaru walked over to where Chouji was sitting and began taking him through the steps again. Naruto, however, began meandering over to where Hinata was still practicing. 

Hinata sensed his approach before he had even sat down in front of her, and when she opened her eyes she saw that he was sitting indian style in front of her while smiling and saying, “Um...I was wondering if you could help me with that technique that I showed you a while ago?”

She smiled and nodded her head as she watched Naruto smile sheepishly. “Show me how you practice,” said Hinata as she activated the Byakugan. The girl watched as Naruto got up and ran over to where some rocks and pebbles were. Finding a smallish palm size pebble Naruto returned and sat back down in a meditative position as he placed the rock on his palm and slowly began to concentrate. Hinata watched in awe as she saw Naruto tenketsus open wide as they allowed a large amount of chakra to pass through them. The rock in Naruto’s palm slowly began to float in his palm while it wobbled and then stabilized.

Hinata watched the movement of chakra that was being used by Naruto and said, “Your using quiet a lot of chakra.” it was when she said this that Naruto lost his concentration and the rock spun out of control as it shot off into the grass near by.

“Huh? Hinata did you say something?” asked Naruto as he looked up and saw the girl looking at him.

“D-d-do you always have to concentrate that hard to do this exercise?” asked Hinata while her blonde teammate crossed his arms and thought about her question.

“Not always, but this is my first time showing it to someone else and...I might be a little nervous,” said the boy as he scratched the back of his head and had a silly grin on his face.

“Hm,” said the Hyuuga girl as she looked down at his palm and watched the tenketsu in his hand slowly revert to their normal size. “Naruto?”

“Yeah?” asked the blonde as he watched Hinata hold out her hand. 

“Try practicing again,” said the black haired girl with determination in her voice. “However, instead of using the rock, I want you t-to h-h-hold my hand and emit your chakra from your palm. Okay?”

Naruto felt a bit weird but he complied by nodding his head and slowly grasping Hinata’s hand. Hinata fought down the blush that was rising in her face as she repeated over and over in her head that Naruto had asked for her help. However, so busy was Hinata with not blushing that she didn’t catch the slight redness that appeared in Naruto’s cheeks.

“Okay, here I go,” Naruto said as he began to release his chakra as slowly as he could, which cause about an inch of space to be created between the two hands. Activating her bloodline limit, Hinata watched as she saw the steady streams of chakra slowly push her hand away form his. Concentrating, Hinata then began to use an old technique that one of the branch members had taught her when she was growing up. Using her chakra, Hinata cut through Naruto’s chakra and grasped his hand while allowing several of her tenketsus to be positioned over his while she made a one handed seal.

“Don’t move too much, Naruto-kun,” said the young girl as she had sweat beading up on her brow. “Can you feel it?” she asked in a slight pant, showing Naruto that she was slowly becoming tired.

Not know what she was talking about Naruto was about to tell her to stop when he felt his chakra tighten in his palm as certain spots on his palm became increasingly itchy. “My palm itches,” he stated not know what else to say.

“Those spots,” explained Hinata, “are where your tenketsus are located.” Suddenly the feeling on itching was gone and Naruto watched as the Hyuuga girl slumped forwards gasping for breath.

Gazing at her hand, Hinata saw that her tenketsu had been slightly stretched. Another side effect of the practice...was that she was left feeling, not tired, but energized. When her eyed fell on Naruto she saw that he was scratching at the points in his hand where she had reached out with her own chakra and forcefully tightened the tenketsu in his hand...there by making his chakra more focused and efficient.

“What was that?” asked Naruto in awe as he, for the first time using this technique, didn’t feel as drained as he use to feel.

“I tightened your tenketsus and forced you to better distribute you chakra, which gave you better control over this technique,” Hinata answered her teammate, as she repeated the same thing that her old teacher had told her. Bowing her head Hinata added, “This is a technique used by the branch family members to help those Hyuuga who have underdeveloped tenketsus and are having a hard time learning the Juuken style.”

“Is that why I can’t get the hang of this?” asked Naruto with a frown, while Hinata looked on an nodded slightly. “But if you help me...won’t I get better?” asked Naruto was a pleading look that Hinata couldn’t ignore.

“Yes, but I don’t know if I would be that much help to you,” said Hinata as she look at the ground.

“What!? What are you saying, Hinata!? You’re a great teacher!” said Naruto as he gave her another on of his smiles and continued by saying, “I’ll just have to think up of way to thank you...”

It was like clockwork...the moment Naruto had said that sentence, Hinata’s face blushed as her mind began to imagine his lips on hers and his hand roving... “Hinata?” asked Naruto as his eyebrow cocked up in a questioning way, “Are you alright?”

Not trusting her voice, Hinata looked at her feet as if they were the most interesting thing she had ever seen in her life, while she nodded her head. “So you and I will keep practicing, right?” asked Naruto again trying to make sure that this is what the girl wanted. 

“Un,” mumbled Hinata as she once again nodded her head..

“Great!” Naruto said with a chuckle, as he stood up and began walking over to where his other teammates had been working on the new exercise, “Then let’s go see how Chouji and Shikamaru are doing with the exercise.”

Hinata followed behind Naruto, as the two of them found Chouji frowning in concentration and Shikamaru mumbling his catch phrase under his breath. “Hey! So Chouji, have you grasped the trick behind the exercise.”

“No,” said a dejected Chouji as he leaned back on his arms and allowed his legs to unwind from their meditative position.

“I’ve tried to get him to concentrate of everything, even food, but it just doesn’t seem to be working out,” said Shikamaru with a slight sigh of exasperation.

“Hmm,” hummed the blond genin as he walked in front of his large friend spoke in a teacher like voice, “Close your eyes.” Chouji did so without even thinking, as Naruto went into the boys ninja backpack and pulled out a bag of chips, “Can you here this, Chouji?”

Naruto watched and smiled when the boy nodded his head, “Think of a white blank sheet of paper...can you see it?” Naruto watched as the boy again nodded his head, while he slowly ripped open the bag. “Imagine these chips in the center of the blank piece of paper, Chouji,” Naruto said in a hypnotic manner, while his friend nodded and drooled a bit. “Now focus on those chips in the middle of the paper with your chakra...concentrate on those...crispy...delicious, mouth watering...salty snacks.”

Shikamaru could believe his eyes, the change that had taken place in his friend was like night and day. Here was the same person, who he had been telling to picture food and concentrate, now generating a blue corona of chakra around him as he smiled and licked his lips. The corona didn’t stop there either, no as Chouji keep concentrating the aura of spiritual energy grew until it was licking around the boy like a chakra wild fire.

“Here’s your chips Chouji!” said Naruto, as the boy opened his eyes and literally dove for the chips that were being held out in front of him.

“What the heck was that?” asked Shikamaru as Chouji looked a bit confused.

“Huh?”

“It seems that Chouji has a surplus of untapped chakra within his body,” said Naruto with a smile, “and the key to unlocking it is this concentration exercise.”

“Surplus...chakra? What do you mean?” asked a confused Chouji as he ate potato chip after potato chip, while his friend all just shook their heads and went back to training.

****

As the sun began to hang low in the sky the four teammates said their goodbyes and they all broke up to return to their respective homes. Naruto, who was the last to leave the training grounds began to head home when her remember something he had to do and hung his head knowing what the consequences of doing this little chore was going to entail.

Gathering his strength, Naruto made his way over Hokage mountain and when he made it to the streets of Konoha he could already feel the pressure around him increase. Sighing, Naruto began his journey to the south as he passed by several shops and residences while greeting shop owners and others who he had gotten to know over the past year and a half.

He had almost made it to his destination when he heard a giggle and knew that he was surrounded. “You can all come out now,” Naruto said while shaking his head in exasperation, while he resisted the nagging urge to roll his eyes. A large group of girls came out from various hiding places as they all began to talk at Naruto all at once. “Whoa, whoa! Slow down!” Naruto said as he laughed at the ridiculousness of it all, “I’m heading to the south, would you like to accompany me?” The girls squealed, cooed and blushed as all of the nodded their heads and walked with him.

The funny thing about fan girls that Naruto had figured out, was that most fan girls — because they were chasing some one that they never had the chance to really talk to — knew nothing about their crush. It was because of this minor problem that the ‘chase’, or ‘hunt’, was made that much more exciting to them, as they could only imagine what the boy was like for real. 

Naruto had figure out that if he allowed himself to actually become ‘friends’ with most of the girls in his fan club that some of them actually stopped trying to ‘hunt’ him down, since the mystery was no longer there. However, it wasn’t a fool proof plan as there still were some very obsessed girls with in the club, but at least now he had some allies that could help him keep those girls in line.

Naruto knew that getting to know your fan club was a hellish proposition for Sasuke, and because of that the young Uchiha was doomed to be running from his fan club for the rest of his natural life. Because the more that one keeps running away from his club and dodges their attentions the more rabid they become, hence the anagram USRF (Uchiha Sasuke’s Rabid Fangirls) that everyone had labeled the more hardcore fan girls of the young Uchiha.

Walking with the group of girls, Naruto asked them how their day went and he noticed how several of them had fainted and were carted away by several of the fan club members. He had to chuckle at this but kept his composure as the girls each took their turns telling him what had happen today.

While listening, Naruto also thought about the practical application for having a fan club, even though it was like using them in a round about way. A fan club was like a well made spy network, especially when the blonde wanted to know what was happen around town. It was because of this ‘network’ of his that he had learned about Sasuke’s little plunge into a large pond. 

One of the girls was recounting the incident as they had been told by a friend who was at the pond. “Sasuke was sitting on a small pier when his entire fan club appeared and tried to corner him,” said the girl to Naruto as everyone else listened in. The girl then laughed when she said, “When the girls all got on the pier, it was unable to handle that much weight. Breaking, it sent everyone into the water. My friend told me that Sasuke had to struggle to get out of the pond because several of the girls, who didn’t know how to swim, clung to him while screaming out their lungs.”

When the girl had finished her story, Naruto laughed while telling them that he only wished he could have been there. For the rest of the walk, Naruto had told them about his day and how he had trained with his teammates. The girls were mostly tame as the walked, every now and again they would trade off with another girl so that they all had some time latched on to his arm. When they finally reached his destination he heard a voice that made him groan inwardly.

“Naruto-kun! I was wondering when you were going to come and see me again!” called out a red headed girl from the shop where he was heading.

“Kaori,” Naruto said politely as the other girls had sent hard glares and even some killing intent at the young girl who stood in front of the shop smiling and winking at Naruto. Turning to the group of girls, Naruto bid them goodbye as old man Saki came out and said, “Ah, Naruto! I see you come back to shop again? You must have liked those antiques that I gave you, right?”

“Yeah, I was wondering if you got anything else in?” asked Naruto, as he walked by an obviously put out Kaori seeing that her father had ruined her ‘alone time’ with Naruto. Plus it seemed as if all the girls were now leaving with smirks on their faces, while Kaori pouted and walk in to the shop listening to her father go on about some new antiques that had just been delivered.

Hatsumi was just coming down the stairs to see what all the ruckus was about when she saw a familiar head of blonde hair around her husbands part of the shop. “Naruto!” said the woman with a smile that lit up her face, “we haven’t seen you in a while! What have you been up too? You look like you haven’t been eating right! Are you still eating that Ramen stuff? Honestly...”

Naruto had to only smile sheepishly as listened to Hatsumi go on and on about ‘how he should eat healthier’ and ‘she missed seeing him around’. It was funny, but Naruto often felt as if Hatsumi had adopted him and Shikamaru as her own sons, especially after they had saved them from the bandits that one time. 

“So what brings you here, Naruto-kun?” asked Kaori with a smile, saving him from the never ending lecture. He would have hug the girl, but Naruto knew what Kaori was capable of and he wasn’t about to press his luck. Instead, he settled for a mouthed ‘thank you’ while Kaori mouthed back ‘you owe me’.

“Actually,” Naruto said as he regained his composition from realizing that he ‘owe Kaori’, “I was wondering if you could make me some clothing like I’m wearing right now?”

Hatsumi’s eye’s narrowed and she instantly went into her ‘shopkeeper mode’ as she walked around Naruto and looked at the clothing mumbling something to herself every now and again. “I’ll need to see the stitching on the inside of the clothing,” said Hatsumi while Kaori’s face suddenly erupted into a gigantic leering grin.

“What do you mean?” asked Naruto feeling a sense of dread come over him.

“She saying that you’re going to have to take off those clothes so she can ‘study’ them closer,” said Kaori while inching closer towards Naruto.

“Now, now, Kaori-chan,” said Hatsumi, “don’t go saying things like that. You’ll scare him off.” The woman took a hold of Naruto’s hand, as she led him to a dressing room and gave him a white robe as she said, “Change into this and then hand me your clothing. It will only take me a couple of minutes to write down some notes and then you can have them back.”

As Naruto entered the room he could see Kaori licking her chops as if she was about to be served a scrumptious meal. Naruto quickly closed the door and began to take off his clothing. Half way though his undressing he heard Hatsumi admonish Kaori, “Kaori! Don’t you even think about peeking at our customer!” This was met with a loud huff as Naruto quickly finished pulling of the rest of this clothing. Putting on the robe and tightening the sash around his waist he exited and saw Hatsumi standing guard over the dressing room. 

“Here you go,” said Naruto as he handed his clothing to the motherly woman as she stared at the stitches and smiled.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” said the woman as she disappeared into the back of the shop.

Naruto was about to go back to talking with old man Sakai when something latched onto him from behind while an evil chuckle echoed in his ear. “So...this is what Naruto-kun feels like in a robe, hmmmm? I wonder what he feels like ‘under’ the robe?” came the Kaori’s sultry voice as he hands slowly made their way to Naruto chest as she slid a hand into his robe and felt his smooth,  muscular chest.

“Heh, heh, um...Kaori?” asked Naruto as he started to feel really strange feelings bubbling up in him, “Can you let me go? Please?”

“I’ll let you go if you’ll call me, Kaori-chan,” said the girl with a grin.

“Okay. Kaori-chan, please let me go.” and with that the girl released him from her grip, but not before she grabbed a handful of Naruto rear end. This simple gesture made the poor genin almost jump three feet in the air as he squeaked loudly and quickly made his way over to Sakai.

When he stood by the man, Kaori smiled and allowed him his small victory by slinking off to the back room to help her mother. “Ah, Naruto! See I told you I got some new antiques today!” the old man was happily playing around with some sort of broken clock, as he laid out some of the old items on the table in front of the blonde.

“Any ninja antiques?” asked Naruto with a gleam in his eye, as the old man smiled so deeply that his eyes squinted with happiness.

“Ah! I see, you’re a true collector! Fine, then I’ll show you what I have,” said Sakai as he went into the back of his part of the shop and pulled out several wooden boxes that, when opened, displayed several old weapons and ninja gear. Sakai would tell Naruto a little bit of each of the weapons that he displayed. Some had rich histories, other were found in important sites and the like. Naruto looked through all the old weaponry until his fingers brushed over a broken blade, the moment his fingers touched the blade Naruto felt a pulse of chakra emanate from the piece of cold metal.

“Ou-san? What’s this? Where did it come from?” asked Naruto as he pointed at the two pieces of the weapon in front of him. The broken blade was covered in rust while the wooden handle piece was almost completely rotten from disuse.

“That? Hmmmm,” thought the man as he looked down at the blade, I found that at a place called Namida no Hashi (The Bridge of Tears). Supposedly a great battle between a legendary ninja and the ninja of the stone country took place there, and ended in tragedy for the rock-nins. If you want...I found some other weapons that were in better condition lying around that area, this one looks to have seen better days.”

“No,” stated Naruto as he touched the blade again and felt the metal pulse again, “how much would you charge to restore this weapon?”

“Hmm, it would take me longer than normal,” said the old man as he pulled on his scruffy beard while picking up a piece of the blade and looking at the folding marks on the inside of the blade. “Plus...there is this,” said the man showing Naruto a stamped emblem on the base of the sword that showed a crane in front of a crescent moon.

“What does that mean?” asked Naruto in curiosity, and watched the man smile as he knew he fell into the old man’s trap.

“This,” said Sakai in a awed voice, “it the official stamp of a master swords smith that goes by the name of Yoshimitsu. Normally I wouldn’t try anything until I found out how this sword was created in the first place...wouldn’t want to ruin the historic value of the blade you see. However, since the blade is already broken I’ll have to reforge the sword.”

Naruto furrowed his bow as the man looked seriously at the blade and said, “Though I sill need to have Yoshimitsu’s notes on how to reforge it, or else all I’ll end up forging is a brittle show sword. It would be unfit for battle.”

“So how are you going to go about find this Yoshimitsu?” asked Naruto looking at the blade in the old man’s hands.

Winking and then smiling, Sakai said with a laugh, “Lucky for you that old buzzard owes me a couple of favors. I’ll just need you to give me money for a messenger bird and I’ll get started.”

“Are you sure you don’t need anything more?” asked Naruto as he saw a gleam in the old man’s eyes.

“Naw! After so many year if just restoring some boring items, I finally get to work on something as complicated as this...” said the old man holding up the beautiful shattered blade. “And when I get done with it, it will look one hundred times cooler than what it previously looked like! Hahahaha!”

Naruto gave the man a strange look as he thought, ‘One hundred times cooler? What he planning?’ At that moment Hatsumi walked in and told Naruto that she was done inspecting his clothing and he should go get changed. Behind her Kaori smirked as she motioned with her finger for him to ‘come this way’, all the while looking him up and down.

Not taking a chance, Naruto dashed past the older woman and grabbed his clothing while locking himself in the dressing room and changing as quickly as humanly possible. When he was finished, he met with Hatsumi and she asked him what colors he was looking for in his clothing and the style. Giving her a brief understanding of what he wanted the woman nodded and told him that it would take a couple of weeks to finish the whole order. Naruto nodded and pulled out his wallet handing the woman a medium size amount of money while asking, “Is this enough?”

Hatsumi smiled as she nodded and walked the young man, who she had taken a shining to after they had met him, to the front door. Kaori was there with several note size pieces of paper. Handing them to the blonde the red head pouted and said, “You haven’t bought anything from me. Now I feel left out!”

“Left out indeed,” Naruto mumbled in a low tone of voice, as he saw the smile that broke on the girls face when she noticed that Naruto wasn’t falling for her act.

When Naruto waved and said his goodbyes he heard Sakai say something that made him shiver as he went home. “Now remember, we’ll be in contact with you since you have two orders pending right now! If we need to contact you we’ll send, Kaori over to your house! Think of it as a courtesy for being such a good customer! ”

“Yeah...courtesy, thank you,” Naruto managed to say when he saw Kaori’s eye sparkle with deviousness and happiness upon hearing that she would be sent to Naruto house whenever her parent’s needed to talk to him about something in his order. All Naruto could think at the moment was...‘Kami-sama, help me!’

Chapter Thirty-Four - Chuunin Exams!
“Again!” said a familiar voice as it rung in Naruto’s ears, along with the thumping of his blood as he body seemed bent against anymore movement. However, Naruto ignored his body warnings as he pressed on while once again going through the steps that he had been taught by his white hair slave driver of a teacher.

‘Focus the chakra,’ Naruto said to himself as he repeated the lessons that Ero-sannin had taught him, ‘allow its flow to become a smooth and unbroken stream within the body.’ Slowly, Naruto could feel the chakra building with in him while the energy circulated through his body in a steady pace. ‘Create the chakra extraction hand seal,’ Naruto said to himself when he slapped his hands together leaving only the first two fingers extended and the rest were curled inward.

“Good,” came the voice of his new teacher, “now comes the hard part! Say it with me...”

Naruto grimaced as he fought to keep control while he said in unison with the white haired sannin, “Manifest the hand seals as chakra images with in your/my mind...” Saying that, Naruto pictured himself going through the hand seals in his head, and as he finished each hand seal appeared as a brilliant, burning, blue kanji character which took its place in a line with the other kanji characters.

“...and when you/I have finished...release the energy while focusing on the effect,” both of them said as Naruto released the energy in his body and thought, ‘Daichi Joukai no Kursari, Kai!’ Jiraiya watched as the blue energy suddenly surrounded the young boy as the sound of chains snapping echoed through the forest and Naruto slumped to the ground completely exhausted.

What Naruto hadn’t know was that Jiraiya had expected him to give up much earlier, and even though the boy was now on the ground panting hard and groaning the white haired man was truly astonished that the boy had held out for so long. ‘This kid is amazing!’ thought Jiraiya while he walked over to Naruto and handed him a water canteen, ‘he’s smarter than average and has a good grasp on the basics. He’s almost no good at learning most jutsu on the fly, but he has a knack for picking up and learning fast the jutsu that he practices. Plus, when he learns a jutsu he usually learns it so well that he can use his imagination and some fine tuning to make the jutsu his own.’

“How do you feel?” asked Jiraiya as he looked down at the boy who was greedily drinking water to sake his parched throat.

“Like a mountain just fell on me,” Naruto said in a tired voice.

“Then I guess that’s enough training for one day,” nodded the older man, “Are you going to see Kakashi today?”

“Yeah,” Naruto said as he got up wobbly from the ground and brushed off his clothing while stretching his arms, “he said that he has something important for us to see.”

Jiraiya watched the young boy closely and smirked while he shook his head slowly, ‘He’s already standing up? Geez, after doing the training that he did...an normal ninja would have been sitting here for at least another half hour.’ 

Naruto walked around trying to get the feeling back into his legs when he heard his new sensei’s voice saying, “You haven’t quiet got the hang of this exercise...”

“I know,” Naruto look at his hand as if their was something hidden in them that only he could see, “but I’m getting better, right?”

Jiraiya hummed quietly to himself as he thought about the progress that the boy had been making with the new exercise. The exercise that Jiraiya was teaching the boy was meant for those ninja who wanted to cut back on the time that it took them to use a jutsu. Even though Naruto was at a higher level than his genin friends he was still having a bit of a problem learning and applying the exercise. Currently he was slower when he used the exercise to execute a single seal jutsu. “You have improved the amount of time, but it’s still not as fast as your hand seal speed.” said the older man while walking over and taking the empty canteen out of the boys hand.

“Then I’ll work harder,” exclaimed Naruto looking fiercely at his new sensei and holding up a tightening fist for him to see.

‘Can you really pull it off, boy?’ pondered the old sannin while he ruffled his hair looked away while saying serious voice, “If there is one thing that I’ve learn during my years of travel its...don’t make promises you can’t keep. If you are serious about this exercise, then I expect to see a large improvement the next time I see you. Understand?”

“Un.” Naruto grunted nodding his head and smiling.

“Good!” Jiraiya said without looking back, “You’re dismissed.”

“Osu!” Naruto said as he snapped up and began walking to where his team always met. The blond had only taken a few steps before he heard his teacher voice calling out to him, “And don’t forget to use the exercise with your other jutsu! It may come in handy!” Naruto smiled inwardly as he waved his hand back at his teacher to signal that he heard him.

****

Kakashi was currently standing just outside of the Hokage’s council room watching as many jounin and chuunin ninja began to pour in from different parts of the village. It was these rare meetings that most of the nins would reunite with old friends and pass the time goofing off until the Hokage call the meeting to order. Today the noise was especially loud as the topic of choice was the new batch of ninja who might be taking the upcoming chuunin exam.

“Kakashi,” said a mild voice that belonged to a stunning, red eyed woman, “the meeting is going to start in a couple of minutes. I hope you not going to be late like the last time.”

Kakashi turned his head to look at the woman with his one normal eye as he said with a smile beaming under his mask, “Be on time, Kurenai? We both know that I have an image to uphold.”

Kurenai sighed as she shook her head as she moved to the railing across from Kakashi and asked suddenly, “Do you think it going to be an announcement about the chuunin exams?”

“Hmmm,” Kakashi hummed not really giving an answer, while he began pulling out an orange book from his pocket and began to thumb to a particular page.

“Reading that garbage this early in the morning Kakashi?” asked a gruff voice that knew too well.

“Ohayo, Asuma,” said Kakashi not bothering to lift his head from behind his book.

The rugged man that came walking towards the two had a cigarette in his mouth and was smiling brightly at the female of the pair. “Good morning, Kurenai.”

Kurenai looked away as she responded to the man’s greeting, causing Kakashi to take noticed even though his was trying hard to concentrate on the word that were on the page before him.

“So, Kakashi,” asked the red eyed woman as she looked back at him when she had steadied herself, “if it is about the chuunin exam...are you going to allow your students to participate?”

“I’m ready to nominate my students!” Asuma said jerking his thumb in his chest confidently and smirking at his two other colleagues.

“Really?” asked Kurenai with surprise as she remember that Asuma’s team was made up of a mishmash of genin that had just been relearning how to work as a team, “I know that the Uchiha boy will not have any problems...but what about the others?”

“Haruno Sakura is rather bright and is steadily progressing as a ninja, and the other two have already taken the chuunin exam once so I really don’t need to worry about them much.”

The last sentence out of the bearded jounin sensei was something that had Kakashi raising his eyebrow. However, he still kept his eye on the book that was in front of him while Asuma scowled and asked Kurenai, “What about your team?”

“Hmmm,” said the pretty woman as she bit her lip in thought, “I would like to think that they are ready...but their teamwork is something that needs an awful lot of work. Shino and Kiba are both strong in their own aspects, but it’s Ino that I’m worried about. Even though she is a well-rounded kunoichi she seems to have hard time improving her already average skills.”

“Hit the ceiling of her abilities?” asked Kakashi, nose still buried deep in his book.

“No,” said Kurenai, “I think something is hindering her progress.”

Kakashi and Asuma both hummed in unison which of course had Kurenai rolling her eyes as both men looked at each other incredulously as if saying ‘how dare you copy my humming’. “So? Are you going to enter them if given the chance?” asked Asuma after the silence got to him.

“I guess...” said Kurenai, but her face said differently. “What about you Kakashi? Do you think your students are ready for the chuunin exam?”

Kakashi closed his book and put it away, and when he raised his hand to speak...the voice of the Hokage could be heard coming from with in the conference room signifying that the meeting had started. The silver haired jounin smiled with his eye as the other two jounin shot angry glares at the man. Kakashi ignored their glares while he ushered them into the room and told them that he be there in a couple of minutes.

Sure enough, Kakashi had waited several minutes before joining in on the meeting just in time to hear the old man say, “As you all know we are to be hosting the chuunin exam in our village this year. It is because of this that I will now be taking down the list of genin that qualify for this exam, but first...”

“Kakashi, Kurenai, Asuma! Step forward!” called out the Hokage in a voice that commanded attention and quieted the now talking crowd. The three jounin stepped forward as the old man fixed each of them with a serious stare. It was at these times that every remembered just why the old man was given the title of Hokage. Sandaime’s presence filled the whole room as he looked at the three and asked slowly, “I would like to hear if there will be any rookie participants.”

Off to the side, Iruka looked on in worry. He wondered as he watched, as the three jounin look at each other, if any of his former students were ready for the chuunin exam. ‘Its obvious,’ thought the academy teacher, ‘none of them are really ready for such a strenuous competition.’ Nodding his head and convincing himself that none of the jounin would all their students to join Iruka relaxed and sighed in relief.

“I Hatake Kakashi nominate Uzumaki Naruto, Nara Shikamaru, Hyuuga Hinata, Akimichi Chouji for participation in the upcoming chuunin exam.” The crowd behind a stunned Iruka became lively again as Asuma and Kurenai nominated their groups as well.

“Unthinkable.”

“It’s been awhile since rookies have joined the chuunin exam...”

“Do you think they’ll survive?”

These conversations and snippets were all ringing in one young teachers ears as he mover to the front saying, “Hokage-sama wait!”

“Hmmm? Iruka? Do you have something to say?” asked the old man in a calm manner. 

“I’ve trained these children since there were nothing more than academy students...I don’t think that all of them are ready for the chuunin exam. Maybe Uchiha and Uzumaki, but the others...”

“And how do you know if they haven’t progressed under our tutelage,” asked Kakashi in a serious tone of voice while keeping his lazy looking eye leveled at the chuunin teacher.

“I...”

“Exactly,” interrupted Kakashi not giving the man a chance to speak, “so if I am correct...you are not only questioning our teaching abilities, but you are also saying that our insight is lacking as well. Am I correct?”

“I never said anything like that!” yelled the chuunin while glaring angrily at the jounin.

“Iruka-sensei,” said the silver haired jounin as he began to turn away, “I know how you feel, but...”

“Kakashi, stop it. There’s no reason...” Kurenai began to say to her comrade, but a hand on her shoulder from Asuma made her stop in mid sentence.

“These children are no longer your students. They are ninja, and they are under our instruction. Do not interfere with my subordinates, or my choices again. Is that understood?” Iruka was livid and was shaking with suppressed anger as he glare at the back of the copy nin’s head.

‘It always the same thing,’ thought Asuma as he played with the cigarette in his hand and watched the two Konoha ninjas that everyone were staring at, ‘whenever these two are together they are at each others throats. Tch, what a pain!’

“But...” Iruka finally was calm enough to argue his point, “the chuunin exam is known...”

“Iruka,” called a voice from the front of the room that had everyone standing at attention, especially when the Hokage smirked under his hat and said, “I understand what you are saying, and because of that...I will have each of the genin tested to see if they qualify for the exam.”

“Tested?” Iruka repeated in surprise.

“Is this acceptable?” asked Sandaime as held his hand out with his palm turned up.

“Hai! Hokage-sama,” Iruka quickly said as he moved back to his place in the room while still garnering a hard glare from Kakashi’s good eye.

“Good! Then let us continue on with the sponsorship of the other chuunin hopefuls,” said the old man as other jounin teachers moved to the front of the room and began to say who they were going to enter into the competition.

****

Naruto had finally spotted the red bridge in the distance as he made his way through the busy street he was walking down. Funny thing about that bridge was that it always reminded him of a crab, don’t ask why...it just did. On the banks of the small stream that flowed under the bridge Chouji and Shikamaru were both on their back watching the clouds putt on by. The blonde knew that cloud watching was one of Shikamaru’s favorite pass times, and just the fact that Chouji was joining in with him told the young Uzumaki that both were in high spirits.

Naruto also noticed a small figure on the bridge that was smiling and waving at him. Hinata also seemed to be in high spirits, her smile seemed to make her come alive with life. Naruto felt that his friend should all be in high spirits, especially because of the progress that they had made as a team in the last month or so. Training together had given each of them a understand of each other as well as making them stronger.

Chouji, out of all of them, seemed to show the most growth. His training and conditioning regiments that Kakashi-sensei had given him, along with the new jutsu that had been taught to him by Naruto, had improved his muscle mass and strength exponentially. Chouji was still husky, but now he was beginning to show signs of a muscular build.

Shikamaru seemed to have improved his chakra capacity and control as he had begun to sharpen his skills with the shadow jutsu. Another stranger occurrence that had happened during the past months, was that Kakashi had begun to recommend that Shikamaru start practicing with senbon and other long range, throwing weapons. Shikamaru had taken his sensei up on his recommendation and was now an average shot with his senbon. Other than that, he was still the lazy ninja that he had always known from the first time he met him in the academy.

And lastly, Hinata seemed to have become very proficient with her new jutsu. In fact, she was so good with it that she had even asked the blonde if he had another one that she could learn. Naruto had beamed at the girl and had given her another jutsu from one of his father’s scrolls. Other than her jutsu training, Hinata was also training her juuken style with Naruto. It seemed that the two were perfectly matched to spar together. Naruto, wanting to train his chakra defense could spar with Hinata’s juuken. Plus, because she didn’t have to worry too much about hurting her teammate, Hinata could use her juuken to its fullest ability.

As he greeted everyone that was by the bridge, Naruto was to caught up in his memories of the past month to realize that a tan colored box that had been painted to look like a rock was slowly creeping behind him. Giggles could be heard from inside the box, while Shikamaru — who had spied the box before everyone else — quirked his eyebrow and rubbed his eyes thinking he was seeing things.

“Naruto, behind you,” came Shikamaru half-ass warning as the blonde turned around to see the square shaped rock.

“Ah! Crap!” Naruto said as he began running away from the box only to have it trace his steps perfectly. Hinata laughed at the hilariousness of the situation, when Naruto turned around, pointed at the retarded square rock and said in a loud voice that was filled with both laughter and bluster, “Damn it, Konohamaru! That thing doesn’t even remotely look like a rock!”

A high pitched laugh came from the rock as a child’s voice called out, “I expected as much from my eternal rival!” With a flash of light and an explosion of different colored smoke three kids appeared coughing while the little boy with a blue scarf said, “Too much...cough, cough...gun powder, Udon!”

“Sorry,” said the little boy with glasses as he looked up and smiled when he saw the blonde haired ninja that was in front of them.

“Naruto nii-san,” said the boy that Naruto had called Konohamaru, “can you play ‘ninja’ with us?”

“Yeah!” said the other two kids in happy voices.

Naruto looked at his watched and then at the sky as he said with a smile, “I have some time...I guess I can play a round.”

“Yeah!” the three kids all jumped up and down while grabbing their older friend.

“Um...Naruto? Who are these children?” asked a timid voice from behind the group as everyone turned around and saw Shikamaru, Chouji and Hinata staring at the three kid with smirks on their faces.

The glint that the three children got in their eyes when asked that question had Naruto slapping his forehead and groaning, especially when the little red headed girl jumped up first while she ran through several kata and poses saying, “One who possesses the sexual appeal of a adult, as well as any female ninja from the senior group! Moegi!”

The next to jump out and introduce himself was a little brown haired boy that had glasses and a runny nose. Slipping through several poses as well the boy said, “One who loves dividing numbers, Udon!”

Finally, the last of the children to go was Konohamaru, and even though the other older genin knew his name he still performed like his other two friends did, by saying, “The village’s number one genius ninja, Konohamaru!

Then all as one the three kids gathered together and stood in a pose, which made most of the older kids think that these kid read too much manga, while they all said in unison, “Together, the three of us unite to form the...Konohamaru Corps!”

Hinata clapped her hands and smiled at the little kids, causing each child blushed as she gave them praise for their little show. Naruto explained to his teammates how he knew these kids and when he was finished the children all began to protest loudly that he was wasting valuable ‘ninja-playing’ time. 

Naruto laughed as he asked the three young kids, “Okay, fine! Which ninja enemy do you want this time?”

“We want the Darkstar ninjas!” the three all said with smiles as Naruto nodded his head and made some seals while creating three kage bushins while using henge no jutsu to transform each bushin into a completely different looking ninja all who wore a hitai-ate that was completely black except for the silver star in the middle.

“Sooo!” yelled the middle ninja in a dark voice while chuckling evilly, “I see that the famous Konohamaru corps have been dispatched to stop me, hmmm?”

“Banzen!” yelled Konohamaru as he pointed a finger at the dark haired ninja that had spoke first, “You will not defeat us so easily this time!”

“That remains to be seen!” said the ninja as he and Konohamaru shot forward and began attacking each other. While Moegi fought with a green haired kunoichi and Udon battled a spiky haired red headed shinobi.

Shikamaru was impressed that Naruto was controlling each of the clones with such precision. The shadow-user had even noticed that Naruto was limiting the power of each clone and was using only academy taijutsu instead of his other styles. When Chouji had turned to him and said that he wish that he had someone like Naruto when he was little, Shikamaru chuckled and watched as Naruto made sure that the little kids were learning as they progressed through the battle.

However, half way though the mock battle, as Konohamaru retreated to get a better position to attack. The little boy ran into someone who growled out, “Hey brat! Watch where you going!” Konohamaru was about to get up and apologize when the older boy grabbed the little boy by his scarf and hoisted him into the air saying, “Maybe I should teach you a lesson, eh?”

Naruto and his team ran over to help Konohamaru. Chouji saw that both were wearing the symbol of the sand-nin on their hitai-ate. The boy who was holding Konohamaru looked like a painted cat as he wore black overalls and a hood that seemed to have cat ears on them. On his face was the same makeup that the kabuki actors used when on stage, except his face wasn’t all white. Next to the kabuki looking nin was a sandy, blonde haired kunoichi who was sizing up the group as she said with a look of boredom on her face, “Stop it. Were going to get scolded later if you don’t.”

“G-g-gomen! We were just playing and...” Hinata said softly, as she tried to disarm the situation.

Naruto noticed that Kabuki-san was staring at him while having a calculating look on his face. “And here I was, thinking we could have some fun before the noisy people get here,” saying this the older boy tighten his grip on Konohamaru’s scarf causing the boy to struggle and kick the older boy, which just made the ninja angrier.

“You’ll put the boy down, now,” Naruto said in a determined voice while looking at both Shikamaru and Chouji while receiving nods from both of them.

‘This is bad,’ thought the woman sand-nin as she saw the silent communication that was going on between the team of genin. 

The kabuki looking sand-nin turned his attention on Naruto, who was still glaring at the man. “You piss me off. I hate little kids who don’t know their place...” saying this the older looking boy turned his attention back to the little boy in his grasp as he muttered darkly, “...it makes me want to break this little kid in half.”

All the muscles in Naruto’s body tightened as he watched the shinobi in front of him taunt him by saying, “Don’t worry...after I’m finished with this brat, I’ll take care of you too.” The older sand-nin lifted his hand and brought it back to punch Konohamaru.

However, before that could happen two things occurred between the time the shinobi brought back his hand and threw his punch. First, was the odd gust of wind that suddenly appeared and the fact that the boy seemed to disappear from the sand-nins hand. The second was when a rock flashed out of no where and struck the man’s hand causing him to flinch in pain.

Everyone in team seven turned their head to see team ten’s own Uchiha Sasuke relaxing in the branch while playing with a stone in his hand as he said in a dangerous voice, “What do you think you’re doing starting trouble in another’s village like that. You’ve embarrassed yourself enough for one day, don’t you think?” Sasuke snatched the rock out of the air and using a bit of chakra crushed it with his bare hand while saying, “Get lost!” Down on the ground Moegi’s eyes had turned into little hearts while she gazed in awe up at her handsome hero.

Konohamaru was trying to say something, but Shikamaru just kept telling him to ‘be quiet’. Unlike the other girl, the girl from Suna seemed to notice just what had happened...even though her stupid brother was angry at the wrong person.

Sasuke also could say that he wasn’t fooled, unlike the sand nin. His gaze lingered on Naruto and his team at the moment, while his mind began to try to figure out what had happened. It happened too fast to see properly, but he knew that team seven had retrieved the little boy even before the rock had hit the older sand-nin’s hand.

“That was an excellent maneuver, Sasuke-san,” a sarcastic voice rang in the prodigies ears as he turned to see his team walking behind team seven. His blue haired teammate looked at him from the corner of her eyes and smiled, and Sasuke could tell that she also knew what had happened and just how much help he had been in retrieving the boy. The young girl known as Masami turned her attentions on the members of team seven and smiled as she said, “My, my...I heard this team was trouble magnets, but I never thought that it was for real!”

“That was so cool Sasuke-kun!” said Sakura and Moegi, as they praised the black haired prodigy, while stroking his ego. However, the foreign kunoichi, Hinata, Masami, Usagi and even Konohamaru knew what really happened as Naruto, Shikamaru and Chouji all glared at the older sand shinobi.

“Kabuki-san...” said Naruto in the same tone of voice that he used the first time, only this time he had Konohamaru right next to him, “...I think you should listen to my fellow comrade. He’s giving you good advice.”

The older shinobi glared hard at the blonde genin that had said those words to him and was about to take a step forward when a tired sounding voice and a dark presence seemed to fill the entire area, “Kankuro, stop.”

All the ninjas below looked surprised except Naruto and Shikamaru who merely exchanged glances while holding their gaze at the sand-nin who had changed his facial expression from angry to scared within seconds. The voice that everyone had heard, came from a red headed sand nin that was standing upside-down on a branch which was located in the same tree that Sasuke was sitting in.

‘I didn’t even sense him,’ thought Sasuke while turning his head slightly to take in the new ninja’s appearance. The boy had a large stone like gourd strapped to his back and his eyes were surrounded by really dark rings that made him look almost like a raccoon. He glared at the two people, who everyone assumed to be his teammates. “You’re a disgrace to our village,” said the boy while he began to radiate a killing intent. “Why do you think we came all the way out here to Konoha?”

“B-but Gaara! I...” said the older boy as he trembled slightly at sight of those light green eyes piercing into him.

“Shut up!” said the red head boy while narrowing his eyes and flaring his intent again, “I’ll kill you if this happens again.” Everyone in the area froze at those words, even Naruto had a shiver running up his spine as he felt the truth of the statement reverberating in his bones. Turning his head while his teammate babbled an apology the boy said, “Excuse them, they know not what they do.”

‘The black haired boy hit Kankuro’s hand easily with that rock,’ thought Gaara while he shifted his position and disappeared into sand, only to reappear on the ground next to his teammates as he deduced, ‘that means he’s good. However...’ It was at this point that Gaara began staring at Naruto and his friends with an intense glare, as he thought, ‘The blond and his friends coordinated with each other to take the boy back. Plus...he moved so fast that he wasn’t even noticed by Kankuro, which means...he’s even ‘better’ than the black haired boy.’

Naruto felt his seal become warm as the red headed boy locked gazes with him. ‘Sad eyes,’ thought Naruto as he watched the boy wince slightly the exact same time another wave of warmth seemed to spread out through Naruto’s seal.

“Lets go,” said the boy as he turned his back on the group and began to walk away, “we didn’t come here to fool around.”

“Chotto matte,” called out Sasuke as he jumped down from the branch that he was in, “what’s you name?”

“Mine?” blushed the sand kunoichi.

“No,” Sasuke angrily narrowed his eyes and them pointed his finger towards the red head, “not you...him.”

Gaara stopped walking and spun around slowly as he looked the black haired boy in the eyes before shifting his gaze towards Naruto and saying, “Gaara of the Desert.” Keeping his glare on the blonde, who seemed to be talking to his friends while keeping an eye on the sand ninja, Gaara asked, “And yours?”

Sasuke smiled as he said with pride in his voice, “Uchiha Sasuke.”

“And what about him?” asked Gaara as he raised a finger and pointed at the blonde, while Sasuke seemed to frown.

“He’s...ummph,” Konohamaru began to say but was cut short by Naruto’s hand, which covered the boy’s mouth as Konohamaru flailed his arms about.

“We should be getting back to our meeting place,” Shikamaru covered for Naruto as the other members nodded their heads. The group began to lead the children away from the sand-nins as they walked in the direction of the bridge where they had come from.

Green eyes narrowed in annoyance as they watched the group walk away from area. Usagi, Masami, and Sakura all joined the group, leaving Sasuke to glare at the three retreating forms of the Suna ninjas as they resumed walking in the opposite direction.

“That guy was creepy!” said Sakura as she saddled up besides Naruto while looking at the ground, “Did you see how he was looking at you?”

“Hey, Naruto nii-chan? Why did you tell that red headed bastard who you were?” asked the scarf wearing little boy as she looked at his older friend with confusion clearly written on his face.

/It was something he didn’t need to know/ said a bone chilling gravelly voice that seemed to be carried on the wind. Chouji and Shikamaru both stopped in their tracks as they looked over to the tall boy that was next to them. /Can I help you?/ asked the same chilling voice, only this time, both ninjas knew where it was coming from. Usagi’s mouth was open but his lips didn’t moving as the creepy sounding voice seemed to echo from deep with in him and exit out of his open mouth.

Seeing that both boys seemed “weirded-out” at the moment, Sakura cough and explained, “Usagi vocal cords were severally damaged since birth and because of that he can’t talk normally. However, he can use sign language and can use the jutsu that you just witnessed.”

“Yep! Good ol’ Usagi is as mute as a rock...but watch out! He has eyes like an eagle, a nose like a bear, and ears like a fox!” said Masami as she patted the taller boy on the back getting an angry scowl and a middle finger for her actions. “Hey! That’s one gesture that I know! It means fuc...huuumph.”

“Heh, heh!” Sakura laughed nervously while holding her hand over Masami’s mouth and looking over at the three kids who stared at her in confusion. “You going to have to excuse her...she’s woke up on the wrong side of the bed today,” Sakura apologized quickly before she screamed grabbing her hand and wiping it on her shirt. “Eww! You licked me!”

“That’ll teach you to put your hands were they are not wanted!” grinned Masami while winking at her teammate. Everyone chuckled at Sakura and Masami’s little display, even Naruto cracked a wide grin before he allowed himself to fall back a couple of steps. When he did that, a white and blue blur jumped down from the trees and walk with him as the person said, “You know it’s rude not to give your name to someone who’s asked it from you.”

Naruto nodded his head and then frowned, as he eyed Sasuke and said, “That holds true for civilian manners...but were ninja. I don’t have to give out any information, especially if I got a bad feeling about it.”

“Hn,” replied Sasuke as he looked forward to see the two groups laughing and playing around, “More likely than not, he’ll learn you name in the exam.”

“Exam?” Naruto asked in puzzlement.

Sasuke smirked inwardly as he huffed again and said, “Asuma-sensei has entered my team into the chuunin exam.”

“Hmm...” Naruto said while rubbing his chin, then he added softly, “...congratulations.”

The Uchiha was slowly becoming annoyed that Naruto was handling this situation with such poise, he wanted to see the boy jealous and angry. “What about your sensei? Has he entered you?” asked

“We haven’t seen him yet, so I wouldn’t really know,” Naruto answered truthfully.

The two boys had finally sighted the small red bridge in the distance, as well as a figure that was standing on said bridge reading a little orange book while chuckling softly to himself. The group of genin and children approached the bridge only to begin to separate and go their different ways. The Konohamaru Corps said good by to their blonde haired friend and his team. Team ten quickly offered their goodbyes and took their leave. However, before Naruto and Sasuke parted, the blacked haired Uchiha thought about the boy that stood next to him as they walked towards the bridge.

‘Who is Naruto? What is he to me? Is he my friend? Is he a rival?’ asked Sasuke mentally, as he frowned and tried to label Naruto. ‘He’s neither, but yet he’s both,’ Sasuke said to himself, as he clenched his fist. “Naruto,” said Sasuke in a deep voice that sounded as serious as he was, “I hope to see you in this years exam.”

“I’m sure Kakashi-sensei will enter us,” Naruto said confidently, but at the same time he looked over at the Uchiha that was looking forward as he asked, “why?”

“I...” Sasuke stopped a moment as his mind began to go through the reasons that he wanted the blonde to participate. He was surprised when he began to tell the blonde the truth, “I need to be stronger. I need to see if I have gotten any stronger, and to do that...I need strong opponents to fight and measure my strength.”

Naruto looked at the ground and simply sighed softly as he saw the boy turn his head back and said with a smile that disarmed Naruto all of a sudden. “Besides,” said Sasuke with an evil glare, “winning the whole exam will be that much sweeter when I can say that I defeated you to get it!”  

“Oh yeah!?” said Naruto with a little bit of anger in his voice, which of course made Sasuke smirk wider because he had finally gotten to the boy. “Well, don’t come crying to me after I wipe the floor with you!”

“I’d like to see that!” replied Sasuke before leaving with a wave of his hand and a small smile on his face. Naruto watched as the young boy walked the same path that his team had taken, and when he was out of sight he smiled before joining his team on the bridge.

Walking on the red painted bridge Naruto heard his sensei hum to himself before saying with a smile on his one eyed face, “Hmm...I thought I was the one who is suppose to be late?”

“Sorry sensei,” Hinata apologized.

“Yeah, we were attacked by this deranged and vicious looking guy in a cat costume,” Naruto spoke in a nonchalant way that made Shikamaru smirk as the shadow user saw what Naruto was doing.

“Really?” Kakashi said while his eye stayed in its same bored expression. “Did you happen to be on the road of life when this was happening?” asked Kakashi with a chuckle.

“No,” Naruto said in honesty, while turned to his black haired teammate added, “but that cat guy was sure creepy. Right, Hinata?”

Hinata looked over at the smiling blond and she noticed that both Shikamaru and Chouji were snickering softly as Kakashi looked at her as if saying ‘well, is it true?’. Hinata blushed, but she managed to says with a bit of a stutter, “Y-yes, b-but I personally think the boy with the gourd was scarier.”

Shaking his head, Kakashi could only sigh while giving his students a disappointed look. ‘At least they could have thought of a more believable story.’ Kakashi sighed as his teams lack of originality and put away his orange book as he cleared his throat and said, “I have decided that you four are prepared enough to participate in this year’s chuunin exams.” Reaching into his ninja pack the silver haired jounin pulled out four tan, slightly crumpled, pieces of paper and began handing them out to his students. 

“What are these?” asked Chouji scratching his head and looking at the paper in confusion.

“These are you chuunin exam applications, you must turn these in when you show up for the chuunin exam tomorrow,” explained Kakashi while leaning against one of the larger posts of the bridge that they were on.

“Alright!” yelled Naruto happily as he smiled at his teacher and said, “Kakashi-sensei! You’re the best!”

“I know,” Kakashi said while looking at his fingers in a bored manner. After his little ego boost, the copy-nin turned to his students and said, “I think it would be best if you all went about preparing for the exam tomorrow. Also...get a goodnights sleep. Trust me, you’ll need it.”

With his vast capacity of knowledge reaching critical levels of being dispersed amongst his students, Kakashi waved goodbye and disappeared in a cloud of billowing smoke. Naruto told the others that he was going to go home and tell his parents, which was of course the same thing that the others were going to do. After a short set of goodbyes the quartet set off on their different paths never once suspecting that each of them were being followed...

****

Shikamaru had cut through the forest preserve to reach his house when he felt the hairs on the back of his neck suddenly stand tall while he dropped to the ground in a roll while throwing a senbon at chakra signature that he felt. The needle ripped through the leafy canopy of the nearest tree as a rain-nin with a rebreather on his face and gasa¹ on his head jumped out of the tree and attacked him with several kunai. 

The rain-nin’s eyes widened when the weapons passed through the bushin that had been left in place of the young genin and a sharp point was felt being pressed against the man’s throat. “I know, from the way you released you weapons and taijutsu stance that you took, that you are a leaf-nin. So I’m left wondering why exactly you are attacking me. Can you tell me that? Or would you prefer that I suspect that you are a traitor?”

The nin’s eye widened even further as he began explaining what he was told to do. Afterwards, when Shikamaru felt that the man was telling the truth he slid from behind the man and removed his senbon from his neck and gave his apologies.

Looking at the sky he began thinking of his other teammates and thought to himself, ‘I hope they all pass as well.’

**** 

Chouji was slowly making his way back home when he saw a huge mountain of a man step in his way. Around the man’s bulging biceps was a hitai-ate that show he was from rock. “Ha! I see you have an application! Well then, maybe I should cripple you here and take you out of the runn...”

The man hadn’t finished speaking when Chouji flew through some hand seals and punched the ground causing a small wave of dirt and rock to shoot straight at the shocked rock-nin. The large man didn’t have time to dodge the attack and was sent crashing through several trees before the earth wave stopped.

Chouji looked at the man on the ground and sighed with shaking his head while saying, “Now I’m hungry...I wonder what mom’s making?” That said the Akimichi boy walked away from the non-existent battle, not even giving the man a second look.

****

Hinata had turned onto the road that lead to her compound and was surprised to see a rain-nin standing in her way. Activating her bloodline she instantly saw through the genjutsu and calmly walked through the illusion. However, she was careless and didn’t see the trip wire that set off a small gauntlet of kunai needles and other traps that seemed to go off at different intervals.

Hinata danced gracefully through the traps, she used her chakra like Naruto’s chakra defense when she wasn’t fast enough to dodge the attack and other times she showed such a fluidity of movement that it seemed like her body was made of some sort of liquid. When she got passed the final trap she turned her eyes upward and saw where the ninja had hidden. She also saw the elaborate set up that the ninja had created in order to set off the traps at his discretion.

Making a mental note to talk to Kakashi about this, Hinata slid into the side entrance of the Hyuuga compound and disappeared. However, what the girls powerful blood line didn’t see was the pair pearl white eyes that had witnessed her skill as she passed through trap after trap as well as the skill she showed when she had deflected the attacks that were unavoidable. Nor did she get to see when those eyes narrowed in anger.

****

Pinned under a tanned hand with a kunai pressed to his throat was a grass-nin who grimace from the small amount of pressure that was being applied to his neck by the blonde that stood over him. “Iruka-sensei? Why are you attacking me looking like a grass nin?”

“W-what are you talking about! I am a grass nin! And who’s this Iruka?” said the ninja with a slight stutter. 

“Don’t give me that sensei,” Naruto said, tapping his nose when he continued talking, “the nose knows, you know.” Placing his hands together and gathering chakra, Naruto used the release jutsu and exposed Iruka for who he really was.

“Heh,” chuckled Iruka as he was helped up off the ground. “I’m sorry, but they were orders.”

“What? Was this some sort of test?” asked Naruto in a joking fashion, but when he saw his teachers serious face he stopped smiling and said, “Are my other teammates being tested as well?”

Iruka nodded and Naruto looked down at the ground scrunching his face up into a look of contemplation before he looked back up and said with a thumbs up, “Then everything will be fine.”

“How can you say that? What if they lose or fail the test?” asked Iruka while in his mind he placed himself into Naruto position and found that he would be extremely worried about his teammates.

“I have faith in my friend and teammates, they are strong and will pass the tests easily. And if they don’t then there is always another chance around the corner,” said Naruto as he turned his back on Iruka. “If you can’t believe in your friends, then working as a team is useless. Right Iruka-sensei?”

“Right,” came the soft reply, as the man now understood what Kakashi was thinking when he entered his team into the exam. “I’ve got to go, Naruto. Maybe we can get some ramen together some time,” said the chuunin teacher as he watched the boy replied affirmatively and walk in the direction of his house.

****

Sitting on top of a temple roof calmly gazing out at the moon that had just risen a few minutes ago, Hatake Kakashi was pleased to hear the soft foot falls of the person he had been waiting to see and hear from.

“Well?” asked the copy-nin with a passive look on his face.

“They all passed with flying colors,” said Iruka in a strained voice and then bowed deeply while saying, “I’m sorry for second guessing you, Hatake-san”

Kakashi’s eye widened at the sight before him. Umino Iruka was giving him an apology and was even bowing, just that fact seemed to make the silver haired jounin very uneasy and very uncomfortable. He watched as the Academy teacher turned away and began walking to the edge of the building. “Umino-san,” called out Kakashi as he saw that the man was just able to jump to the next roof.

“Yes? Hatake-san?” Iruka responded but didn’t turn around.

“What was the bow and apology for?” asked the jounin as he turned one of his hands up expressing his confusion.

“You are a good teacher Hatake-san...keep it up,” said Iruka as he jumped from his spot down to a roof top that was several feet below the roof that he was on.

Kakashi looked at the waxing moon over in the sky as he pondered about what the chuunin had said while also inwardly cursing that he didn’t ask the man for the details of each of his students tests. ‘There is always tomorrow...’ thought the copy nin as he sat back and watched the starry sky.

Chapter Thirty-five - Gathering of the Rookie Nine
Sleep had claimed Naruto quickly, especially after he had come home and eaten with his family while telling them about his day and the chuunin exam. He could still see his parents shocked faces. Luckily his father was able to break from his shocked glare and congratulated him, Naruto smiled in his sleep as he thought of the praise and words that his father had heaped on him during their dinner. However, for as happy as Obito was for his son, Rin was just as worried. Naruto had seen her worry clearly on her face as he tried to make her not worry too much about the exam. It was when she asked him if would consider not going, that Naruto seemed to see some hidden emotion flickering with in his mothers eyes.

When he asked what was wrong, his mom quick steered him away from the subject and just kept asking him to rethink his decision. Naruto agreed to ‘thing about it’, but only because of his father urging from behind his mother’s back.

Even now as he slowly drifted off into slumber he could see the haunted look that his mother had when she heard him talking about the chuunin exam. Before he embraced peaceful slumber, Naruto though about what could be making his mother worry, but nothing came to mind. Closing his eye and yawning once, Naruto fell into a deep sleep.

****

“Come on little one,” called a soft voice that was obviously female in tone, “don’t give up! You are almost there!” 

‘What’s going on?’ thought Naruto as he opened his eyes and only saw darkness surrounding him, ‘Why is it so dark?’

“Follow my voice! Fight it! Open you eyes!” called out the female voice again as Naruto felt something warm press against his cheek.

“Has he awoken?” asked a growling stern voice that had a deep tone to it, Naruto automatically thought of a male but as far as that he couldn’t tell what was happening around him.

“No,” said the female voice tentatively, “but I’m sure that he’ll open his eyes soon! Please! Give him a few more moments!”

“He is a runt, ——. If he cannot even open his eyes then he doesn’t even deserve to be a part of this clan,” said the stern voice as a grow seemed to come from the male. 

‘Why couldn’t I hear the name?’ thought Naruto as he replayed the last sentence that the male had said and sure enough the was a part that seemed to have been blocked out when the male had said the female’s name.

“Please, little one! Open you eyes! Do it now, or forever lose your chance at experiencing what the world has to offer!” cried out the female as Naruto could feel something slowly crushing his throat.

The male’s voice came once more as he said softly enough that only Naruto could hear, “Awaken child! Or I shall rend you limb from limb! There is no place for weakness in our clan!”

Naruto struggled for air as the pressure on his neck increased and the pain became almost unbearable. A soft whine, that sounded like a sob, came from the direction that the female voice was in. Suddenly, a blinding light seemed to erupt from all around as Naruto frantically looked around and saw the huge shadow of an animal with yellow eyes staring at him while its paw was firmly pressed on his throat.

“I see,” said the male voice, which was the one that was slowly choking Naruto to death, as it release it’s paw from his throat. “I guess I can let you live...” the male said with a cold indifferent voice before adding, “...for now.”

Naruto was about to turn his head to see where he was when a blinding flash of red energy seemed to spirit him away while a voice filled with centuries old fury rang impossibly loud with in his mind, “LEAVE! NOW!” Before he had a chance to figure out what was happening Naruto awoke in his bed with a start as he flailed about briefly before he gained his bearings and sat back on his mattress as he touched his aching neck tenderly.

Looking outside, Naruto saw that the first light of morning was slowly peeking its way into his room. Dropping his gaze to his sheets Naruto thought about what he had seen and felt. ‘Was it real?’ thought Naruto as he felt his neck and again winced at the dull pain that shot through the skin. Removing his sheets and walking over to his dresser Naruto looked into the mirror. The blonde’s eyes widened when he found a large paw-like bruise on his neck where the thing in his dream had been slowly choking him. ‘What the hell is going on?’ thought Naruto as he crossed his room and sat down on his bed while he placed his hands over his face and tried to come up with a reasonable explanation. Too bad nothing was coming to him at the moment.

Focusing on his thoughts, Naruto was surprised when he thought he heard someone say something to him. Picking up his head and looking at his door, only to find that it was closed. He furrowed his brow as he looked over at his window and looked outside. The streets were barren and the only other signs of life were the shop owners who seemed to pass by quickly as they made preparations for the new day.

‘I know that I heard something or someone,’ Naruto thought in anger as he began pacing his room. “First the dream. Now I’m hearing things! Great!” the boy mumbled as he crossed his arms and looked back in the mirror to find that the bruise had already been healed. 

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this...” said Naruto as he decided to begin preparing for the exam instead of thinking about disembodied voices..

****

Naruto was the first of his four man group to be waiting outside the academy building. AS he waited for his teammates the young genin scanned the area and saw many different shinobi, all from different nations and villages gathering around the courtyard. Naruto made a note to remember the faces of some of the stronger looking ninja, mainly because most of the ninja that had been standing around the front of the building were doing the same thing he was doing, and that was...information gathering.

Listening in to some conversations, Naruto had already found out that many of the chuunin hopefuls were afraid of the trio from Suna, especially when it came to the red headed boy with the gourd. He also found out that the team from the newly created Otogakure had been given several warnings for fighting and causing disruptions.

Naruto frowned when he looked a some of the ninja that were talking in the courtyard. ‘Most are hiding their true potential, but just by their mannerisms I can tell which are bark more than bite,’ Naruto told himself as he watched a team of mist-ninja bragging loudly to a quiet team of rock-nins.

“Idiots,” Naruto smirked as he saw that rock-nins were sizing up the other Kirigakure ninja team and had found them to be an annoyance at best. This was more obvious when the leader of the rock-nin group gave a signal that had the others following him into the academy building.

“Anything interesting happening?” asked Shikamaru’s lazy voice from behind Naruto.

Naruto smiled as he removed his legs from the bench, giving Shikamaru some space to sit down, “Nah, most of the strong teams have move inside. Did you gather in information while walking down that street of yours?” Most people didn’t know this, but the Nara family’s house was conveniently located near one of the five gambling streets in Konoha. With a quick stroll down that street you could almost pick up any information that you wanted on the daily “hustle and bustle” of the village.

Shikamaru look off into the distance as he sighed and said, “They say that the Suna group might win this exam hands down.” Turning his head to gauge his friends reaction, Shikamaru wasn’t surprised to see that Naruto had crossed his arms and was holding his chin in thought.

“It the same thing here,” Naruto finally offered up. “Everyone seems to be worried about the sand trio, maybe we should heed the signs?” Naruto said while looking the Nara boy in the eyes.

Shikamaru shrugged, “It couldn’t hurt to be a bit wary of the three...though I’m more concerned about the red head than the other two.”

“Same here,” Naruto said seriously, as he turned his head when Chouji could be heard greeting the two of them while slowly walking over to where they sat..

“Am I late?” asked Chouji while looking around at the small amount of ninja that were in the courtyard.

“Your on time,” Shikamaru said as he sat back and watched his portly friend smile.

It didn’t take long for Hinata to show up, but when she did she wasn’t alone. Striding next to her was her father and it seemed as if the clan head wasn’t too happy about something. In fact, judging by Hinata’s lowered head and her father’s scowl something was afoot. However, they would have to wait until they could get Hinata away from her father before they asked about it.

As the pair strode up to the trio, Shikamaru greeted them receiving an angry glare from Hiashi, while Hinata — still keeping her head lowered — stumbled out a greeting. “Will you all be attending the exam?” asked the head of the Hyuuga clan in a stern voice that seemed to make both Shikamaru and Chouji gulp audibly.

“Yes, we will, Hyuuga-sama,” answered Naruto as he looked the man directly in his white pupil-less eyes.

“Hn...fine...just make sure my daughter doesn’t ruin your chances,” said the man in neither a cold or angry way. Instead, it was more like he was stating a fact. At those words, Naruto clenched his fist and glared for all his worth at the older man in front of him. 
‘Hmmm, you obviously have no fear of me, Uzumaki,’ thought the Hyuuga clan leader as he allowed his bloodline to activate as he looked at his daughter without turning his head or moving his eyes, ‘but...I wonder how far you will be willing to go on this path you have chosen?’ Blinking his eyes and dismissing the boy with a wave of his hand, the man turned broke eye contact with the blonde and left the group while still keeping an eye on the team as he walked back home. 

As soon as Hiashi disappeared around the corner, Naruto walked up to Hinata and cup her chin in his hand while he lift her head to look him straight in the eyes. “Whatever he said...forget it!” said Naruto with such fierceness that it actually made Hinata wince, “You are our teammate! You are an important part of our team! Anyone who says otherwise can stick their head in a vat of boiling oil for all I care, got that?”

Looking into the boys eyes, Hinata seemed to feel a warm strength begin to flow through her veins. It was that warmth that allowed her to push away the early morning lecture that her father had suddenly sprung and was still fresh in her mind. 

Hinata hadn’t been prepared for her father to accuse her of ‘holding back’, and she was certainly not ready for an early sparring match that he had ‘ordered’ her to participate in. Suffice to say, the spar was one-sided and ended making the leader of the Hyuuga Clan even more agitated as he easily beat Hinata in every set of the spar. When his anger reached its limits, the man berated his daughter for not have ‘spirit’ and lacking ‘what all Hyuuga have’ as he left the private dojo and returned to his office.

However, all those bad thoughts seemed to melt away when Chouji smiled at her and offered her some of his chips, and the memories of the spar faded into nothingness when Shikamaru made her giggle by saying that her father was a ‘troublesome man’ while he made a goofy face.

And even though those two large gestures of friendship had helped her, it was the last one that made all the difference in the world. Especially when the words — and the look — that she had remembered her father giving her seemed to wink out of existence when Naruto place his arm around her and said, “You worth you weight in gold, Hinata. Don’t you ever think less of yourself, understand?”

“Un,” the young Hyuuga heiress mumbled when she walked with her group to the front doors of the academy and entered the building. ‘Thank you everyone,’ Hinata said to her self as she smiled.

****

Naruto’s team walked through the academy at their own pace, each of them talking about something that had happened to them in the building or tell the others about stories that they had heard. None of the genin were in a rush to get to their location as the Nara boy had pointed out that they still had plenty of time to make it to the third floor.

When they reached the concrete and metal stairs that lead to the second floor, Naruto and everyone else was surprised to hear a large commotion taking place on the upper floor. Looking at Shikamaru, Naruto raised his eyebrows and made a face as if to say ‘what the heck is this?’.

Shikamaru shook his head as he said out loud, “Diamond formation. Naruto, on point. Chouji and I will guard the sides. Hinata, cover our backs. Be cautious and keep alert, I don’t want anyone trying to ambush us before we turn in our applications.”

“Hai!” said the other three as they slowly climbed the stairs, while looking for the source of the disturbance on sounds. When the reached the landing of the second floor, Naruto could only quirk his eyebrow in wonderment as he watched several chuunin groups mulling around while glaring daggers at two older boys who seem to be blocking the door that lead into room that was marked as three hundred and one.

“Stand down,” Naruto said to his other teammates in a whispered tone which caused them to look at him in puzzlement. “It a false alarm,” Naruto said as he motioned for them to move forward, “look!”

“Well...” Shikamaru said slowly taking in the scenery, “this is strange.”

“What do you mean?” asked Chouji as he squinted his eyes at the two boys standing in front of the doorway

“Chouji,” said Naruto in a voice that dragged the pudgy boys attention away from this friends direction, and onto a pair of blue eyes that looked a bit distracted as they looked around, “how many flights of stairs did we walk up?”

“One,” answered the Akimichi boy.

“And what number room are those boys standing in front of?” asked Naruto as he stopped scanning the room with his eyes and looked at his friend.

“Three hun...oh!” said Chouji as his mind pieced the puzzle together and came up with the answer, “but why would they do that?”

“My guess is that they are weeding out the weaker teams,” said Shikamaru as he turned to Hinata and asked, “What do you see?”

Hinata was way ahead of them as she already had activated her bloodline limit and seen through the subtle genjutsu that was placed on the whole second floor. “The entrances and hallways have been covered up with illusions that look like walls and...”

“And what?” asked Naruto softly as he saw Hinata concentrate on the two kids that were standing at the door.

“The two at the door...” Hinata said in a hushed whisper, “...they aren’t genin.”

“I thought as much,” said Shikamaru with a frown. “There probably here to keep the genjutsu up and to dissuade others from taking the test.”

“What do we do?” asked Chouji as he looked over at the boys.

Naruto looked at each of his teammates and then finally locked gazes with Shikamaru, as the Nara boy said in a calm manner, “We don’t do anything.”

“Huh?” Chouji mumbled in confusion, as Hinata followed his lead when she stared at the shadow-user in confusion.

Naruto picked up where Shikamaru had left of explaining what the boy had meant, “What he means is...if these men can cut back on the amount of people that will be taking the test, we will have a better chance of passing when facing fewer numbers.”

Chouji ping ponged his head back and for between his two teammates as he finally sighed while looking up at the ceiling and saying, “Whatever! Let’s just get to the room so I can open my chips.” 

Hinata stifled a giggle and Naruto smiled, but Shikamaru could shake his head as the three of the began to make their way to the other side of the room. Half way through the room another commotion erupted near the fake entrance, Naruto glance back mildly to see his friend Rock Lee being punched in the face by on of the men that had a henge on, ‘What? How did Lee get punched in the face?’

Hinata saw Naruto gawking at the scene that was unfolding and she couldn’t help but become interested in seeing what had caught Naruto’s eye. Looking in the same direction she saw a three man team trying to pass the two boys, when all of a sudden she gasped loudly and turned away when she recognize done of the boys on the team. What made the situation even more uncomfortable was that the boy had turned his head towards the four of them and glared angrily at Hinata.

“Hmm?” called out the boy who had punched Lee in the face, while a smirk appeared on his white tape-wearing face. It what this that broke the tension that seemed to be hanging in the air between the white eyed boy and Hinata. “You’re actually trying to take the chuunin exam with that kind of level? Tch, give me a break.”

“Maybe you should consider quitting while you still have the chance,” said the boys partner, his narrowed eyes telling everyone in the room that they were not going to get into the room without a fight.

“Yeah,” said the tape-wearing boy with a sarcastic snort, “I mean...you’re still kids...you’ll have plenty of times to try and pass this exam.”

“Please, let us through,” asked a girl with two buns on the back of her head and a pink sleeveless shirt. However, all she got for her troubles was a punch in the face by the same boy who had punched Lee.

Naruto had tightened his fist and was about to walk over to where the two men were putting on the show, but before he could leave he felt a hand at his shoulder and a familiar lazy sounding voice saying, “This is not our fight, don’t interfere.”

Naruto was about to tell his friend to ‘shove it’ when one of the other groups told the boys that they were being cruel. “What’s that? Listen up, I’m being kind to you. The chuunin exam is no ordinary cake walk that anyone can pass, let alone survive!” said the boy with a looked that showed his intensity of character.

“We’ve seen many ninja resign from being a ninja after becoming seriously injured in this exam,” said the other boy with a cold look in his eyes as he continued by saying, “A chuunin is a commander and captain of their squad. It is the commanders responsibility for the success and failure of their team as well, as any deaths that might occur on the mission. Are you ready for that responsibility?”

“Pah! Just the idea that you ‘children’ are thinking of becoming a chuunin...its laughable,” said the tape wearing boy as he watched many of the genin in the room shift uncomfortably.

“So? Tell me? What’s wrong if we want to sift out those who aren’t worth of have the title of chuunin?” asked the boy as he played with his bandanna like hitai-ate.

Naruto watched Lee and his teammate stand up while the bruises that they had disappeared. ‘They were acting?’ Naruto though in surprise as his shoulders relaxed. The blonde watched as a new group pushed its way to the front of the other while an cocky and very familiar voice seemed to float through the air.

“That’s a sound argument...but, I will pass! And neither you nor you partner will stop me,” said the voice, which Naruto knew belonged to on Uchiha Sasuke.

“Also...while your at it...undo this childish genjutsu that you have on this room. It’s annoying, and I want to get to the third floor.” said the Uchiha, which had the other groups gaping in shock as they looked around and began to see the subtle discrepancies that were the tells of a genjutsu.

Shikamaru shook his head as he stared at the Uchiha while muttering under his breath, “Troublesome, aho (fool).”

“Why is that?” asked Hinata quietly as she watched Shikamaru glare hard at the Uchiha and his team.

“Those men were going to cut the amount of participants,” said Shikamaru as Naruto turned his head and looked over at his team, “but now...because of that baka...we’ll have to face off against more teams.”

“But if they’re weak...then that’s a good thing right?” asked Chouji, not knowing where his friend was going with his words.

“Just because someone stinks at recognizing a genjutsu doesn’t mean that they are ‘weak’, Chouji,” said Naruto as he turned his head back to where team ten was standing. The crowd around the two boys began to buzz with the revelation that their was an illusion technique at work on the floor.

“Oh?” asked the tape-wearing boy as his fist slowly began to ball up.

“I see that you have noticed our little trap, but...” said the other boy with an apprehensive look on his face, as he nodded towards his friend, “...just because you see it doesn’t mean we are going to take it down for you.”

“Whether you do or don’t. My team will not be held up by you,” Sasuke smirked as he turned his head slightly and said, “Sakura. You our best genjutsu user, and you skill at seeing past them are top notch. Which way should we go?”

“Sasuke-kun...” Sakura whispered with a small smile that Naruto now saw was hiding her nervousness and something else. The pink haired kunoichi smiled happily as she turned to the two boys and put on a strong face while saying in a confident tone of voice, “We should go left...past the wall.”

Both boys were seen as being upset as they frowned at Sasuke’s dismissal of them. When the tape-wearing boy stepped up and said, “Hm...your pretty good to be able to see through the genjutsu, but...”

Naruto saw what the boy was going to do before it had ever happened as he saw the muscles in the boys left leg twitch as he slowly lowered himself into a attack stance and barked as he attacked, “...just being able to detect it isn’t good enough...”

“Don’t worry,” Naruto said, answering his teammates unasked question, “nothing bad is going to happen.” In a blur of green, Lee appeared and stopped both of the boys attack without really exerting himself.

Everyone except Naruto and Lee’s teammate were shocked at the power and speed that the green suit boy had displayed. “He’s fast!” Chouji said in awe while he hope that he would have his as a opponent.

“There was no chakra being used in that move,” said Hinata as she deactivated her Byakugan.

“W-what?” stuttered Shikamaru, “Then...that would mean...”

“It’s all natural,” said Naruto nodding when he caught Lee eye.

“You know him!?” Chouji asked in surprise, “But he’s one year older than us. How did you get to know him?”

“He’s my taijutsu training partner. I met him when I first came to Konoha,” said Naruto as he watched Lee remove his hands while his teammate began to approach him. Naruto could see that Sasuke was livid that someone had interrupted his battle, but the blonde could also see the slight smile forming on the Uchiha’s his lips as he knew that the boy had found yet another person to measure his strength with.

“Hey, you broke the promise,” said the obvious Hyuuga clan member who had been glaring hard at Hinata just a while ago. “Weren’t you the one who said that you wanted to hide your skills from the others?”

Lee turned his head and looked at the pink haired kunoichi with a small blush on his face as he said, “But...”

The girl on Lee’s team rolled her eyes as she began shaking her head while saying to herself, ‘She must be the reason...’ Lee’s teammate watched as he walked over to Sakura and introduced himself.

“You must be Sakura-san, right?” asked Lee as his blush became more pronounced.

“Huh?” replied Sakura as Masami giggled lightly behind her.

“Let’s go out on a date together!” said Lee as he became very serious and said, “I promise to protect you with my life!”

Naruto hung his head as did the Hyuuga boy that was Lee’s teammate. The girl with the buns just settled for sighing loudly, before she said to herself in a whisper when she saw Sakura’s reaction, “Ahh cha! What is he thinking!”

Sakura whole body seemed to suddenly become paralyzed as she stared at the strange boy with a vacant expression on her face. When her brain returned from it’s vacation she was finally able to say, in a very shocked manner, “N-no way...”

“Eh?” Lee asked as his thumb wilted from the response that the pink haired girl had given him.

“W-w-w-way to weird for my tastes...” with that said Sakura began to inch her way away from the boy as she regrouped with the team.

“Oh...” said Lee, as he felt a sharp pain in his heart when the words sunk in.

“Oi!” called out a voice that had Naruto curious as to what was going to happen next. The white eyed Hyuuga boy walked up to Sasuke and asked with confidence in his voice, “Identify yourself!”

Sasuke turned his head to coolly evaluate the person who was talking to him and replied, “Your suppose to identify yourself before asking another’s name.”

The Hyuuga boy ignored Sasuke’s flippant reply as he asked, “You’re a rookie, aren’t you? How old are you?”

Sasuke seemed to follow the Hyuuga’s example and said with a voice that seemed to emulate the other boy perfectly, “I’m not obligated to answer that.” He smiled inwardly when he saw the stoic boy’s face become cross with the a tinge of anger at his words.

“Well!” called out Sakura as she turned to Sasuke and said, “Let’s go and...”

“No...” said Sasuke as he looked around the room.

“Why not?” said Masami, finally speaking for the first time today.

Sasuke looked at the blue haired girl and ignored her question as he focused on scanning the room. “Could it be that your looking for your friend? What was his name again? Nar-something...” said the girl with a brilliant smile and mischievousness eyes that seemed to make even  Usagi crack a grin.

“Excuse me?” said a voice off to the side, which surprised Masami and made her jump a bit.

Turning her head she saw a bowl hair-cut and green spandex as she couldn’t help but whistle and say, “Wow! What kind of ugly stick hit yoo...oof” The girl had cut her rant short when a well placed elbow nudged her side. Looking in the direction of the elbow she saw that Usagi was looking at her while shaking his head negatively. “Sorry,” said Masami as she flipped her blue hair back and bowed in apology.

“That is alright,” replied Lee as he looked at the girl and continued on by saying, “Did you happen to be speaking about Uzumaki Naruto?”

It was with those two words that Lee had the attention of both teams. Surprise was written on each of team ten’s members faces, while Lee’s team currently had curious look that bordered on something more intense. It seemed that Lee had often talked to his sensei about the sparing partner that he had found, and to say that his team was just having a passing curiosity as to who that person could be would be like saying that a monsoon is nothing more than a drizzle.

“You know him?” asked Sasuke slowly, as if testing the waters.

“Naruto-kun? Yes. He and I spar to improve our taijutsu,” said Lee as he smiled and then said, “I can’t believe its only been a year and some months since I met him when he first came to Konoha.”

“So you’ve been training with him?” asked Sasuke as he began to feel a bit of jealousy raising it’s head. The way that this boy had caught his attack and effectively cancelled it was a testament to his skill as a taijutsu fighter, and the fact that Naruto had been training with the boy just made that feeling become that much more intense.

“Gejimayu!” called out a happy voice from behind everyone as several people could be seen making their way over to the place where the two team’s stood. Blonde hair and bright blue eyes that shone with happiness seemed to greet everyone as Naruto walked up to Lee.

“Naruto-kun! Oh, I see that you are with you teammates today!” said Lee as he bowed and said, “Hello! My name is Rock Lee!”

Hinata was stiff with fear as her eyes fell on the other Hyuuga’s face, he was in the process of glowered darkly at her before looking away in a dismissing manner...something that Naruto hadn’t missed. “Troublesome,” Shikamaru said as he rubbed the back of his head and watched as Naruto introduced them to the spandex wearing boy. However, Shikamaru took the time to analyze the competition as Naruto seemed to hold everyone’s attention.

“Naruto,” called out Sasuke as he glared at the blonde.

“Hm?”

“You better get to the end...” said the Uchiha while not speaking the last of what he wanted to say. Especially since he knew the blonde already had an idea of what he was going to say.

‘ ...so we can see who is truly stronger!’  were the words that seemed to pop into Naruto’s mind when he saw the look that Sasuke was giving him. “Yeah,” Naruto responded with a weak smile that seemed to be part of a frown.

“Hn,” said Sasuke as he walked to his group saying, “let’s go.”

Both team seven and Lee’s team watched as Sasuke walked through the illusion and disappeared from sight. However, when Lee’s teammate said that it was time to go the older boy told them that he would ‘catch up’ and that they should go on ahead. Naruto watched the slight nod that the Hyuuga gave his teammate and everything seemed to fall into place as Lee walked up to him and said in an overly loud voice, “Naruto-kun, we are now opponents!”

“I find myself at a difficult decision,” said Lee as he looked up at his friend. “I want to face off against you in the exam, but at the same time...”

“No worries, Lee,” Naruto said placing a hand on his friend and giving him a thumbs up. “Win or lose. You’ll still be my friend, right?”

“Hai!” said the bowl-cut boy while he pumped his fist furiously and said, “We will both reach the pinnacle of our springtime of youth in this exam, Naruto-kun!” Team seven said their good-byes to the older boy.

“Lee I thought that your team left through...” Naruto began to say as he saw the young man smile.

“I must do something before joining up with my team,” interrupted the spandex wearing boy while looking at Naruto in his eyes and nodding slowly.

Shikamaru, Chouji and Hinata all turned their attention towards Naruto, who seemed to be in the middle of contemplating something before he picked his head up and said, “Don’t do anything to make Gai-sensei angry.”

Nodding his head Lee gave a thumbs up and seemed to disappear into the stairwell. Naruto smirked as he spoke his opinion, “I think we should take our time...what do you think?”

Shikamaru was interested in what Naruto was proposing, especially since he could tell that it had to do with both Lee and Sasuke. Nodding his head, the Nara boy brought up the corners of his mouth in a smile while saying, “I’m in.”

“I don’t mind,” said Hinata looking down slightly, before she looked over at Chouji.

The Akimichi boy turned both palms upward as he shrugged his shoulder as well and said, “Sounds fine, but why do you want to take this way?”

Only Naruto’s profile could be seen, but from what they saw...the blonde boy was smiling in a devious way as he said in a equally devious voice, “Trust me...it’s something you do not want to miss!” Team seven followed their friend through the illusion as they traced both team ten and Lee’s paths, each of the team members were wondering in their minds what it was that they were going to find if they followed the other teams. However, from the look on Naruto face they were sure that it was going to be something big!

Chapter Thirty-Six - Gathering of the Rookie Nine (pt.2)
Leaving behind the other chuunin hopefuls, all who seemed busy trying to figure out how to get around the genjutsu that was blocking their passage to the third floor, team seven began walking up and rather long flight of stairs that lead to the third floor. Shikamaru was now pondering in his mind what could be of such importance that Naruto was going out of his way to show them all. ‘More importantly,’ thought Shikamaru as he looked over at his shogi partner, ‘why does he have such a creepy smile on his face?’

The four genin, after climbing three sets of ten steps found themselves on the landing of the third floor as the sounds of fighting could be heard echoed into the stairwell.

“Who’s that?” asked Hinata as she climbed the last of the steps and watched as Naruto motioned for them to follow him silently. Opening the door to the third floor, Naruto began to slowly walk down a long hallway. The hallway that the four were walking down lead to a balcony that overlooked a small academy training area, which seemed to be abandoned for today’s exams. However, as the team approached the edge of the balcony they saw that the training area wasn’t as empty as they thought.

Up on the balcony three sets of eyes opened in surprise, as Hinata, Chouji, and Shikamaru all slid over to the edge of the balcony to gaze down at the scene that was taking place below. The three genin watched in amazement as two boy fought between each other.

“You have a great stance, Sasuke-kun. I can now see why you would be chosen as this years number one rookie,” Lee complemented the other boy with a straight face. Naruto and his team watched as Sasuke narrowed his eyes while a frown marred his face. It seemed that the Uchiha was remembering something about the young man that stood across from him, and he was getting angry about the memory that he was thinking about.

Not replying, Sasuke shot forward with speed born from practice and natural talent while aiming a fist at the green spandex wearing boy. Before Sasuke’s fist could hit, Lee disappeared in a blur of green and orange. Sasuke could feel the displacement of air behind him as the boy materialized and performed a devastating spinning kick that was aimed at the Uchiha’s head as he yelled, “Konoha Senpu!” 

Sasuke ducked just in time to feel the boys sandaled foot brushing the top of his head. He was about to launch his own attack, but he wasn’t prepared for the fluidity of Lee’s attack. The older boy dropped to the ground while balancing his body with his hands and swinging around his legs for another spinning attack at a lower angle.

Naruto watched as Sasuke tried to defend the attack, and said as he shook his head, “That won’t work Sasuke.”

Chouji was about to ask Naruto why he said that, when he saw Lee’s foot firmly plant itself into Sasuke’s cheek while sending the Uchiha prodigy skipping along the ground. “What the...” Chouji gaped, “...I thought Sasuke had his defense already set.”

“No,” Naruto countered, as he watched Sasuke getting off the ground with a wary expression on his face, “he was ‘preparing’ his defense for an attack. There is a big difference between preparing and having a defense actually set.”

It was at this point that Shikamaru spoke up before Chouji could ask another question, “In other words, if your not fast enough to set up a defense he can penetrate them and deliver his attack, right?” Naruto nodding his head, as Shikamaru continued by saying, “So that would mean that his speed is highly developed, and if Sasuke is not as fast as he is...”

“...then he’s screwed!” finished Chouji as he looked down to watched the rest of the battle.

“But what about the Sharingan?” Hinata asked quietly.

Naruto heard Hinata and responded in a sagely voice, “The Sharingan is not a perfect bloodline limit. It has several flaws that can be exploited, especially if a ninja knows what to look for.” Look back at the battle, Naruto said, “We are about to see one of those weaknesses right now.”

Sure enough as the fight progressed, Sasuke brought out his Sharingan in an attempt to understand Lee’s attack better. Naruto just shook his head and watched as Lee shifted his stand so that his left foot was a bit further back than his right foot. ‘This match is over,’ though the blonde while watching Sasuke run forward while using his doujutsu to capture Lee’s movement.

Sasuke face showed confidence as his eyes copied every movement that Lee made. However, all that confidence seemed to disappear when Sasuke felt and saw Lee’s left foot drive into his chin from underneath him. The attack sent him high into the air, as everyone on the balcony watched in awe.

“That speed...” said Shikamaru.

“The Sharingan was defeated...” Chouji whispered as his watched the Uchiha arch gracefully though the air.

Hinata merely observed the battle in quiet interest, as she saw Sasuke land safely while holding his chin in pain and glaring at the older boy across from him. Lee attacked and quickly shot his hand through a poorly created defense while he drove it home in the Uchiha’s chest. Sasuke staggered back giving Lee time to move several paces away and look back at the confused Uchiha.

“My Sharingan...there was nothing...could it be that your moves are...” said Sasuke as he panted heavily.

“That’s correct. These move I have used are neither ninjutsu or genjutsu...” replied Lee as he sot forward and tagged Sasuke with a four hit combo that was only partially blocked. Backing away from a now grimacing Sasuke, Lee said with a straight face that showed no sarcasm or dislike, “I’ve heard that the Sharingan can see thought and copy all ninjutsu, genjutsu, and taijutsu. I’m sure that you are able to deal with both ninjutsu and genjutsu, since it has to do with the molding of chakra and the use of hand seals...”

“However,” said the green spandex wearing boy, “with taijutsu it’s a bit different.”

“What are you saying?” asked Sasuke as he narrowed his eyes.

“What is he saying?” asked Chouji quietly, looking over at Naruto.

Sighing deeply, Naruto looked over at his teammates and saw that they were all looking at him with the same question etched into their faces. “Even though the Sharingan can see through the movement of a person, and also predict what that person is going to do by those movements. It becomes useless if that opponent is faster than the Sharingan user. In other words...” said Naruto as the same speech could be heard coming from below them.

“What good is seeing the movements if your body is unable to keep up with my speed,” said Lee finishing his explanation to Sasuke. “Did you know that there are titles of ‘geniuses’ and ‘hard workers’ among the strong?” asked Lee. “If you and your Sharingan are categorized as a ‘genius’,” Lee calmly said, watching Sasuke run at him with anger in his eyes, “then I hold the title of ‘hard worker’, because I continuously improve my taijutsu though dedication.” 

Dodging Sasuke’s attack with a small movement, Lee allowed the boy to be drawn in closer as he said, “Look at the bigger picture, Sasuke-kun. My speed versus your Sharingan is a bad combination.” 

Sasuke could only watch as the spandex wearing boy dodge another kick, dipped under his defenses, and planting yet another kick to his chin. This time the kick was powerful enough to send Sasuke flying through the air. 

Lee frowned as he watched the boy fly through the air, and Naruto watched as Lee slowly kneeled on the ground in a runners starting stance. “Lee...you idiot!” growled Naruto as he ran over to the stairs that lead to the lower training area.

Hinata watched as Lee disappeared from his position only to reappear behind Sasuke in the air, as he performed the ‘Konoha Kage Buyou’ (Shadow Dance). Using her Byakugan, the young Hyuuga heiress saw what looked like a sudden spike of chakra suddenly envelope Lee as the bandages around his arm slowly snaked off his forearm.

“I will prove today,” said Lee in a serious and passionate voice, as he saw Sasuke eyeing him from his helpless position, “that hard work will surpass any sort of genius.”

Naruto had ran down half of the stairs before he saw the unwinding bandage and swore again as he jumped up on the wall and stuck to it while looking at both Sasuke and Lee. ‘I have to time this just right. Lee, if Gai doesn’t kill you I will!’ thought the boy as he pumped some chakra into his legs to make them stronger. When he saw his opening Naruto kicked off the wall and sped straight for the pair. Before Lee could react, Naruto had tackled the older boy and while leaving Sasuke to fall in an unprotected manner.

Usagi sprang into action and caught Uchiha before he slammed into the ground , while Sakura came over to see if Sasuke had hurt himself. Team seven, who had been just watching the action, quickly jumped from the balcony and slowly began to make their way to where Naruto was while they could hear the blond threatening Lee with severe bodily harm.

“What the hell were you thinking! Didn’t I tell you not to go overboard!?” asked Naruto as Lee looked a bit guiltily at his friend and stood up. “You know we’re on the third floor, right? Do you know what could have happened if you used...”

“That’s enough, Naruto-kun!” called out a new voice that seemed to have an hint of elderly wisdom in it. Lee and Naruto both winced and stood in place as they recognized the voice, but everyone else that didn’t recognize the voice turned around to see a rather large red snapping turtle glaring crossly at the boy with the thick eyebrows.

“Tetsutama-sama! (Ironshell)” Naruto said as he turned around and smiled at the turtle, “It’s been awhile! I think you have this all wrong. I...”

“Save your breath, Naruto-kun,” said the turtle with another angry scowl. “No amount of deception will get Lee out of this punishment. I saw the whole battle.” It was at these words that Naruto hung his head and let out a deep breath, as the turtle looked over at the blonde and softened his scowl as he said, “I am just glad that this baka has a friend like you.”

“Yeah,” said Naruto, still feeling sorry for what was coming next.

“So? Is that Lee’s teacher, or something?” asked Chouji softly as Shikamaru answered with a shrug of his shoulders.

“LEE!” yelled the turtle as everyone in the room snapped at attention and watched at the green spandex wearing boy began to sweat profusely under the gaze of the turtle. “That was a forbidden technique! What were you thinking!”

“No! Wait! I wasn’t going to use the other one...” said Lee trying to plead his case, while Naruto looked over at team ten and saw that Sasuke’s eye was twitching in anger. The rest of team ten seemed to be in shock at what was going on, but Naruto knew that it was only going to get worse especially when ‘he’ was about to arrive.

“Are you ready to pay the consequences, Lee?” asked Tetsutama as he watched the boy nod his head up and down, “Fine! Yo, Gai-sensei! Please take care of the rest.”

Everyone watched as an explosion of smoke erupted from the top of the turtles shell, and when the smoke cleared everyone seemed to stand still in shock. However, Naruto was busy trying to slowly remove himself from the room. “I see that this room is literally overflowing with spring time youth!” laughed a man who was currently in a very strange posture looking at the groups of young genin that seemed to be looking at him in complete and utter shock.

Luckily for Shikamaru his large intellect allowed him to sort of wrap his mind around the utter ridiculousness of the situation, too bad that Chouji was not spared the same fate. The young Akimichi’s eyes ‘bugged out’ and his mouth opened and closed while taking in the scene in front of him, even Hinata seemed speechless.

“What the hell!” yell the both girls from team ten as they pointed to the ‘really’ strange looking man! Sakura took this cue to say in a very shaken voice, “That haircut, those clothes, and those eyebrows! Is that Lee’s dad!?”

“Yeah! He’s like a Super-Lee or something! Super thick eyebrows, super weird haircut, and the clothes...no...I’m not even going there!” said the blue haired girl while getting a glare from Usagi. “What!? It’s true!”

“HEY! Don’t you go making fun of Gai-sensei!” yelled Lee as he shook a fist at the girls.

“Cut it out, Lee.” said Gai as he waved a dismissing hand at the two girls, and Naruto watched as the boy once again took his place in front his older twin.

Naruto kept watching as the older man’s eye twitched in annoyance and his right hand followed it’s example. ‘This is going to hurt,’ thought Naruto as he watched Gai raise his hand while Lee kept his eye’s respectfully on the ground.

“KKRRRRAAAHH! BAKAYAROU!” screamed Gai as his hand twitched violently into a fist and he punched Lee hard enough to send the boy flying a couple of feet away. Again, everyone in the room seemed to be stunned at what was happening in the room. Naruto took this time to walk over to his friends and silently tell them that ‘it was time to leave...now’.

Naruto had already been apart of Gai and Lee’s seemingly strange customs and right now the blonde was thinking that his teammate could do without the mental scarring.

“Lee, you...you.”

‘Ahhhh! Crap, it’s starting!’ thought Naruto as he grabbed Hinata and Chouji by the arms and began to drag them out of the room with all the strength that he could muster.

“Sensei!”

“Lee!”

“Hey? Why are they crying?” asked Chouji, almost not noticing that Naruto was calling out to every god in existence that he would shut up and keep moving.

“Where did that sun come from?” Masami asked Sakura but only got a shrug in response.

“Sensei, I...I,” responded Lee tears still rolling down his cheeks.

“For the love of all that is sane, get in the next room!” yelled Naruto as he abandoned Chouji and grabbed Hinata while pulling her into the next room while Shikamaru closely following his lead.

“It’s okay, Lee, don’t say anymore.” said Gai.

“Sensei!” cried out Lee as he ran to hug his teacher.

“Lee!” cried out Gai as he embraced his student, while a wave appeared and added to their touching moment.

The silence was deadly, Shikamaru knew something was going on in the next room that would have probably melted his brain into a pile of goo, and since he rather like his brain in a solid state of matter he silently killed his curiosity with a mental kunai.

“But...” said Hinata and was quickly shushed by both of the boys in the room as the silence continued on for a really long time. When the silence broke, it was because Masami said rather loudly, “My eyes! I think...I think I’m going to need to wash my eyeballs out with lye!”

“That was wrong...in every sense of the word...just plain wrong!” said Chouji’s voice in a very disturbed manner..

“I lost to these guys?” came Sasuke’s incredulous voice.

It was at this point that Naruto, Hinata and Shikamaru walked out to see Gai holding Lee at arms length while saying, “It’s okay Lee. Those who are overflowing within their springtime of youth will often make mistakes.

“You are too kind, sensei!” Lee said with tears rolling down his face.

When Naruto and the others had collected Chouji, the large boy had the gall to look disturbed at what he had just seen while saying, “Why didn’t you tell me...”

“I tried,” shrugged Naruto as he patted Chouji on the back and said, “Don’t worry it will eventually go away.”

“Now, run one hundred laps into the sunset!” said Gai as he pointed in the direction of the sun and Lee watched with rapt attention.

“Osu!” yelled Lee as he was about to actually follow his sensei’s words.

“Whoa! Hold on Gai-sensei!” said Naruto as he held up a hand which brought attention to him.

“Ah, I see that Naruto-kun is here as well! I was wondering who had kept my wonderfully cute student from abusing his ninja skills!” said Gai with a thumbs up and a smile that sparkled brilliantly.

“Er...yeah...well, I think you are forgetting that we have an exam to take aren’t you? There isn’t any time to run laps around Konoha right now,” said Naruto as everyone seemed to become acutely aware of the time limit that they had.

“Huh? Oh, yeah...” said Gai as he rubbed the back of his head in embarrassment, “Lee, I’m going to punish you for fighting before the exam and for breaking our agreement, alight?”

“Un,” said Lee as he nodded his head never taking his attention off his sensei.

“Now do five hundred laps!” cried out Gai as Lee seemed to get pumped up at his words.

Looking up at the ceiling Naruto said out loud, “Why do I even try?”

“So Naruto, how is Kakashi-sensei doing these days?” asked Gai with a smile on his face as Naruto began to look very worried, “I see that Kakashi has entered you all into the exam. It is good to see my eternal rival and I get to see which team will get to the finals.”

“Eternal rival?” Sakura repeated while look like she had eaten something that disagreed with her.

“That sounds so fake!” said Masami as she tossed her hair back and looked over to where the jounin sensei use to be standing. “Huh? Where did he go?”

“As it stands I have won fifty battles while also losing forty-nine,” said the green spandex wearing jounin who seemed to materialize behind team ten. “I’ll tell you all right now...” said the man with a large grin on his face, “...I am stronger than Kakashi.”

‘Its not exactly a lie, but it’s not the truth either,’ thought Naruto, especially when he had to —  more than once — bear witness to the rivalry that Gai had made with Kakashi.

Gai looked over at Sasuke and said in a serious tone, “I see that my student has given you some trouble before the exam, Uchiha Sasuke. However, I hope that you will forgive his transgressions for my sake.”

None of the words that the jounin was saying had been penetrating Sasuke’s mind at the moment. In fact, it seemed as if everything had seemed to blur as the boy had witnessed something that made him a bit unnerved. First the bushy eyebrow freak had beat him, and then the boy’s sensei exhibits a speed that could well rival Obito-sensei’s speed. 

Naruto noticed that Sasuke’s face and he noted that they boy looked as if he was about to shout, but unfortunately the young Uchiha pushed his anger deep within himself and allowed a impassive mask to emerge.

Gai said his farewells and bust in a column of smoke leaving Lee to glare at Sasuke. “Sasuke-kun...to be honest I came here only to test my skills. I have nothing against you. However...” said the boy while winding up his bandages back on his arm, “...I lied to you when I said that I was the strongest genin in Konoha.”

Sasuke’s eye widened slightly as he listened to Lee say, “One of the strongest genin in Konoha reside on my team. His name is Hyuuga Neji, and I entered the exam to defeat him. However, now that I have fought you...I would like to face off against you in the exam as well.”

“One?” asked Masami looking at the weird boy, “So there is more than just one strong genin in this exam?”

Lee back was turned but Naruto could swear that he felt the boy’s eyes on him as he said, “The other genin you will have to find out on your own. Until then...” Lee jumped up to the balcony with one leap as he disappeared down the hallway and left everyone with a question fresh in their mind.

“Sasuke-kun,” Sakura said as she watched the boy tighten his fist in anger.

“Ha! Looks like having the blood of an Uchiha doesn’t make you great after all,” shot Naruto as instead of anger, Naruto saw indecisiveness creeping into the boys eyes.

“Naruto!” Sakura and Hinata said trying to disarm the situation.

“Shut up,” Sasuke said in a low, dangerous voice that didn’t seem to even effect Naruto, “next time I crush him!”

“Really? But you lost so bad this time...” said Naruto looking away as he saw a spark of something ignite within Sasuke’s eyes. The Uchiha snapped his head around looking at the blonde boy with anger beginning to run through his veins.

“What the hell is wrong with you, Naruto!” yelled Sakura, as she waved her fist menacingly at her blonde friend. 

Look down at the ground while he gave his team the signal to move out, he said, “Did you happen to look at his hands after the battle? What did you see?”

Sasuke’s eyes widened in shock as he remembered the gnarled, calloused, scarred hands that had been unveiled under the bandages. “Gejimayu worked hard for his skill...” said Naruto turning away from Sasuke and walking to the other side of the room, “...he worked harder than even you. That’s all there is to it.”

Shikamaru called out from the doorway that would lead them to where they had wanted to go as Naruto left the Uchiha standing behind him. Before Naruto walked out of the training room he heard the black haired boy say with confidence brimming in his voice, “Hn, he’s going to need all that skill, especially if I meet him again. I expect to see you there as well, Naruto.”

“Yeah, sure, whatever,” said Naruto with a chuckle that made Sasuke smile as he joined his group and they made their way to room three hundred one.

****

Hinata had quietly watched Naruto from the corner of her eyes as the four of them silently walked down the hallway towards room three hundred one. The young girl was currently think about what had happened back in the training room, and she found that her respect for the blonde that was next to her had seemed to double. 

Not only had Naruto kept his friend and sparing partner from doing something that would have gotten him in trouble, but he also seemed to give Sasuke focus...especially when the young Uchiha had needed it. It truly seemed that Naruto could do almost anything, or at least that is what Hinata thought as she walked beside her friend.

“Ohayo!” came a steady voice from one of the rooms that happened to be in the same hallway as the room that they needed to get to. Out of the room stepped a familiar grey haired jounin with his familiar scrunched up eye as he said, “I’m glad to see that you all made it her on time.”

“None of us was going to back out, right?” asked Naruto as he looked each of his teammates in their faces and received nods all around.

“Hmm...well, I was just worried when team ten showed up before you did. I thought that you left before they did?” Kakashi questioned as he saw Shikamaru sigh and Naruto turn bright red.

“I..um..I accidentally took the wrong turn and we had to back track,” said the genin boy while wringing his hands and ignoring Chouji’s snickering.

“Does that mean you were watching us, Kakashi-sensei?” asked Shikamaru while yawning and looking bored.

“Not really, but a little doggy told me what was happening in the third floor training room.” said Kakashi as he scratched the back of his head. “Anyway, I’m just glad that you all made it on time. Well done!” said the copy nin of Konoha with a smile as he stepped aside and added, “I’m proud that you will represent me in the chuunin exam.”

“Let’s go,” Shikamaru said as Naruto and Chouji moved forward and opened the door and team seven walked into the room.

As soon as the team entered and closed the door, Naruto could feel the of many of the ninja in the room directed their way. Chouji took this time to ignore the stares as he pulled out a bag of chips and began eating. Shikamaru looked around as he gauged the abilities of some of the closer ninja while he thought, ‘They might be older than us, but most of they seem to be at the same skill level as us.’

Hinata lowered her head as she slowly began to hide herself behind Naruto as some of the ninja seemed to recognize her Hyuuga traits while narrowing their eyes in anger. Naruto had cast a eye around the room and he managed to see Team Gai sitting in a row of seats. However, before he was able to looked around more a dangerous presence seemed to fill the air as a voice behind him said, “I knew you’d come. U-zu-ma-ki Nar-u-to.”

Slowly turning around, Naruto cam face to face with the red headed sand-nin. The boy’s eyes gleamed with a sort of fierce determination as he stared the blonde boy down. If he thought that Naruto was going to buckle under his gaze he was sorely mistaken as Naruto said, “Gaara of the Desert. Well, I see that you found my name...good for you.”

Kankuro and Temari were literally gaping at the boy’s reply, especially when Gaara’s smile seemed to widen into a maniacal grin. ‘That kid has a death wish,’ thought the kabuki face pained boy tightening his fist into a ball, ‘Now, for sure, Gaara is going to kill him.’

“You will make it to the finals...you will face me,” said the red head as he walked over to his teammates and sat looking off into space. The ninjas in the room seemed to collectively breath a sigh of relief. Naruto shivered as he once again felt that same warmth seem to pulse from his seal as he thought he heard the word ‘Shukaku’ echoing in his head.

Naruto was about to think some more on this line of thinking when someone from behind his group said in a familiar voice, “Ino-pig! Get off Sasuke-kun!”

A smile crept on Naruto face as he turned around and found the two biggest Sasuke fan-girls glaring each other down. Sasuke, on the other hand, looked as if he was about to get very violent since Ino was hanging off his neck and Sakura was trying to detach the girl. Hinata giggled at the girls, and before team seven knew it they were greeted by a loud boisterous voice saying, “What took you so long!?”

Shikamaru turned his head and saw that Kiba and Shino were both heading their way over to where they were standing. “Troublesome,” said the Nara boy as he answered, “we had some things to do before we came here.”

“Hey, Kiba! Shino! How are you guys doing!” asked Naruto as Kiba smiled and began speaking about all the crappy missions that they had to do. Shino would only add a word here and there, depending on whether his teammate was keeping true to his recounting of their missions.

“You better be ready, Naruto!” said Kiba as he bared his fangs in a toothy smile, “I’ve gotten a hellava’ lot stronger since we last sparred.”

“Ha!” laughed the blonde, “What? Do you think I was doing these last months? Sleeping? In fact, you better watch yourself, or my teammates might just embarrass you as well.”

“You kiddin’ me!? I’ll take on all three of them on and still win,” said the over confident Inuzuka.

Naruto caught the slight movement that Shino had made when his teammate was blabbering on about his skill and he said with a smug look on his face, “According to Shino, your not all that your cracked up to be.” Kiba scowled and looked at his teammate, while mumbling something along the lines of ‘traitor’. The young Inuzuka had forgotten that it was only Naruto who could pick up on the subtle body gestures that Shino made when ever he wanted to convey something. All this time being a teammate with the quiet Aburame boy had only given Kiba an insight to the boy more obvious emotions, like anger or surprise.

“Naruto,” said the tall boy as he turned his sunglasses towards the blonde.

“Fine, fine,” said Naruto waving his hand and stopping his harassment of Kiba at Shino’s request.

“Naruto!” yelled Ino as she thrust her fist into the air while posing. “It’s best if you do not underestimate team eight, or you might find yourself going back home sooner than you think! Hahaha!” said the blonde haired girl as she looked over to his teammates to join in her laughter. Too bad for the blue eyed girl that her teammates seemed to shy away from her and her outlandish antics. “Idiots!” growled out Ino as she witnessed them abandoning her, while Sakura had a good long laugh at the girls expense.

When everyone had settled down, and Sakura had finally removed Ino from her teammate’s neck, the eleven ninja at the door were suddenly well aware of the rooms disposition to their cheerful manner. A small amount of ki¹ was making it’s way to the genin and had them on guard, as they recognized that several teams were eyeing the them with menacing glares and openly angry expressions.

“Hey,” said someone from the side of the room, “You should all quiet down a bit, I mean...this isn’t a field trip or something.” Every one saw a silver haired man with large round glasses approaching them while he placed his hand on his hip as if lecturing the group. The man wore purple pants, and also had a purple shirt over a white t-shirt. These clothes were accented by a white sash that he wore around his waist. On his arms he wore elbow length half gloves and his leaf hitai-ate was proudly worn on forehead.

Sasuke, Masami and Usagi all frowned at the man’s entrance but didn’t say anything. In fact, the people that did speak up were the one’s who were causing all the noise in the first place. “Just who the hell are you to be speaking to us like that?” growled Kiba as Akamaru barked at the man and growled along with his master.

“Yeah!” said Ino as she and Sakura turned to glare at the newcomer.

The man smiled in embarrassment, “Sorry, my name is Yakushi Kabuto.” Taking several steps closer the man began to talk in a hushed voice, “If you want to know what I was talking about then take a look around you.”

All the genin in the group made a quick sweep of the room again, only to see that almost everyone was watching them. Naruto made silent notes to himself as he saw several of the groups talking together as if they had known one another. As the blonde searched the room his eyes fell on a familiar pair of pupil-less white eyes that belonged to Lee’s teammate as he seemed to be staring at the Uchiha with a bit of hostility in his eyes.

Naruto was about to turn his attention back to the group when he saw the Hyuuga boy give him a glare as well. Nodding in response, Naruto smiled and watched as the boy responded in a like manner without a smile. “Maybe I should give you kids some information, hmm?” Naruto heard the man say as he quickly turned his head to see what was going on.

Kabuto reached into his pack as he pulled out a small pack of cards and said, “I can help you by giving you any information that I have gather about the participants in this exam.”

Those words seemed to raise several eyebrows within the group and Naruto could almost see Sasuke begin to salivate at the idea of learning more about his opposition. “I don’t get it,” said Kiba looking at the cards and seeing that they were in fact...blank. “None of those cards have information on them! They’re all blank!”

Chuckling once, Kabuto pushed up his glasses and said in a amused voice, “These are special cards that have been created only to activate when my chakra is introduced to them.” Naruto was sure that Kabuto had allowed his gaze to linger on Sasuke, but he said nothing as Sasuke stepped forward.

“Can I help you with something?” asked the silver haired man with a mild smile.

“I want you to look up three ninja,” said Sasuke as he held the man’s gaze.

Kabuto smiled when he saw that the Uchiha boy was the fist to try and take advantage of his generosity, “Who might they be? Do you have a na...”

“Rock Lee,” said Sasuke confidently, the genin in the group were all moving in for a better look at who was the person that Sasuke had named. Naruto, Shikamaru, Shino, and Usagi were the only ninja out of the group that stood in their spot. The information that the group had seen on the card was detailed, and it even had down the fact that Lee had a condition that limited him to minimal chakra output.

“It seems this Rock Lee is a taijutsu expert,” said Kabuto, taking back the card and looking at the information himself. “It also says that his skills using ninjutsu and genjutsu are almost nonexistent.”

When Kabuto had put the card away and shuffled the cards again, Sasuke said, “What about a person named Gaara of the Desert?”

Kabuto’s eyebrow rose in surprise when he heard that name, and he quickly pulled out a card while infusing it with his chakra. The information on the sand-nin appeared on the card as the older genin handed over the card to Sasuke to read.

Sasuke had looked down at the card and was surprised to see that the boy he had met was already way more experienced than he was, and the card confirmed it. “Whoa,” said Kiba while looking at the card in shock, “he has three B-rank mission under his belt already!?”

“Read closer,” Kabuto said while looking at everyone, “I remember this card because I heard that he would be participating in the exams and made sure to memorize the information. Sabaku no Gaara was never injured in any of his missions, even the B-rank ones.”

“Sasuke-kun? How do you know this kid” asked Ino as she looked over the card in the Uchiha’s hands

Sasuke said nothing. Instead he handed the card back to Kabuto and looked down at the floor, while her pondered whether his current strength was enough to hand someone of ‘that’ caliber. “Who’s the last person that you’d like to look up?” asked Kabuto in a interested manner.

Turning his head around, Sasuke caught Naruto’s eye and said in a steady voice, “Uzumaki Naruto of Konoha.” Everyone, even Kabuto, turned their head along with Sasuke to look at the blonde.

“Tch,” Naruto scoffed at Sasuke. However, when he saw Kabuto shuffle his card and begin to imbue the card he pulled with chakra. Naruto began wondering what kind on information did the man have on him. In fact, just the fact that the man had so much information on everyone else make Naruto begin to wonder if that was a everyday normal type of occurrence.

Kabuto had finished pulling out the information that he had on Naruto and was about to look down on it when he felt a hand on his wrist. ‘What the...!’ thought Kabuto when he saw that the hand was that of Naruto.

“I think I’ll be taking that card, Kabuto-san,” Naruto stated in a cheerful voice which belied the dangerous undertone that went with it. Slowly, Naruto plucked the card from the silver haired nin’s hand and looked down on it. Sure enough, there was some information that Naruto was sure that no one was suppose to know about.

“Dobe! Are you afraid I’m going to find out something about your abilities?” asked Sasuke in a challenging manner.

“No,” answered the blue eyed genin, “I just like my personal life...personal...if you know what I mean.” Turning back at the silver haired genin, Naruto’s eyes held suspicious look in them as he stated, “I hope this was a one time thing, Kabuto-san. I really dislike people stick their nose into my private affairs.”

“Besides,” said Shikamaru backing up his friend in their analysis of the cards that the man had, “I don’t think that Hokage-sama would sanction information gathering on that scale. Just the fact that you have that much information on that many leaf-nins could be considered something of a security risk.”

‘There it is!’ Naruto screamed to himself as he saw the slight flinch that the older man made with the muscles in his neck.

“Heh, well...I never though of it that way. I’ll be sure to talk to my jounin sensei about it,” replied Kabuto, while eyeing both Naruto and Shikamaru as a frown was covered up by a embarrassed smile.

“So what about the information on your card Naruto?” asked Kiba, who seemed just as interested as Sasuke was in Naruto information.

“What about it?” asked Naruto as he forced enough chakra into the card to make it burn brightly as it shriveled and blackened. Some of the rookies that were gathered around looked at the card with a sense of loss. Yes, Naruto had never really been a mystery to all of them but, for some reason, many of the rookies believed that he was hiding something. Seeing that information go up in flames seemed to confirm to everyone that stood in the exam room that Naruto had something up his sleeve.

“Afraid we were going to find something out about you?” sneered Sasuke as he watched Naruto turn around and walk off to the corner of the room. Hinata, Chouji and Shikamaru followed Naruto and they saw him brooding in the corner as he had his arms crossed and his face scrunched up in an angry scowl.

“Don’t let him get to you,” said Shikamaru as he looked back to the glaring Uchiha, “I don’t know if you noticed it, but I think he more pissed off than you are.”

Taking a deep breath, Naruto turned around and said in serious tones to Shikamaru and his other teammates, “Sasuke is not the person that I’m worried about.”

“Kabuto, right?” asked Chouji as he finished his chips and placed the back in a nearby trash bin. Both Naruto and Shikamaru looked at their friend in shock at his insightful guess. “What?” asked Chouji as he pulled out another chip bag, “I keep getting some weird vibes off of him, that’s all.”

“Yeah,” Naruto said as he lowered his eyes to the floor, “well...for one reason or another he makes me feel...I don’t know...uncomfortable. Plus, there was the fact that he had all that information on me.”

“W-w-what was wrong with the information?” asked Hinata.

“That’s the problem!” said Naruto as he bopped his right hand into his palm while extending hid right hand’s pointer finger and saying, “His information was way more detailed than he should have had if he was ‘only observing’. I’m telling you...something smells...”

Naruto never got to finish his sentence as he caught sight of shadows moving through the other ninjas and heading towards the rookie genin. ‘Are they going to attack!?’ thought Naruto as he quickly pulled out a kunai while saying quietly, “Hinata, shadows are moving through the crowd towards the group. Can you...”

“Hai,” Hinata replied quickly while she activated her bloodline and saw the three ninja slowly making their way over. “Naruto-kun, there are three of them and each of the have a note shape on their hitai-ate,” relayed the Hyuuga girl as she kept tracking them with her eyes.

“Do you think they’ll attack?” asked Chouji as he spread his legs into a wider stance just encase.

“I don’t know,” said Naruto as he saw the ninja slowly make their way to where Kabuto was still talking to the other rookies. Naruto watched as Kabuto’s eyes shifted to the side as he sensed the coming attack. Everyone in the crowd seemed to also feel the three who were about to test the rookie as many of the ninja seemed to give the small group some space.

When the sound-nin appeared in the air above the group, Shikamaru was the one who held onto Naruto while shaking his head, “Don’t. It’s not worth it.” Naruto relaxed his stance as he watched the sound-nin throw two kunai at Kabuto. The older ninja easily dodged the attack and looked as if he was about to retaliate when suddenly another genin with his whole face, except his left eye, wrapped in bandages suddenly cam out of nowhere holding his hand in a seal and throwing a punch at Kabuto.

The attack severely missed its target, as Kabuto dodged back and smiled. Everyone watched as Kabuto was smugly looking down at the boy who had attacked him. Naruto looked over at Hinata and saw that the girl was using her Byakugan to see something that no one else but a Hyuuga could see. “Hinata? Is something wrong.”

“H-h-he got h-hit,” was all the little girl could stutter out as everyone watched and saw Kabuto’s glasses shatter.

“That has something to do with wind or sound,” said Shikamaru as he eyed the sound-nin slowly covering up the contraption that was on his arm up with his sleeve, ‘That thing on his arm must help him control what ever he did.’

“I see...so that’s the kind of attack it was,” the silver haired genin said while slowly taking off his glasses, before he suddenly opened his eyes in surprise and dropped to his knees while retching the contents of his stomach onto the floor. Sasuke, and the others who were nearby, glared at the three sound-nins who seemed to be specifically targeting only Kabuto.

“You’re not as good as I thought for a veteran nin who has taken these exams four years running,” said the mummy looking boy while his teammates sneer down at the coughing man.

“Here some information that your should put down in your so-called cards,” said the spiky haired boy with an air of confidence surrounding him. “The three from sound will definitely become chuunin.”

Sasuke was about to say something when a explosion and a cloud of smoke erupted at the front of the room while a dark voice said in chilling tones, “Quiet down. You damn punks!” The smoke in the room slowly began to disperse as several shapes could be seen standing in the smoke. When the last of the white wisps of the smoke had finally disappeared everyone saw two ninjas standing at the front of the room with several ninja behind them.

“Sorry for the wait,” said a pretty female ninja who stood next to a tall, imposing ninja. “I see that some of you are a bit restless,” the woman said in a cool voice, which was emphasized with her amethyst colored eyes that seemed to glint and sparkle in the light.

“You three!” growled the tall man as he pointed at the three sound-nin that were standing in front of the incapacitated Kabuto. “If I catch you pulling another stunt like that, they’ll be taking you back to your country on a stretcher! While I’m on that subject...the same thing applies to any of you wannabes! You are not allowed to fight each other during the exam, unless given permission by an examiner. Even if given permission, you are not allowed to kill the other,” the man snapped, while turning his head to eye rest of the people in the room, “You break my rules, I’ll break your bones! Got that!?”

The sudden rush of ki¹ caused everyone in the room to suddenly shiver in barely suppressed fear. It was after the tall man’s proclamation, that the kunoichi at his side looked over everyone and said, “As you can tell, we are the examiners for the first part of the chuunin selection exam. My name is Mayakashi Rumi and this man here is...”

“Morino Ibiki,” the man spoke tersely as he walked forward and said, “We will now begin the first part of the first exam. Turn in you applications to receive a colored and numbered tile.”

The woman examiner slowly walked over to where the tiles were piled and she said in a very crisp tone while picking up where Ibiki left off, “These tiles will direct you where to sit. Also...you are required to keep these tiles with you until the second part of the first exam is finished. Anyone who loses their tiles will lose their chance to continue on, and anyone caught trying to steal another’s tile will automatically fail the exam.”

Everyone had begun to line up and hand in their applications while getting their tiles. Naruto turned towards his friends as he bit his thumb and slowly began to build up his chakra while wiping his blood across his palm and thinking of a specific name. A small poof of smoke erupted in his hands as an orange frog with black squiggles on its back appeared. “Yo, Naruto.” called out the small frog as Naruto fed the frog a piece of a cookie that he had grabbed from home.

“Hey, Gamakichi,” Naruto said as the orange frog slid into the boys jacket front pocket. 

“Remember the plan,” said Shikamaru as his teammates all looked over at him and nodded. The fact that Naruto had a mother and father who had taken the exam before, provided him with a wealth of knowledge that help him, along with Shikamaru’s help, develop a plan that could be used for their advantage in almost any situation.

After their quick discussion, team seven walked up to the table where Rumi was standing and they handed in their applications. After Hinata, Chouji and Shikamaru had been given their tiles, Rumi looked over at the blonde and smiled as she said, “Uzumaki Naruto, hmm? Your number is thirty-three and your tile color is black.” The older woman handed Naruto his tile while watching him nodded and walked over to the middle row, closest to the examiners.

When everyone was seated Rumi gave Ibiki a signal as she disappeared in a cloud of smoke. “Listen up!” roared Ibiki as he slapped his hand against the chalk board that was now covered in writing. “These are the rules for this exam! If you can’t read, then you’re out of luck. I am not reading them to you!”

All the genin in the room began to read what was on the board and some became pale at what they saw. Others seemed to complain loudly about the set up of the exam, but everything fell on deaf ears as the trench coat wearing Ibiki merely ignored all of them. After a small amount of time, Ibiki spoke up saying in a amused voice, “The last rule that I forgot to put up on the board is this...if an examiner feels that you are cheating or doing something similar during the test...those actions will cost you two points per violation.”

Some of the ninja in the seats began to shift nervously as they looked at the smiling faces of the chuunin examiners. “What this means is simple...your score is reduced to zero. Which means that your team fails the exam.” the room was deathly quiet as many of the ninjas processed the information in their heads.

“Well! There you have it,” said Ibiki as he took a quick look at the clock that was in the room. “You have exactly one hour to take this test, and after the first forty-five minutes have passed I will reveal the final question that is explained on the board.”

When the clock hit six o’ clock exactly, Ibiki yelled out, “Begin!” Ibiki then began pacing the room like a hawk while a sadistic smile seemed to play on his face as he thought, ‘I wonder just how may are going to fail before the final question is given?’

“Number sixty-six...” called out a examiner with a disgusted look on his face, “...you fail! Your teammates fail as well! Get out!”

‘Look’s like there is going to be a lot of disappointed genin this time around,’ Ibiki said to himself as he continued his walk around the room.

ki¹ - in my fic ki will be described as an “concept which covers intentions”. This means that if someone in my fiction is emitting ki that they are most likely emitting their intentions for others to sense, be it good or evil intention (like killing intent).

Chapter Thirty-seven - The Darkness with in One’s Self
The sounds of pencils writing on paper seemed to echo in a certain blond haired ninja’s head as he sat staring at his paper with a look of total loathing on his face. When the imposing man at the front of the class had told them to start, Naruto had flipped the paper over to reveal something that looked like it belong in a ninja exam horror movie.

‘What the...’ the young shinobi said to himself as he began reading the problems and shaking his head. ‘Geez! These problems are something that only complete egg heads could figure out,’ thought Naruto as he looked up and saw Sakura busily writing on her paper with a smile on her face. ‘That’s obvious,’ thought the boy as he watched the girl sneeze.

Looking back at his paper, Naruto picked up his pencil and began to think deeply about the situation. ‘Alright, this test’s questions are something that a normal shinobi would have unbelievable difficulty in completing. However, no matter how difficult these questions are they can’t be impossible.’ Naruto closed his eyes as he thought of what his father had said about the first test...

“Remember, the chuunin exam is set to test the abilities, skills and knowledge of a ninja. If you keep this in mind as you go through the tests, you will often come out on top even if you lose.”

‘Abilities...skills...’ Naruto said in his mind while looking down at the table. Slowly the boy went over what the instructor had said, taking apart his words and analyzing them while he doodled on the side of his paper. ‘Wait!’ thought Naruto as he went over Ibiki’s small talk about the last rule, ‘He said that every time we cheated, and got caught, two points would be deducted. It doesn’t add up! In the academy the teachers would fail someone if they were found cheating. With this test, it seems as if they want us to...’ the blonde’s eyes narrowed as he quickly made a sweep of the room. Sure enough, he saw that many of the ninja in the room were trying their hardest to cheat without the examiners discovering them.

Shaking his head at the simplicity of the test, Naruto looked down at his jacket pocket and smirked. The examiner that was assigned to watch Naruto’s section of ninjas, watched one of the  young genin pat his pocket while he hanging his head and whispered something to himself.

Across room, the young Hyuuga heiress was startled slight from her concentration by a small voice that seemed to come from the breast pocket of her jacket. “Hyuuga-san,” said a brilliant green frog that seemed to yawn in her coat pocket before carrying on it conversation with the girl, “Naruto-sama says to go ahead with Shikamaru-san’s plan. Nod your head once so that he can see that you got the message. After your done relay the information to me and I pass it along, kay?” Hinata nodded once as she saw the frog slowly dip back into the recesses of her pocket and promptly fall asleep. Putting her hand under the table, Hinata slowly went through several hand seals as she ended on the final one and said to herself, ‘Byakugan!’

Shikamaru opened a lazy half awake eye when he saw Hinata yawn slightly and place her pencil down. ‘It’s begun,’ thought Shikamaru as he looked over at Naruto and saw that he was slowly bringing his fingers apart from the “fuuin hajime” (beginning seal), or chakra gathering seal, position. Shikamaru saw Chouji glance at him nervously. Nodding his head, the Nara boy quieted the fearful look on his friends face. ‘Now all I have to do is wait,’ thought Shikamaru, as he could clearly see several other student in the class pulling off less conspicuous methods of gathering the information that they needed.

Naruto saw Hinata nod her head once, and quickly placed his hands together in the beginning seal position. Off to the side the trainer readied his clipboard when he saw the blonde placing his hands together. Naruto went slowly, although deep down he wanted to go as fast as he could, he knew that he was no where near as proficient with the Moboroshi Fuuin no Waza (Act of the Phantom Seals) as he wanted to be. It was because of this lack of proficiency that he was stuck using this exercise at a snails pace. 

The chuunin examiner kept his eye on the blonde and watched him carefully to see if he was going to start his seals. However, that time never came as the chakra that was building in the boy suddenly disappeared as if...

‘No! That’s silly! No genin could possibly produce a seal-less jutsu,’ thought the man as he looked around and saw that nothing seemed out of the ordinary. However, the chuunin examiner wasn’t the only person who had noticed the fluctuation of chakra in the room, Ibiki’s head had turned to looked at the section of the room that the chakra had been emitting from. When the man didn’t see anything, he assumed that the genin had completed his or her technique, since none of the chakra had leaked into the air...as it would have done if the jutsu was a failure.

‘Gijikyouzu no Jutsu (False Mirror Image Technique)’ thought Naruto as he slowly began to weave a genjutsu over both him and Hinata. The illusion made it look like he and Hinata were having a hard time finishing the test. Deep down Naruto was hoping that none of the chuunin had caught on, as he pulled out Gamakichi and asked quietly, “Is she almost finished?”

The small orange frogs throat expanded as it let lose a series of noises that Naruto’s ears couldn’t quiet pick up. Naruto watched the little frog pick up its head as if hearing something before he said, “Gamanemuri, says that she’s almost done.”

“Good,” responded Naruto as he then said, “tell the others to get ready.”

“Sure,” said Gamakichi as he once again performed his silent way of communicating with his cousins.

Shikamaru was sleeping when he felt something twitch in his chest as a soft voice called out from the depths of his pocket, “Be ready, Gamakichi-itoko¹ says that my brother will be passing the information soon. Shikamaru yawned and sat up as he looked down at the test and thought, “What a troublesome test.”

The plan that Shikamaru had figure out with Naruto’s summoned frogs was working smoothly, as Hinata finished and relayed her answers through Gamanemuri to Gamakichi. From there, Naruto used his genjutsu to quickly write down the answers while having Gamakichi send the answers to his other cousin, Gamakakure. Shikamaru, who had begun to receive the information, formed a set of seals under his table while stretching his shadow over to his friend and taking over his writing arm.

Shikamaru was still surprised that he had never thought of this version of his clan jutsu. He remembered Naruto suggesting that a less powerful version of his clan jutsu might not only be effective, but it certainly wouldn’t tax too much of his chakra reserves. Sighing Shikamaru watched as his friend stiffened suddenly before relaxing and allowing what was going to happen to happen.

Shikamaru began writing down the answers as Gamakakure began repeating what Naruto had on his paper, in turn Chouji’s hand began to write down the answers on his paper as well as both Shikamaru and Chouji’s movements were synchronized. Luckily for both of them, Naruto had finished his test and unceremoniously dropped his illusion. 

This caused two things to happen..first, it caused the examiners on not only Naruto’s side, but the other side, to stare for a short while at something they could only witnessed once in a blue moon. It was this second event that had caught the examiners attention. Ibiki, the trench coat wearing intimidating shinobi examiner, stood completely still in front of Naruto. His face was set in a look of what could be called astonishment, well...as least what would pass for ‘astonishment’ in  Ibiki’s case. 

This meant that the man’s eyebrows furrowed, and his the corners of his mouth turned into what could be conceived as a frown, but those who worked with the man could see in his eyes that he wasn’t just frowning. No! He was astonished and a bit confused, that is what the look said to the other examiners.

‘A genjutsu?’ thought Ibiki as he stared down the young genin, ‘When did he have time to go through the seals? Why didn’t the examiner see his seals? Who is this brat?’ Ibiki walked away from Naruto and stood next to the examiner that was near by and asked in a whisper, “When did he get the genjutsu up?”

“Ibiki-san...” said the flustered man as he looked down at his clipboard, “since the beginning he hasn’t made any movements that could be considered the beginning of a genjutsu.” Ibiki’s frown deepened and he stood up, but before he could leave the man said, “However...”

Raising an eyebrow, Ibiki repeated, “However?”

“The boy did make one seal that I saw,” said the man as he rubbed his chin in contemplation.

“And that seal was?” Ibiki asked impatiently.

The chuunin examiner stuttered a bit when he heard Ibiki’s tone of voice, “O-o-oh...um...h-h-he...uh...made the beginning seal but he did not go any further than that.”

“The beginning seal, hmm?” asked Ibiki looking at the ground in thought, before he walked away all of a sudden without a word.

Naruto was a bit nervous when he saw the man walk to the desk that was at the front of the class. He watched Ibiki sit down and begin rifling through several folders until he found what he wanted. Sending one last piercing glance over at Naruto, Ibiki opened the folder and began reading.

Hinata was worried that Ibiki had suddenly taken a interest in Naruto, and she wasn’t the only one worried. Shikamaru had finished up what needed to do and cancelled his technique before he looked over at Naruto and began to wonder what Ibiki was doing.

Naruto decided to play it cool as he slowly leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. Hinata heard Gamanemuri say in a quiet voice, “Act normal. Gamakichi says that is what Naruto told him to tell you.”

“Un,” said Hinata as he turned her paper over and placed her pencil down while looking forward.

Meanwhile, Shikamaru was having a small conversation with his own fog partner. “What do you mean ‘act normal’?”

“I’m only repeating what I was told to tell you,” said Gamakakure from the depths of the pocket that the frog was in.

Huffing in confusion, Shikamaru looked over at Naruto. Sighing, he laid his head on the table and made it look like he was taking a nap, while in his mind he thought, ‘Naruto, you’re going to have some explaining to do after this!’

Minutes passed slowly as Naruto watched other ninjas slowly be disqualified while other tried their hardest not to be found cheating. He knew Kiba was using Akamaru, especially since he could hear the growl and yips coming from the other side of the room. Shino was of course using his bugs. Naruto had even noticed the stray bug checking out his paper every now and again.

Looking to the front he saw that Sasuke was using his Sharingan to copy the movements of the person’s hand in front of him. Masami’s head was down on her paper, and Usagi had his hands folded over his turned paper. Ino was slumped over in her chair and looked like she had already possessed someone to cheat off of. Sakura was...well, let’s fact facts...Sakura didn’t need to cheat here. When Naruto finished his scan of the room he heard a chair slide back as everyone’s attention was directed to the front of the room.

“Forty-five minutes have passed,” said the man with an evil smirk on his face, “so I will now introduce the last question. “This question is a competition between the each three members of you team.”

Gasps and angry comments could be heard from all around the room as a person spoke up yelling, “Hey! What the hell is this!? I thought that the chuunin exam was suppose to encourage working with your team!”

“If you don’t like my final question,” said Ibiki with a dangerous smile on his face, “then you don’t have to take it. After all, that is one of my rules for this question.”

“Rules?” asked a bewildered Sakura.

“Yes, rules.” stated Ibiki again glaring harshly at the pink haired girl as he went on saying, “And the first of those rules is that you will have to decided whether or not you want to take this last question.”

“Choose? What do you mean!? What happens of we don’t take the last question?” asked the blonde sand kunoichi in the back row.

“If you choose not to take it, you points will be reduced to zero. In other words, you and your whole team will fail the exam,” said Ibiki in a calm tone of voice. However, Naruto saw that the man’s eyes betrayed his amusement when the room erupted in murmurs of discontent.

“But you said this was a competition! What does that mean?” asked a rain-nin as he held his hand out in a confused manner.

“Simple,” said Ibiki, “it means that no matter what...one of your teammates will fail this test!”

“What! B-b-but what about the rule that says that if one of your teammates fails you all...”

Ibiki interrupted the genin by slapping his hand down on the desk in front of him saying, “I never said that your teammate would lose the points that he had accumulated during the test, and since his points won’t be reduced to zero the remaining team members will be able to continue on with this exam.”

Naruto was watching the man at the front of the class room as a smirk seemed to twitch at the corners of his mouth when he said, “That brings me to my last rule, and it is...”

The stress of the room high a new all time high as Ibiki dangled the last bit of information about the final question in front of the genin before saying in a dark voice, “Those who fail at the competition will no long be able to take any mission higher than a D-Rank and will be barred from the chuunin exams for five years.”

Silence exploded into fury over the words that Ibiki had spoken. “What the hell kind of dumb rule is that!” yelled Kiba as Akamaru growled fiercely on top of his head, “You don’t have the authority to do that!”

Ibiki chuckled when he saw the dog-boy, “I think that you are all unlucky to have me as an examiner this year. You see...I am the one who will make or break your destiny! I am the one who makes the rules for this exam! Hell, I am the rule!”

Everyone in the room stiffened at those words as they realized what this last question might actually cost them. “This is why I have given you the option of quitting. Those who lack confidence can take the exam next time around. It’s your choice,” said Ibiki allowing another chuckle escape his lips, as he slowly began to prowl around the room. He made sure to catch the eyes of every genin that was still left as he passed by their seats.

“So, let’s begin,” said Ibiki. “Those who do not want to take the final question can leave through that door,” said the scared faced man as he pointed to the a door that was off to the side of the room, “the rest will stay here and complete the final question.”

Many in the room were looking over towards their partners as they silently tried to communicate their feeling. Others were over confident that they would get through this little task, and it showed as most of those ninja weren’t showing any sign of moving from their spots.

Slowly people began to stand up and walk out, the risk was too great for some of the teams. Naruto was analyzing what Ibiki has said, and he could do nothing but shake his head in confusion at the rules that he had set up. ‘This isn’t right,’ thought the boy when he went over the rules again, ‘this task seems so familiar...but I just can’t remember.’

Shikamaru was having the same problem, as he too went through the steps of trying to understand what the man was trying to accomplish and was coming up with nothing. Eying Chouji, Shikamaru looked at the table and thought to himself, ‘I might be able to get the answer, but that would mean Chouji...’

‘No,’ thought the Nara boy as he put on a determined face and remembered something that came suddenly into his mind...

“Those ninja who break the rules are trash, but those who abandon their friends are scum,” said Naruto with conviction in his eyes. The blonde had told his sensei this when he had been asked why he had felt the urge to get both him and his teammate killed during a simple training exercise by going back for an already hurt Hinata.
A look of determination crossed Shikamaru’s face, as he looked at Chouji and knew what he had to do. At the same time, a young girl was questioning whether or not she would be able to pass the question. ‘All I did to pass this time was use my Byakugan, but what if the next question is something that can’t be answered by cheating,’ thought Hinata as she made a quick look at Naruto only to see that the he was also having problems with this new development. ‘What should I do?’ thought the girl as she closed her eyes and focused on the problem.

Behind her Chouji was nervously cracking his knuckles. He knew that he wasn’t the smartest of the group, and if it came down to it he would be the one to fail. However, that did not stop him from worrying about the fact that he’d be consigned to only D-rank missions and unable to participated in the chuunin exams for five years. Chouji closed his eyes and sighed deeply as he could do nothing but trust in his friends and teammates.

‘Why? Why is this so familiar?’ wondered Naruto as his mind reached out to touch something in the darkness of his memories and heard a voice say...

“Correct!”
‘What was that?’ Naruto asked himself as he concentrated even harder on the thought that had just flickered in his mind until he heard...

“The person who fails to get a bell, fails the test, and will be sent back to the academy,” 
‘The bells?’ Naruto said to himself confusion before the understanding of it all came rushing to him like a hundred pound weight. ‘The bells! I get it!’ Standing up, Naruto almost missed the fact that his other teammate’s stood up with him as well.

“We quit!” the three genin said in unison shocking everyone and making Ibiki’s eyebrows shoot up slightly in surprise. The situation the team was in had been made even more clear, when a large boy stood up with a guilty look on his face.

‘They must be one of the four man cells that Sandaime was talking about,’ thought Ibiki as he kept his eyes on the members of team seven, ‘Hn, they’re an interesting bunch.’

“We’re not leaving you behind, Chouji,” said Shikamaru patting his old friend on the back.

“Ha! No way!” Naruto chuckled lightly.

“I can’t believe I forgot about the bell test,” said Hinata, surprising Naruto and Shikamaru both.

“Bell test? What do you mean?” asked Chouji, but was interrupted by an irate Ibiki who cleared his throat and indicating that they should leave. Team seven complied, leaving behind several teams in shock.

Naruto and his team left the room as they made their way through a small darkened hallway. At the end of the hallway was a single set of doors that seemed to be have some light pouring through its windows. “Everyone,” sighed Chouji, as began to apologize, “I’m sorry that you had to fail because of me...”

“Fail?” asked Naruto, wrinkling his nose as if smelling something bad. “Who said that we failed?”

Chouji head tilted up, while a look of puzzlement seemed to be permanently etched into his face, “But I thought...”

Opening the door that they had been walking to, a bright voice greeted the four genin’s by saying, “Congratulations! You passed the first half of the first exam!”

“Wha...” blurted Chouji as he looked over to his other three teammates, and saw that all three of them were sliming brightly. “But what about the test? And the points?” asked the large boy as he watched the woman in front of him smile.

“Being a chuunin means being responsible, and being responsible means making decisions that will conflict with what you want at times,” said the woman examiner, who had introduced herself as Mayakashi Rumi. “The meaning of this test, was to see if you would willingly put away your pride and become a team player.”

The door to the room opened suddenly as the sand trio walked in while Rumi greeted them just like she greeted everyone else. Gaara sent a venomous glare at Naruto as he walked to a corner with his other teammates. Naruto, for his part was unaffected by the boys glare and seemed to be more focused on the door as he heard foot fall walking their way.

When the door opened, Masami and Usagi walked into the room followed by Sakura and a clearly raging Uchiha. However, when Rumi gave them her greeting, Sasuke at least had the decency to look surprised and ashamed as he crossed his arms defensively and became quiet.

It didn’t take long for Ino, and her teammates, to show up after team ten and Sasuke did. After they arrived, a chuunin examiner appeared and nodded his head at Rumi when she looked his way. “Alright! Settle down! Those of you who are standing before me right now can definitely say that their teamwork is strong, and that they are mature enough to take on the promotion of chuunin. However, this doesn’t mean that you are finished with this exam.”

In the corner, the rookie nine had assembled and were now listening to the examiner as she seemed to be taking a page from Ibiki’s book. Smile maliciously, the woman tapped a kunai point against the desk that she was stationed at while saying in a smoothed voice, “Now comes the second half of the test. You all remember that I told you to hold on to your tiles, right? Well...color tile that you have will correspond with these doors!” 

Rumi turned around and waved her hand towards seven door that each were painted with the colors of the tiles. Everyone in the room all noticed that each door lead to an isolation booth². The booth’s windows had been covered up so that no one outside the room could see what happened inside.

The female kunoichi spoke up again as she walked over to the middle door as she opened the room to reveal a room that had several seal arrays³ on the ground, ceiling, and walls of the room. “These rooms,” said the woman as she looked inside the room, “will serve to test your will. Within each of these rooms is a powerful genjutsu that will serve to test you character.” Rumi closed the door and slowly walked over to group as she placed her kunai back into its holster. “It is impossible for you to cheat in this exam, since each person will experience different situations within these room,” the woman said seriously causing everyone to grumble, “Also, because of the seals in the room your chakra will be suppressed. In other words, you have no choice but to follow the genjutsu through to the end.”

“How do we pass this test then?” asked a scarred rain nin as he shifted, what looked like umbrellas, off his back and to the floor.

“It’s simple,” said Rumi said crossing her arms while allowing a challenging smirk to show up on her pretty face, “if you able to walk out of that room...you pass.”

“What if we don’t want to take this test?” asked a worried looking grass ninja with long black hair.

“Then your whole team fails,” said Rumi without any emotion on her face.

Instantly the room buzzed with sound of worry and other emotions as teams began talking to themselves. All three boy looked at Hinata, who seemed to shiver at the prospect of having a genjutsu placed on her. “I-I-I’m fine,” said the girl as she already knew what they were going to ask.

“Are you sure?” Naruto asked, not wanting to force any of his teammates to take any unnecessary risks.

“Yes,” replied the Hyuuga girl, determination flashing in her eyes.

“Do you have your tiles?” asked Chouji as he produced his which was bright red. Looking over at the door Chouji pointed at the red one and said, “I guess that’s my line...well...I guess I’ll line up. Everyone be careful.” That said, the Akimichi boy walked over to where everyone was line up for the red door.

Shikamaru’s whose tile was dark green, stood up and began walking over to where his line was forming as he said, “Tch, Mendoukusei.” 

Hinata’s smiled a bit, out of nervousness. Looking at the tile in her palm she saw that it was royal purple and she saw that Naruto tile was black. “Good luck...Naruto-kun,” said the girl as she began walking over to her line. 

Before she took three steps Hinata heard her teammate say in a strong voice, “You are a strong person Hinata. Just remember that, alright?”

The girl didn’t turn her head to look back as wetness began to form at the corner of her eyes. Instead, she nodded her head affirmatively and kept moving forward towards the line in front of the purple door.

Naruto walked over to where the black door was and saw that there were only three other people in line for the door. Standing before him, and doing their best to incinerate him into a pile of ashes with just their glare, were Uchiha Sasuke, Sabaku no Gaara, and the Hyuuga boy from before.

To say that the Hyuuga was glaring at him angrily would be stretching the truth a bit. In fact, the white eyed boy was staring straight at him with a gaze that seemed to be devoid of any sort of warmth. Naruto figure that this kid could probably freeze over a lake in mid-summer if he wanted to, as he felt a chill run down his spine.

All in all, Naruto knew that these three shinobi were glaring at him for one reason or another, and it was making him feel really, really uncomfortable. “Uh...um...hey guys! Nice weather we’re have...right?” said Naruto in a nervous manner making their glares intensify. Hanging his head and trying to avoid the other three ninja’s stares, Naruto told himself, ‘Tough crowd! Jeez, these guys need to lighten up!’

“All right! Let’s begin,” said Rumi as she swung her hair over her neck, “those who are first please step into the rooms in front of you.” Seven ninja all stepped forwards and opened the doors in front of them. Naruto watched the Hyuuga boy walking into the room an close the door as Rumi then said, “When, and if, the ninja who has gone before you comes out of the room, you will follow the same procedure until everyone has finished!” 

With that said, Rumi turned her back to the seven lines of genin and flipped through several seals before slapping her hands together and thinking, ‘Magen: Kurayami Kara Inai! (Demonic Illusion: Darkness From Within)’

Chapter Thirty-eight - A Restless Nightmare
Naruto and everyone in the room watched the booths as the woman performed a jutsu of some sort with her back turned to them. The silence in the room seemed unnatural and at one point Naruto was worried that the test had already started for them. However, when the tenth minute passed the examiner’s head snapped up as she quickly went to the sky blue door and opened it to reveal a slumped over form of an unconscious genin.

“Medic,” called the Rumi in a flat tone of voice, while she stepped over to the forest green door next to it and opened it revealing another knocked out genin. “This one too,” said the kunoichi while pointing her finger at the knocked out genin she had just discovered.

The other door slowly opened as they revealed the other participants. Each of the genin were pale and shaking slightly as they walked their way to the back of the room and sat down. Naruto noticed that when the Hyuuga boy passed by him he was grabbing his forehead and shivering, all the while mumbling something to himself. Scanning other first participants, he seemed to be handling whatever it was better than the other as he could see only genin participant clutching his knees and almost crying.

‘What the hell is in that room?’ thought the blue eyed Uzumaki as he saw the next group of people stepping into the room and closing the doors. Turning his head to see who was going next, Naruto saw Sasuke walking into the room and slam the door shut. 

Rumi’s head turned in the direction of the noise and she smirked when she only saw Naruto and Gaara standing in line. ‘Hn, so Uchiha is in the room, huh? Let’s hope he doesn’t get too lost in this illusion.’ thought the woman as she once again performed the Magen: Kurayami Kara Inai.

‘Sasuke, please be okay,’ thought a pink haired kunoichi that was standing behind Chouji.

‘I wonder what Sasuke-kun will see in that room,’ thought a silver haired genin as he pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and smiled.

‘That bastard better not mess up, or I’ll never let him live this down!’ though Naruto while he couldn’t help but feel worried for his friend.

****

Sasuke stood in the dark room for a while before it felt like the floor under him was no longer solid enough to support his weight and it broke. Trying to grasp the situation, Sasuke kept telling himself that this was just a genjutsu and nothing in this world could really do that much harm to him. Feeling the wind against his face as he fell and hearing his clothes flap in a steady chaotic rhythm, the young Uchiha was surprised when he felt something jerking him out of the darkness. A sudden bright light cause the boy to close his eyes, as he felt his body contact something solid.

“Foolish brother,” said a voice that sounded amused.

That voice. It was a voice that he had heard in a thousand nightmares. It was the voice that he wanted to silence. Only one person had that voice, and Sasuke couldn’t believe that he was hearing ‘that’ voice so close to him.

“What makes you think you could ever surpass me?” said the voice again holding that same irritating tone of amusement.

‘I can surpass you....I “will” surpass you!’ thought Sasuke as he slowly stood himself, suddenly noticing that he was completely wet from head to toe. “Itachi!” yelled the young Uchiha, “I will become greater than you!”

“No,” said Itachi’s cold voice, “You are weak...do you know why you are weak, gutei?” asked Itachi as Sasuke slowly began to open his eyes. “It is because you lack...”

“Itachi! Stop picking on your little brother!” yelled a voice from behind Sasuke that made his eyes widen at the sound of their dulcet tones.

Almost fearing what he would see, Sasuke finally fully opened his eyes and saw his brother standing in front of him smirking at him while wearing nothing but a pair of swim trunks. “Mother? Must you always ruin my fun?” asked Itachi in a serious voice but the look of mischief in his eyes was enough to make Sasuke wonder...

‘What the hell is going on?’ He blinked, and then blinked again while rubbing his palms of his hands into his eyes. Sasuke watched in confusion as Itachi walked away from him and back to a beautiful blue lake that was surrounded by lush forest.

“You really are a foolish little brother!” said the older boy as he jumped into the water and took off swimming to a bobbing buoy off in the distance.

Suddenly, Sasuke felt warm arms and a towel wrap around him as they began to dry him off. As he was being dried off a female voice, that he had heard only in his dreams up to now, said with a sigh, “Honestly! The two of you are always at each others throats! And you...” Sasuke suddenly was turned about face as he was looking into two black pools of warmth that were surrounded by lily white skin. “...what makes you think that your old enough to swim out that far? Hmmm?”

Sasuke tried to say something, but he was paralyzed at the sight that greeted him. His mother was a beautiful person, and unfortunately the massacre had left him with only the memories of blood caked hair and wide vacant eyes. Sasuke did the only thing he could think of, he opened his arms and tried to hug his mother.

However, as he took a step forward, Sasuke was suddenly thrown back by some unknown force. He slid along the ground uncontrollably, until he quickly righted himself with a small burst of chakra from his hands and feet. Sasuke’s head snapped up as he looked around the area for his assailant. There in the tree line close to where his mother and father were sitting and enjoying their conversation, Sasuke saw a shadowy figure looking at him. No. The person was looking...past him.  Sasuke turned around just in time to see Itachi stand up out of the water, just before the shadowy figure jumped from the tree tops and attacked the older Uchiha.

“Hn,” smirked Itachi while plucking the kunai out of the air and revealing that his Sharingan was activated.

“Itachi!” screamed Sasuke’s mom while she and his father stood up to get a better look at the attacker. Sasuke didn’t know what to do. Here he was watching a battle that he should be having but for some reason he felt as if his arms and legs weighted hundreds of pounds.

Turning his head, Sasuke caught a glimpse of the shadowy attacker. He squinted his eyes, and he blinked trying to get the man into focus. However, it seemed that the harder Sasuke tried to identify the man, the more of a mystery he became.

Itachi ran through several hand seals as he slapped the ground and summoned a hand of dirt that took a swipe at the man. The hand caught the attacker and slammed him into the ground but that only revealed that the man had use a replacement jutsu and was now hiding somewhere in the area. Looking down, Itachi’s eyes widened as he quickly jumped and barely avoided a sword that was meant to split him from the groin on up.

‘Katon: Goukakyuu no Jutsu!’ thought Itachi as a brilliant orange and red fire ball blossomed from his lips and struck his attacker full on. Dropping to the ground Itachi quickly looked around to find where his opponent went, especially since the vestiges of the burnt log that had taken his jutsu had landed on the ground near where he stood. “You are beginning to anger me,” Itachi said in his monotone voice when suddenly a barrage of shuriken sliced through the air and their way to embedding themselves into the older Uchiha sibling.

“Itachi!” called out Uchiha Fugaku, as he picked up a discarded kunai and effortlessly knocked most of the shuriken out of the air. “Who are you? Identify yourself!” yelled the older man while Sasuke watched his mother grab a kunai and stand by her husband.

“You are in my way,” a dark voice growled menacingly while an unnatural chill seeped into Sasuke’s body. The voice didn’t even sound human, it sound as if was merely a shell of a human being used by something evil...and malevolent. “Those who impede my goals will be dealt with...you are in my way...so...DIE!” 

“NO! Otosan! Kaasan! Run!” screamed Sasuke but the people didn’t seem to hear him. He could only watch as several more shuriken shot out of the tree line to the right of the couple. This time, though, the projectiles seemed to miss Sasuke’s parents. The young Uchiha was about to breath a sigh of relief when the blades all changed course and revealed the thin ninja wire that was attached to their ends. The wire wrapped up the three Uchiha’s, as it even seemed like Itachi had been caught while trying to save his parents.

Sasuke could only watch in horror as the man stepped out of the tree line and slowly made his way towards the three while making a seal for each step that he took. “Katon: Ryuuka no Jutsu!” yelled the man.

Sasuke suddenly found that he could move again, and with all the speed that he could muster he tried to save his family. A hot blast of heat and a fiery roar meat the boy’s ears and face as he saw the dragon made entirely of fire bear down on his family as it hit them square on and incinerated them into nothing but ash.

Sasuke dropped to his knees and looked over at the spot where his parent were suppose to be only to see...

‘Nothing!?’ thought the Uchiha as he looked around and spotted the shadowy figure with his back turned to him. “You!” yelled Sasuke as he strode forward trying to find answers.

“Did you see that Sasuke?” asked the man in a quieter tone of voice which seemed to make that ‘tainted’ feeling that Sasuke got, when he heard the stranger speak, even more pronounced. “Did you see me kill him? It was perfect!” said the ninja with what sounded like glee in his voice.

“You killed my mother and father...” said Sasuke slowly, everything seemed to be so surreal at the time he didn’t know whether to throw up, cry or laugh.

“Sasuke...” said the mystery ninja with some confusion. Squinting his eyes Sasuke started to see the man as his vision seemed to be coming into focus. What was revealed was something that made Sasuke’s eyes wide, because there...standing in front of him...was none other than a perfect clone of himself. The clone smirked at the shocked reaction as it continued saying, “...we both know that they have been dead for over five years. Don’t you see! This is what we wanted!”

“No,” yelled Sasuke as he took a step back, “I want to avenge my family and kill Itachi but...”

“...but what?” asked the clone stepping forward slowly, “In order to make an omelet, a couple of eggs are going to have to be broken! And for you to reach your goal...some people are going to have to...”

“SHUT UP!” yelled Sasuke as he watched his clone come closer. Again he found himself unable to move as he watched the clone walk up to him and slowly merge with him. Closing his eyes in meditation and then opening them, Sasuke found himself whisked away to a room that was surrounded by mirrors.

Looking into the mirrors Sasuke heard a familiar voice call to him and say, “Foolish little brother...you follow my example very well.” In the mirror, Sasuke watched as his hair slowly lengthened and his body grew. Trying to shut out the images Sasuke punched the mirror in front of him while growling out, “I...am not...you!”

“We shall see...” said a fading voice that sent shivers down Sasuke spine as the world that he was in disappeared to reveal a door. It was at this time that Sasuke realized that he was panting out of breath and his whole body shook while a feeling of nausea seemed to be trying to overwhelm him.

****

Rumi pouted a bit when all seven of the doors opened to reveal that all the genin had passed the test. However, from the perspective of the others in the room, each genin looked as if they had been to hell and back.

Naruto watched as Sasuke slowly walked out of the booth while holding his stomach. The Uchiha’s complexion was undecidedly green as he walked by the other two genin in line for the booth with the black door.

“Damn,” said the woman examiner as she looked at the booths with a raised eyebrow, “I must be losing my touch.” Rumi walked over to the desk that she had been sitting at and quickly grabbed a folder as she yelled, “Next in line, step into the booths!”

Gaara turned around and stared at Naruto for a second before he willingly walked into the booth and closed the door. Naruto then watched as both Shikamaru and Chouji began to enter their respective doors. ‘Be careful,’ thought the Uzumaki boy as he fisted his hand and brought it up for his friends to see. As the red and green doors closed, Naruto saw Chouji giving him a thumbs before closing his door. Naruto attention turned to the green door, which was half way closed, when a lazy drawling voice echoed from within the room, “Tch, so troublesome!”

The blued eyed boy smiled and hoped that his friends would come out of the room without any really harm being done to them. When the last door closed Rumi re-did her jutsu and sat back down at her desk waiting for the silent confirmation that someone had dropped unconscious within the room.

**** 

Shikamaru watched calmly when the room tilted slightly and the lights went out in the room. Slowly, Shikamaru felt a warm feeling envelop him as he tried to keep everything in his mind straight.

The darkness was replaced by a white light and soon it caused Shikamaru to blink. When he did so he found himself sleeping on a bed with while sheets and a white comforter on him. ‘Is this jutsu trying to make me go mad with the color white?’ wondered the Nara genius.

However, the door slammed open as the hulking form of a clearly disturbed Chouza came in while yelling “Get the hell away from me!” Shikamaru forgot about the jutsu and looked on as the man glared angrily at him.

“Chouza, please!” said a familiar voice as both his father and Yamanaka Inoshi came into the room trying to calm the man down.

“Why!” yelled the man at Shikamaru as he buried his fist into a nearby wall, “Why didn’t you save him!”

“Wha...” Shikamaru had begun to ask but the large and very powerful man suddenly shot forward in an attempt to punch the boy, but he got no further than a step before Shikaku used his shadow manipulation to slow the angry man.

“Chouza! Please calm down! This is what happens on missions. We, as shinobi, all know what the possible outcome of going on these mission might mean,” said Inoshi in a soothing voice as the red haired man began to cry and walk away from the room.

“Dad?” asked Shikamaru in a confused voice.

“You don’t remember?” asked Shikaku looking down at the floor.

“Remember what?” the Nara boy seemed to plead with his eye for his father to tell him what it was that he was suppose to remember.

“You were the leading chuunin on this mission, son. It seems that you and your team were attacked by three jounin platoons from the Cloud,” at this point in the retelling Shikaku sighed deeply as he turned his back on his son. “It seems that you were the only person who made it through the attack...”

‘What!?’ thought Shikamaru as his brilliant mind place things together, “Then why was Chouji’s father...no...it couldn’t be...” Shikamaru stood up staring at his father in shock as the old man nodded his head and looked away.

“You had personally asked for the help of Akimichi Chouji on this mission,” said Shikaku in a tight voice, “All the reports and data say that he was the first to die during the attack.”

The news was like a punch to the stomach for the young Nara boy, but it did just stop at that...no Shikaku carried on by saying, “Hyuuga Hinata was the next as she tried to defend the cargo but was burnt alive. Uzumaki Naruto was beheaded while trying to avenge his friends, and as for the other members of the group...”

“St..op, just stop,” said Shikamaru with a slight hiccup in his voice. “Why?” asked the young man, “Why am I still alive?”

“Who knows?” said Shikaku standing up and walking to the door of the room, “Some say that you were a coward and ran, others say that your were lucky enough to have friends to take on and kill the more powerful ninja in the attacking group. As far as I’m concerned, those are all speculation. All I know is this...as long as you can’t remember no one will really know what happened that day.” Stepping through the opened doorway Shikaku told his son in a whispered voice, “Get dressed...today is the funeral”

Shikamaru pulled on his sheet and stood up off his bed only to find himself in a plush forest setting while the sounds of battle raged on around him. Turning his body around, the young Nara saw just in time to see his best friend get skewered through the stomach by a katana as he screamed, “CHOUJI!”

Coughing up blood, the Akimichi boy broke his attackers neck with his hands as he looked over at his friend and whispered in a gurgling manner, “Shikamaru...run...save...yourself.”

“No! Chouji!” said Shikamaru as he shot forward trying to reach his friend, but was surprised when —  no matter how hard he ran — he wasn’t getting any closer.

“You’ll never be able to reach him,” said a sharp sarcastic voice from behind Shikamaru. 

Shikamaru’s ninja senses went of overdrive when he heard that voice. Spinning around he saw a shadowy figure standing before him as the light in the forest slowly dimmed. “Who are you? What do you want?” asked Shikamaru, while trying desperately to get a handle on the situation.

“For such a brilliant mind you are kinda slow, ne?” said the shadow as it’s features slowly became more defined until an almost exact copy of Shikamaru was standing in front of him while giving him a lazy smirk.

“The genjutsu,” remembered Shikamaru as he saw the shadowy figure smile even more.

“Wow! You got it in one guess! If I had a treat I give you one but...” said the man as he empted out his pockets, “...as you can see I don’t have anything.”

‘This is all an illusion made to break me mentally,’ thought the Nara boy as he looked around as sure enough he saw the forest slowly melt away into a shadowy room, ‘So, all I have to do is wait out this technique.’

The clone across from Shikamaru made a buzzing sound as he shook his head, “Wrong! This might be an illusion but the situations are real.”

“What do you mean?”

“What I mean is...” said the clone turning around, “...your greatest fear is losing you friends due to you incompetence, and it isn’t an unfounded fear. You are incompetent.” Shikamaru stayed quiet as the clone smirked and continued on, “Your usefulness as a shinobi comes down to one aspect...” The clone disappeared from sight as Shikamaru could feel a finger poking him in the back of his head while saying, “...you noggin and the grey matter that is store in it. Are you strong in taijutsu? How’s your chakra capacity and control? Can you use any other ninjutsu other than your Clan’s techniques? Is your speed up to par with your other teammates?”

“In other words...if you don’t have the time to contemplate and use that noggin of yours. Are you of any help to your friends in a fight?” asked the clone while tapping it’s finger on its chin and smiling, “The answer, I can tell you, is...”

“...is no,” responded Shikamaru loudly, while he watched the clone’s smile slowly drop off it’s face as a serious frown appeared in its stead. “Hn, I know my limitations. I know how strong I am and what are my weaknesses. If a situation like you described arose, I would not be much help to my friends...”

It was here that the clone’s smile seemed to come back, even though it was for only a short while. “However, I trust my friends with my life, and they in turn have trusted me with theirs. It is because of this trust that a situation like you have described will never happen to us.”

“You can’t tell me that losing a friend because of your lack of strength will not effect you,” yelled the clone as its composure seemed to crumble before the young shadow user.

“Losing a friend will hurt me deeply,” Shikamaru said with sadness in his voice, but as fast as the sadness had appeared it was replaced by a steely glare that struck the clone like a solid blow, “but we all know the risks of being a ninja and we are all ready to take on those challenges ‘when’ and ‘if’ they come.”

The clone huffed loudly as it took a more relaxed stance and looked away from the boy while saying, “You talk big, kozu, but...I wonder...will you really have what it takes to carry on? Tch, fine! Whatever! Your too troublesome of a kid to keep talking to, ja ne!”

Shikamaru watched as the shadows around him lightened in brightness until he was able to see that he was back inside the room that he had just walked into. Looking down at his hand Shikamaru noticed that they were shaking wildly. He also noticed that he was breathing rather hard, as he fisted his hand in an attempt to stop them from shaking as well as trying to breath slower.

****

A couple rooms down Chouji seemed to be having a conversation with a shadowy clone of himself, as the people of his village along with his friends surrounded him when sending looks of disgust at him.

“Don’t you see?” asked the clone as it turned to face the crowd, “none of these people are you friends. They are just say that to your face while behind your back they say...” The words came from all around Chouji and assaulted him as he stood in front of everyone and took the brunt of the hurtful words.

“Fatass!”

“Lard-butt!”

“Pig!”

“Fat porker!”

However, all though out the verbal assault the young Akimichi stood proud and held his head high as he allowed small rivulets of tears stream down his chubby cheeks. Mumbling something to himself he stood there while the clone narrowed it’s eyes at the boy and asked, “What did you say?”

“I said,” Chouji yelled, “the kunai can kill, but words only sting before they fade away!” Thrusting his chest out Chouji said, “My friends taught me that! And I will never forget it!”

“You have no friends! Look around!” yelled the clone as the people in the mob doubled as more people joined the group chant of tormenting the boy verbally.

 “Your wrong...I have friends...and they care for me. Plus, they don’t put much stock in looks or appearance, and they accept me for who I am...a hopeless fatass,” yelled Chouji as he watched all the people in the crowd shimmer before fading away to nothing.

The shadowy clone of Chouji clapped at the boy while he slowly made his way over and said in dark tones, “You did well, but remember this Akimichi Chouji...everyone, even you, will always chose something beautiful over something unattractive.” Those words echoed in Chouji head, as the genjutsu in the room slowly fell.

Looking down at his hands, Chouji noticed that they were balled up and he also noticed the wetness of his shirt as he touched his cheek and found fresh tears. Turning around Chouji noticed that his throat felt raw and his legs wobbled, but all in all he was still in one piece.

****

Rumi once again was pouting angrily as she watched each of the genin open their doors and step out of the room without anyone falling prey to the genjutsu she had used. ‘These kids must all have strong wills or strong minds,’ concluded the examiner as she watched the red head from the black room step out as if nothing had happened to him.

Naruto watched as the black door slowly swung open and Gaara stepped out of the room with out any of the symptoms that the other genin had been experiencing. The blonde felt the boy’s pale green eyes lock on to him as he passed by while he said in a dangerous whisper, “I’ve had scarier nightmares.”

Naruto refused to acknowledge the boy out of sheer discomfort, while he looked at the other rooms and saw as both his other teammates climbed out of the room. Shikamaru looked shaken and Chouji seemed to move stiffly, but all in all they were still conscious and he felt some of his worry lighten when Chouji gave him a thumbs up while helping Shikamaru to the back of the room.

“Well?” came an all too familiar voice. “What are you genin waiting for? An invitation? Whoever is next step in!” yelled Rumi as everyone in the room had deduced that her temper had shorten as the amount of people passing grew.

Naruto looked down the line to see that everyone going into the rooms was someone from the rookie nine. Sakura stood in front of her door with a look that clearly stated that she was worried about this test. Ino boldly strode into her room and closed the door while Shino, Usagi, and Kiba all gave each other nods before stepping in and close their doors. Naruto spotted Hinata and he smiled at he while giving her a nod. The young Hyuuga girl smiled as she nodded back and then the both of them, at the same time, stepped into their rooms and closed their doors.

Rumi performed her jutsu, but this time around she put a bit more chakra into it. The examiner was getting tired of these genin passing her test and she didn’t want to be seen as soft by the other jounin examiners. ‘This should get some results,’ Rumi thought as she chuckled evilly, she didn’t know that she was about to provide everyone with a valuable lesson that not many would forget.

Chapter Thirty-nine - Striving Through Darkness
Hyuuga Hinata stood as she felt a familiar sensation wash over her, it was the sensation that a jutsu was being performed near by and was effecting her. It was surprising how sensitive one’s body became to chakra when you learned how to use Jyuuken, she had also noticed that he sensitivity had become higher as she trained Naruto in the use of his tenketsu. However, at this time, these thoughts were far from Hinata’s mind as she looked around and wondered what was going to happen next.

The room surrounding Hinata slowly began to brighten until she found herself in a room that was completely white and seemed to pulse with chakra. As her eyes slowly got use to the color of the room she noted that there was a small table in the center of the room with all sorts of seals, these seals being inlayed with gold, covering it. 

Walking over to the table, Hinata jumped back quickly setting herself into a Jyuuken stance as a figure in white robes entered the room. “Father?” asked Hinata as she saw her father walking towards her hands within the sleeves of his robes.

‘What’s going on? Why am I here? Why is father here?’ thought the young Hyuuga girl, but before she could carry on Hiashi spoke up.

“You are weak,” said the older man in a cold tone that made his words like a whip that would flay a person to the bone. “You cannot be my daughter...” said Hiashi as he turned around and stepped over to where the table was. “You will be given the curse seal and banished from the Hyuuga clan. We cannot afford to have spineless weakling eroding the pillars of strength that we are,” touching the table Hinata’s eyes widen as she now saw the restrains that looked to hold the feet and hands of the person on the table.

“I-I-I h-have friends who...” Hinata began to say, but was quickly interrupted as Hiashi lifted his hands while a door on the far side of the room opened to reveal Hinata’s teammates.

“Are any of you willing to speak up for this cowardly piece of trash?” asked Hiashi as Hinata bowed her head even more and sniffled. The words were like spikes being driven straight into her heart and soul.

“It too troublesome to help her,” said Shikamaru as he sighed and left the room.

Chouji just looked at Hinata and shrugged his shoulders as he turned his body around to follow his friend out of the room. Finally, Hinata’s eyes made contact with narrowed blue eyes as she thought, ‘Naruto! Please! You believe in me...please, help me!’

Closing his eyes Naruto turned his back as he said in a similar manner which mimicked Hiashi, “I’ve try all that I could to make you stronger...but even with my help you haven’t grown at all. Maybe it’s best if you get the seal, and stop being a ninja all together.”

“No...” whispered the white eyed girl as she watched he crush and teammate begin to walk out of the room.

“Those are you friends?” asked Hiashi in a thick sarcastic voice, as Hinata saw several other Hyuuga members start to surround her. “You have strange tastes in friends,” said the Hyuuga clan leader as he watched the members grab the girl and place her on the table, “but I guess no one can ever really know the mind of a weakling,  now can they?”

Hinata’s heart raced, and her mind spun out of control. She watched and felt as her legs were strapped to the table and then her arms. She struggled but for some reason it made no difference. She had even tried to expel chakra but found that she had none. ‘Am I really this weak?’ thought the girl as she saw an elderly Hyuuga standing over her, with a scalpel in hand, as he was ready to carve the curse seal into her forehead.

Hinata closed her eyes and whimpered as the piece of metal touched her forehead. It was strange, but at that exact moment Hinata felt as if she was falling. Wind whipped through her hair and her clothes were rustling because of that same wind. Opening her eyes, the girl saw the ground coming closer to meet her, screaming Hinata braced herself for the impact. 

The impact that the young Hyuuga was sure was going to happen never came, in fact...it felt more like she had landed on a soft bed rather than a hard surface. Almost afraid to open her eyes, Hinata finally opened them to see a beautiful garden before her. All sorts of plants and flower seemed to be on display in the massive garden, and in the center of the garden stood a beautiful woman in white robes.

Slowly, Hinata made her way through the flower beds towards the woman as she said in a light voice, “Ano...”

“Don’t speak,” said the beautiful woman in front of her as she allowed the wind that was whipping through the garden to ruffle her dress.

“But I...” said Hinata trying to tell the woman of her predicament. However, the woman quickly made a sharp spin that brought Hinata face to face with her. The Hyuuga’s eye widen in shock and a whimper of fear escaped her mouth when she saw herself standing in front of her. “Who...” was all that the girl could manage as she stood gawking at the woman in the white robes.

“‘Who’, you ask?” the clone said with a smirk on her face, “Why...I’m you of course.”

“No!” yelled Hinata as she stepped back and covered her face with her hands.

“Stop! Take another step and I’ll make sure it’s the last step that you take,” yelled the clone as she held up a hand seal that Hinata recognized as the curse seal activation seal. Hinata stood still as she felt her forehead and found a pattern etched into her skin, as tears began to form at the corner of her eyes. “You really are spineless, aren’t you?” ask Hinata’s clone, as it took long elegant steps towards the girl.

‘I...I am not weak!’ thought the girl as she trembled under the aching that was in her heart.

“Here, take a look...this is your future,” said the clone as a mirror erupted from the ground and reflected a pitiful looking girl with long dirty hair and gaunt features. On the forehead of the girl was a curse seal that was not painted on but instead gouged into the skin. “This is your future because you are too weak to do anything about it,” said the woman as she made the hand seal once again and concentrated.

Hinata felt a sharp pain roll through her head and it felt as if her head was on fire. “Nooo! Stop!” screamed the little girl as the clone smiled a cold smile.

“Try and stop me,” the clone said wickedly as the pain seemed to intensify in Hinata, “or...you can admit to you weakness and I’ll stop.”

The pain was excruciating, Hinata’s body jerked as she held her head in her hand. She was out of options, Hinata knew this as her vision started to blur. “I...” said the young Hyuuga.

“Yes?” asked the clone with a grin that seem to belong on a shark rather than a young girl.

“I...am...” hissed the girl as a fresh wave of pain ran through her head.

“Go on, your almost there!” coached the clone.

Hinata opened her mouth one last time, but stopped as a memory flashed in her mind...

“Please stop, Naruto! I’ve already disable your arms and one of your legs is badly hurt,” said Hinata as she stood in her Jyuuken stance and looked at the blonde across from her.

“Shut up!” yelled Naruto spitting out some blood, “Don’t you dare go soft on me, Hinata!”

“But I...”

“Enough!” Naruto yelled as he charged in and quickly evaded her attack sweeping her legs from under her. “How will I learn to pick my self up and continue on, if I don’t get beaten every now and again, hmmm!? Think, Hinata! Don’t think of defeat as a bad experience, because to me its nothing more than stepping stone to victory.” 

Taking an offensive taijutsu stance, Naruto glared at her with passion in his eyes as he growled, “Now stop playing around, and come at me with everything you have!”
Hinata scrunched her eyes and focused his mind away from the pain that she was feeling at the moment as she willed both her arms and leg to pick he body off the ground. “I...” said the young Hyuuga as she strained both against the pain and mental exhaustion that she was feeling.

“I...am...” she said louder as she got her legs under her and slowly stood up right.

“I AM STRONG!” yelled Hinata as her head snapped up and forced herself to stand proud in front of her clone. However, when Hinata looked around for her clone she found that it was no longer around, but in it’s place was her sister who was grabbing her head and screaming silently. It was surreal for a moment. Time seemed to slow down, as Hinata finally saw why Hanabi was thrashing about. Hinata’s hand was still in the activation seal!

Quickly, Hinata dropped the seal as she tried to go to her sister to comfort her. But when Hinata tried to move her leg she found that she was paralyzed as a familiar cold voice breathed in her right ear, while making her shiver, “You should punish those who ever doubted your strength.”

In an instant, Hinata was back in the white room, and she saw her father strapped to the seal table while the same procedure that had been performed on her was being performed on him. “NO!” the normally quiet girl cried out, as she ran over to her father and shielded him from the other men.

The scene quickly melted away into a shadowy realm that shifted chaotically, as Hinata’s clone stood in front of her scowling and saying impatiently, “Well? Which is it! Are you going to be weak and allow everyone to push you around? Or are you going to be strong, and dominate over others...as the strong should!”

“Neither!” Hinata spat out as she kept a determined face on and faced down her more sinister doppelganger. “I am not going to be weak...I’m going to be kind, generous and caring,” said the Hyuuga with a smile on her face as she remembered Naruto and her teammates. “But I am not going to be strong and dominate either...I’m going to be firm, resolute, strong of will and fair,” she finished saying as she slowly set herself into her Jyuuken stance and gave the clone a baneful look while saying in a low angry whisper, “You will leave me alone, or I will make you disappear!”

“Hn,” sneered the clone as it backed away saying in a monotone voice, “with strength comes temptation...” Slowly the clone began to disappear as everything also began to follow its lead. However, before the clone completely faded away is said with a disturbing giggle, “...you will fall to temptation...I foresee it!”

Hinata clutched her stomach, as her head spun wildly around. A cold sweat was over her body and she was shivering so hard that she could barely breath. Looking around and seeing that the genjutsu had finally dropped, Hinata fell to her knees as she kept repeating a sentence in her head over and over while trying to keep herself from submitting to unconsciousness...

‘I am strong...I am strong...I am strong,’ thought the Hyuuga while she rocked back and forth trying to through off the effect of the jutsu. Slowly the effect began to wear off and Hinata was once again able to breath again. Standing up she decided to wait before trying the door, while she was waiting she could help but hope that Naruto was alright as she closed her eyes and focused past some of the lingering nausea that was caused by the jutsu.

****

Have you ever gotten a ‘feeling’ that something wasn’t right or something bad was going to happen? If you have, then you’d know how Shikamaru felt at this moment in time as he was leaning against a wall and kept staring at the black door at the other end of the room. He could quiet put his finger on it, but Shikamaru was sure that something ‘bad’ was going to happen and it was going to involve Naruto.

“Chouji,” said Shikamaru slowly as he kept his eyes on the black door as if it were some sort of omen, “The horizon is dark.”

Chouji, who had heard that sentence suddenly looked around the room as his eyebrows furrowed in sock and anger. Over the course of their training together, Chouji and the others had come up with a system of communicating basic things to each other. These coded messages worked well when being hunted and getting attack, but what Chouji couldn’t believe was that his friend was telling him ‘be careful, an attack is coming’. “Are you sure?” asked Chouji as he started to circulate his chakra just encase. Chouji could only sit and watch as his friend, and one of the smartest people that he knew, nodded his head.

Shikamaru didn’t know what was going to happen, but he knew that it was better to be prepared than caught off guard...

****

Naruto opened his eyes after he seemed to fall forever only to be greeted with more darkness as he stood up and looked around. From the shadows two figures appeared looking haggard and tired as they ran over to Naruto and quickly yelled.

“Naruto! Come on! We need to go!” said his mother while pulling on his sleeve and almost dragging him in a certain direction.

“But...”

“No time, son. Come on let’s go!” yelled Obito as he looked behind him and then seemed to be peering through the darkness of the shadowy room. “This way!” yelled the ex-Uchiha while leading the way through the darkness.

Naruto was beginning to get worried as he sensed the amount of duress and fear that seemed to be rolling off each of their bodies. “Where are we going?” asked Naruto as he had just about enough of them not talking to him.

“Far away,” answered Obito as he opened what looked like a large wooden door that shed some light in the room that they were in, which Naruto instantly recognized as the sewers of Konoha.

Stepping out and into the light Naruto suddenly heard a loud voice call out, “Uchiha Obito. Uchiha Rin. You are here by under arrest for aiding and abetting that....‘thing’, and running from Konoha.”

Naruto could actually feel the malice in the air as the man spoke and he could see his father tense into a fighting stance as his mother followed suit.

“Now, you can come quietly and receive your punishment,” said the male voice as several ninja in animal shaped faces appeared out of no where, “or you can resist. Which mean we would be within our right to execute you demon lovers on the spot!”

Naruto heart stopped beating for a few seconds when he heard those words as his eyes opened wide and he saw his father jaw twitch in anger. “Mom? Dad?” asked Naruto as he began to feel as if his world was slowly being turned upside down.

“Don’t worry son, these losers will never lay a finger on you,” growled Obito as he took a step forward.

“You will not touch my son!” yelled Rin as she shot forward and quickly disabled two ANBU ninjas with a mysterious jutsu, as Obito followed her lead and performed a fire jutsu that burned three other ninjas and had the others backing away.

“Kill them!” yelled the leader as he and his group shot forward attacking Obito and Rin while leaving Naruto to watch in shock and horror as his mother and father fought to save him. Naruto had tried to join the fight, but he soon found that his body felt as if it was made of lead and he couldn’t even twitch his finger let alone run in to battle.

After a few minutes of fighting Naruto smiled when he saw both his mother and father emerge from the forest battered, but otherwise completely fine. Naruto was happy, but that happiness soon became surprise as he felt a pulse of chakra that was accompanied by an ANBU member appearing behind the two. “Mom, Dad, look out!” yelled Naruto but his voice just didn’t seem to come out as he watched the ANBU slide his sword into his father while using a powerful wind jutsu to slice his mother to pieces.

Time slowed down, when Naruto watched his fathers grimacing face slowly make it’s trek to the ground. Naruto saw his mother slowly fall to the ground as blood caked her face and her hand was still reaching out to grab a hold of him. The light in Rin’s eyes seem to go out, as the rest of her body went limp. The ANBU member stood up as he cleaned his sword and lifted his mask enough to spit on the bodies as he said in cold tones, “That’s a demon lovers fate, deal with it.”

Naruto was griping his arms and shivering as he felt an unnatural anger slowly course through his veins. Literally shaking with fury Naruto heard something that seemed to be right next to him, however when he looked around there was no one near him.

 “About time you can hear me, brat! You’re in a genjutsu! Stop your shivering!” yelled a familiar voice that he had only heard once or twice. However, no matter how much the voice had been trying to tell the boy that this was just an illusion, Naruto felt the pain of losing his family. ‘They’re gone...just like my real father and mother...’ thought the boy as he saw the ANBU member closing in on him with sword drawn.

‘Murder...’ thought Naruto as a familiar red chakra began leaking out of him, “I’LL KILL YOU!”

A blast of evil red chakra enveloped Naruto allowing his body to began taking on the characteristics of a animal.

“Come and get it you filthy demon!” roared the ANBU member as he readied himself for battle but never in a million years expected to see the boy roll though several seals as he took in a deep breath and exhaling a white hot flame that melted the steel of the man’s sword and almost completely cremated him on the spot.

“RAHHHHHHH!” roared Naruto as the scene shifted and the people of Konoha were all banding together to attack him. In the crowd Naruto could see familiar faces as felt a giant sized fist connect with his head.  Chouji stood there with disgust clearly on his face as he prepared to do another jutsu, “If I had know you were a demon...I would have asked for a transfer.”

Naruto dodged a shadow as it came from behind him, but he had stepped into the path of another large fist that clobbered him into a wall. “What a troublesome beast,” said Shikamaru as he stepped over to Chouji and got ready to use his shadow again, “just die and let us have some piece of mind.”

Naruto saw Hinata looking down at her hands, when he hear her say, “I feel filthy...I touched a demon.” The pain of those words and the memory of what happened to his family was enough to drive Naruto to the breaking point. Chouji used his attack again, but this time Naruto easily caught the attack. Nara had attached his shadow to the under part of Chouji ’s fist and when it came in contact with Naruto it paralyzed him. However, Naruto’s rage was too powerful to be held down by the likes of a mere genin. 

Flipping through several seals, Naruto created a dust storm that seemed to choke out the very life from his ex-teammate as Chouji tried to dispel it. The moment Shikamaru and Chouji lost focus Naruto was on them, he flattened Chouji by slamming the large boy head first through a wall and then proceeded to stomp on the shadow user until he lost consciousness.

“Good!” cooed a voice from the surrounding shadows, “Now kill them!”

“Don’t listen brat!” yelled a voice in Naruto’s head as the blonde brought his claws to his friends throat and stopped.

“What are you doing! Kill them! They took away what you loved! Now take away they lives!” growled a furious voice that seemed to echo from everywhere.

“N-n-n-o,” said Naruto as the red chakra slowly began to disappear. However, the moment that happened a figure covered in red chakra appeared out of no where and began decimating everyone. Throats were torn out, people were gutted before they even had a chance to realize that they were. Blood ran freely down the street as the people of the village began to scream in panic. Chouji was just getting up in the building when the figure shot out some red chakra and brought the entire building crashing down on the young Akimichi’s head. Shikamaru moaned as he began to move around only to have his heart torn out by the same chakra that seemed to be in the shape of a clawed hand. Hinata never had a chance as the person broke her neck and discarded her like trash.

“This is what you are! Don’t try to fight it!” yelled the figure as it approached closer still.

“If you give in, brat! You will be lost forever in hatred!” yelled the voice in his head while seeming to have an edge of panic in its tone. “That figure is just the representation of you darker half, fight it! Don’t give in!”

The shadowy figure seemed to stop and then laugh as it said in a sarcastic voice, “Who ever said that I was talking to the ape boy?” The figure that stepped into the light was wearing the same clothes and bore the same appearance as Naruto’s tenet as it laughed with a wicked smile on his face.

“Kuso!” said Naruto and Kyuubi at the same time. The demon turned man then looked down at Naruto and smiled as his eyes open wide and a shockwave of ki rushed out of his body.

****

‘Argh!’ Rumi mentally screamed as her patience was wearing thin, ‘who the heck are these kids, super ninja!?’ The genjutsu user was really upset that none of the genin in the rooms had yet to succumb to her jutsu. She was of a mind to open a door randomly and knock someone out just so that she feel better, but...as she was thinking of doing that suddenly the air in the room became oppressive before a massive shockwave of ki ripped through the air causing everyone to drop to their knees from the pressure it emitted. “What the hell!?” yelled Rumi as her she tried to fight the killing intent that battered her senses and was almost in a sense beating her into submission. Many of the genin began panicking and running to the door just to get away from the feeling that the ki was forcing on them. Others stood stock still and wetted themselves, as they were paralyzed by the overwhelming force that seemed to pulse throughout the room.

Finally, managing to stand up through the onslaught of deathly images that kept coming to her mind Rumi suddenly felt a sense of deja vu as she could almost feel the eyes of the giant fox glaring at her as she shivered uncontrollably. ‘No, its dead! It can’t be!’ the young woman seemed to lose her cool as she pulled out two large daggers and began trying to find the source of the ki.

In the corner of the room, stood Shikamaru and Chouji both were wearing pained looks on their face as they had been the only one who had been ready for the ki that had flooded the room. Steeling their resolve the two had used their ki to block some of the effects of the indirect attack, and it worked...but they were still panting heavily at the effort that they were putting forth to combat the effects.

In the opposite corner, Gaara stood with his sand whipping around him frantically as he glared at the black door with a smile that spoke of insanity and bloodlust. His eye scanned the room as everyone was either screaming or their face was stuck in a permanent look of horror. “Soon...I will acknowledge my existence in a great way...” said the redhead as he called out a name in a dark and dangerous manner, “...Uzumaki Naruto.”

****

“What the hell! How did you get out!” yelled Naruto as he watched the man narrow his eyes at him.

“That’s not me, you imbecile!” yelled Kyuubi’s voice from within Naruto’s head that startled the boy.

“Then who is ‘that’ standing in front of me!” Naruto yelled back feeling annoyed at getting yelled at from within his own head.

“Let’s just say that he isn’t someone you don’t want to be fighting right now, and leave it at that, okay?” answered Kyuubi as Naruto saw the man across from him grin in a feral manner and lash out with pure chakra from his hand. “Run idiot! Run!”

Naruto didn’t need to be told twice as he dodged the attack and began speeding his way through the illusionary forest terrain that had suddenly sprung up all by itself.  Behind him, slowly catching up to him, was the red haired man that he thought was the Kyuubi, but if the voice in his mind had anything to say in this situation it would deny that fact.

“Damn it! He’s catching up!” said Naruto to no one in particular as he dodged a fire jutsu that immolated a tree almost instantly.

“You are so weak!” yelled Kyuubi in Naruto’s head.

“Shut up, you stupid fox! Your big mouth is not helping me!” Naruto yelled right back, before an explosion sent him hurdling through the air and caused him get thrown into several trees. “Damn it! This isn’t working! Just who the hell is that anyway!” asked the boy as he looked around and began running from the crazed looking Kyuubi clone.

“As far as I can tell...” said Kyuubi as Naruto dodged another attack that was aimed for his head.

“...the child’s chakra is suppressed in this room, so that means that his seals are...” the wild eyed clone said as he interrupted the two.

“...also suppressed,” finished Naruto in shock as he now saw just how dangerous this room really was to him.

“If I kill you here...” smiled the clone of the demon fox, “your mind will die, but you body will live on, and I will be reborn!” Laughing triumphantly, the clone pulled a sword out and rushed the young Konoha ninja.

The man’s sword slid into the boy’s body with practice ease, but just as he twisted the sword the boy’s body exploded into smoke that surrounded the demon’s clone. “Kage Bushin?” growled the malicious clone. 

“Ninpo Katon: Bakaretsu Hosenko!” called out a raw voice as several bright white fireballs shot out from behind a tree and made their way to the demon.

“Fire?” chuckled the demon as it raised an amused eyebrow, “I was born from fire and shadow, boy! That won’t work!” The demon watched as the fireballs streaked towards him and all exploded a few feet from their target. 

“Idiot! Did you actually think I was going for you?” called a confident voice as a loud cracking sound was heard. The demon looked up in time to see several huge trees crush down on him. “Do you think I got him?” asked Naruto in a tired voice

“No,” said Kyuubi, as Naruto’s eyes widened when a red fist made of chakra punched its way through the trees and hit him with enough force to throw him through several of the surrounding tree trunks. Naruto cried out with every hit while in his head the Kyuubi was duplicating his grunts with pain filled snarls and curses.

Hitting the ground and sliding for a few feet, Naruto rolled over on the ground and spat up a tooth with some blood as he watched the trees that held the demon down become engulfed with fire. ‘Damn!’ Naruto cursed as he got up unsteadily and looked at the figure that stepped through the fire. “You stupid hairless ape! You have to drop this jutsu! He’s too strong!” Naruto heard the demons voice in his head roar, as he again barely dodged another attack and dove behind several trees.

“Fine, then I’ll just over whelm the connection between the jutsu and myself,” Naruto said panting while he threw several kunai at the man that was following him.

“That’s not going to be easy, brat!” Kyuubi’s voice echoed in his head in warning.

“What do you mean? And stop calling me ‘brat’!” said Naruto in frustration, as he took off running when he saw that the kunai were ineffective against the Kyuubi imposter. As he ran Naruto could only watch as the forest slowly faded away and became the streets of Konoha.

“Remember the seals in the room? They are suppressing you chakra and keeping you connected to the genjutsu,” explained the demons voice, “which means, you would have to draw out enough chakra not only to beat the seals in the room but also the very powerful genjutsu that is being used against you. Plus, all this has to be done while still avoiding ‘him’.”

With that last word, the fake Kyuubi appeared and attacked by releasing a powerful bust of fire  from it’s hands. “Kuso!” yelled Naruto, knowing that he would be unable to dodge the attack as he put his arms up defensively and waited to be burned alive. However, the scorching heat never touched Naruto, and opening up on squinting eye he saw a small bubble of red chakra form around him as it protected him from the heat of the flames.

“RAAGGHH! WHY ARE YOU PROTECTING THAT FILTHY APE!” screamed the imposter as it’s eye narrowed.

Naruto was surprised when he felt his mouth open and words that weren’t his poured out of his mouth, “Me and this brat are linked, so...in other words...if you kill him then that would mean that I die as well, and that doesn’t sound like something that I want. Besides...”

It was here that Naruto suddenly felt a rush of power as he and Kyuubi’s interests seemed to once again align as the demon said with a furious low growl, “...no one hurts me and gets away with it...”

“...no one!”

The blond Konoha genin’s eye snapped open to reveal shining crimson red eyes that were slitted like an animals. Disappearing in a cloud of dust, Naruto reappeared behind the imposter and threw a punch at the clone’s kidney. The clone dodged, but was surprised when the boy suddenly snapped forward with a crescent kick that was way too fast for the clone to keep up with. Foot met face and the clone was sent reeling to the ground only to be kicked back up into the air by a shadow clone that performed a hand stand vertical kick.

“Boy! Keep him busy! I’ll gather the chakra you need,” said the Kyuubi’s voice as Naruto nodded and watched as the imposter floated up to eye level with Naruto before the he shot forward and kicked the imposter square on the chest sending him hurling over to the next roof top.

The pseudo-Kyuubi back flipped and landed softly on the roof as he panted heavily. The demon growl as he realized that the boy had become fast and strong enough to challenge him and actually hurt him. However, what the demon’s real concern had been, was the fact that he could feel the boy’s body slowly begin to amass chakra. 

“No you don’t! I won’t let you!” yelled the imposter his eyes widening in understanding of what that chakra was going to be used for. Leaping off the roof, that he landed on, the imposter lashed out the red chakra hand at the base of the building that Naruto was standing on, destroying it supports and causing the building to crumble before his eyes.

“Wha...? Woah!” Naruto yelled as the building began to give underneath him. Running as fast as he could with the roof top buckling and cracking, Naruto launched himself to the next roof that was near by, but as he was in the air a crimson blur appeared in front of him.

“Die!” growled the imposter as Naruto saw a blade rushing at his chest.

As a last ditch attempt to dodge the attack Naruto twisted his body in time to allow the sword to pierce his shoulder. “Ahhh!” cried out Naruto as he heard the same cry of pain echo in his head.

“Kage Bushin no Jutsu!” Naruto said as he slid off the sword and began his descent to the ground. In a puff of ninja smoke, Naruto watched as his clones quickly grabbed on to him as they cushioned his fall to the ground. Once on the ground Naruto dodged another attack as he flipped through several seals and...

“Don’t use any jutsu!” yelled the angry voice of the Kyuubi, “It will make gathering chakra harder for me.”

“Fine!” yelled Naruto as he charged forward with the bushins that he had just created and attacked the imposter again. ‘How much longer!?’ Naruto asked the Kyuubi.

“Not much! Just keep him busy!”

“Tch, easy for you to say!” complained Naruto as he tried to sweep the imposters legs only to almost get skewered in the process with the sword that his enemy was using. 

“I’ve had enough of this cat and mouse game!” yelled the pseudo-Kyuubi as he jumped to the top of the near by demolished building and began running though a series of complex seal that ended with him yelling, “Kuriton: Yomi no Touken (Dark Element: Swords of the Underworld)!”

“Finished!” yelled Kyuubi as Naruto seemed to notice the hint of anxiety in his voice. He found out why that anxiety was there as he saw the shadows all around the area of the fake demon begin to shutter as long shadowy spikes began to shoot out of every shadow that littered the battle field skewering everything in sight.

Focusing on his teachings and trying to look at the spikes that were slowly closing in on him Naruto took the energy that Kyuubi had given him, and with the precision born from training over and over at the behest of Auntie Yume, he had compressed the ball of energy until it reach a critical size before releasing the energy and slapping his hands into the “release” seal while yelling at the top of his lungs, “KAI!”

Naruto watched in fascination as the shadowy spikes met the shockwave of energy as seemed to wink out of existence. He watched as the imposter Kyuubi tried, in vain, to survive the dispelling jutsu but as the wave of energy hit him his body faded as he scream and howl in anger and rage.

****

The killing intent that had been crushing down on all the everyone in the exam room suddenly wavered as a large amount of chakra washed through the room causing the fear inducing ki to dissipate. Rumi took a deep breath and fingered her daggers as she looked around the room to see that most of the genin were huddled near the exits of the room. Others seemed to slowly snap out of a trance and yet others were still affected by the killing intent that had all but disappeared.

Bring her hands up in a seal, Rumi released her jutsu and shakily got to her feet as she walked over to the room and began investigating how the genin in the rooms faired. When she stood up she saw that several genin were still able to walk. Looking over at Shikamaru and Chouji, Rumi said in a commanding voice, “You two!”

The two boys looked at Rumi in confusion while they waited to hear what she had to say. “Come help me with these rooms,” said the female examiner as she trudged over to a door and opened it to reveal Kiba. He was shaking and glancing back and forth, but he was still awake and he could still move.

Shikamaru nodded to Chouji and the two of them listened to their crazy examiner as they went to the purple door and opened it. Chouji pulled a face as he saw the vomit on the floor, but he was more surprised that Hinata was still able to move slightly. Reaching in, Chouji said, “Come on Hinata! Grab my hand!”

With those words Hinata eyes opened up as she looked up and managed a weak smile. Her pale hand grasped Chouji’s as she lifted herself off of the floor and out of the room. Shikamaru looked worried as he saw Hinata condition, but when he was about to say something to her a large group of ANBU’s suddenly broke through the doors to the room as Ibiki came into the room with a serious face as did Jiraiya and Sandaime.

“What the hell is going on here!?” yelled Ibiki as he looked around and saw all the genin in the room seemed to have been through some sort of hell. He could tell, because the ninja in the room had the same glint in their eyes that most people suddenly developed when they were told that he would be ‘working’ with them. “Rumi?”

“There are others still in the rooms,” said the jounin examiner pointing to the other doors, as she dropped to the ground feeling the weakening effects of her adrenaline rush fading from her system.

Ibiki noticed that Shikamaru and Chouji were still able to move and had already pulled out three people, as he opened the other doors to see several genin barely holding on to consciousness. “Damn it, Rumi! I told you not to take it too far!” yelled Ibiki as he called over several ANBU members and told them to help the people out of the rooms.

Sandaime turned to Jiraiya and nodded him in the direction of the black door. Taking the hint, Jiraiya walked smoothly over to the door and opened it. The look on his face was one of shock as he turned back to Sandaime and said, “We need a medical team, now!” 

Two of the ANBU wasted no time, as they disappeared in a cloud of smoke. Sandaime ran over to where Jiraiya was standing and so did Shikamaru and Chouji. Inside the room, Naruto eye’s were drooping as he held his hand against a large gash in his shoulder that was bleeding profusely. Naruto looked deathly pale as Jiraiya pulled him out of the room and placed him on the ground.

“NARUTO!” yelled Rin as she burst through the ANBU and ran to where Naruto was laying. “What the hell happened!” yelled Rin as she quickly cut the clothes off of her so to see how bad the damage was. In her mind, she was also glad that she was one of the first medics on the scene. She could already see the regeneration taking place in as the skin around the wound began to stitch itself back up. Quickly, Rin began to invest a large portion of her chakra into healing the wound as she knew the toll that the regeneration could take on Naruto chakra levels.

As the medics arrived they began treating most of the chuunin hopefuls for shock and nothing more than minor bruises and cuts. However, as they were finishing up on taking care of the last of the genin an explosion overhead rocked the building and had everyone on high alert as a giant banner unrolled itself from the hole in the ceiling as a young woman’s voice could be heard saying...

“Everybody, there’s no time to be happy that you passed this simple test!”

“What the hell?” asked Jiraiya as he cocked his eyebrow in disbelief, while Ibiki slowly placed his hand on his face and turned away from the sight.

“The second exam will not be as lenient as this one was,” said the voice as a young woman with purple hair and a trench coat dropped down from the hole in the ceiling while turning around and saying with some bravado, “I should know...I am the examiner for the second exam Mitarashi An...huh?”

The woman looked around the room to see that all the genin were sitting on the floor each seemed to have been through some sort of ordeal and there was also the little fact that there were medic-ninjas all over the place while ANBU stood quietly at each of the doors.

“Can’t you ever walk into a room in a ‘normal’ way?” asked Ibiki as he had stopped trying to smother himself with his own hand.

“What, and not get to see the look of surprise on the little genin faces? Truly, you ask too much of me,” said Anko as she batted her eyelashes and gave the normally emotionless Ibiki a dangerous smirk.

“Be that it may,” said Sandaime while pinching the bridge of his nose, “you will be paying for the repairs to the ceiling, Anko”

“Hai, Hokage-sama!” said Anko as she hung her head for a second before she looked around and asked in a cheerful voice, “So who’s ready for the second exam?” Everyone in the room glared at the purple headed woman with so much anger that Anko could do nothing but put up her arms defensively and said, “What!? It’s just a question!”

“Ibiki?” asked Rumi as she looked around and saw that almost all of the teams were still functional, “What do you think?”

Glaring around the room, Ibiki looked down at the blonde headed boy with the shoulder wound and said, “Everyone in this room passes as long as you have a team of three or more for the next phase of the exam. Anyone who’s team is short is instantly disqualified.”

“That said,” added the Hokage as he gave Naruto, Jiraiya, and Rin a knowing look, “we will take two days off to recuperate. Are there any objections to this?” Seeing that most of the genin looked to be welcoming the needed rest, Sandaime nodded his head as he dismissed the ANBU and had the medic-nins take any genin that need more medical attention back to the hospital.

Shikamaru, Chouji and Hinata all stood up to follow Jiraiya as he held their blonde friend in his arms, but as they got closer Ibiki blacked their path as he said in a gravely tone of voice, “Sorry everyone, but I think Naruto is going to need some time alone.”

The three teammates watched as Sandaime, Rin, Jiraiya and Naruto all exited through the door with several ANBU. 

Shikamaru was hoping, deep down, that the feeling that he was getting in the pit of his stomach was nothing more than some bad rice that he had eaten for breakfast. He tried to get a better look at the injury that Naruto had sustained. However, Sandaime had draped a cloth over Naruto and everything was cover up by the white cloth.

Hinata watched Naruto being carried out of the room and found herself to be nearly sick with worry for her teammate. The young Hyuuga’s worry wasn’t unfounded, especially when she had seen the amount of blood that was on the floor in the room where Naruto was found in. 

Chouji was wondered ‘who had sabotaged the rooms’? He was also still trying to wrap his mind around Shikamaru’s prediction, and the Akimichi boy was even trying to find out who could’ve had such a powerful amount of ki that it could render even a jounin examiner paralyzed.

The three from team seven held their tongues as they watched their friend disappear down the long corridor while they all silently looked at each other and promised with a slight nod that they would each get down to the bottom of this mystery that was in front of them.

Chapter Forty - What Now?
The Hokage’s administrative building was currently in an uproar, as large quantities of reports began to stream in from the general populace of Konoha. Many of the report had to do with the detection of the huge amount of ki that had been pouring out of the academy building. Other report were more focused on the large wave of chakra that followed the ki which had triggered many hidden traps that were set for the defense of Konoha.

The chuunin’s in the administration building were running around trying to make sense of what was happening when the front door banged open and in walked an ominous figure. This figure walk quickly, wasting no steps, as he jumped over several desks and began to make his way to the stairs that lead to the upper floors and the Hokage’s office.

“Sir! I don’t think that now is really a good...” said on chuunin who didn’t seem to have a grasp of the situation.

The man stopped and turned his head so that one deep red eye, that had the markings of the Sharingan, pinned him to where he stood as an angry ex-Uchiha growled out in a deep emotionless voice, “Shut up.” With that said, the man began running up the stairs without even a glance back.

****

“What the hell was that!?” yelled Rin as she stood over her son running a gentle hand through his hair as he winced in pain every now and again. “You know as well as I do, Hokage-sama. If Naruto had to resort to using that much chakra to release himself from that examiners jutsu, then it was way too powerful a jutsu to begin with! Tell me...what were you thinking!?”

Sandaime looked down at the ground as he bowed his head in a bit of shame. “Do not blame the Hokage for this mishap Rin-san,” said the tall imposing figure of Morino Ibiki as he strode forward to defend his leader. “It was my call, and I thought that Rumi was ready to take the position as a examiner. It seems that my judgment was proven to be wrong. I apologize for my lack of insight.”

“Apologize!” yelled a voice from outside, as the doors to the room were gently kicked open. “My son almost dies and your apologizing? Ibiki, I have half a mind to rip your heart out your chest!” yelled Obito passionately, as he moved forward only to be intercepted by the white haired sannin who looked down at the ex-Uchiha and saw fear clearing emanating from the angry glimmering in the father’s eyes.

“We understand, Obito,” said Jiraiya as he placed a large calloused hand on the younger man’s shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze. The ex-Uchiha slowly backed away from Ibiki, but his anger was hardly ebbing away as he leveled a equally intimidating stare at Jiraiya for interfering.

“How are his wounds?” asked Sandaime as he moved over to where they had Naruto resting.

“Better,” replied Rin as she moved some of her sons hair out of his face as he winced in pain, “especially since I have infused him with some of my chakra and gave him a blood replenishing pill.” The gash on his chest was no longer evident, and instead a light discoloration seemed to located in the spot where the gash had once been. Even the discoloration seemed to disappear as the time seemed to roll on in the office.

“Excuse me,” Ibiki said as he eyed Naruto’s wound, or lack there of a wound for that matter, as he suddenly broke the silence that had settled over the room, “but I would like to know something that has been troubling me.”

“And that is?” asked the Hokage as he could already see the question that the tall man was trying to phrase in his mind.

Ibiki had noticed the inflection in the Hokage’s tone and was aware that he was treading on dangerous ground. Because of this, he took a small amount of time and precaution to properly think out his question. When he was done he looked down at the boy and asked, “Since this boy is obviously special, what information am I allowed to know about him?”

Sandaime had to hand it to the interrogator, the large man played the game of information exchange with a cool head. For instance, he was not about to pry any further into the subject, which could have possible incur the wrath of two parents, one Sannin and a Hokage. No, instead he chose to allow Sandaime to pick which information he would be privy to have.

“Hmm,” grumbled the old man as he walked over to a seat and slowly eased himself into the cushion with a sigh. Ibiki noticed the glances that were exchanged between both parents and the Hokage, but he decided to keep his mouth shut for the moment and instead stored that bit of information away in the recesses of his mind. “There is not much that I can tell you Ibiki-san, that is...unless you are more specific with your request for information,” said the Hokage a he sucked on his pipe and looked over at the imposing special jounin, while he thought, ‘I too can play this game.’

Frowning at the Sandaime’s carefully worded reply, Ibiki sighed as he asked, “I would like to know about the Ki wave that everyone felt. Also, why is it that this child, a mere genin, has enough chakra to break through a jounin level genjutsu?” 

“I’ve been training my son to be a ninja since he was born,” said Obito as he walked over to where Rin sat with Naruto. “He’s better than most genin because of that training, that’s all there is to it,” said the ex-Uchiha in a low tone.

“So your saying that Naruto’s large chakra reserves are due to his previous training?” asked Ibiki as he narrowed his eyes and tried to read Obito’s face and posturing to see if he was lying.

“That’s right. However, I don’t see what so troubling about that information.” replied Rin interrupting the two men and calming down Obito.

‘Damn it!’ thought Ibiki as he thought he saw a flash of an emotion about to come out of Obito, but it was stopped by Rin’s interference. “Your right,” conceded the tall man turning around and showing his back to the people in the room, “but that does not explain how he was able to produce that Ki wave.”

“It was killing intent,” continued Ibiki quietly, “and it was potent. It was strong enough to down some of the chuunin examiners that were with me when we went to investigate. As far as I’m concerned...no mere child could produce that kind of ki without having an extensive background in killing.” The room was quiet except for the soles of Ibiki’s sandals softly tapping against the floor and the sound of the man’s long coat shuffling as he slowly turned around and glare at everyone and said, “Even then...I doubt that any child could produce that much ki. That kind of ki pressure takes years of experience to learn. Would you have me believe that he was taught that too?”

Sandaime saw Obito stand up while his balled up hand trembled with anger, “I’m only going to tell you once more Ibiki...if your accusing my son...”

“Enough!” barked out Sandaime as everyone turned their heads all at once to regard the wizen old ninja leader. Angry eyes flashed as the old man slowly blew out a white stream of smoke while saying, “Obito, no one is accusing your son of anything. I’m sure that Ibiki is just doing what comes naturally to him. However, I would think that you’d been more concerned with your son’s health than with question that could have been answered later.”

Obito hung his head shamefully as he returned to his wife’s side and put a reassuring hand on Rin shoulder as she slowly fed healing chakra into the blond boy’s prone body. That taken care of, the Hokage stood up and pinned the special jounin with his own brand of ki that made the tall man slowly feel like he was no longer as tall as he once was. “Morino Ibiki. All that was said in this office and happened today will now be considered ‘classified’, are we at an understanding?”

Even though he couldn’t wrap his mind around this situation and he knew that it would be something that bothered him every waking hour for the rest of the week, Ibiki nodded his head and said, “Yes, Hokage-sama.”

“Good. You are dismissed,” said Sandaime as he walked over to his desk in the other room and began writing something. Whispering something to the empty air in front of him lead to the appearance of several ANBU. Handing the paper, that he wrote on, to the lead ninja. Everyone in the room watched as the ninja read the message and then disappeared without a sound along with the others.

Ibiki stood at the door to the Hokage office still thinking about what had happened when he hear Sandaime’s voice call out to him, “Ibiki? If you would please let your fellow chuunin examiners known about this classification, it would be appreciated.”

“It will be done, Hokage-sama.” answered Ibiki as he grimaced and tried to think about anything other than what he had witnessed and learned.

Back in the room, Sarutobi looked at Rin and asked in a quiet voice, “How is he?”

“Drained,” said Rin with a tired sigh, “It seems as if it took everything he had to break the jutsu.”

“What was with the wound then?” asked Jiraiya, “Was it self inflicted?”

“No,” said Rin, “from the shape and type of puncture, it resembles a sword wound.”

“Sword?” Obito repeated in confusion, “Did someone attack him while he was under the genjutsu?”

“Impossible,” said Sandaime with confidence that quelled everyone’s fears, “The seals that were set up in those rooms would have prevented someone from entering or influencing the person in the room.” It was at this point that the old Hokage became quiet as he pulled out a file and said, “However, another function of the seal, was to prevent the usage of chakra in the room. In other words the room suppressed a ninja’s natural chakra flow.”

Rin’s eye widened when she heard those words as she looked down at Naruto and lifted his shirt to reveal the complicated seal that was on his stomach. “If the seal suppressed the chakra flowing to the seal then that would have been beneficial to...”

“Are you saying that ‘it’ was trying to break the seal?” asked Jiraiya who received his answer in a solid nod from Rin. “Then...what stopped it from...”

“Naruto stopped it,” said Obito as he clenched his jaw shut and seemed to get up and begin to pace the room.

“I agree with Obito. It’s the only answer that I can come up with at this point,” said the old Hokage, who stood before the others looking down at the sleeping boy on the couch.

“What was the purpose of the genjutsu?” asked Rin as she was having trouble figuring out how the Kyuubi could manifest itself and attack Naruto.

“Magen: Kurayami Kara Inai, is a genjutsu that preys on the dark, inner insecurities of a person and almost gives them a life of their own. It is up to the ninja to over come this battle of will and with their chakra suppressed it would have been a hard battle to win. Only those with strong wills would have passed this test. However, I still fail to see how this jutsu could have caused such a grievous wound on Naruto,” said Sarutobi as he stroked his goatee.

“If the seal had suppressed Naruto chakra and Kyuubi was able to leak some of his chakra out,” asked Rin as she concentrated on a point on the floor with intense focus, “do you think that the Kyuubi would have been effected by the genjutsu as well?”

“Hmm,” Jiraiya said while covering his mouth with his hand, “it’s possible, but what kind of darkness could be extracted from a being who is already as corrupt as the Kyuubi.”

 “Hmm, what kind of darkness indeed...” replied Sandaime as he looked at Naruto and scratched his beard in thought.

****

A pair of eyes twitched in annoyance as a bright light seemed to penetrate their eyelids. Blinking themselves awake, the pair of eyes took in the room that was in slowly come into focus. The light in the room warmed his body up as a cool breeze wafted in from the holes  where the light seemed to pour from. A hand found it way to blonde spiky hair as the recent numbness that lingered in the limb receded. Taking another look around, Naruto couldn’t suppress a groan of annoyance. The annoyance seemed to stem from recognizing the surroundings that he was seeing. Yes, it seemed as if Naruto was fated to once again meet with his pain-in-the-rear tenet. 

“Stupid fox,” grumbled the teenager as he looked around and began to take in what had changed in this dream world that he was in. ‘At least the place is starting to look more hospitable,’ thought Naruto as he looked around and saw the floor was no longer covered in water and was instead made of polished marble. What drew Naruto attention away from the rest of the room was a dark corridor that seemed to be bathed in shadow. Peering down the long and dark corridor, Naruto said with a smirk on his face as he slowly sat up only to feel a shooting pain through his shoulder, “Damn! Stupid fox, this his your doing! Where the hell are you!?”

“I’d watch my mouth flesh-bag,” said a powerful and angry voice, as the sound of steps could be heard clicking from down the dark corridor that Naruto was staring down. Spotting the telltale shine of the demons red silk kimono and hearing the swish of fabric, Naruto watched as the demon slowly made his way into the room all the while holding his shoulder in pain. “If it wasn’t for this so-called ‘stupid fox’, you’d be nothing more than a blood stain on the floor right now,” spat the demon as dangerous blood red eyes narrowed in annoyance.

“Say what you want, but if you weren’t in me there would have never been a problem,” said Naruto trying to save face.

“That’s right, you’d be dead....along with all the other people of Konoha. That was an excellent come back. Care to try for another one, monkey boy?” Kyuubi smiled when he saw Naruto frown in frustration.

“Why the hell did you bring me here anyway?” asked Naruto as he looked around and saw that the room had suddenly taken on a strange shadowy type of lighting. It was almost as if light and darkness were fighting for dominance in the room.

“Ha! As if I would have any reason to summon a brain dead monkey boy like you,” purred Kyuubi with malice clearly oozing in his words, “You’re only here because your unconscious. Nothing more.”

“Yeah right, tell me another one, o’ great liar!” Naruto shot back, earning a snarl and a half attempt at strangulation from the thousand year old demon. However, the collar and bands around Kyuubi’s neck and wrists, glowed brightly with an intense light, and caused the demon to grunt in pain as it slid down the wall. The red haired demon seemed to settle with glaring a hole through the young ninja boy that stood in front of him as he became quiet and very pensive.

“Fine,” Naruto said in complete seriousness, as he himself was finding Kyuubi’s act a bit too convincing, “I some what believe you...but that answers none of my questions!”

It was at this point that Kyuubi seemed to frown deeply as Naruto asked, “Who was that ‘thing’ if it wasn’t you? Why did it want us dead? And why did I get the feeling that it was something even worse than you?”

“Those,” Kyuubi answered with a tight smile, “are all very interesting questions...” The man, that represented the demon’s spirit, stood up and turned its back on the boy as he began to slowly shuffle out of the room that they were in while stating, “...which, of course, I’m not going to answer.”

“What? Hey! Your freaky, destruction loving other self decides to play kickball with my body and your gonna tell me that you have nothing to say!?” Naruto yelled at the demon’s back as he didn’t quiet feel up to the task of following his tenet around while he had a very painful wound in his shoulder.

“Silence!” yelled the demon in a loud voice that filled the surrounding area, while a hint of a growl rumbled through the temple. Naruto watched as the demon turned its crimson gaze back towards him and barked, “Are we dead?”

“What?” asked Naruto in confusion. He wasn’t expecting this question from the demon.

“It’s a simple question, monkey boy! Are...We...Dead? Answer it!”

“No!” yelled back Naruto, as he began to get agitated at the way the demon was talking down to him.

“And who is to thank for that?” questioned the demon in human form, as he now was no more than five feet away from his jailor and prison.

“...” blue eyes flashed in anger as Naruto kept silent. The young shinobi watched the thousand year old demon’s mouth quirk up into a smug smirk as he turned and exited the room. Sitting on the stone table Naruto heard the footsteps of the demon soften until they were no more. “Bastard...” Naruto cursed as he laid back on the table and closed his eyes while feeling the tug of something on his shoulder.

****

Rin was applying a healing ointment and bandages on the bruise where Naruto’s wound once existed when she heard he son mutter a curse under his breath before he started to stir. “Naruto?” Rin called out tentatively, while steadying the boy with her hands just in case he woke up violently. “Naruto?” called Rin a bit louder as the blonde’s eyes fluttered.

Across the room, Obito heard the name and he was at his wife’s side in a flash. “Naruto? Son? Can you hear me? Come on...speak to us, son!” the ex-Uchiha called out, in a voice that didn’t care to mask the cornucopia of emotions that man was feeling at the moment.

“Urgh,” Naruto groaned as his eyes fluttered open and his body tightened out of reflex because of his disorientation. Looking around and seeing the tear streaked face of his father and mother, Naruto relaxed as his body filled with aches and pains that had been held back by his sudden jolt into reality. Not knowing what else to do and hating to see his parents sad, Naruto looked at his father and said in a parched voice, “See. Didn’t I tell you that your wake up calls we going to be the end of me one day.”

Sandaime and Jiraiya watched as Obito half laugh and sob as he hug his son tenderly and then allowed Rin her chance. ‘To see this boy laugh off and bring light to such a dark event,’ thought the Hokage as he watched Naruto sit up and give the two bystanders a weak wave. Jiraiya walked over to the trio while Sarutobi watched the group with a smile on his face as the boy seemed to make the old man remember another blonde haired boy that had the same mental fortitude and perseverance. 

Chapter Forty-one - Yoshimitsu 
After telling everyone everything that he knew about what had exactly happened, Naruto remembered the silence that had suddenly fell within the room as all the adults began thinking deeply about the information that had been reveled to them.

Naruto had seen Sandaime’s face turn into a worried mask as he recalled the fight that he had with the Kyuubi’s double. The old man had turned from where he stood, strode over to his desk, sat down and seemed to contemplate everything as he relit his pipe.

“We will keep this information to ourselves,” said the old man as he sucked on his pipe, lighting the embers that smoldered with a brief flash of crimson and orange.

“Sandaime...” Jiraiya said in confusion, but before the tall white haired man could say anything more the Hokage shot a serious glance at his old student and merely shook his head.

“Rin...Obito...take your son home and get him some rest.” commanded the leader of Konoha while turning his chair around and showing the back of his chair to the couple, then he added in a lighter tone, “We wouldn’t want him missing out on the rest of the exam, now would we?”

“Yes, Hokage-sama,” said both of Naruto parents, as they helped the boy stand up and began to lead him slowly out of the office.

“Naruto,” called out the Hokage in after thought, before the three had made it completely out of the doorway. When the old man saw the boy turn his head slightly to the left, as if listening to what he had to say, he said, “During one of these days...preferably, before you go back to the exam. I would like to talk to you in private.”

“Hai,” Naruto stated in his dry voice as he mother and father walked him out.

Naruto didn’t know what the old man wanted to discuss with him, but unfortunately that train of thought didn’t seem matter much as the blonde was too tired and sore at that moment to care about such things. 

The walk back to the house consisted mostly of his father carrying him on his back as his mother shot worried glances while wringing her hand in nervousness. When the trip made it to the house the two suddenly became united in their goal to make him rest and recover from this incident. Suffice to say, Naruto was in for a long recovery. Especially, when his mother and father suddenly forbid him to move from his bed under threat of having a sleeping genjutsu place on him.

Yes, things had definitely taken a turn for the worse...

****

The first day had passed relatively slowly as Naruto endured the pampering that both of his parents heaped upon him, as well as the lectures that he had been given from his father. However, the only highlight of the day was when his teammates, along with his sensei, came to visit. At first, it was very awkward talking to his friends, especially since it seemed as if Kakashi was trying to bore a hold into his head with his patented lazy eyed gaze alone.

Luckily, his father had appeared and taken Kakashi to talk to him about something. What that something was, Naruto didn’t care about too much as he began to feel the pressure in the room slightly lift from his shoulders.

After talking about relatively nothing, Naruto’s friends began to leave him to meet with their parents or do chores that were asked of them. However, Shikamaru was the last of the team to leave and he was gauging Naruto with eyes that seemed to know something was going on as he said, “I know it none of my business, but...I’ve been trying hard to figure out why you are so hell bent on keeping secrets from us?”

‘That’s Shikamaru for you,’ thought Naruto as he winced inwardly, knowing that he would have to confront the genius sooner or later, ‘I can’t keep much hidden from his perceptive mind.’

“Before the second test...” Naruto said gripping his pillow while imagining his friends abandoning him for what he was, “...I’ll tell you what I can.”

‘What he can?’ thought the Nara as his eyebrows slowly lifted from their regular position on his usually lazy looking face, ‘Does this mean he has many more secrets that he’s been keeping from us?’ not adding anything, Shikamaru nodded his head slowly and then turned around to face the door as he spoke up, “Naruto. We’re your friends. If you ever need help don’t forget that we were taught to rely on our teammates in order to pass difficult situation.”

That said the lazy genin opened the door to Naruto’s room and walked out leaving a contemplative young boy sitting in his bed, hands tightly wrapped into white knuckled fists as he was pondering all the outcomes that could happen if he was to tell them his secrets. After that encounter, the rest of the day was a blur as his mother told him to rest and purposefully used a sleep genjutsu on him.

****

Normally, Uzumaki Naruto was an easygoing person with an happy attitude to match, but at the moment the boy was scowling while delivering a death glare that would put even Uchiha Sasuke to shame. The source of the boy’s anger was a woman that he had often called ‘mother’ and was currently sending back his death glare with a glare of her own.

“No,” said Rin as she checked her sons temperature by placing a hand on his forehead.

“Why not!” Naruto almost yelled at the top of his voice. “I’ve been in bed for over a day!

“Don’t yell,” scolded his mother as the boy balked at the serious look in the woman’s face, “I know that you want to get out of bed, but I think that you should...”

“It okay, Rin,” said a voice from behind Naruto, as the door slid open and Obito walked in while clutching a piece of paper in his hand. Rin sent an angry look the man way as he shrugged his shoulders and said in a calm voice, “Don’t you remember Hokage-sama ask to see him before the two days were up?”

Rin’s eye hardened as she looked away and spoke softly, “Yes, I remember.”

“Besides,” Obito said with flair as he held out a white slip of paper and handed it to Naruto while searching the boys face for some sort of reaction, “this came for you just right now...”

“...it was hand delivered...” said Obito, still giving Naruto an appraising look.

“Uh, okay...and?” asked Naruto as he was handed the paper and read the letter. The boy’s mouth dropped open as he read the contents of the letter, ‘Naruto. Please find the time to meet me at the shop for you-know-what.’ If the boy’s face had been any redder, Rin was sure he could have given a tomato a run for its money.

“Yes,” replied Obito in a strange way as his eyebrows wiggled up and down suggestively, “it was hand delivered by a young and quiet perky red-headed girl.” Obito mouth slowly began to twist into a devilish smirk as he watched his son give him a glare that would have killed any lesser mortal and made Sasuke jealous. However, seeing that Obito had lived with the boy for so long, it seemed to have no effect on the ex-Uchiha.

“So? Son...what is the deal with this so-called ‘you-know-what’? And why is it connected to that pretty girl, hmmm?” asked Obito as Rin turned to her son with a fierce look as her eyes zeroed in on the piece of paper in Naruto’s hands. 

Knowing what was running through his mothers mind, Naruto quickly pumped as much chakra into the paper as he could, causing it to burn up into nothing more than a few pieces of burnt ash.

“Naruto,” Rin said with anger lacing her voice, “what is this all about?”

Thinking quickly, Naruto knew that this event was probably connected to Kaori, since she was the only red-headed girl that he usually saw more than the other girls in Konoha. “That was probably Kaori,” said Naruto slowly, as he still thought about what her note meant, that is, until his eyes widened and he finally made a connection to the words in her note.

“Her family owns a shop in the southern business district,” explained the blond as he saw his mother’s expression slowly twist into confusion, “I bought something from them, and they told me it wouldn’t be ready for a couple of days. I guess it’s ready to be picked up.”

“Pfft,” Obito huffed as he gave his son a suspicious look, “you actually want me to believe that?” However, when the older man looked at his wife, he saw that she was being pacified by the explanation that their son was giving them. “I’m telling the truth!” Naruto said in earnest slapping his hands down on his covers for extra effect.

“I believe you,” Rin said quietly as she went over to her sons dresser and pulled out some of his new clothes and set them down on his dresser. She then began walking out of the room while turning her head and saying, “You can go. However...” she said raising her hand with one finger extended, “...the shop and the Hokage tower are the only places that you are allowed to go to, alright?”

Naruto smiled happily, as he quickly nodded his head and jumped out of bed while his father, mouth agape, stared on in astonishment. Composing himself and closing the door to his sons room, the ex-Uchiha glared at his wife and began to ask her what she was thinking giving him permission like that. Obito mouth only began to open when Rin turned around and said, “He’ll be fine, Obito.”

“How can you say that? Are you sure he’s recovered?”

Rin sighed at the accusing tone that her husband words held. Squaring her shoulders, Rin turned around, “He’s recovered from most of his injuries and is almost completely healed. Besides,” the brunette said while running a hand through her hair as if expression her frustration and exasperation, “Sandaime said that he would ‘keep an eye’ on him until the start of the second exam.”

Pacified by his wife’s words Obito looked back at their sons room as the door opened and the young blonde came out with a smile plastered on his face as he said his good bye’s and proceeded to walk out the front door.

****

It had been half an hour before Naruto realized that he was only half way to his destination. It wasn’t really coming as a surprise to the blonde as the streets were packed with vendors and people from all walks of life and countries. In fact, that wasn’t the reason that he was making such poor time as he walk along the streets.

“Hey there, cutie!” called out a sultry female voice as Naruto sighed inwardly and turned his head slightly while picking out the person who seemed to be yelling in his direction.

‘Maybe she’s talking to someone else,’ thought Naruto picking up his pace as he turned a corner quickly and avoided the woman’s eyes.

“Hey, blondie! Didn’t you hear me calling you? Where are you going in such a hurry?” ask the same woman as she appeared in front of Naruto.

Processing the situation quickly, Naruto saw the hitai-ate around the woman’s neck as she sauntered her way over to him. “Uh, I’m underage,” Naruto said suddenly, as he proceeded to mentally bang his head against a wall for the stupidity of his words.

“Oh?” the woman smiled and flicked the metal plate of his hitai-ate and smiled as she said, “doesn’t wearing that make you an adult?”

‘Crap!’ thought the boy as he suddenly began to fear for his body. “Um...sorry, but I have a previous engagement and...uh...I’m late as it is,” he explained while quickly ducking under the woman’s arm that seemed to be curling around his neck. The kunoichi watched the young man take off down the street as a smile crawled on her face.

‘What was that?’ thought Naruto as he quickly found himself running through the streets in a desperate bid to make it to the store before anything else bad could happen to him. Exiting an alley Naruto found himself on the same street that Kaori’s family shop was on and in the distance he could even see the corner shop.

“Thank kami-sama!” said the boy as he trotted down the street to the store. Walking up the old wooden steps of the shop Naruto saw something strange that made him wonder if the shop was open or not. Normally, the shop would have it’s blinds open and a sign on its front door would read ‘open’. From what Naruto could see the building looked to be deserted, as the shades were all drawn and the front door sign read ‘closed’. What was even more suspicious was that it was in the midday and the other businesses of the street were in high gear, as many of the customers seemed to flood the southern business district. Naruto knew that Sakai would never pass up the chance to sell his wares and make some money.

Standing in front of the plain wooden door Naruto knocked slowly, “Hello? Is anyone here?” Silence greeted the boy even though the surroundings were filled with people and vendors. Knocking again, Naruto almost yelped in surprise when in the middle of his knocks the door swung violently open and he was pulled into the shop.

“Shush,” commanded an old man’s voice, which the boy knew belonged to Kaori’s father, “Don’t talk too loudly.”

Naruto eyes darted around the shop taking in the darkened surroundings. Most of the shops tables had been pushed against the walls, and in the center a small black anvil sat on the ground. Next to the anvil sat an old man, his back to everyone at the door, who seemed to be looking at the pieces of the sword that Naruto had purchased.

“Is that the boy who you were talking about, Sakai?” said the old man in deep gruff baritone voice, which sounded like sandpaper rubbing over a piece of wood.

Eyeing the old man, Naruto noted a jagged scar running from the bottom of the man’s left eye to his throat. ‘I wonder where he got that from,’ pondered the boy to himself as his gaze shifted to the man’s head. Not surprisingly, the man’s head was bald, however to compensate for his lack of hair, there was a red and black twisted headband encircling his head.

Continuing his analyzing of the mans appearance, Naruto thought the man looked frail but as watched him work his opinion of him began to change. The movements that the man made were done with such a graceful fluidity and strength that the blonde shinobi knew instinctively he was stronger than he let on. Most of those movements would , Naruto thought as an after thought, would have been difficult for any ‘normal’ elderly person to do as they required a full rang of motion with their joints.

Naruto hummed lightly to himself as he wondered just who the man was, but instead of asking he kept quite while intensifying his gaze and trying to unravel the man’s identity. Another aspect of the man that seemed to come to light, and made Naruto even more curious, was the clothing that the man wore. An ancient type of shinobi garb covered the man from his neck down, and it seemed that this was all hidden underneath his worn and dirty traveling clothes.

Naruto wracked his brain trying to remember where he had seen clothing like that and was hit with shock when he remembered that style of shinobi clothing had only been seen during the era of the great ninja wars.

“Are you done gawking at me? Or would you rather have me do a dance for you?” asked the man as he pulled a thin smoking pipe from its holder next to him and took a long drag.

“Sorry,” Naruto apologized and bowed deeply as he felt his face and ears glow bright red with embarrassment.

The man hummed at the apology and went back to studying the blade before slowly turning around and glaring at the boy in front of him. “Sakai tells me that you paid him to restore this piece of junk. Why should I do that?”

Confused, Naruto looked the man in the eyes as he said, “I never asked for such a thing. All I asked was for Sakai-san to repair the sword. I never as for anyone specific.”

“Ohh?” asked the man as the corners of his mouth turned up into a smile while Sakai began to apologize, grabbing Naruto and pulling him to the side.

“Naruto-kun! Do you know who you are talking to!?” asked Sakai as he turned his head to see the old man looking at the pair with a glare of amusement.

“Not really,” Naruto said truthfully and watched Sakai’s head drop into his hands.

“That man that is sitting before you, is the same man that made the blade that you want so badly to be restored. His name is....”

“...my name is Yoshimitsu,” finished the old man as he tilted his head towards the pair while tapping his ear with his index finger, “By the way Sakai...I’m old, not deaf.”

“My apologies, sensei,” Sakai said with a nervous laugh as his face visibly paled since he knew that his sensei was chastising him for being rude.

“Naruto, is it?” the man pondered out loud while slowly turning himself so that he was now face to face with the golden haired boy. “There are a couple of question that I need answering before I even consider restoring this blade. Are you willing to answer them truthfully?”

“Sure,” Naruto said slowly. For some reason or another the man before him seemed to activate an instinctive feeling of danger. The boy couldn’t help but wonder what kind of questions the man want to ask.

“Good,” Yoshimitsu smiled as he unfurled a bony wrinkled hand in a gesture that was meant for the young ninja to take a seat next to the him and his work spot. The old man watched as the Konoha shinobi walked over to the pillow that he was gesturing to and sat down. “You can leave us Sakai-kun,” said Yoshimitsu with an air of finality that seemed to even make Naruto shiver a bit.

Naruto watched as Sakai nodded his head silently and slowly made his way up the stair that lead to the second floor, all the while the man had a smile on his face as he mouthed the words ‘good luck’ to the young Uzumaki.

As soon as Sakai was no longer visible the old weapon maker seemed to become a different person as his face slowly slid into a more relaxed position and he said in a more friendly tone, “Naruto-kun? Without think too much on it...which animal in this world, do you feel, would best describe you?”

“An animal?” repeated Naruto as he scrunched his brow in thought and slowly went thought all of the animals that he could feel a slight kinship with, all the while desperately keeping the idea of a fox out of his thoughts. However, no matter how much he tried not to think about it, it always seemed that in the end he would end up thinking about a fox. Sighing, Naruto said in a low tone of voice, “I guess a fox would be the one that comes to my mind without thinking, but...”

“A fox, hmmm?” said the weapon maker as he rolled up his sleeves and tied them with string to his shoulders so that his arms were visible. Taking the pieces of the broken sword the old man dropped them into a strange rock-like crucible. “Why this blade, hmmm? Why would you want this blade to be restored? Why not buy something new from a local weapons dealer?” asked the man, as Naruto noticed a glint of something enter the old man’s eyes.

The boy had considered lying, but for some reason he felt that seeing that glint in the man’s eyes meant that Yoshimitsu would know about any untruth. “I felt something when I touched the blade...” Naruto said truthfully, his eyes glued to the floor in front of him.

‘He felt the chakra? Impossible, it would have been too weak for anyone to feel...’ thought the old man, his eyes widening to ridiculous proportions at hearing the boy’s answer. Quickly getting over his momentary surprise, Yoshimitsu slowly began to mumble something under his breath as he flipped through several seals...seals that Naruto happened to recognize. “Katon: Goukahirate no Jutsu [Fire Element: Hellfire Palm Technique],” Yoshimitsu ended his seals combination on the familiar tiger seal as a wave of concentrated heat seemed to sweep through the shop. Naruto closed his eyes against the hot air and only opened them when he seemed to get use to the strange heat.

Looking over at the man, the young shinobi’s eyes widened, especially when he saw that the man’s hands seemed to be ablaze with white hot flames. Cradling the rock-like crucible in his hand, while tilting it every now and again, it seemed to glow red hot from the man fiery touch. Yoshimitsu asked Naruto yet another question, while staring into the crucible in what could be considered a trance like state, “This sword...how do you intend to use it?”

Scratching the back of his head, the blonde looked thoughtful before he decided to play it safe and asked, “What do you mean?”

The old man smiled, showing his lack of several teeth in the front of his mouth, as he responded and explained, “It’s simple really...if you’re an assassin the weapon will be used with the intention of killing, while if you were a bodyguard then it’s use would probably be intended for protection.”

Glancing over at the boy, Yoshimitsu saw that he was having a hard time answered the question. He watched as the boy pursed his lip and concentrate. However, no matter how long he did that, Naruto could seem to come up with an answer that seemed to be the ‘right’ answer.

“Naruto,” said the man as he leveled his gaze at the boy, “no one intentions are always pure. Just because the assassin’s intentions are to kill doesn’t exactly mean that he is an evil person at heart. So...let try this again...how do you intend to use this weapon if I restore it?”

Naruto looked at the ground as images of his friends and family flashed though his mind, and without even really thinking about it he blurted out, “It’ll help me protect those who are precious to me.” 

One of Yoshimitsu’s eyebrows arched gently up his forehead as his gaze lingered on the expression of the boy in front of him. “Hn...good answer,” whispered the man as he released his jutsu and placed the crucible on its stand as he flipped open a steamer trunk that had been sitting next to him for all this time. Gesturing for Naruto to move to the other side of the anvil, Yoshimitsu pulled out several tools, three bars of metal and what looked like a small burlap bag. Naruto noticed that the bag seemed to be filled with something, but was at a complete lost as to what it was.

“What do you know about chakra, Naruto-kun?” asked the old man, while dipping some sort of long rod-like tool into the molten mass of metal that had once been the blade and stirring it like it was a stew.

Scratching his head in confusion, Naruto looked at the man as he thought about his lessons that his father had taught him long ago. “Chakra is the produced by combining both the energy of the body with spiritual energy.”

“True,” said the old man with a slight nod of his head, “but did you know that chakra can be imbued into objects?”

“I’ve heard that animals and plants have a small amount of chakra, since chakra is the life force of most living things...but objects?” questioned Naruto, as made himself comfortable by sitting cross-legged in front of the old, blacken anvil.

“Most people are ignorant to the fact that the earth beneath them produces a small amount of chakra and even the air we breath has trace amounts within it,” said the man while watching the changes of Naruto’s facial expressions. “I know what your thinking...‘but rocks and air are not alive’...am I right?”

Naruto nodded in agreement, as the weapon maker pulled out the tool he was using in the crucible. Clinging to the end of the rod was some sort of blacken, burnt substance, but that was soon forgotten when Yoshimitsu explained in a wise voice that seemed to belong to a teacher instead of a weapon maker, “Think, boy! Don’t let facts make up the scope of your world. Life isn’t just defined into the category of ‘what you can see and touch’.” Using his jutsu once more, Yoshimitsu heated up the crucible again while added the three bars of metal that he had pulled out earlier.

“Everything around us produces some sort of chakra. Whether it be large and identifiable, or small and barely there at all.” said the elderly man as he tilted the crucible watching the metal slowly liquefy into a bright, white hot liquid. After the metal was all melted, Yoshimitsu released his jutsu and began stirring the molten metal with the same rod that he used before as he prattled on, “There is a reason that I want you to know about this...you see...the chakra that you sense within the blade was that of the blade itself.”

“What? B-but...h-how did chakra...”

“How does the blade have chakra in the first place, you ask?” the man spoke up finishing Naruto’s question, as he reached into the burlap bag and pulled out what looked like purple sand. Naruto watched as the sand-like substance sparkled brightly while filtering through Yoshimitsu’s hands. “This is the powdered form of a special crystal found in the caves to the southeast. The crystal is called kokoroishi [heart stone] by the locals since they believe that the spirit of the earth dwells within the crystals.”

Turning his head slightly, Yoshimitsu glanced at the cooling metal before continuing on with his explanation, “In actuality, the kokoroishi are crystals that grow by absorbing the tiny amount of chakra that is present in the earth, and because of that they make excellent conductors for chakra. Incidentally, the ancient smiths of the past found that when the powdered form of this crystal is mix with a metal, that metal suddenly takes on the properties of the crystal in that it can easily channel and retain chakra within itself.”

Pulling out a hand full of the powdered crystal from the bag, Yoshimitsu threw it into the crucible as he grabbed a tool that looked like the previous rod and began to stir up the metal. Naruto, interested in what was unfolding before him, concentrated on the man’s technique as the old man once again grabbed another fist full of powder and mixed it in. The crucible was then once again heated, but this time the weapon maker only used one hand while the other stirred the molten metal. “Tell me Naruto?” Yoshimitsu asked while keeping his eyes on the crucible and its contents, “Do you have a dream? Something that you desire above anything else?”

Slowly leveling his gaze at the man in front of him, Naruto nodded his head as he replied with a short grunt, “I want to be Hokage.”

Yoshimitsu made no movement when he heard the boy’s answer, except to stir the crucible. “Hokage, huh? That’s not an easy road you’ve chosen there. Why would you want to become Hokage?”

The young shinobi found his gaze dropping to the ground when he began told the man about the conversation that he and his father had in the past. Yoshimitsu looked at the boy with a mixture of regret and happiness on his face, especially when Naruto said, “I’ve thought about that dream for many years now, and I’ve come to realize that I don’t want to become Hokage ‘just’ because me and my father made a promise.”

Placing his hand on his chest, Naruto looked into Yoshimitsu eyes spoke with an iron-like conviction saying, “I care for everyone in this village...even though many don’t know who I am. Not only do people, who I hold precious to my heart, reside with in these walls and buildings, but my dreams and memories also are connected to this place...and because of that...I’d lay down my life to protect it.”

Yoshimitsu felt something stir deep within his soul as he gazed into the blue eyes of the child that was before him. ‘Those eyes...it feels like he can see into my soul,’ thought the old man while he broke the eye contact and coughed to cover up his uneasiness. “That’s a dream worth fighting for,” said the weapon smith as he cooled the crucible, “I’m guessing that you’ll need a good weapon to help you along the way then.”

Naruto face brightened, “Does that mean...”

“Ah,” said the old man while looking at the cooling lump of metal in the crucible, “let’s get this sword made, shall we?.” Naruto watched as the old man activated the jutsu that he had been using earlier but the only difference was that instead of his hands being enveloped by a white hot flame, the color of the flames were now read and bright orange.

“Old man, I thought sword makers used tools like hammers to make weapons,” said Naruto as he watched the man tilt the crucible pouring out the moldable metal lump onto the large surface of the anvil.

“Most metal smiths use those tools,” Yoshimitsu said while a small smile appeared on his face, as he began to knead the metal as if it were nothing more than a clump of dough, “but I find that doing it this way is much faster and yields a better product.” Yoshimitsu folded the malleable metal over and over while his hands seemed to be keeping the temperature of the metal at a constant. Naruto watched the man work and he noted that it was almost like watching a artist working on a painting or sculpture.

Naruto had lost count of the amount of times the old man had folded the metal as well as lost track of the amount of time they had been in the shop. It was only when Yoshimitsu stop folding the metal that he realized the time. 

“Sakai-kun! I’ll need some help for the last part!” called out the old man as he released his jutsu and sat back wiping his sweaty brow.

“Yoshimitsu-sama? How come you know how to use ninjutsu?” asked Naruto as he saw the man take a deep drink from a flask that was filled with water.

The old man eyes looked away from the boy as he seemed to be remembering something very sad, but just as Naruto was about to apologize for his rudeness the old man spoke in a world weary tone of voice, “Long ago there use to be a ninja village on the border of the fire country called the hidden village of the tree...that was my home. However, when the great ninja wars swept across the continent my village along with many others were destroyed and assimilated into the now five great ninja countries. Most of my people fled to the cloud village, but I made a decision that no one would ever have my loyalty...and so I became a wandering weapon maker.”

“Yoshimitsu-sama’s weapons were bought by all,” said a new voice as Kaori’s father appeared with a large bucket of water in his hands, “but because he sold to everyone, some factions felt as if he had betrayed them since he sold his weapons to their enemies.”

Nodding his head Yoshimitsu repositioned himself in front of the anvil while Sakai used some pincher-like tool to dip a part of the still hot metal into the water. After some sizzling sounds and white steam, Naruto noted that Sakai had taken hold of the end with the pincer tools and Yoshimitsu had reactivated his jutsu so his hands were now covered in a bluish white flaming aura. “Now comes the fun part,” said Yoshimitsu as he grasped the metal and suddenly began to lengthen the mass while pressing down and making the metal flat.

The two men worked tirelessly as they lengthened the metal and finally began to give it shape. Naruto eyes were wide with wonder as he watched Yoshimitsu work out the edge of the sword with only his bare hands. Every now and again Sakai would dip the piece into the water and the would look it over and discuss what changes needed to be made.

It felt like time had stood still while to two had worked, especially since Naruto was watching the two finished up putting the last bit of work on the blade. “Naruto-kun,” called out Yoshimitsu as he deactivated his jutsu and pulled out a kunai from his trunk, “I need some of your blood.”

“W-w-what!” yelled the boy in surprise, “Why would you need my blood for making a weapon?”

Yoshimitsu sighed as he looked down at the blade, “This blade, like only a handful before it, has spoken to me. It wishes to share your dreams and desires and in turn it will help you on you path to becoming Hokage.”

“So? What will you do?” asked the man as he held the kunai out over the blade.

Looking down at the blade, Naruto sighed deeply as he held out his arm and watched as the old man smile while making a small incision on his forearm. Naruto blood dribble out of his wound and coated the sword as it sizzled, hardened, and then blackened. The same process was used on the other side, but Yoshimitsu had to reopen the wound as the blood seemed to stop rather quickly. When he was done, Naruto covered his arm up and watched as the weapon smith heated up the blade one last time while Sakai sprinkled the powdered crystal over it. Naruto eyes widened when the blacken charred blood on the sword seemed to disappear into the blade leaving nothing more than a smooth surface of metal.

Finishing their preparation, the men polished and blessed the sword with sake while fitted it with a black lacquered hilt and scabbard that was quite nice looking. Now the three people sat away from the anvil as Yoshimitsu  presented the sword to Naruto, telling him, “This weapon is yours now, take care of it...and it will definitely take care of you.”

Holding the sword in his hands Naruto noted how light the sword felt, looking back at the two men Naruto said with a grateful smile on his face, “Thank you Yoshimitsu-sama.” Standing up, Naruto held his sword tightly as he once again thanked the two men. However, before he could leave Yoshimitsu had some parting words that seemed to make him wonder about the sword.

“Wait, Naruto! One more thing that you need to know,” Yoshimitsu said with an extended hand reaching out for golden haired genin, “As long as you hold true to your heart this sword will never shatter, but if ever your heart wavers it too will become brittle and break if used. You would do well to remember this.” That said the old man stood up and told them he was going to get some sleep. Bowing once more, Naruto left the shop and began to journey back home while seeing that he had spent most of the day in the shop with the men.

****

Moving through the now dissipating crowds of the southern business district, Naruto turned down an alleyway as he made his way back home. However, as he rushed down the cramped space he slammed into a person and was sent backwards ending up on his rear. Quickly mumbling an apology while rubbing his rear Naruto looked up to see if the other person, or at least what he thought was a person, was hurt. Naruto’s eyes, instead of falling on a person, fell on the sight of a rather large monkey looking down at him with a smile on it’s face as it said in a friendly tone of voice, “Finally! Do you know how long I’ve been looking for you!”

Naruto, who was usually filled with witty comebacks and the like, decided to answer this statement with a tried and true response, as his face twisted into confusion and he said, “Eh?”

Chapter 42 - Monkeying Around
The daylight had slowly retreated from the sky leaving a trail of purple colors across the sky. For the Konoha shinobi guards that were stationed at the villages gates it meant that they could no longer be relaxed as many who were traveling to Konoha began to show up before the village closed it’s gates.

Unknown to the gate guards, two infamous ninja stood only meters away from their station. A pair of blood red eyes took in the scenery as he blinked slowly while pushing a strand of black hair out of his face. The man’s partner made a light whistle sound, which sounded like the wind only it’s pitch was too low. The red eyed man knew that this technique was used by ninja who wanted to get the attention of someone in a quite way.

Slowly the man turned his head and regarded his partner with a demonic red eye. “Well?” asked his large partner, “are we going in?”

Keeping silent, the red eyed man turned his head away before answering, “No.”

“No?” questioned the large man his palms upturned in confusion, “What do you mean ‘no’? Our orders were to capture the Kyuubi vessel and bring him back with us...so what’s keeping us from...”

“We want to capture the vessel with as little resistance as possible,” said the cloaked man standing up from his kneeling position before speaking in a distracted way, “besides...”

“Huh? What...is there something going on?” asked the man’s partner as he shifted his weight and lean up against a tree.

“I’ve spotted several groups of ninja moving slowly in this direction under several powerful genjutsu,” stated the man while turning his attention back to the gates and the village beyond it. “It seems as if they are planning an attack...”

“You sure it’s going to be an attack?” interrupted the tall man.

“Yes,” answered the red eyed man before continuing on his other train of thought, “...when they attack, that will be our chance.”

“So...in the confusion we nab the brat and hightail it out of there without killing or being seen by a single person?”

“Yes.” said the man in monotone voice.

Snorting loudly, the tall man pulled off his hat revealing the blue spiky hair that was underneath. Pale blue skin and beady eyes narrowed as he spat out in anger, “What a waste of a good fight...this trip is beginning to get boring.”

“Hn,” was all the blue haired man’s partner replied with as he continued his observation of the gate.

****

Naruto sat in the plush chair looking out of the window as he waited for the person who had summoned him. In the corner of the room sat the largest spider monkey that he had ever seen, even though this was the first time ever seeing a spider monkey. However, Beni was more than gracious to inform him about spider monkeys among other things, since the monkey seemed to like to talk...and talk it did. 

Surprisingly, Naruto had found out through talking with the large primate, that Benito – Naruto had shortened it to Beni – was the personal summon of the Hokage. It hadn’t taken as long as Naruto thought it would to reach the Hokage’s residence, especially since Beni was happy to give the young shinobi a lift on it’s back. The young genin was surprised that the large monkey could carry him. It was true that at first glance Naruto was sure that Beni was larger than a normal monkey, but when he stood up...he found that Beni was only a couple of inches taller than him. However, compared to a normal monkey he’d be huge!

“...and so that is how I fought off the apes that had tried to invade our territory,” said Beni as he turned his hairy head expecting some sort of feedback from his captive audience.

“Apes?” Naruto said in confusion, “Wouldn’t that make you distant relatives with them?”

Beni face soured as he replied, “In a way, yes. However, the apes are much more militaristic and violent than us. We’ve tried several times to conduct peace treaties, but either it always erupts in battle time and time again or the conditions that the apes set are ridiculous.”

“Which is why you now fight over territory?” Naruto said softly, trying not to upset that seemingly sensitive summon in front of him.

“Yes,” answered Beni, and for the first time the monkey became quiet and pensive.

“That is the unfortunate state the Valley of Jade is in,” said a wizen old voice as a door slid open to reveal the Hokage frowning slightly. The old man made his way to the chair opposite from Naruto as Beni stood up and walked over to the old man. “It seems as if Benito has found you, Naruto. Personally, I thought you had forgotten my request to see you.”

Naruto laughed nervously as he scratched the back of his head and tried to ease his tension, “I sort of forgot, what with my parents and picking up my new sword.” To show that he wasn’t lying Naruto held up the blade while Sandaime eyebrows raised slightly upon seeing the small crest that was engraved at the base of the blade, near the hilt.

“So I take it your going to start training in kinjutsu to better learn how to use that kadaicha?” asked Sarutobi while removing his sandals at the entrance of his room and slipping on some comfortable soft slippers.

“Kodachi? But Sakai-san said this was a onto?” said Naruto as he looked down at the blade and its scabbard in confusion.

“Hm...” Sarutobi muttered as he looked at the sword, “...no, its curve and length are too great to be classified as anything but a kadaicha.”

Frowning a bit Naruto looked down at his blade and resigned himself to calling the weapon a kodachi since the old man was usually right about these type of things. However, that didn’t keep the boy from wondering why Yoshimitsu had changed the type of weapon for the boy. Shrugging his shoulders reflexively, Naruto thought, ‘I’ll ask Sakai-san some other time.’

The room was quiet for a few moments as the three occupying its space seemed to try and make themselves comfortable. It didn’t take long before Sarutobi stood up and asked his young guest, “Naruto...do you know why you are here?”

“Uh,” Naruto said as he cast a nervous glance at Beni and nodded while speaking up, “Beni told me that I be meeting with someone of great importance.”

The old man, who was now seated in a old wooden chair that seemed to have had a life time of usage, chuckled lightly as he looked over at a sullen looking monkey. “It’s not funny, Sarutobi-sama,” Beni complained loudly, “he is a very important figure head.”

“And I’m not saying that he isn’t, Benito-kun,” replied the old man as his smile drained away and became a wistful expression on his face, “but you don’t remember him like I do.”

Though the little exchange of words between the Hokage and the large monkey before him, Naruto had been piecing together the puzzle that laid before him as he thought, ‘Sandaime-jiji said that he needed to see me, but it was a monkey that came to look for me. Now Beni says that an important ‘figure head’ is coming to see me, but the old man doesn’t look too fazed...hmm...could it be that I’m...’

“You going to be meeting with the monkey king, if that is what you are wondering,” said Sarutobi as he stood up and went to a ornate oak chest that had been stained with a dark finish. Opening the first drawer to the chest the older man smiled as he removed out a small onyx pipe with silver head. Then he went about locating the draw that he kept his tobacco in, and before long he was taking a relaxed drag from his pipe.

‘How did he know what I was thinking,’ Naruto wondered as the old man sat down at his desk.

“Your wondering how I knew what you were thinking, right?” asked the Hokage with a smirk and a elevated eyebrow. 

“Wha...”

In the corner of the room, Beni snickered at the completely stupefied face of the young genin. “Live as long as I have and you learn to read a persons thoughts through their expressions,” said Sandaime as he leaned back in the creaking chair and leveled his gaze at the boy sitting in front of him.

“In other words,” Beni added his two cents worth, “your face is too expressive, and he can read you like an open book.”

“Thanks for the head up, captain obvious!” Naruto grumbled in his seat as Beni chuckled again before sitting up straight and quickly shuffling over to the side of the Hokage’s desk.

“He’s ready,” said Beni in a small voice as Sandaime nodded once.

Standing up, Sarutobi began running through several seals as he bit his thumb and wiped it on his palm and said, “Kuchiyose no Jutsu!” slapping his palm on the ground with authority a large burst of smoke appeared and filled the room. As the occupants of the room fanned the smoke away, Naruto was the first to spot the figure within the smoke. 

Standing a full head taller than the Hokage, wrapped in what looked like many different pelts that each had seen to come from powerful predators, stood a massively muscled monkey. If one was able to judge the age of him by his fur alone, Naruto would say that this monkey was the oldest and long lived of them all. The fur of the tall imposing king of the monkeys was white as snow and because of it brightness it make the kings golden eyes stand out even more as Naruto noticed the beast eyeing him with an indescribable look that made him feel a bit out of place.

“My lord,” Beni chimed in as he walked over to the imposing figure, “It’s been too long since we have seen one another, I humbly...”

“There’s no need for formalities, Benito,” the monkey king said in a stern voice that reminded the blonde of Sarutobi, “Is this the boy, Sarutobi?” asked the king almost like he was asking a friend. Even Naruto noticed the softening of the monkey’s voice when he spoke to the old man, and if anything it just made him feel even more impressed of the old man.

“Yes,” said the Hokage simply, turning to Naruto and saying, “Naruto, I’d like you to meet Enma, king and champion of the monkey’s in the Valley of Jade.”

“Enma-sama,” Naruto acknowledged the summoned king, while looking the white haired king directly in his eyes. Personally, Naruto felt like he should be bowing before this powerful looking monkey, but for some reason his instincts told him that the king wasn’t looking for sycophantic gestures.

“Naruto-san, that is not the proper way of addressing our king!” admonished Beni standing up from his corner.

Naruto gaze never wavered, as Beni ranted on about protocol and manners. However, before the monkey could continue on in his tirade, Enma nodded his head in approval before a wide smile appeared on his stern face, “It’s alright, Beni...”

“B-but your majesty!” cried out Beni in surprise.

“Calm down, Beni. The council isn’t here, and even I get tired of jumping through hoops every now and again,” said Enma as he strode over to a chair and sat down on it with a grunt. Eyeing Naruto critically the monkey king scratched his beard saying, “I never, in a million years, would I have thought a jinchuuriki would become the new Yobu-nin.”

“Jin-what?” asked Naruto while looking over at the Hokage for some help.

“You’ll understand that word soon enough,” Enma interrupted before Sandaime could even explain what the word meant. Closing his eyes, the white furred king took a deep breath and continued by asking, “Naruto? Do you know why I am here today?”

“Not really,” Naruto answered truthfully, “but I think it may have something to do with this...” finishing his words, Naruto opened his hand and revealed the strange symbol in the palm of his hand that slowly appeared.

“Hmm...” Enma said looking down at the symbol and noting the several kanji characters that had already appeared, “Wolves...sea serpent...frogs...and an incomplete blessing for...scorpions? I see you have been busy meeting with other summon clans.”

Naruto stayed quiet trying to gauge the summon’s reaction to the knowledge that he had several blessings before meeting with him. He watched as Enma sat back and scrunched his face up in thought before asking slowly, “You have questions you would like me to answer, right?”

“Yes,” Naruto said a bit too eagerly, but even though he felt as if he should have been a bit more subtle with his answer, he couldn’t help but feel a small wave of anticipation at having some of the question he had answered.

Running a gnarled and wrinkled hand through his white tresses, Enma told the blue eyed boy, “I don’t have much, but if it’s within my power to answer your questions then I will do so. However, you must remember that whatever answer that I give you is something that has been colored by my ancestors and may not be the whole truth.”

Hearing this from the old looking monkey, Naruto face slightly fell but he then looked up again a raw determination burned within his eyes while speaking confidently, “My mom once told me that even lies have a speck of truth in them.”

Nodding his approval at what he heard from the young human, Enma gestured for Naruto to ask his questions. “What can you tell me about the story of the first Yobu-nin?” asked Naruto, feeling at bit anxious to hear another side of the story.

“There isn’t much from that period that has survived the ravages of time,” said Enma as he leaned back into his seat and gave Sarutobi a calculated look, “However, from the legends that have been passed down in our clan...” Enma took his time explaining the story of the man that came to be revered among both demon and summon and during that time he watched as Naruto eyes seemed to relay his awe for that mythical character. When Enma finished, he noticed that the blonde was deep within thought as the blonde hummed while squinting his eyes shut. A chuckle was suppressed from the king as he noticed how much like a little fox the boy looked like when he made that face.

“I need to know more about the Kyuubi,” said Naruto eliciting a squeak from Beni in the corner as the monkey’s face grew red with embarrassment at his uncharacteristic show of fear.

“Why would you need to know about him, child,” asked Enma, interested in where this conversation was heading.

“Yaban and Nami each have told me to beware of what the Kyuubi has to say, but I would also like to know what you think,” said Naruto, his sapphire eyes searching for anything that would clue him into what the large simian was thinking at the moment. Unfortunately, Enma seemed very calm as he sat back on the seat he was in and crossed his arms defensively.

“That must mean that you’ve met him,” Enma finally said with a downcast look on his face. “From the knowledge that has been passed down to me, I know that he cannot be trusted. It is say in our clan that the great demon fox was a master at manipulating the spoken word. From what my elders told me, when I was but a young child, dealing with the fox would surly lead to your downfall.”

After saying those words the old monkey took a more relaxed pose in the chair he was sitting in while he regarded the boy across from him, “That’s is all I really know of him...I’m sorry that I could not be of anymore help.”

“No, that all right. Something is better than nothing,” the blonde genin grinned, even though he couldn’t help but feel that Enma was hiding something from him. However, given the situation, Naruto didn’t feel that this was the time, or the place, to bring up this thoughts. Instead, he watched carefully as the summoned king stood up and made his way over to where he sat while wearing a undistinguishable look on his face. 

“I now see why Sarutobi wanted me to meet you,” Enma said gruffly while cracking a small smile. “You are a very interesting human, Naruto,” continued the monkey king as he placed his hand on the crown of the boys head, “Like those of the other clans before me, I grant you the blessing of the monkey clan.”

Quickly Naruto opened his hand and watched as yet another kanji character appeared in his palm and quickly be came filled in as it read ‘Monkey’. Looking up at the king, Naruto noted that his eye glimmered with a bit of sadness, but before he could ask what was the matter the tall, imposing beast turned his back on him and said, “I must go. I have taken too much time and I’m sure the others will be wondering where I have gone to.”

Sandaime merely nodded his head as he watched his summon pad over to the open spot in the room. With his back still facing Naruto, Enma bid his farewell while adding, “Perhaps...if you were to visit us in the valley, I could get an elder to talk to you. Then, maybe, you might receive the answers that you are searching for.”

‘What does that mean?’ pondered the genin as he watched the king of the monkey summons disappear into smoke.

“Naruto-san, please remember to use us wisely,” said Beni seriously, as he walked over to the spot where his leader had just disappeared from. “Even though you have our clans blessing many may be...hesitant...in helping you. Just remember that the blessing is unlike a contract and the summon doesn’t essentially ‘have’ to obey your orders.”

“I understand. Thanks, Beni,” replied Naruto with a look of understanding..

Smiling at the look the boy was giving him the large monkey said to himself, ‘What an interesting person you are Uzumaki Naruto. Even though you don’t know it, the way that you stood before Enma, without flinching or kissing up to him, impressed both him and me. You see...that was the trial that my king had decided to test you on...and you passed.’

Nodding his head at the young boy, Beni said before departing, “I hope to see you again someday, Naruto. Until then...” The monkey bowed formally as it disappeared in a blast of smoke and a loud popping sound.

When the white smoke cleared, the room that the two were left standing in suddenly felt larger now that the others were gone. Looking out at the rapidly fading specks of orange that dotted the horizon, Naruto turned his attention to the old man how had summoned him, “Was that why you wanted to see me?”

“Yes,” responded the man quickly while he pulled on a desk drawer and began shuffling through the scrolls that were inside, “but there is another reason that I wanted to see you.”

“Really?”

“It seems to me...” Sandaime said in a distracted way before his eyes widened and he pulled out the item that he was looking for, “...that you seem to be quiet familiar with the term ‘bed rest’.” The old Hokage had a small chuckle at watching Naruto screwing up his face in a sour expression. “From your expression I can tell that you aren’t really thrilled at being confined to your bed , so...”

The old man lobbed a small scroll at the young boy that stood before him while taking a seat and watching Naruto catch and open the scroll. “What’s this?” asked Naruto while he perused the ancient writing in the old looking scroll in his hands.

“That,” Sandaime pointed to the scroll, “is an old training method for chakra control.”

“An old method? But why would I want to use and outdated method?” asked the blond, his blue eyes critically staring down at the writing that was on the scroll, skepticism clearly written on his face.

“True, it is an old method,” said Sandaime while lighting his pipe and taking a puff from it. “However, it is far from outdated. The method that you hold in your hands is an ancient chakra control method that predates the founding of our village and was used by the ninja of old to better their control...despite its dangerous nature,” ended the old man with a serious glare.

“Dangerous nature?” the young genin said with a nervous stutter. “How dangerous?”

Sandaime took another puff from his pipe and exhaled the white smoke in a thin stream as he said, “Dangerous enough to cause several shinobi to rupture their chakra coils.”

Naruto’s eyes widened as he processed the information. Naturally, chakra coils were resilient to damage from normal attacks and other external stimuli. Naruto knew this from the lessons that his mother gave him when he was little, but to think that this training could actually ‘rupture’ a chakra coil meant that it had to be something unbelievably strenuous.

“This training was often used during the ninja wars of old to quickly raise a young ninjas control. However, after the war ended many believed that this type of training was too severe and often ended many upcoming ninja’s careers. Hence, it was sealed away from lower level ninjas, and was made available to ninja’s who ranked above special jounin.” Sandaime tapped his pipe against a ceramic bowl that was on his desk, emptying out the contents of the wooden smoke pipe while watching the expression of the shinobi across from him.

Looking up from think hard about the implications of this training, Naruto asked quietly, “Why give it to me now?”

Placing his feet firmly on the ground and raising his leg, the old man tipped back his chair as he regarded the youth, “Unlike your present self, in which the Denkiteki Soudai Kuchiyose drains you of almost all your chakra and often causes you to suffer chakra exhaustion. I’m almost sure that if you master the training that is within that scroll you will be able to use that jutsu without much trouble or side effects, as well as any other jutsu that might be giving you problems.”

Rolling the scroll up and tightly grasping it in his hand, Naruto began thinking about what his father and he talked about several years ago when he was still under his father’s tutelage...

“Terrible!” cried out Obito as he had a goofy smile on his face that made Naruto scowl. He knew that his father was just humoring him with the smile, it was the words that he spoke that were how the man really felt. “That fireball was way too small, especially with the amount of chakra that you were channeling into it. How is it that you are able to tree climb, water walk, do that crazy ice walking thing, used the chakra weights, and even have that new seal, yet your chakra control seems to still be far from perfect?”

“I don’t know!” yelled the boy, his anger quickly surfacing and his frustration reaching its breaking point, “I just can’t seem to grasp the technique...its...its almost like a slippery eel. Every time I try to reign in the technique and concentrate on control it seems to vanish before my very eyes! It only seems to work when I push more chakra into it, and even then it isn’t guaranteed to work! I have to keep the jutsu structure, as you call it, from exploding with the extra chakra that I pushed into the jutsu.”

Flopping down on the grass that he was near, Naruto turned his back on his father. Obito’s face softened as he looked at his son and tried to place himself in the boy’s shoes. ‘There’s too much chakra in his system for him to correctly get a feel for any semblance of control,’ thought the older male as he turned his attention to the small patch of grass that had been burnt by his son’s fireball. Thinking it over, Obito looked up at the sky as he said to himself, ‘To have that much chakra, what would have it been like...’

“Fine then,” said Naruto’s dad as he walked over and place a hand on his son’s shoulder, “let us dispense with this half-ass training regiment and begin a new one. If controlling the jutsu is too hard, then we might as well go the opposite direction,” said the man as he smirked in a knowing way. Pointing at a patch of grass he said, “I want you to channel as much chakra as you can into this next jutsu.”

“Wha...What do you mean?” asked the confused boy.

“You yourself said it...you get better control with the large amount of chakra that you dump into the jutsu. So now...I want to see how much chakra you can dump into this jutsu, while keeping control of it of course.”

Naruto looked up at his dad and then back at the patch of grass that was pointed out to him as he heard his father talking, “If we can’t make your control better, then we’ll make sure that you have chakra to burn. Right, son?”

“Yeah,” Naruto smiled as he gathered an enormous amount of chakra within himself and began running through seals.
Gazing longingly at the scroll, Naruto then eyed the old man in front of him as he bow and said in a grateful manner, “Thank you very much, Hokage-sama!”

“Your welcome,” said the old man, as he hoped that he was doing the right thing in giving the dangerous training scroll to the boy. “Naruto!” called out Sarutobi as the blonde turned to leave the room, “Don’t start this training until after the chuunin exam.”

“What? Why!?” asked the boy, puzzlement showing quickly on his face.

Taking a deep breath, Sarutobi explained as he turned his chair to look at the picture that was on his desk, “The training will definitely cause you some difficulties as you progress through the exercises, and I’m sure that you want to be at one-hundred percent for the next two parts of the exams. Plus...I don’t want you to attempt these exercises without someone overseeing your training, understand?”

Naruto nodded once as he looked down at the scroll and once again imagined just how dangerous this training was. “I’m sure that if you asked Jiraiya, he’ll help you with those exercises,” commented the Sandaime.

“Ero-sennin? He’ll help with this training?” asked Naruto incredulously, seeing how asking the old hermit for anything was like pulling teeth.

“Yes,” said the old man, before adding sheepishly, “Also...keep this between us, and for kami sake don’t tell your parents! Even though I’m an old man, I’d like to die in a peaceful manner...if possible.”

Naruto swallowed a snicker, as he saluted the Hokage of Konoha and walked out of the room with something that he considered good as gold. Tucking the scroll inside his jacket he fastened his newly made weapon to his back and headed out back home, where he knew he was going to face to very irate parents as well as their wrath at him getting home so late. ‘Maybe I should have asked Sandaime-jiji for a note,’ thought Naruto as he sighed deeply while his imagination ran wild with what was about to befall him when he got home.

“Sometimes...it sucks being me.”

Chapter 43 - The Second Exam
Yawning deeply was all that Shikamaru could do to stay awake as he sat under a tree gauging all the other participants of the chuunin exam. Most of the other ninjas seemed to be preparing for the inevitable, some seemed to be strategically planning out their steps while others eyed their competition as well as their prey.

Shikamaru, however, was still trying to figure out what his father had told him before leaving for the test...

“Shikamaru, yo,” said a lazy, but older voice from the direction of the dinner table as the boy had called out his good-bye to his mother.

“Huh? Oyaji? What are you doing here?” asked the boy in confusion as he watched his father roll up a scroll that he had been reading.

“Are you going off to the chuunin exam?” asked the old man as he ignored his sons question.

Sighing in his usually annoyance, that only his father was able to produce in him, the young genin nodded his head slightly while his face took on a look of laziness and he turned to leave, “Tch...you know where I’m going. What a pain...”

Shifting his eyes from his son and pretending that he hadn’t been listening, Shikaku pursed his lips as he stated, “Whatever Anko has cooked up for you kids this year should be really tough...especially for those groups that are larger than the others.”

It was these words that made Shikamaru suddenly stop in his tracks as he paused at the door to think about what his father had said. ‘Especially for the groups that are larger than the others? What dose he mean by that,’ wondered the boy as he turned to see his father opening another scroll that bore the Nara clan symbol on it.
“Grrrr!” growled out the frustrated boy, as he couldn’t help but think about what his father had said, while he screamed mentally, ‘Making me think this early in the morning! Damn you oyaji!’

****

At the front gates of Konoha, the influx of people and ninja was slowly creating a small problem as the gate guards had to call in back up to help with the screening process. Watching over the whole thing was an old ninja who seemed to be at the end of his rope as he yelled out orders to the surrounding ninja.

“Make sure you double check the authenticity of the passes shown! Weapons aren’t allowed unless the user has a written pass with the seal of a lord or the like!” screamed the old ninja as he watched many ninja slowly give up their personal weapons and be handed numbered tickets for their items.

“Minamoto-san! Check that whole wagon thoroughly! I want no mistakes!” said the man to a severely thin and lanky ninja who nodded and make the occupants disembark as he slowly began to search the wagon.

‘What the hell?’ thought the old ninja as he saw the amount of people slowly begin to pile up at his gate, ‘Why are there so many people? We’ve never had this many people before...’ As the man was thinking his eyes seemed to be attracted to two figures that seemed to stand out of the crowd. Both figures wore black cloaks that nothing on them and large straw hats with pieces of cloth that seemed to cover the identity of the wearer.

Getting a ‘bad feeling’ from the pair the old ninja kept his eye on them, and that’s when he noticed that the larger of the two had a large sword that was wrapped in bandages on his back. Walking over to the two, from what he could see through the cloth strips that dangled from the hat, the smaller of the pair had black straight hair and wore purple nail polish, the kind that almost looked black, on his hands. 

“Papers,” said the old ninja as he stood before the two in a ready stance almost as if he knew that a fight was inevitable. Watching the smaller of the pair slowly reach into his cloak, the old ninja began fingering his kunai pouch in a lazy manner, as he tried not to make the two before him think that it was more of a habit than an actual preconceived move against them.

Surprisingly, the small man pulled out two rather official passes that seemed to be all in order, as well as a written document from the Tsuchikage stating that they were merely a part of his bodyguards that he had asked to come at a later time.

“Hmm,” mumbled the old ninja as he still seemed to get a strange feeling from the pair...almost as if he shouldn’t trust the two. Looking up at the tall, cloaked man the Konoha shinobi said in a brisk manner, “We’ll take that sword. No weapons are allowed beyond this point unless...”

Instantly, the tall man’s hand flashed to his swords hilt as his smaller companion seemed to elbow him in annoyance. After a grumble and a low growl the tall man reached into his cloak and produced another, smaller, piece of paper which looked to be a permit that allowed the man to carry the weapon.

Taking a look at the permit the old ninja grunted in displeasure as he moved out of the pair’s way and said, “Welcome to Konoha.” The pair walked pass the gate and down the street as the old man kept his eyes on them even when they turned the corner of one of the streets and disappeared from sight.

“Toroshiro-sempai? What’s wrong?” asked one of the other guards that spotted their captain staring down the street at nothing in particular. 

“I’ve got a bad feeling about those two,” said the older ninja as he looked down at the papers that were in his hands.

“Do you want me to have some ANBU tail them?” asked the younger guard, worried that his captain had a bad feeling about the pair of cloaked bodyguards. Especially since his captain’s intuition was usually never wrong.

“Nah,” said the man with a wave of his hand as he turned his attention back to the now almost overflowing amount of traffic that was pressing near the gate. ‘What the hell is going on?’ wondered the ninja as he looked up at the clear sky overhead and sighed.

****

Shikamaru was now watching as the last stragglers began filing into the field and joining up with their groups. To the young genin’s right stood Chouji, slowly eating a bag of his favorite potato chips. Standing in front of him was Hinata, a worried look on her face as she asked, for what must have been the sixteenth time, “D-do you think he forgot?”

“No,” said Shikamaru trying to reign in the sarcastic comment that was just begging to come out. The Nara knew that the young girl didn’t deserve his ire, especially since she wasn’t the reason he was miffed. “He probably woke up late and is on his way right...”

“Ohayo, minna-san!” greeted a familiar voice as a blonde haired boy suddenly broke through several shinobi and made a beeline for his group.

“Speak of the devil,” snickered Chouji seeing that Naruto’s hair was disheveled and he was yawning while he walked over to them.

“Damn,” said Naruto as he stubbed his foot and began hopping towards his teammates.

“Took you long enough,” said Shikamaru with a smirk as he suddenly felt his frustration and annoyance suddenly dissipate with the appearance of his friend.

“Man! You wouldn’t believe the kind of day that I had yesterday!” said Naruto as he flopped down on his rear and yawned, “And my night wasn’t any better...I barely got up in time.”

Shikamaru sent an appraising look Naruto’s way as he watched the blond lean his back up against the tree and yawn yet again. The pineapple haired pre-teen then turned his attention to several of the groups that were surround them, and noticed that a couple of the ninja’s on those teams were sending a knowing smirk their way before turning their attention back to the forest that laid in front of them. ‘Smart move, Naruto,’ thought Shikamaru as he watched his other teammates interact with Naruto, ‘It’s obvious, to a trained eye, that your yawns aren’t deep enough for you to be truly tired. Plus, the way that you are holding yourself shows no kind of exhaustion, in fact...from what I see, it looks like you got a full nights sleep. So that means...you’re only playing possum so you can identify which of the teams may want to attack a weakened group because they, themselves, are weak to begin with.’

“Whoo, that’s one frickin’ huge tree!” said a rough voice off to the side of team seven. Turning his head, Naruto smiled as he heard a small bark that seemed to accompany that statement. Kiba, wearing his white puppy on his head, walked over to the small group as Shino and Ino brought up the rear.

“Now, now,” said Naruto wagging his finger back and forth, “don’t get too excited Kiba. I don’t want you marking your territory in front of us.”

Rolling his eye at the old jab that Naruto had used, Kiba shook his head and said in a disappointed voice, “Come on, Uzumaki! Don’t you have any new material for me?”

“What!?” Naruto said as he looked around at everyone, as it seemed like they were all agreeing with Kiba, “That was classic! You can’t beat that, besides good insults take time to think up.”

“That’s true,” the dog-like shinobi said as he smirked at his friend and gave him a punch to the arm, “I heard from Hanna that this test is suppose to be really hard.”

“Really?” interrupted Chouji as Shikamaru looked up from his deep thinking.

“Yeah, she says that most of the time this test cuts out more than half of the competitors.”

“Half?” Ino blurted out incredulously, not liking the fact that her own teammate had withheld information from her, “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?”

“Didn’t think you wanted to know,” said Kiba nonchalantly as the blue eyed girl’s slowly narrowed her eyes dangerously.

“Stop it,” said Shino as he noticed the beginnings of a fight between the two, “the exam is more important.”

“Hn,” snorted Ino as she looked away from her teammate and instead squealed in delight as she saw someone who she was hoping to see. Walking towards the two groups, Uchiha Sasuke was followed by his teammates. The boy looked to have determination burning his eyes as he glared at everyone that had gathered before the forest.

However, that determination was shattered when Ino almost threw herself at him. He was only saved by fact that his pink haired teammate intercepted her friend while shouting, “Ino-pig, what do you think you’re doing!?”

“Ara, I see that the living billboard is trying to get between me and my Sasuke-kun!” said Ino with a sly look on her face.

“He’s your Sasuke-kun over my dead body!” yelled the pink haired kunoichi, while several other teams seemed to looking at the small group of rookie genin with disgust clearly showing on their faces. 

“Ano,” called out Hinata tentatively, as Sakura pulled on Ino’s cheek, and Ino – in turn – poked Sakura’s tummy fat.

Hinata never had a chance to speak her mind as a loud voice suddenly yelled, “Settle down, brats!” In front of one of the gates, that led into the creepy looking forest, a large mushroom cloud of smoke appeared as all the ninja in the clearing suddenly became more alert and attentive to what was going on. As the smoke cleared everyone of the chuunin hopefuls saw the woman who now stood before them . Many were gaping at the jounin’s choice of clothing while others, who remembered her appearance during the second half of the first exam, were wondering whether or not the woman had screw loose.

“This is your second exam,” the woman said with a wicked leer, “and I’m your head examiner, Mitarashi Anko!” The field in which all the ninja were gathered was silent as a breeze rustled through the trees near by, “It seems as if you are all in for a treat. This year’s second exam is going to be held in training area forty-four. For those of you who don’t know...this training area is also known as...”

“...the forest of death.” said the woman as her face became an expressionless slab of stone that seemed radiate a menacing aura.

“I don’t know what’s worse,” said Kiba in a whisper, “the examiner or the forest.”

“The examiner, definitely the examiner,” Chouji said as he griped his bag of chips tight to his chest almost as if protecting them from the dangerous woman.

“It doesn’t seem that deadly,” said Naruto as he looked at the overgrown shrubbery that filled the enclosed area. Unfortunately for the blonde, Anko had heard his little comment and turned her attention towards him.

“Really? You don’t think it deadly, huh?” asked the jounin examiner as her face suddenly became animated again as a smile made its way to her lips.

‘Oh crap!’ Naruto thought as he recognized that the woman’s smile was not reaching her eyes, which told the blonde that she was not happy at all. With in the space of a heart beat the woman had thrown a kunai at the blonde with such accuracy that it only happened to nick the boys cheek. “Eh!?” Naruto said in confusion as the instructor disappeared and reappeared behind him saying in a cold soft voice.

“Little boys like you die the fastest,” said the woman as she pressed her body against the boys back and held his face tenderly while licking his cheek clean of the small amount of blood that had appeared from the cut, “especially after spilling all that beautiful crimson blood, that I like, all over the ground.”

‘This boy...’ thought Anko as she held his cheek while placing her pinky finger at his throat, ‘his heartbeat...it’s beating fast, but not as fast as I would like it to be.’ Looking down at the boys face, the jounin noted the scared look in his face, but she also noticed something in his eyes. ‘Hn, you little brat,’ thought the older woman, ‘you’ve got defiance glaring in your...huh?’ Releasing another kunai to her hand, Anko released the boy and pivoted quickly when she sensed someone behind her. 

A long tongue extended from a grass-nin as he, or she...Anko wasn’t quite sure yet, handed back her thrown kunai saying in a soft voice, “Your knife...”

Anko smiled and took the offered kunai as she replied, “Hmm, thank you.” The two stared at each other for a short time as before Anko spoke up and said in a clipped manner, “However, don’t stand behind me like that...that is...unless your considering dying young.”

“Well...I can’t help it,” said the grass nin as his smile seemed to grow wider by the second, “I get excited at the sight of blood. Also...you managed to cut my precious hair...” The ninja stopped talking as he walked back to his group leaving Anko to decipher what he was trying to express.

“Sorry about that,” said Anko, not feeling a shred of remorse and instead making a mental note to keep an eye on that group. She didn’t even sense the ninja approaching her until it was too late, her eyes narrowed as she thought, ‘Those three can’t be genin.’ Turning back to her other prey she noticed that he had already wiped his face clean of blood and was looking at her straight in the eye as if telling her that he wasn’t afraid of her.

Everyone was surprised when the woman, instead of bullying the blonde, pulled out a thick piled of consent forms and told everyone that they needed to sign these forms to continue on with the next exam. One of the grass genin asked why they had to sign those and was given his answer as Anko stated, “From here on in, people can lose their lives with in the forest and during this exam. Therefore, we need your consent so that we cannot be held responsible for your death.”

“So...while you sign these forms I will go through the explanation of the exams. In short this exam is nothing more than a extreme survival match,” Anko turned her back to the crowd as she looked up at the forest looming in the distance, “This training area’s geographic features are that it is a circular region surrounded by forty-four locked gate entrances. There is river, as well as forest and in the center a tower. The tower is approximately ten kilometers away from the gates.”

‘Survival match? Damn it, oyaji! Why couldn’t you have just told me that from the beginning,’ thought Shikamaru as he looked down at the consent form and sighed mentally.

“Inside this area you will have to go through a specific survival program. The program that I speak of is...” said the jounin with a wicked smile that seemed to reach her eyes, “...a head to head competition between all the teams present. Your objective is to make it to the central tower with each of your members bearing a pair of these...” It was at that moment that the jounin pulled out two metallic items that had strange symbols etched into them. One of the items looked like a crescent moon and was made of silver while the other was round and looked to be made from bronze. “Each team will be given a one kind of item for each of their teammates, which will then lead you to searching for their other half when the exams starts.”

Anko took the two pieces and fitted them together as everyone one looked on with understand, “Only the completed piece will give you access to the tower. Also, remember, this competition is has no rules, anything goes. So be prepared.”

“Wait!” called out Sakura as she saw a problem already rising from the current situation, “What about teams that have more than three people in their group?”

The pink haired girl almost regretted saying that as Anko face lit up as she said, “I almost forgot that we have several teams that have more than three people in their groups. I guess you just happen to be the unlucky teams,” said Anko with a wink as she explained their situation, “any team that as more than three people will have to find a way of obtaining an extra item, which means...”

“...we have to work twice as hard to secure our place in the tower, “ Sasuke said with a frown as he looked over at the other teams that had four people on a team. There were only four teams that had more than three members.

Almost as if knowing what was running through the Uchiha’s head, Anko said with a bit of a drawl, “Any team that has more than three members will all be given the same item to insure that those teams will ‘have’ to work harder at gaining their entrance.”

Sasuke’s frown deepened as he glanced over at team seven and noticed Naruto glaring back at him. “Hn,” the black haired Uchiha huffed as he put on a cocky smirk why glaring back, “too easy.”

“Also,” yelled the purple haired jounin while putting away the two items, “You will have a time limit of one hundred twenty hours to obtain these items, in other words...if your team hasn’t gather at the tower with the two items within five days you are disqualified.”

Chouji’s stomach grumbled at the idea of going five days without a steady supply of food, but when he looked over at Shikamaru and Naruto the two smiled in a way that seemed to say ‘don’t worry about it’. Bucking up, the large preteen went back to munching on his chips and as he wondered what kind of plan his teammate were formulating.

Around the clearing a low buzz was being created as many of the teams were now discussing what their strategy was as well as figuring out what this survival match meant to them. Hinata was looking around at everyone only to notice that most of the people that were around her had a sort of fierce determination glinting in their eyes as they stared at the obstacle before them. The young girl looked at her feel as her eyes became half lidded with worry, ‘If only I could have that kind of determination,’ thought the young Hyuuga.

“Ano?” called out Shikamaru as he looked over at Naruto, “can we quit in between?”

Almost all of the rookie nine, except for Shikamaru’s teammates, face vaulted at the boys question. “What the hell kind of question is that!” screamed Ino as she was the first to recover from the shock.

“A logical one?” Shikamaru answered Ino with a bored look on his face, while Hinata and Naruto couldn’t help but giggle quietly to themselves as the blue eyed girl became beet red from the anger that she was feeling right at that moment.

Anko released another of her kunai at the feet of the two genin, while she said in an equally bored tone, “Cut it out! To answer your question, as a rule, you are not able to ‘give up’ in the middle of the exam.” The jounin’s face then turned into a sweet smile as she said in an even sweeter voice, “That means, that you’ll have to spend five days within this forest...whether you like it or not.”

“Che, troublesome,” Shikamaru pouted as he once again looked over at Naruto and nodded slightly.

While Anko began explaining the conditions of failing the exam, Naruto lightly tugged on Chouji’s shirt and tapped Hinata’s foot as he made a silent signal for ‘group meeting’. Shikamaru and Naruto stood in front of their teammates as the began signaling the basic strategy that they were going to use. Chouji was a little lost, since he wasn’t that good with signing, but luckily for him Hinata filled him in on the plan.

Little did the group know that their little meeting was being spied on by a pair of watchful eyes which hid behind round glasses, as the grey haired leaf-nin known as Kabuto smiled and pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose with his middle finger while saying to himself, “Interesting.”

“...last, but not least,” said Anko while pulling out the two pieces that were going to be fought over, “these pieces are hollow and can only be opened when brought together. However, under no circumstances are you to open or forcefully open these items. This will test your reliability, since ninja are some times contracted to carry sensitive information.”

“You will turn in you consent forms as a team to get your items over at that small station,” said Anko pointing at the makeshift desk that several chuunin examiners were sitting down at, “after that pick your gate and prepare to begin. Everyone will start at the same time.”

Letting out a deep sigh of relief, Anko thought as she let her shoulders sink momentarily, ‘I really hate explaining these things!’ Recovering from her lapse in concentration, the jounin said in a serious tone of voice that had everyone listening, “I have on last piece of advice for you all...”

“...don’t die!” said the woman as she eyed the Konoha genin and then went on to look at everyone else.

The small booth was then covered as everyone slowly went about signing their forms. Sitting by himself Sasuke thought about the implications of what the test would be like as he looked down at his form, ‘This is a tricky test,’ thought the Uchiha as he looked up at the sky. ‘Even if we are able to surprise one group, if we don’t defeat them completely or take all their items from them our attack will be for nothing. Not only that, but we won’t know if each of the members will carry one item a piece or will they consolidate their items to one team member, meaning we only have the choice of attacking head on unless we have information on them. Very tricky...’

****

Further away from the other teams team seven finished going over their strategy as they signed off on their forms. “Do you understand the plan?” asked Shikamaru watching Chouji nod his head.

“I thought it was going to be more complicated,” said Chouji as he handed his consent form to Hinata.

“We can’t afford to make the plan too complicated,” said Naruto as he mimicked Chouji by handing his form to Hinata, and then smiled at his rotund friend, “that way...it’s easier for me to remember.” Chouji smiled back a Naruto as he chuckled at his friends silliness.

“I think we should also try to avoid any conflicts with the sand-nins,” said Shikamaru as everyone agreed with him on that particular subject.

“Let’s add that Kabuto guy’s team as well,” said Chouji as he scanned around the area to see if the man was within earshot, “he gives me a bad feeling.”

“Yeah, and that creepy tongue dude from grass as well,” stated Naruto, “there was no way any of us could have surprised Anko like that without having jounin-like skills.”

“D-do you think they are jounin?” asked Hinata a bit of fear creeping into her voice.

Naruto shook his head as he shrugged his shoulders and said, “Don’t know, but they definitely aren’t genin, that’s for sure.”

“Alright!” called one of the voices of the chuunin examiners as he waved over the teams, “please turn in your forms as a team to receive your items. After that you will be led to your appointed gate and told to wait for the start signal.”

After all the teams had gone through the booth, team seven found themselves at gate twelve waiting for the start signal to show itself in the form of a green light at the top of the door. At gate sixteen, Ino was punching the air as she thought of Sakura spending these five day sleeping next to Sasuke. “I’ll get you for this Sakura!” grumbled the blonde as Shino and Kiba just looked on in confusion.

Gate twenty-seven was the spot where team ten stood waiting for the signal, only it was Masami who seemed to be on edge as she twirled a kunai in her hand while adopting a thoughtful expression. Sasuke was positioned at the gate entrance and was ready to go while he thought, ‘Perhaps now I can see just how strong I really am.’

Near the gate that was numbered twenty, three genin from sound stood eagerly at the entrance as the bandaged ninja said, “Remember the plan...you both know who our target is, right?” At the nods of both his teammates the bandaged ninja chuckled darkly.

Gate six seemed to be deathly quiet as the red headed sand-nin mumbled something under his breath that sounded like ‘Uzumaki Naruto’. Temari looked at her younger brother’s maniacal grin in fear, as she almost felt a twinge of pity for the leaf-nin that he was currently thinking about.

At the fifteenth gate the strange grass-nins stood together as the portly one asked with a smirk, “We’re going after the rookies first right?”

Giving an almost inaudible response, the long haired grass-nin smiled as he lifted his hat and said, “It seems that we can kill from here on...so, that should make it easier for us.”

“Wooooo!” cried out a spandex wearing genin as his eye literally burned with his excitement for the upcoming challenge. “Gai-sensei! I will do my best!” yelled the boy as he turned towards the forest and then calmed down as he thought, ‘Naruto-kun, please make it through...I wish to fight you as well!’

Looking at his strange teammate, Neji scoffed lightly as he at the red number forty-one that had been painted on the gate that they were position at as he thought, ‘How far will fate allow me to go in this exam?’

Slowly, the seconds ticked down as each of the chuunin examiners remover the locks to the gates. Finally when the time had finally came Anko yelled as she pressed a button that was hidden in the pocket of her trench coat, “Go!” The lights all around the fence turned green as each of the ninja teams made a mad dash into the forest.

The second test for the chuunin exam had officially started.

Chapter 44 - The Dark Forest
“We stick to the plan!” said Naruto as his teammates kept up with his pace, before they all started to climb the foliage and trees. “Hinata, you’ll use you Byakugan to locate any potential enemies and also see whether or not they have consolidated their items to one person. You’ll also keep an eye on me so that you can relay information to Shikamaru.”

“Hai,” said the young female as her eyes were already working to search the surrounding area for those enemies.

Shikamaru turned to Chouji and said, “Chouji. You’re our tank. Naruto’s going to need you for protection since he’s going to be making himself the bait. Your job is simply to protect Naruto if anything goes wrong. Also...your our big hitter if things take a turn for the worse.”

“Un,” Chouji nodded with a grunt.

“Naruto?” asked Shikamaru as he turned to the blonde with a worried expression, “ Are you sure you can pull this off?”

Naruto grinned as he made a seal and said, “Kage Bushin no Jutsu.” Three clones suddenly flickered into existence near the blonde, as he quickly made another seal and said, “Henge!” Suddenly, Shikamaru was staring at an exactly replica of himself while it said, using his voice, “You know that your really troublesome?”

“I do not talk like that,” the Nara boy mumbled under his breath, a small look of annoyance crossing his face. Behind him Hinata and Chouji were hard press to suppress their amusement, while Naruto, the real Naruto, chuckled out loud.

“Fine,” Shikamaru said while cutting their amusement short, “if everything is in order we’ll keep our movements to the upper part of the canopy. Naruto will draw a team and when the time is right were surprise attack them.”

“What about the extra item that we have to get?” asked Chouji as he looked down at the silvery crescent moon-like item that they had been given.

“We’ve got Hinata to help us with that,” said Naruto cheerfully as he placed a warm hand on Hinata’s shoulder and winked at her when she looked at him.

“We can’t worry about that right now,” said Shikamaru as he opened his ninja pouch and looked inside, “Let’s make out first goal to take down one team, and then we can worry about the other item, alright?”

Shikamaru watched as all of his teammates nodded their heads as Naruto silently gave them all a salute as he descended back to the forest floor with this clones in tow.

“Well?” asked Shikamaru as he turned to the young Hyuuga girl who seemed to be focusing on something in the distance.”

“There are four teams within range,” said the girl as she released her control on her ability and frowned, “but three of them have the same item.”

“And the fourth?” Chouji asked, not wanting to be left out of the conversation.

Hinata turned to the east as she pointed to a small ridge out rock that seemed to jut out of the forest, “They’re in that direction and are moving swiftly towards the center of the forest.”

Shikamaru nodded his head as he quickly penned a note. He then closed his eyes and concentrated while flipping through several seals before saying in a whisper, “Irekae no Jutsu (Replacement Technique)!” Chouji and Hinata watched as the note that was in Shikamaru’s hand was suddenly covered in a small puff of smoke, and when that smoke disappeared a small stone, with a seal etched into it, was now present in the boys hand.

“What was that?” asked Chouji as he couldn’t keep the surprise off his face.

“Nothing much,” Shikamaru said placing the stone in his pocket, “I wanted a way to communicate with someone from a distance and this is what I came up with...that is, with the help of Naruto’s dad and Kakashi-sensei.”

“What does it do?” asked Hinata shyly as the three began moving again from tree branch to tree branch.

“It’s something like the Kawarimi, but only works with small items. Plus, it has a limited range,” said Shikamaru as he looked ahead and signaled the others to follow. “I just sent Naruto a note telling him where to head to. We should make our way to that spot and rendezvous with him. Hinata! Make sure to keep tabs on all the other enemies in the area,” Shikamaru said as he worried, ‘Naruto’s going to make his group look like a perfect target for those ninja...hopefully no one else is around to think the same thing.’

****

“Are you sure this is going to work?” asked a blue eyed kunoichi as she fidgeted with her kunai holster, her attention seemingly directed at her teammate who’s dark sunglasses glinted in the sun light that filtered through the forests canopy.

“Yes,” came the boys monosyllabic reply.

“Come on! How hard could it be to beat up a couple of wimpy shinobi and take their stuff,” bragged the kunoichi’s animalistic looking partner as he turned his palm upwards in a gesture that seemed to say that it was ‘very easy indeed’.

Above the group three of the so-called ‘wimpy shinobi’ that the boy had been talking about grounded their teeth in silence, the boy cockiness easily perturbed them as they drew their weapons readying their attack. However...

“AHHHH!” screamed one of the ninja, his teammates craning his neck to see what was the matter and spotting a black furred ‘thing’, with several legs, biting his friends arm. Almost immediately, the ninja watched as his teammate slumped over and fell out of the tree as if he were dead. Rustling within the leaves and branches of the tree that they were in told the other two that they were about to meet the same fate that their friend had been dealt. A small swarm of those ugly creatures pounced on the men as all manner of weapon and ninjutsu flying through the air, as the two shinobi tried to keep themselves from being overwhelmed. However, it was futile in the end, as the other two men found themselves following their teammate. Slumping over, from the multiple poisonous bite that they had received from their tiny enemies, the two men slumped their shoulders as they pitched over the branch that they were trying to cling to and began their one way trip to the ground as their eye widened in horror.

Thinking they were going to impact with the ground the two men closed their eyes. When the impact was lacking in it’s bone crushing pain, the two opened their eye to find that they landed on something was, for the lack of a better word, “springy”. Opening his eyes, the leader of the shinobi team looked around and found him and his partners caught in a net.

“Baka!” called out the same cocky voice from earlier, as the man looked up to see the young Konoha genin relieving his team of their items. “Why do you think we picked this area to stop in?” asked Kiba as he walked over and made sure that the net was secure.

“Look around...” said Kiba. Doing so, the ninja noticed that the only real hiding place close enough to where the group was originally positioned was the tree that he and his teammates had just fallen out of, Kiba then lifted his hand to show the man the large spider-like creature in his hand as he said, “Say hello to Yuudoku-Kamuki, also known as the ‘poisonous tree biter’.”

Placing the hairy creature on the ground, Kiba stood up as he said with a smirk, “Usually they’re harmless...uh, unless you’re a tree...but if you disturb their nest...” Kiba slapped his hand together as he gave each of the paralyzed men a smug look, “...their poison will leave you paralyzed for quiet some time.”

“Are you finished giving your lecture, professor?” asked Ino with a arched eyebrow as she divvied up the items that they had taken from the men.

“Aaah,” complained Kiba as he make a face, “do you always have to ruin my fun?”

“I concur with Ino, Kiba. This is not the time for flights of fancy,” said Shino in a serious voice.

“Fine, fine,” the dog user said as he waved his hand around, as he jerked his thumb back at the shinobi that were currently in the net, “what are we going to do with them?”

“Leave them,” Shino said with no emotion attached to his voice, “They should be fine.”

The leader of the defeated team watch as the young group of genin walked away from his group without so much as a backwards glance as they talked amongst themselves. “It surprises me that you knew of the Yuudoku-Kamuki, Ino,” said Shino as he adjusted his sunglasses.

“Eghh,” Ino shivered as she quickly said, “don’t remind me. I usually hate anything creepy and crawly...” It was this statement that had Shino raising an eyebrow in what could have seemed like surprise. Noting that her teammate was looking at her strangely, Ino quickly waved her hand in front of her while saying in an all too sweet voice, “...uh...except your creepy crawlies, Shino...uh, wait no that wasn’t what I wanted to say...”

“I still don’t get it,” Kiba said while interrupting Ino’s apologetic blabbering, “Shino said that bug is rare and is only found within this forest. So how do you know about it?”

“My family runs a flower shop, Kiba,” Ino stated in annoyed tone of voice, but when she was met with a blank stare she sighed deeply. “Some of the best wild flowers only grow within the forest of death,” explained the blonde as if it were common knowledge, “and one day, while I was unwrapping a shipment of palmwood flowers I was attacked by one of those,” said Ino softly as she grabbed her shoulder unconsciously and gave it a gentle rub. “Since I was just a kid and the Kamuki was an adult it took a really long time for me to recover...” 

Kiba’s face softened as he saw the far away look on his teammates face while her body language seemed to reveal that she was reliving something...unpleasant. Shino, knowing a lot about the poison’s of many different species of insect, understood what Ino was getting at as he commented, “For a child to receive a bite like that...it would be painful...”

“Yeah,” Ino agreed with a frown, “but that wasn’t the worst part of it. The worst part was that I couldn’t move and I needed my mother and father for everything...I had no control over anything, and I...I felt helpless...”

“I never want to feel like that again...” whispered the young Yamanaka as the group, for a moment, stopped their chatting while they made their way through the forest. 

Kiba, as soon as he was sure that his teammates were far enough ahead, ducked his hand into his ninja pouch and fished out a hairy ball of fur with legs. Originally he was going to use the hairy creature to scare his teammate, but after hearing what she had to go through he decided it wasn’t worth it. Setting the spider-like thing on the ground, Kiba watched as it scurried into some leaves on the side of the path. Akamaru, seeing his master with a thoughtful look on his face barked several times and whined softly as if to ask what was wrong. The white puppy watched as his master, and friend, merely shook his head while sighing and saying, “Doesn’t feel right, Akamaru. Some memories just aren’t meant to be ‘toyed’ with.”

“Come on, Kiba!” called Ino from several feet away as Shino noticed the black scurrying creature crawling up a nearby tree.

“Coming!” said Kiba as he put on a short burst of speed to catch up with his team, while smiling all the while.

****

“Which way should we head?” asked the blue haired Masami as she gave her other teammates a expectant look.

“Well...” said Masami’s pink haired compatriot nervously looking at the raven haired Uchiha on their team, “I think we should head for the tower. I know that most of the other teams will have already thought of that same strategy, but this will increase our chances of catching a team with the right set of items that we need. Plus, we’re already at a disadvantage because of the stipulations of the test.”

“Right,” nodded Masami looking over at Usagi and noting that he had turned his head to the side as if hearing something.

“Hn,” scoffed Sasuke as he sat up and pulled out a kunai while flicking it into the trees. “They’re fast,” breathed the Uchiha as his ears registered the sound of his kunai hitting the bark of the tree that was several feet behind where his intended target had been.

“Huh?” asked Sakura as she looked around the wooded area with a bit of panic surfacing in her eyes.

‘Pathetic,’ thought Sasuke as he witnessed Sakura’s display, the young Uchiha already knew that their stalkers had already fled the area, probably in search of easier prey. “Not everyone is going to make a beeline for the tower,” said Sasuke in his usual monotone. “My guess is that only the teams that will be waiting at the tower are those that are strong or ‘believe’ that they are strong. The weaker teams will probably wait outside of that area, setting traps for unsuspecting teams to fall into them.”

“Uchiha-san is right,” said Usagi in his hollow sounding voice while adding in sign language, now that he had his teams attention, ‘It would be best if we picked off a weaker team rather than fight it out with a stronger team.’

Masami frowned as she tried to listen to the plan that her teammates were forming, but no matter how hard she tried their seemed to be something bothering her...she couldn’t quiet grasp what it was, but what she did know was that is was annoying her.

Masami had even for a moment thought that whatever was bothering her was going to cause her team trouble, but after thinking that thought through she almost wanted to laugh at the ridiculousness of her thoughts. Trying to summon the strength to laugh it off, she noticed that the feeling came back even stronger than before. ‘The hell?’ thought the kenjutsu ninja, as she rubbed the back of her neck and shivered a bit, ‘Why does it feel like someone is touching the back of my neck!’ The young girl didn’t seem to realize that her own instincts were trying to tell her that their was something ‘dangerous’ heading their way. 

However, instead of heeding such a warning the blue haired girl brushed it off as ‘frayed nerves’ and instead kept an eye out for anything suspicious. Seeing that her teammates had concluded their little ‘pow-wow’, as she called it, the four of them once again began their trek into the woods.

“We’ll head to the tower as fast as we can,” stated Sasuke with a mild smirk on his face, knowing that with his newly formed Sharingan he was about to test his strength, as well as learn new jutsu from those who he fought along the way, “if we fight any teams before we get there, then so be it. Otherwise, three quarters of the way we’ll set up traps and scout the area for any stragglers.”

“Right!” replied Sakura as she looked a Sasuke with a happy smile.

Usagi only nodded his head silently. Masami grunted her approval, but she saw still looking very distracted as her eyes seemed to dart all over. ‘That is...if...we make it to that point,’ kunoichi thought negatively, while keeping her teammates within her field of view.

****

“Damn I’m hungry!” cried out a portly young boy as he stomped through the vegetation of the forest, “Can we stop for a snack break?”

“But you just ate ten minutes ago,” said a mousy young man, who had shrew looking eyes, as he cocked an eyebrow in shock.

“So? That was ten minutes ago. That like an age ago!” said his large teammate with a straight face, obviously conveying that he was dead serious. This, of course, made everyone around the boy look at him in wonderment.

“He right,” said a certain blonde shinobi as he yawned deeply and flopped down on the forest floor, “besides...I’m dead tired.”

“This isn’t the time to be sleeping!” the shrewd-looking boy said with a sigh as he too flop down next to his teammate grumbling, “Troublesome!”

The only person of the team that seemed to still be standing was the young Hyuuga girl, and at the moment she was unaware of the three ninja that were currently watching the group from their hiding spots high above in the canopy.

“It doesn’t feel right,” said the smallest team member as he looked down at the four that were below the trio. “It’s almost as if they’re ‘too’ relaxed,” said the small man, his half metallic mask barely glinting in the strong light.

A dark skinned ninja moved silently next to the small man as he peeked down at the teams prey. “It’s possible...” said the dark complicated man as he drawled his words as if thinking something over, “but...these are fresh genin, straight out of the academy. Do you really think they would be able to fool us for all this time?

“I guess you right,” said the small man biting on his thumb nail, “I just don’t like the look of that shrewd looking one. He looks like he knows something that we don’t.”

The final member, who seemed to be the leader, of the team of rain nin spoke up, saying in a deep gravely voice, “I’d be more worried about the Hyuuga girl, if she spots us...it’s over.”  The other two nodded their heads as the leader unstrapped a beautiful steel spear that was on his back and said, “I’ll cripple the Hyuuga...”

“Etsuya...” said the leader as his dark skinned companion shifted his eyes over to the man, “Make sure the blonde and fat-one aren’t able to fight.”

“Usu,” said the man in response as he removed two wicked looking daggers from their holsters on his chest.

The leader then tuned his intense glare on the smaller member of the group, “Hyougo, you’ll take out the shrewd-looking one. Don’t use any jutsu unless you absolutely have to. I don’t want to make others aware of our presence, understand?”

“Hai,” said the smaller man as he adjusted his mask and clenched his fists as two wrist razors sprang out of his sleeves. With that said, the two teammates disappeared without a sound leaving the leader to adjust his position over the Hyuuga girl. Allowing his feet to cling to the branch that he was on, he fell forward and hung upside down while eyeing his prey from his vantage point.

‘From this height Kouryuu-ikimaku will split you in half,’ thought the man evilly, as he held his spear in a fighting stance and began to gather chakra. “Die!” whispered the man as he released the chakra he gathered and used it to propel himself downwards towards the unsuspecting Hyuuga girl’s head. As the man flew down from the canopy his two other teammates appeared out of the foliage in a pincer attack catching the green genin team off guard while also keeping their attention away from the real danger from above.

“Raaaaahhhh!” yelled Etsuya as he thrust his daggers into the large boy that was try to get up from his sitting position on the ground. At the same time Hyougo caught the shrewd looking boy off guard and quickly slit his throat. While his teammates dispatched two of the leaf-nins, the leader smiled as his spear did exactly what he thought it would do. The girl didn’t even have time to scream as the spear – with the added weight of his body, the momentum of the fall, and the extra chakra burst that he used – split the girl in twain.

Everything had worked as planned...that is until the trio of men heard a sound that they knew they shouldn’t be hearing if their plan was to be perfect. Turning around the leader knew that he had been one upped by the young genin’s. The girl who he had supposedly spliced in half was now nothing more than a cloud of thick ninja smoke. Casting a quick glance over at his partners, the rain-nin noted that they too were experiencing the same frustrating event. There was only one member of the leaf-nin team left, and now he was looking way more rested than he was before.

A cocky smirk was now plastered on his tan face as he said seriously, “You had your chance, now it’s ours! CHOUJI!”

“This is for calling me fat!” cried out a voice from behind the leader, “Bubun Bakai no Jutsu!” The rain tried to spin around with his spear to block the incoming attack but it was much too late as a gigantic fist contacted with the man’s head and sent him careening into a nearby tree. Etsuya and Hyougo watched in horror as their leader was knocked out with one attack. Realizing that they were now on the opposite side of the coin now, the two turned to run from the trap that they genin had set. 

Hyougo tried to run, but instead he found his body making a rat seal as a voice behind him said, “Kage Mane no Jutsu. Success!” Out of the bushes stepped the same shrewd-looking boy, but what really disturbed Hyougo was that every move the boy made was being made by his body.

“Etsuya!” cried out Hyougo as he turned to see his teammate laying on the floor unconscious and bleeding from his mouth, while the blonde genin that stood over him wiped his hand clean of the non-existent dust that had collected on them.

“Hinata, knock him out,” said the shrewd boy who had put him in the strange jutsu. Hyougo heard a soft reply as he felt cold fingers touch the back of his neck. A quick stinging pain later, and the small rain-nin found himself slowly being enveloped by darkness.

Shikamaru quickly took charge of the situation as he looked at the three rain ninja that they, as a team, had taken out. Looking over at Naruto, he saw that the blonde was sitting on the ground panting deeply from the exertion that was placed on his body by keeping those henge-bushin around for so long. “Naruto? Are you going...” asked Shikamaru out of concern, but he was interrupted mid way as his blonde teammate held up a ‘thumbs up’ signal to say that he was alright. 

“Fine.” said the Nara boy as he looked at Chouji and said, “Gather the items and collect any tools that may be useful to us later on, like smoke bombs or exploding tags. Leave their personal weapons, I don’t want to be making enemies out of these guys.”

“Un,” nodded Chouji as he went about rummaging through the unconscious ninja’s packs.

“Hinata, help me tie them up. We don’t want them tracking us after they come to,” said Shikamaru while pulling out several lengths of rope. By the time that the others had finished their duties, Naruto was now standing and breathing normally as he looked over at Shikamaru and said, “That was tough!”

“But it worked,” said Shikamaru dangling the three bronze disks in front of the young Uzumaki. “Now all we need is to get one more, but I think that’s going to be harder than this was. Especially since all of the weaker teams are now being eliminated as we speak.”

“Yeah,” agreed Naruto, “but I’m sure some sort of opportunity will show up.” Just as he had finished speaking the other two walked over to where the two boys were standing.

“I’ve got a question,” asked Chouji, his face scrunched up in deep thought as he approached Naruto and Shikamaru.

“What do you need to know?” asked Shikamaru, wondering what Chouji had to say since he knew that his friend rarely asked questions of him. Even Naruto eyebrows were raised in surprise at hearing Chouji asking a question of them.

“Well...” said the rotund shinobi as he crossed his arms, “...what I wanted to ask was...”

“Yes?” asked both boys in impatience, wanting Chouji to stop beating around the proverbial ‘bush’.

Not wanting to keep his friends hanging Chouji looked at both of them and asked, “Do I really complain that much about food? I mean...Chouji-bushin was complaining awfully a lot about food, and I was wondering if that’s what I’m like?”

Only the song of a chirping bird could be heard with in the forest as everything else within the area seemed to become silent. Shikamaru pale as his throat emitted a unclear sound that was a mix between a squeak and a grunt. Tuning his head he saw that Hinata had turned her head as was walking away coolly as if she hadn’t heard a word of the conversation. ‘Smart move,’ thought the Nara, as he damned his luck and looked over at his other partner in crime. 

Naruto’s face scrunched up into a half-horrified, half-stunned look, that seemed to sum up his feeling about answering that question truthfully. However, at the moment, the only thing that was going through the young Uzumaki’s head were six words and they were...

‘Talk about being a loaded question!’

Chapter 45 - A Leaf Hidden Snake pt.1
As brisk wind wafted through the heavy boughs of several large trees, under one such tree stood the three students of one Maito Gai. “This will be our meeting point,” said Neji as he made a quick sweep of the area with his bloodline enhanced eyes, “there are five teams that I spotted on the way that have the items we are looking for. Lee, take the northwest team.”

“Roger!” Lee said and quickly disappeared from the sight of his other two teammates.

“Tenten,” said Neji as he turned to face his other teammate, “there are two teams south of here. They’re all yours.”

“Hai,” replied Tenten as she quickly made a equipment check and then headed off in the direction Neji told her to go.

The Hyuuga prodigy then turned his eyes eastward and sighed as he thought of all the people who were destined to meet their defeat as his hands. Jumping up into a tree limb, Neji then took off towards the east and began actively looking for the teams that he saw moving in that direction.

In the northwest, Lee was moving swiftly to intercept his team as he thought, ‘Maybe I’ll be lucky enough to cross Naruto-kun and his team.’ With that in mind, Lee pushed his legs to move even faster as he imagined a great battle between him and Naruto.

****

“Hn, loser.” 

Those words flowed from the mouth of a smirking Uchiha Sasuke, as he stood over the battered form of a rain-nin who had tried, unsuccessfully, to catch him and his teammates in a complex genjutsu trap.

“He’s alone,” called out Masami as she dropped down from a tree looking a bit winded, “I searched the area. There’s no one else.”

“They probably split up thinking it would be easier to piece-meal the items than take on another team,” said Sakura softly. Out of everyone, Sakura had been the only one who had paralyzed with fear when the ninja attacked. If it hadn’t been for Usagi she would have taken a direct hit from a kunai aimed at her heart. Too bad for Usagi, he couldn’t have avoided the attack completely, and in helping her he got injured.

Checking the belongings of the enemy ninja, Sasuke found one of the items that they needed to complete this course. “We’ve got one,” said Sasuke throwing the object over to Sakura, “Now all we need to do is find another team.”

“Let’s do it quickly then,” said Masami as she looked around the forest warily. The feeling that the young lady had been feeling from the start of this test hadn’t seemed to wane. In fact, if anything, it seemed to get stronger as their made their way to the center of the forest.

“What’s wrong?” asked Sakura noticing that her teammate was a bit on edge.

“Something,” answered Masami, “I can’t yet put my finger on it, but something is not right.”

“It’s just nerves,” commented Sasuke as he stood up and brushed of the dirt from his pants. “Now, come on, let move.”

“Bastard,” Masami growled under her breath, as Usagi walked next to her and placed a hand on her shoulder while shaking his head. “I know,” the girl grumbled while shaking loose of her friends grip, “but it still pisses me off.”

****

Moving through the trees, team seven had yet to break from the silence, that had seemed to descend down upon them since their last battle. In the front of the group moved a silent Chouji, who looked to have an upset, but thoughtful, expression on his face. Behind him were both Naruto and Shikamaru, the pair both wore worried looks on their faces as they kept up. Bringing up the rear was Hinata, who was surprisingly collected about the whole situation.

It had been a good hour and a half since Chouji was given an answer to his question, and as the large boy landed on a branch he stopped and stood still. The others also stopped on nearby branches and waited to see what the Akimichi was going to say.

The answer that his friends had given him played through Chouji’s head as he tightened his fist and looked down at his feet...

“Well?” asked Chouji, watching as his friends became apprehensive about giving an answer. 

“N-no...look,” said Naruto carefully as he put his hand out in a calming way. Naruto didn’t want to answer this question, especially since this particular question came with consequences. He knew that even thought Chouji was physically strong, the boy was sensitive when it came to his appearance.

“Sometimes,” answered Shikamaru with a strong voice that didn’t seem to waver even though he knew of the possible outcomes this answer would cause.

“Sometimes?” Chouji repeated, still not understanding what his friend meant.

“Most of the time, you don’t act that way,” Shikamaru said as he rubbed the bridge of his nose, “but...”

“But?” the large boy asked as if wanting to hear the rest of what Shikamaru had to say.

“...but sometime you do act that way.” finished Shikamaru .

“Ah,” said young Akimichi as he lowered his gaze to the ground and stared at his feet, “sometimes, huh?”

And so here he was, standing on a branch, his back to his friends as he thought about the answer that had been given to him. “I...” said the boy quietly, he knew that his friends were waiting and listening careful for what he was going to say. “...I’m not angry with any of you,” said Chouji as he turned around, eyes averted from his friends, “If anything, I’m more angry with myself.”

“Chouji...” Naruto started to say but was stopped with an up held hand from his rotund teammate.

“Wait! Let me finish!” said Chouji as he finally looked up at his friends, determination glinting his eyes, “What you said is probably true, but...I...I want to change that! But I don’t know if I can do it myself...I think I’m going to need help...”

“Baka,” called out the lazy voice of his best friend, as Shikamaru jumped over to where the large boy stood. Smiling at his friend Shikamaru placed his hand on his shoulder and said, “You’ve already changed.”

Surprised by Shikamaru statement, Chouji looked over at his friend and asked, “What do you mean? I don’t feel any different and...I definitely don’t look any...”

“Troublesome...” sighed the Nara interrupting his friends words, “...the fact that you know you want to change, and you asked for our help, is enough proof of your change.”

“Really?” asked Chouji, a hint of a smile slowly showing on his face as he gauged the expressions of his other teammates, watching them nod their heads in approval.

“Now,” said Shikamaru as he turned his head away from his friend and began looking around, “it great that we’ve had this touching moment in the middle of test that could mean our very death, but I think we should be moving towards the goal that we set before walking into this horrible place. That said...we should head towards...”

Before Shikamaru could complete his sentence a blood curdling scream ripped through the damp air as both Hinata and Naruto turned their head towards the opposite direction that Shikamaru was looking. “Hinata!” called out Naruto as his eyes widened, when he recognized the voice that belonged to that scream.

Activating her bloodline and scanning the direction that the scream had come from, Hinata gasped at what she saw. “I-I-It’s M-M-Masami-san! S-s-she’s being attacked b-by a giant s-s-snake!” stuttered the young Hyuuga in fright. “She’s going to be eaten!” yelled Hinata as her already wide eyes seemed to get even wider.

“Damn it,” cursed Shikamaru as he turned around and said, “Come on, we have to help her!”

Naruto wasn’t waiting for words as he bolted into the vegetation in front of him, cutting a path for his friends to follow. Another scream pierced the air, this time it was Chouji who looked over at Hinata and asked, “What’s happening?”

Hinata’s face slowly turned green as she blurted out in dread, “Her arm just got crushed in the snakes mouth.”

“Naruto!” yelled Shikamaru, “Forget about us! She won’t last much longer!”

Understanding what Shikamaru was saying Naruto pushed as much chakra as he could into his legs and took off like a bullet through the trees. The blonde didn’t even bother to avoid small branches and the like as they whipped is face and drew blood. No, the only thing on his mind was if he was going to be able to make it on time.

****

The situation wasn’t looking good for the blue haired kunoichi. She was lucky enough to have been able to hold off the giant pythons attack for this long, but her arm throbbed terribly and must have been shattered in several places especially after that thing had managed to clamp down on it. Even now, Masami had the horrible feeling that the snake was only toying with her.

However, it wasn’t the snake that was worrying her, sure it was at the forefront of her thoughts, but what really had her worried was the manner in which she was put into this predicament. The last thing she remembered was telling her teammates that they should keep up their guard when something shot passed her and nicked her cheek.

Sasuke had pulled out his kunai, as did Usagi. Both began scanning the area and direction that the attack had originated from. However, before anyone had time to even wonder what was going on a howling wind began to tear through the forest and was directed solely at their team. Usagi had found cover behind several trees, Sasuke dug his kunai into the ground while using his chakra to stead himself, Sakura, who was lucky, got blown into a tree and hung on for dear life. All that left was Masami, and unfortunately she was out in the open, with no cover to protect her from the vicious winds.

****

Being thrown through the air and tumbling head over heels for several meters wasn’t one of the girl’s more pleasant memories. What was even worse, was the fact that when she had landed and finally got her bearing she was face to face with the biggest snake that she had ever seen in her life. The thing’s shiny brown scales were about the size of her head, and it’s bright yellow, slitted eyes seemed as if they possessed a malicious glow about them. 

The fight had been fast and furious, and Masami had desperately tried to run on several occasions but the snake was just too fast. Her breathing was becoming labored and her body was starting to feel the effect of exhaustion. Almost as if sensing that it’s prey was weakening the snake attack and slammed it’s tail into the young girl causing her to scream in pain. 

Pulling out her last resort, the blue haired Konoha ninja rolled up her sleeves revealing tattoos and seals running along the length of her arm. Activating the seals, while charging the snake the girl attacked with everything she had...too bad that it wasn’t enough.

Currently, Masami’s arm was caught in the creatures mouth and was slowly being crushed. The pain was unbearable, she let out another scream when the snake twisted sharply trying to take her arm off. ‘Is this how it’s going to end?’ wondered the girl, as the creature released her and began eyeing her with hunger glowing in its eyes...playtime was over. Shooting out its pink forked tongue and rearing back for a few seconds and the giant snake shot forward with it mouth open and fangs bared.

“Tch,” Masami said as a sad smile graced her face as the snake’s shadow loomed over her, “this is a really lame death.” However, before the snakes mouth snapped down on her she felt herself being picked up and removed out of harms way. “Wha...” said the girl as she opened her eyes to see the snake slamming into the area where she once stood.

“Why don’t you try picking on someone your own size,” growled a voice that the girl recognize. The snake hissed in anger at having it meal taken away from it.  “Hiss all you want, ugly.”

Masami blushed lightly while looking up into the face of her rescuer. The young genin saw blonde spiky locks of hair framing a familiar face as she whispered the name of the boy who had her in his arms, “Naruto?”

“Masami, are you alright?” asked the boy, never taking his eyes off of the snake in front of him. The girl nodded her head tentatively, and got up letting her shattered arm dangle at her side while she ignored the searing pain that shot through the limb. “Take it easy. The others are on their way. I’ll handle him,” Naruto said while nodding his head at the snake that was eyeing the both of them, “just defend yourself until the others arrive, kay?”

“Sure,” said the girl, she wasn’t sure that she could have said anything else in that position. At the moment, the blonde haired boy’s voice had a commanding edge to it and his eyes seemed to give off a confident glean.

The snake wasn’t about to let his prey escape. Raising it’s head, the creature shot forward for an attack but flinched off it’s course when a ball of fire appeared out of nowhere scorching it’s sides. Looking around for it’s attacker, the snake noticed that it prey’s rescuer was no longer by it’s prey. No, instead, the rescuer was now moving towards the snake slowly while doing something with it’s limbs.

“Ninpo: Bakaretsu Hosenko,” yelled Naruto after finishing his last seal and spat out three balls of white hot fire that exploded the moment they hit the snake. The snake reared back its head back in pain, and Naruto took his chance as he began throwing several kunai at the monstrous creatures eyes. ‘If I can just injure it...’ thought the blonde as he avoided a vicious tail swipe from the snake.

Reaching into his pack, Naruto quickly rolled two explosive notes on to a kunai and flipped the kunai into his other hand while he dodge another attack. “Damn it,” spat the boy as he was slowly running out of room to maneuver. 

Something caught the blondes interest as he was move through a hollowed tree stump. A flash of black had appeared on the boys palm, at first Naruto thought that he was seeing things. However, as he ran from the giant creature and flipped his hand over to inspect his palm, sure enough the summon tattoo had appeared and was reacting to the presence of another summon. 

Gazing at the kanji that had appeared, Naruto frowned as he turned his head back and saw the snake gaining on him. Looking back at the kanji which read “snake”, Naruto was certain that this creature had been summoned for the express purpose of killing Masami.

“You want me!?” yelled Naruto as he ran through several familiar hand seals, “Your got me!” The area where Naruto had been exploded into smoke, the snake summon stopped it pursuit flicking it’s forked tongue out trying to find it’s prey. In a flash, several Naruto’s began pouring out of the smoke and latching themselves onto the snake as the real one commanded in a loud voice. “Head for the eyes!”

“Easy...for you...to say!” cried out one of the clones as the snake started to try and shake them off. The real Naruto shot off another round of white fireballs that distracted the snake long enough for one of his clones to reach the top of the reptiles head.

“Catch!” said Naruto as he threw the note covered kunai that he was holding on to all this time. Sailing through the air the kunai was only barely caught by his clone and then quickly plunged into the snakes eye where it exploded leaving a crater of blood and gore.

The result was almost instant. One moment, the snake was reeling back from an attack that would have meant it’s death, and then the next moment it was disappearing into a cloud of white smoke. From the smoke emerged his clone with a wide grin that he himself was wearing at the moment.

“We kick ass and take names!” said the clone as it gave it creator a high five and then disappeared in smoke. Normally, this would have been the point where Naruto would celebrate, however, something was bothering him as he took another peek at his palm. He was worried that the kanji and the tattoo were still visible on his hand. Making his way back to where Masami was he met up with Shikamaru and Chouji, both who had concerned looks on their face as they told him about the injures that Masami had sustained in her battle. “Where are the others,” asked Chouji looking around for the rest of team ten.

Both Naruto and Shikamaru eyes met in suspicion as they sped up their trek back to the area where Masami was recovering. “I have to go!” yelled a voice that the trio knew belonged to a certain blue haired kunoichi. Jumping down to the forest floor Naruto noticed that Hinata had almost finished binding and bandaging Masami’s wounded arm.

“Go?” asked Shikamaru as he walked over to where the two females were sitting, “Where do you need to go in that condition? And where is your team?” asked the young Nara as he rubbed his temples in annoyance. 

“Idiot! Where do you think I’m going!” yelled Masami as she allowed Hinata to finish the binding of her arm and then stood up shakily. Realizing that the others were right and that she was in really no condition to actually do anything Masami said in a small voice, “Someone attacked us, and I got separated. All I know is that I have a bad feeling about this and I want to get back to them as fast as I can.”

“S-s-Shikamaru,” Hinata spoke up while giving the boy a look that seemed to convey her feelings to him.

The young shinobi tilted his head back and muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like ‘what a pain’. “We’ll help you find your team,” sighed Shikamaru, making Hinata smile and Naruto smirk.

“You big softy,” said Naruto eliciting a growl from his teammate while Chouji chuckled.

“But that’s all! We are sill in a test, and it would do us all some good not to forget this fact,” said Shikamaru as he ignored all his friends lighthearted attempts at humor. That said, Masami nodded her head and took off into the trees with Hinata and Chouji following behind them closely.

As Shikamaru as about to take off from his spot he heard Naruto calling his name. Turning around the pineapple haired boy saw his friend looking at his hand while saying, “That snake wasn’t a normal resident of this forest.”

Shikamaru’s eyebrow raised in curiosity, “How do you know that?”

Showing his palm and the black tattoo that was refusing to disappear from it, Naruto watched his friend’s eyes widen a bit in understanding

“Are you saying ‘that’ technique allows you to know when a summon animal is around?” questioned Shikamaru while inspecting the tattoo.

“I don’t really know...” the pre-teen said as he thought about the other times that summons had appeared, “No, I don’t think it does that....otherwise, during the battle at wave I would have received the kanji for ‘lizards’.”

“This isn’t good,” said Shikamaru, as both boys took off after their teammates, “Like I said last time, summoning is a chuunin rank jutsu. If someone has enough power to use a summon as a distraction, than that means that they are probably ranked as a high level chuunin...or maybe even higher.”

Hearing his friends logic Naruto couldn’t find anything that would disprove it, and because of that he quickly pushed some of his chakra into his limbs as he tried to catch up with his two teammates and Masami. While he was doing this, Naruto began to fear for the safety of team ten as well as feeling an ominous sensation in the pit of his stomach as Yaban’s voice once again echoed through his head.

‘I wonder...is this an omen for darker times to come...’

****

‘Damn it,’ though Sasuke, hiding within a small bush after the blast of wind had subsided, ‘That was a high level ninjutsu. Whoever used that attack is definitely ‘not’ a genin.’ The wind rustled the leaves in the area as the black haired boy strained his hearing to try and pick up any sounds of movement or the like. What he heard had him spinning around quickly with a kunai in his hand as a twig behind him snapped.

“Ahh!” yelped Sakura as Sasuke brandished his blade at her, “Sasuke-kun it’s me!”

“How do I know that? What’s the password?” asked Sasuke as he made several hand signs.

“The realm of the shadow best suits the needs of a ninja,” stated Sakura, as she too began a set of hand signs and finished by saying, “Only a ninja who can utilize this will be victorious in battle.”

“Hn, alright,” Sasuke huffed lowering his weapon, convinced of Sakura’s identity, “Where are the others?”

“Don’t know,” answered Sakura as she grabbed her head and said with a face filled with pain, “The last thing I remember was a blast of wind and then a sharp pain.”

‘Concussion,’ thought Sasuke as he noticed, sure enough, there was some blood slowly oozing it’s way out of a wound that was in the girls hairline. From the top of the trees dropped a shadow that suddenly had both genin reaching for their weapons, but they quickly put them away as the haunting voice of Usagi went through his paces with the password and watched as the others did the same.

‘Masami?’ asked the tall teenager with a string of hand signs.

“Don’t know,” answered Sakura, “I think she might have taken the brunt of the attack.”

Usagi frowned deeply as he turned his head in the direction of where Masami would have been thrown if caught in the attack. From the bushes in that direction a lone figure popped her head out and began to untangle herself from the vegetation, cursing loudly as she did so.

“Look there she is!” said Sakura, relieved that no one was seriously injured.

Usagi’s frown, however, hadn’t lessened and Sasuke seemed to narrow his eyes as the blue haired kunoichi strode up to them and said, “Whoever did that is going to die by my hand!”

“What’s the password?” asked Sasuke as he flipped through the familiar hand signs that said ‘What’s your favorite color?’

“A ninja must always be aware of their surroundings and take in to consideration how to used them to win a battle,” said Masami while she flipped through several hand seals saying, ‘My favorite color is blue.’ Nodding his head as his face relaxed a bit, Sasuke was about to turn his back when he saw Usagi quickly throw three kunai at the young girl.

“What the hell?!” yelled Masami as she quickly dodged the projectiles.

/You’re not Masami,/ Usagi’s hollow voice said as he gripped a kunai in his hand, /You move differently, and your sign language isn’t the same!/ Sasuke looked over at Usagi as the tall teen nodded his head in confirming what he said.

That was all Sasuke needed as he pulled several of his own kunai out and readied them while growling, “You can drop the henge, imposter.”

“Heh,” the fake Masami eyes sharpened while a wide smirk appeared on her face as a long tongue darted out of her mouth to lick her lips. “Interesting,” said the imposter as she exploded into a cloud of smoke that revealed the strange grass-nin that had confronted the examiner before the test, “maybe I can play around with you a bit longer.”

‘Creepy,’ though Sakura as she too began to pull out a kunai while wrapping a exploding tag around it.

What was left of team ten watched as the grass-nin pulled out three of the bronze items that they needed to pass the test, “I’m guessing that you need these to pass the test, am I right?” The shinobi’s long tongue slipped out of his mouth and wrapped around the three bronze pieces. Both Sakura and Sasuke’s eyes widened as they watched the man’s mouth unhinged to swallow the items whole. Sakura watched in sick fascination, as the three lumps work their way down the throat of the ninja only to disappear as they hit his stomach.

“Now,” the ninja said with closed eyes as shadow covered his bowed head, “let us start this battle to claim each others items.” Placing his hand over his face the ninja opened his eye and spoke in a amused manner, “Only...in this battle...the winner get the items, while the loser...”

“...the loser DIES!” said the creepy shinobi, his fingers gripping his lower eyelid.

Sasuke, since he was the closest to the man, was the first to feel the dark feeling overtaking his senses. In a flash, he felt as if he had been torn to pieces by some sort of attack. The Uchiha could feel the warmth of his body fleeing him as his blood poured onto the ground and his last vision was of him being struck in the head with a well placed kunai.

Blinking, Sasuke looked around and found himself barely standing. His mind quickly put things together as he realized that nothing really happened to him. However, that did mean that he was safe. Breathing hard, Sasuke tried to make sense of the attack that the grass-nin used on him as he thought, ‘Was that a genjutsu?’ However, before he could reply his stomach rebelled and he threw up black bile all over the ground. ‘My body? Why...why won’t it move?’ questioned the Uchiha as he fell back on his rear and remained on the ground for a couple of seconds. ‘That’s wasn’t a genjutsu...” said Sasuke as his mind began to clear up a bit more, ‘...it was killing intent...on a completely different level!’

‘Unbelievable...’ thought the raven haired genin in fear and shock, ‘just by looking into his eyes I was imprinted with the type of death he was going to give us. Who the hell is he?’ Still trying to fight the feeling that was running through his muscles, Sasuke turned his head to see if his teammates were any better off. Sakura was crying as he eyes were wide as if she was seeing something horrible over and over. Her body shook violently, telling Sasuke that she was going to be of no use to him in this situation.

When Sasuke spotter Usagi he felt a bit of hope enter him, as he watched the tall teen struggling to stay upright. ‘We’ve...we’ve got to run,’ thought Sasuke, as he slowly forced himself to stand slowly, ‘if this man can do this much damage with only his ki then...’ 

A taunting laugh echoed through the clearing as a accompanying wind rustle the leafs and shifted the light that filtered through the canopy overhead. In the shifting light, the man’s shadow seemed to sway dangerously like a snake, as he asked in taunting manner, “Can’t move already?” Hearing the sound of movement off to the side of the group, the man turned his attention to Usagi, who seemed to be trying to move his legs in an attempt to walk. Smiling wickedly as he watched Usagi’s painfully slow progress, the grass-nin stated in a whisper, “It seems that one you is lying about their status...”

‘Damn it!’ Sasuke screamed in his mind as he saw the man reaching into his kunai holster, ‘Move! He’s going to kill us! Move, damn it!’ Slowly, ever so slowly Sasuke’s arm move to his kunai holster. Feeling the smooth, cold metallic ring passing over his finger tips and then the rough texture of the grip tape on the handle, he pulled the kunai out as he willed himself to stand in a defensive posture.

Narrowing his eyes at the Uchiha’s stance and determination in the boys eyes, the grass-nin smirked his eyes twitching ever so slightly, “And what exactly are you going to do with that?”

Trying to will himself to move Sasuke suddenly felt the man’s eyes on him as his muscles suddenly tensed up under the man’s scrutiny. ‘No! I...I can’t move...why?’ Sasuke asked himself as he tried again and again to move his arms and legs. Little did the young Uchiha know, Usagi was having the same problem as he struggled to move his arms.

“Relax, I’ll make this quick and painless,” said the ninja pulling out three kunai from his pack. Time slowed as the man pulled back his arms with the weapons in them and took aim, “It was fun...I wish this could have lasted longer, but...I’m feeling disappointed in your performance.” With that said the grass ninja threw his kunai. As the deadly weapons flew through the air, the long haired nin watched in fascination as Sasuke drove his kunai into his leg while the other teammate seemed to have bit his lip. With the pain over coming their fear, the two were able to dodge their kunai’s while the tall genin deflected the kunai head towards the girl. That allowed Sasuke to spirited her away from the clearing and the dangerous ninja.

Speeding through the trees in the forest, Sasuke was barely managing to keep up with the pace that Usagi had set. However, he would be damned if he was going to ask the other teen to slow down. He allowed a sigh of relief to escape his mouth when Usagi finally stopped. Dropping Sakura and falling to the branch that they were on Sasuke was breathing hard as he tried to regain control over his senses..

Pulling the kunai from his leg, as cleanly as he could without making a bigger mess of the self inflicted wound, Sasuke said through his gasps, “That was no genin!” He caught Usagi’s eyes as the tall teen replied with sign language.

‘Jounin or higher,’ answered Usagi, as he began to feel his breath returning to him.

‘What’s a jounin doing in this test? The ANBU or the test proctors should have already discovered him. Is he that good? Why is he after us?’ were the questions that ran through the raven haired prodigy while he watched as Sakura blink a few times in confusion before seeing his injured state and disheveled appearance.

“Sasuke-kun? Are you alright?” asked the now truly confused kunoichi. “What happed? Why are you two so hurt?” it wasn’t until she ask such a silly question that the answers seemed to come rushing back into her head. 

‘What do we do?’ Sasuke wondered as he looked around expecting another attack. ‘We’ve got to run...he’ll find us soon,’ thought the young Uchiha trying to think of a way out of this situation. However, as Usagi had close his eyes and Sasuke was too caught up in thinking about how to escaped, a large shadow seemed to block out the light from the canopy.

Sakura was the only member who noticed and for some reason he voice did want to cooperate as she tried to scream a warning to the other. Trying again the pink haired genin yelled loudly, “SNAKE!”

Both shinobi turned their attention towards Sakura, as they were only given seconds to react to the gaping maw of the monstrous snake that attacked them. Usagi rolled off the branch as he free fell several feet and landed on a lower branch. Sasuke used an chakra enhanced jump to propel him away from the attacking reptile while Sakura pushed off the tree trunk and bounced herself to another nearby tree.

“Tch, am I that distracted that I can’t even sense a giant snake?!” wondered Sasuke, as he and the other watched the snake ignore his other two teammates in order to attack him. Watching the reptile wind its way around the tree trunk Sasuke eyes widened as the monstrous creature shot out its head to attack the airborne boy.

“Sasuke-kun!” screamed Sakura, worried that the snake was actually going to swallow her teammate.

“Get away from me!” roared Sasuke throwing several heavy shuriken at the snake, killing it almost instantly. The reptile flopped lifelessly onto a large tree branch, Sasuke landed and watched the creature, his heart beating unbelievably fast as he said to himself, ‘I thought I saw the eyes of the grass-nin when that snake was attacking...what the hell is going on?!’

What happened next caused Sakura to cover her mouth in horror, and Sasuke to stare in full blown fear. The scales of the snake that Sasuke had just killed seemed to suddenly crack, almost as if the creature was made of fine porcelain instead of scale and bone. From those cracks slowly rose a figure that was, at first, unrecognizable. However, as the figure slowly began to straighten itself out even Usagi was left staring in disbelief, as a familiar voice said in a cheerful tone, “You should never let your guard down...even for a second!”

“You see...” said the voice as long hair was left swaying in the small breeze that spiraled its way through the trees, “...those who are prey have no choice but to be on guard all the time...especially as they run from their hunter.” The three genin stood shocked as the grass-nin chuckled darkly before shooting forward like a snake as his body wound around the tree. 

His target was obvious...too bad that Sasuke was paralyzed with overwhelming fear of the man to even put up a defense. Even now the young Uchiha was trying to command his body to move, but nothing was working. ‘No!’ thought the boy, ‘I can’t die here! I have to live! I still have something important that I must do...’

Chapter 46 - A Leaf Hidden Snake pt.2
The snake-like grass-nin wound his way around the tree while keeping his beady eyes trained on his prey. Sasuke’s spine literally shivered with fear, as he watched the man eye him with something akin to hunger. Finally reaching the branch that Sasuke stood on, the man shot forward with a malicious grin. His prey was with his reach, but before he had a chance to attack, a spike of killing intent tipped the man off to an unseen attack.

Stopping his snake-like progressing along the branch the shinobi watched as a silvery blue katana slammed itself into the branch where his head would have been if he hadn’t stopped. Eyeing the beautiful and deadly instrument, the shinobi knew that the weapon had to have been honed by a kenjutsu expert. Even now as he stared at the blade, which was buried to its hilt in the wood, he knew who had shown up. Turning his head slightly to the side to eye the person who attack him, he heard a voice yell, “Hold it right there, freak!”

“Oh?” said the man with a disappointed look on his face, “It looks like you got away from my little pet.”

Masami clenched her good hand while narrowing her eyes in cold fury as she spat out, “You bastard...that was you?!”

“Masami,” called out Sasuke as he backed up and took a defensive pose. It seemed as if the small reprieve that Sasuke was given from the man’s unnerving stare was all that was needed for the boy to assert control over his fears. “This man isn’t a genin! He’s way above our level!” yelled the young Uchiha as he slid another kunai into his hands, “We have to run away.”

“Sasuke-kun,” Sakura whispered in concern as she saw the wild eyes of the Uchiha darting to and fro while trying to find a way to escape this situation.

“No,” said Masami as she pointer her finger at the grass-nin and said, “that bastard owes me a broken arm!”

Seeing that he wasn’t going to get through to the enraged girl, Sasuke slowly reach into his pack and pulled out the four silver items that were entrusted to him by his teammates. ‘There’s no other way,’ thought Sasuke as he gripped the items, ‘...it might work...”

“Wait!” said Sasuke as the grass-nin took his eyes off of his blue-haired teammate and now looked in his direction. Seeing the silver objects resting in Sasuke’s hands, the ninja smiled widely as Sasuke said, “...if you leave...you can have these.”

“What! You’ve got to be frickin’ kidding me Uchiha!” screamed Masami, her eye twitching in anger. “You don’t actually belie...”

“Shut up!” yelled Sasuke, keeping his eyes on the shinobi in front of him, “You have no idea what kind of situation we are in!”

“Hm,” huffed the shinobi as he swung his black hair back and grinned while saying, “You’re quite smart. You know that the only hope prey have against its hunter is to offer something that will make the hunter forget about its prey.”

Usagi frowned as he removed several kunai from his holster. Sakura audibly gulped as the tension in the air seemed to become thicker and more oppressive. Masami clutched her hand into a fist while shaking in unbridled fury.

Hoping that his intuition was right, Sasuke threw the items at the smirking ninja saying, “Here. Leave us alone.” The silvery object glinted in the light of the setting sun as they arced their way over to the powerful ninja. Sasuke felt a bit of relief as he saw the items making their way to the man, but soon that relief turned to shock as he saw the object disappear in mid air.

“Now!” yelled Masami as she pulled on an invisible wire that was attached to her sword, causing it to be pulled free from the branch. 

“Baika no Jutsu! NIKUDAN SENSHA!” roared a voice, that two members of team ten seemed to recognize, as a thunderous crashing sound echoed from the canopy above. With in seconds both team ten and the mysterious ninja were showered with giant branches and leaves, as a giant green wrecking ball fell from the canopy, aiming itself directly at the ninja.

The ninja spared no time in evading the attack from above as he used chakra to shoot himself backwards in a flash. However, in mid-dodge, the grass-nin saw the flash of a silvery blue blade arcing its way towards him. Seeing the path of the sword, the grass-nin channeled more chakra into his legs and performed another chakra enhanced jump which took him safely out of the path of the dangerous two pronged attack. “I see that you didn’t come alone,” chuckled the ninja amused that these children actually thought they could defeat him.

“You got that right bastard!” yelled Masami as she jumped down and signaled Usagi to retreat. Using the falling leaves and debris as cover, Chouji reverted himself and picked up a shocked Sakura and jumped away from the battle zone.

“Sasuke! Come on!” called the rotund Akimichi over his shoulder watching at Sasuke blinked once and then followed his lead.

“You won’t get away,” yelled the man, redirecting himself once again as he finally touched down on a branch. Before he had time to react the man watched as several kunai burst out of the falling leaves. Attached to their handles were smoke bombs that were already active and streaming thick white smoke, which exploded in the ninja’s face and covered the fleeing genin’s escape. 

“Hinata!” called out Masami in a worried voice as she could feel the man’s chakra begin to spike. Mist slowly began to develop in the air as the others struggled to keep moving away from the insanely powerful ninja. However, before the mist could completely obscure the group from sight an evil sounding voice echoed in each of the genin’s ears as they heard...

“Fuuton: Tsujikaze Hanpatsu no Jutsu! (Wind Element: Whirlwind Backlash Technique)” hissed the evil voice as the smoke and the mist in the area, as well as the five genin who were trying to run, were blasted by several powerful whirlwinds that seemed to flare out from where the grass-nin had been.

Usagi held on to Masami as the two of them were thrown into a large bush. Sasuke was once again holding on for dear life as he channeled chakra to his feet. Chouji was blown away with Sakura, but luckily he managed to inflate himself before the two slammed into a large tree.

“Haven’t you been listening?” asked a cold voice in a sinister sounding hiss, “There is no escape!” In the center of the destruction stood the grass-nin, his clothes and hair swaying wildly in the aftermath of the catastrophic winds. Just as the menacing shinobi took a step forward, he yet again had to evade several kunai that shot out of the upper branched of the trees that surrounded him.

A shadowy figure dropped from the surrounding trees next to Sasuke. The grass-nin narrowed his eyes as he regarded the newcomer in front of him. Blonde hair and blue eyes pretty much described the boys appearance. However, it was his expression that seemed convey his angry disposition at the moment.

“What the hell is wrong with you!” angrily asked the blonde. He was obviously referring to the raven haired boy kneeling next to him. Reaching into his ninja pack, Naruto removing several silver items, and made sure to dangle the items in front of his fellow shinobi. Eyes widening in both anger and surprise Sasuke turned his head to regard the blonde. 

“Don’t you get it?!” asked Naruto still keeping his eyes on the dangerous man, “If he’s willing to kill for those items...do you really think he going to leave peacefully if you hand them over obediently?!”

Sasuke blinked once before what Naruto said registered in his head. It was like an explosion going off in his mind. Shaking his head in disbelieve, and ridding himself of the cobwebs that seemed to have impeded his thinking, the young Uchiha knew that the blonde was correct. ‘What was I thinking,’ mentally asked the Uchiha, ‘What’s wrong with me? Am I that frightened?’

“Hn...huh...ha, ha...Hahahahaha!” laughed the ninja, as he began to slowly walk towards the genin while saying in a inhuman and frightening manner, “So someone has seen my real motives, huh?” Step by step the ninja inched closer to the group as he said in a dark voice while seeming to suddenly take a more defensive posture, “Seriously though...”

Naruto took a step back, feeling uneasiness settle around him like a blanket, as the dangerous ninja eyed the two of them with a stone cold glare before saying, “...do you really think it would make a difference if he knew that? It seems that I’ve played long enough with you...this is becoming boring.” Lifting his sleeve, the man bit his thumb and quickly wiped the flowing blood across a strange looking tattoo on his forearm. Flicking his hands together in a rapid succession of seals that was too fast for any of the genin to track, the shinobi said with a sneer, “Kuchiyose no Jutsu (Art of Summoning)!”

A wind seemed to rip through the woods as everyone in the two teams shielded their eyes from the strong winds. “Kuso!” Chouji swore, as everyone looked up to see what it was that had genin sounding so worried. Staring down at the group was a snake that seemed to dwarf its surroundings. Masami and Naruto both knew, just by looking at the scaled monstrosity, that it was twice the size of the other one that they had fought.

The ninja shook his head disappointedly and tsked at the group while saying, “And here I was, thinking that fighting an Uchiha was going to be hard.” Sighing, he leveled his piercing gaze at Sasuke and said in a bored tone, “It seems that you no where near as powerful as your brother...”

That was all it took to gain the young raven haired boys attention and focus. “What do you know about, Itachi!?” yelled Sasuke in a wild manner, as the others looked over at him with concern clearly showing on their faces. “Tell me!” yelled the boy as he pulled several kunai and threw them at the grass-nin.

Dodging the attacks while laughing the ninja taunted the young boy, “It seems as if I hit a raw nerve.” Flicking his arm out in a silent command, everyone watched as the snake’s tail began sweeping through the forest toppling trees and smashing into all of the unprepared genin.

Naruto managed to latch onto the snakes tail just after the thing slammed into him. However, everyone else wasn’t as lucky. Masami and Usagi were both thrown backwards, with Usagi taking the brunt of the attack. Hinata, Chouji and Sakura were swept into several young sapling trees, out of them only Chouji was slowly starting to rise up.

“Tell you what,” said the snakey grass-nin a malicious grin tugging at the his mouth, “if you can defeat me I tell you where your brother is.”

“Sasuke! No, it a trap!” yelled Naruto, as he saw the man slowly command his snake back into the forest and away from the rest of the team. “Chouji! We need that snake gone! Can you do it!?” yelled Naruto over to his portly friend.

“I’ll try!” coughed the young Akimichi as he slapped his hands together and concentrated. Other than the rock armor technique that Naruto had taught Chouji, there was one other jutsu that the blonde had given the large boy. “Doton: Ketatamashii Sentou no Jutsu (Earth Element: Piercing Spire Technique)!” called out Chouji as he pulled back his fist and thrust it into the ground before him.

A slight tremor shook the area, as a giant, sharp, and twisted spire of hardened earth erupted from underneath the snake impaling it before the giant reptile could fully evade it. Chouji, having used up a large portion of his chakra to power the technique, collapsed to one knee as he panted heavily and said with a slight wince marring his face, “Take that bastard!”

The snake, taking fatal damage, burst into smoke. A slight, cooling breeze dispersed the white cloud that hung in front of everyone, and as it did it revealed the grass-nin standing calmly where his summon once stood. The only displeasure that the shinobi showed outwardly that he was angry was a slight tick of the his left eye that was followed by an indescribable amount of ki which pressed ruthlessly down on the young genin teams. 

Sakura and Hinata were the first to buckle under the pressure, followed closely by an exhausted Chouji. Sasuke was closer to the source, so he was effected more than the others...but he still managed to stay standing. Masami was the next to fall under the pressure, which left Naruto, Usagi, and a hidden Shikamaru as the only hope for getting away from the crazed ninja.

“You will not keep me from my prize,” said the deranged man, as he licked his lips with his elongated tongue.

‘At this rate we are all going to die,’ thought Naruto as he watched Sasuke take a step forward. Reaching into his holster, Naruto grabbed a kunai while saying to himself, ‘I need to distract him...’

“Itachi...where is he...” asked Sasuke as he willed his body to move forward through sheer determination.

‘Yes, come forward and follow me...’ smiled the ninja. ‘Such spirit...and with those eyes...those ‘special’ eyes...you have the potential to become the greatest ninja ever to grace this planet!’ The man’s thoughts, however, were interrupted when a flash of metal whizzed by his face. This action caused him to lose some of his concentration on emitting his ki, and the result was almost instantaneous. Sasuke charged forward with a growl while flipping through several familiar hand seals, “Katon: Goukakyuu no Jutsu!”

The ball of destructive fire raced through the air toward its target, however, the shinobi made no move to dodge the attack. No, instead, he took a step forward and simply extended a hand as a gout of foaming white water shot out of his palm penetrating and extinguishing the flames. What was even more of a surprised was that the water hadn’t evaporated. Instead it was now furiously bubbling as it made its way towards Sasuke.

Barely dodging the attack, Sasuke had allowed some of the super heated water to splash his skin. The area of the skin that was splashed quickly turned an angry red, began to swell and peel. The burns throbbed horribly but, to Sasuke’s credit, he allowed only a muffled grunt to escape his lips. Pushing past the pain, Sasuke dashed forward and began to fight the man one-on-one with taijutsu.

Executing a round house kick, which was neatly caught by the older ninja, Sasuke jumped off his good leg while kicking at the mans head. The grass-nin released Sasuke’s leg and bent back so that the boy’s attack passed harmlessly in front of him. Chambering a kick, the older man waited for Sasuke to land before performing a front kick into the young boys chest.

The raven haired genin was sent flying to the ground and left gasping for air, while his opponent shook his head disappointedly, “How are you ever going to defeat your brother with such pitiful skills?” asked the man in a taunting voice as he waltzed up to Sasuke, “Your so weak...maybe I should just kill you.”

The exchange between the two ninjas had been fast and furious, meanwhile, Naruto had taken this chance to hide himself once again. He had been watching the two fight, and was now waiting for a chance to strike at the grass-nin. However, seeing Sasuke down while the man approached him languidly with a sneer covering his face, he began to removed a smoke bomb and was about to throw it to save the young Uchiha from whatever fate was in store for him. But before he could throw the bomb, Naruto’s sharp eyes caught the fluttering of Sasuke’s eyelids, which could mean only one thing...

As the man now stood over Sasuke’s body, sharingan red eyes cracked open and narrowed as they waited for the small explosives, that he had hooked onto the man’s clothing during their taijutsu battle, to go off. Sure enough, the ninja was caught off guard when three minor explosions made him stumble forward. Giving the, now ready and waiting, Uchiha a perfect chance at a counter attack.

Attacking his legs, Sasuke’s was able to keep the ninja off balance for a few more seconds as he landed several attacks and even got in a crushing kick to the man’s abdomen. Then flipping backwards the boy quickly used a modified version of the Goukakyuu no Jutsu, breathing a stream of fire at the man. The flames enveloped the ninja as the ground and everything in the area became blackened by the heat.

One would think that the Uchiha would have worn a triumphant smirk at defeating the ninja, but it seemed that Sasuke was going for the opposite reaction as he scowled fiercely and took up a defensive stance. ‘Damn it,’ thought the genin, his bloodline limit picked out movement from within the fire as well as a chakra signature, ‘what hell is he!’

A strong pulse of chakra dispersed the fire from around the man as he grimaced and stood up, anger shining brightly in his eyes. Pulling up his sleeve the man began to bite his thumb. Both Sasuke and Naruto knew what would come next and both were aiming to stop that from happening when a new voice called out from the forest.

“Kagemane no Jutsu!”

The mans thumb had stopped only inches away from his forearm and now his face had taken on a look of fury. Naruto, from his perch in the trees above, watched as Shikamaru appeared just off to the side and looked to be straining to keep his jutsu operational.

The young Nara breath came in short, deep pants as he tried desperately to contain the ninja with his shadow imitation technique. The extent of the ninja power was, all at once, realized by the genius as he struggled with the man caught in his family’s jutsu.

Normally, a person caught in the shadow imitation technique would “imitate” the users movement, however, the man standing in front of him now was still in the position that he was in when the jutsu was cast...and he was still moving! ‘Strong,’ was the only word that the young genin could used to describe the ninja in front of him, “Hinata! Go! He’s breaking free!”

Up in the foliage, the blonde flinched as he saw his white eyed teammate pop out of the bushes and rush the now prone grass-nin while she gathered chakra to her palms for a fatal jyuuken strike.

‘A Hyuuga! Do they actually think that I’d be caught so easily?’ thought the enemy ninja as he released a wave of chakra that dispelled the shadow users technique. With in that split second, the man brandished a kunai and easily side stepped the Hyuuga’s jyuuken strike while attempting to thrust the weapon he held into the girl’s heart.

The Hyuuga heiress was, at first, shocked to see their enemy moving, but that shock soon turned to fright as the man dodged her attack and countered with a kunai strike that moved too fast for her too see. Luckily, it seemed as though lady luck decided to favor the girl on this day. It was nothing more then a reflex that she had learned to use when fighting her father, but today it would save her life. Subconsciously, Hinata turned her body and leaned back,  this move usually made her a smaller target when ever she sparred against her father, but today it was used to avoid a strike that she couldn’t see. Its result, was that instead of her heart being impaled by the razor sharp weapon, it was her upper arm that was stabbed.

Rolling with the attack, the kunoichi removed herself from battle while crimson blood slowly started to seep into her cream colored jacket. “Hinata!” yelled Shikamaru, appeared between the ninja and his teammate with a only kunai in hand as concerned look crossed his face.

The grass-nin smirked and licked some of the blood of his kunai as he said in bored voice, “Is this all Konoha has to offer? A weak Uchiha, and pathetically coddled ninjas like her? How the might have...” The ninja stopped his rant, feeling an intense spike of killing intent washing over the area, almost like a thick fog had rolled in and was now settling around him.

“You hurt my friends...” a dark voice echoed from the top of the trees, “...I’ll make you pay for that!” The grass-nin twisted just in time to intercept a kunai attack from behind him. Holding the kunai was the blonde haired, blue eyed shinobi brat that he had seen enter with the others. What surprised the nin was the amount of ki pressing down on him at the moment. This wasn’t the ki of a genin...if anything it was the ki of a high level chuunin.

“Hmm, interesting,” said the snake user, as he easily stabbed the boy in the stomach only to watched in even more fascination as the boy popped into smoke. ‘Shadow clone? It is a forbidden technique...how does he know it?’ pondered the ninja, while a growling was heard in the trees and the pressure from the ki seemed to slowly become stronger.

“Katon: Goukakyuu no Jutsu!” said the voice as a ball of fire descended from over head. The ninja automatically recognized that the technique was stronger than the Uchiha’s and in response he dodged the ball of fire only to end up facing off against three shadow clones. Something was definitely different about the clones this time around, and as the man had to actually evaded the attacks that were coming from the blonde clones. While he wove his way between the bushins, he began picking out slight discrepancies in the boy appearance which only increased the feeling of uneasiness in his mind.

‘What are you?’ pondered the powerful ninja as he dispatched the clones, only this time around the man actually felt a small bead of sweat drip from his forehead. ‘Hn, this brat actually made me perspire a bit...’ he thought while looking around the area trying to locate his new prey. Eyeing the shadow user and the Hyuuga, the ninja smirked as he said, “Come out, or I’ll kill your ‘so-called’ friends...”

Silence only met his ears as he watched the shadow-user tighten his grip on the lone kunai in his hand. “So be it,” said the man with a shrug, unfurling his hand he blew over his extended upturned palm and everyone watched in horror as a massive billowing cloud of flame shot out from his palm heading straight for the two prone ninja.

Hinata screamed, while Shikamaru stood unflinchingly in front of her as he closed his eyes. Suddenly a shadow bounded in front of the two as the cloud of flame enveloped the three. “Fool, you could have lived longer if you hadn’t tried to protect them,” spat the ninja as he turned his attention back to Sasuke, only to see his prey looking in the direction of his comrades with a expression of bewilderment etched into his pretty face.

‘Is he surprised that I killed them?’ wondered the grass-nin as he began his trek towards the dark haired boy. Half way to his destination the man heard a familiar growl, spinning around he balked at the sight of familiar sapphire blue eyes only inches away from his face.

“You’re the fool,” harshly whispered the blonde genin as he lashed out with a devastating kick that the ninja barely had time to dodge and then followed with a set of attacks that the man had recognized almost immediately.

“Impossible!” said the man as he executed a feint and then threw a punch that would have normally incapacitated a lesser man, but to the ninja’s surprise the boy ignored the feint and drove his fist into the man’s chest. The impact felt like getting hit with a hundred pound ball and the effects were very visible, as he was sent sprawling through the air. Landing on his feet, after his short trip through the air, the ninja narrowed his eyes in suspicion and quickly gave himself more space between the blonde and himself. “That taijutsu style...that’s the Uchiha’s Saegiruken (Intercepting Fist). Only members of that clan can know that style,” stated the shinobi, bushing off the damage that Naruto had given him with that punch.

Naruto didn’t even give the man an answer as he shot forward and while creating three more shadow clones. Sending two of them to flank the ninja, Naruto sped right for the ninja and attacked with a ferocity that began to scare his teammates.

Having focused himself again, the older ninja found that all he could do in the face of such ferocity was to evade and wait for an opening. However, when he blocked an axe kick the blonde had sent crashing down on his head, a sudden pain in his stomach caught his attention and when he looked down his eyes widened as two crimson orbs glared back at him while a pale fist was planted in his gut. ‘They’re working together?’ questioned the antagonist in utter confusion as he moved out of the way of a flying kick and a low sweep. ‘Of course!’ thought the man between dodging the two boys coordinated attacks, ‘Saegiruken...the sharingan is able to predict movement, and since Sasuke knows all the movements of saegiruken it shouldn’t be too hard for him to find a way to incorporate himself with the blondes attacks.’

Figuring out the sudden cooperation of the two boy didn’t mean that the man was anywhere near keeping the two of them at bay. In fact, if anything, the two were now landing punches more often and were even forcing the man to start using some of his chakra to enhance his defenses, speed and strength. ‘I need to end this quickly,’ thought the man as he began to feel the several large and familiar sources of chakra off in the distance. 

“Take this,” muttered the man as he flipped through so many seal that his hands look much like a blur to everyone watching. “Ninpo Kuchiyose: Uwabami no Sokubaku (Summoning Ninja Art: Python Restraint)!” said the man as he slapped his hand together with an evil grin.

Feeling a tremor along the ground, Naruto tried to jump out of the way of the attack he knew was coming, but unfortunately he was too slow. From underneath the genin two dark green, giant pythons burst from the ground and latched onto his body while wrapping him up in their coils. “Urk...” Naruto groaned as he began feeling the snakes slowly squeeze him.

“It seems as if your partner is going to die, Sasuke,” mocked the man as his face slowly shifted into a sly smile. Indecision clouded Sasuke’s thoughts, as he heard the sound of muffled screams and snapping bones coming from the struggling Naruto he began reliving the incident that made him what he was today. He could almost see everyone’s dead bodies and hear their screams as he stood by and could do nothing while he brother slaughtered them all. It was at that moment that the sharingan-user could almost hear his brothers voice taunting him...

Foolish little brother...said the phantom voice within Sasuke head...if you aspire to kill me...

The boy’s fists clenched tightly at his sides, as he tilted his head back and stared at the bright orange and yellow sky that was above him.

...hate me...

Squeezing his eye shut, he tried with all his might to dispel the voice in his head but nothing seemed to be working as he felt his blood begin to race with old emotions that had been suppressed for a long time.

...detest me... 

Sasuke heard the voice say, as he could now see — in his minds eye — the dead eyes of his older brother glaring at him. A slight breeze slipping through the forest made the boy’s bangs sway, as he waited for this phantom from his past to finish it’s judgment upon him.

...and survive, always knowing the shame that you must bear. Run foolish brother. Run and...

“Teme! Who cares about the past!?” asked a familiar voice that seemed to drown out the voice of his brother and erase the phantom from his mind in one fell swoop. 

‘Naruto,’ Sasuke thought, as a memory of the blonde came crashing into his mind...

“You know nothing about my past! Don’t you dare try and generalize me with everyone else!” growled the Uchiha, as he glared angrily at Naruto for even thinking that he could sympathize with him.

“I don’t ‘want’ to know about ‘your’ past, moron!” Naruto spat at his father’s nephew, he was still unable to act calm around the black haired boy. Just being around Sasuke often frustrated him to no end, as was the case right now. Turning his back on the Uchiha and preparing to leave the boy alone, Naruto let out a deep sigh as he caught himself running from the situation.

“Look,”  Naruto slowly said, as he watched the setting sun from the small wooden pier that the two were standing on, “whether you like it or not, you’re apart of my family...” Those words had the young raven haired boy’s head snapping up in surprise and anger, as painful feelings began creeping into his chest. “I’ll be damned if I let someone, who’s family, suffer needlessly,” said Naruto, thrusting his fist into his palm and tightening his fingers on that fist.

Sasuke wanted to say something. He wanted to yell at the idiot for proclaiming something like that. He wanted scream that nothing the blonde did would make anything right...but...for some reason, none of those words came from his mouth and instead he stared at the back of the now retreating blonde as he head him say...

If you’re ever in trouble...
As the words from that day rang in his head, Sasuke slowly began to open his eyes to the glaring light that filtered overhead. From the corner of his eyes the boy saw the blonde still struggling to break free from the snakes grasp. ‘What have I been thinking? Why am I afraid? How can I become stronger if I run away from everything,’ Sasuke asked himself, as a new emotion began to surge through his veins, while Naruto’s fleeting voice echoed in his head.

...I’ll do my best to help you out.
“No!” yelled Sasuke gathering the last of his shuriken and flung them at the grass-nin, ‘I’ll be the one who helps you.’ The man easily dodged the attacks and threw several punches that were parried by the young Uchiha. Sasuke spun away from the man and brought his leg twirling around for an attack, the man allowed the attack to hit his forearm as he spun to the inside of Sasuke’s defenses and aimed an elbow at the leaf-nin’s head.

The sharingan allowed Sasuke to see the attack coming as he ducked under the elbow. He also was able to avoid the knee strike that the ninja had aimed at his head as he ducked. The ninja then disappeared as he showcased his speed, but Sasuke’s eyes were able to track him. Even when the man used another jutsu to elongate his body and attack him from an odd angle, Sasuke was able to keep up and defend himself. 

‘Impressive,’ surveyed the creepy ninja as he began smiling again, ‘his eyes must be advanced enough to see my movements.’ Not liking the look the man was giving him, Sasuke grimaced as he rocketed forward and again engaged in a taijutsu battle with the grass-nin. This time, however, as he came in close enough for an attack he jumped over the ninja as he called out to someone.

“Now!”

“Again!?” snarled the ninja as his body felt as if it were moving through heavy syrup. Turning his head the ninja once again met eye to eye with the shadow user who was breathing hard and trying to keep his jutsu from breaking. “You’ve tried my patience for long enough,” said the man as he opened his mouth and an elongated tongue shot out wrapping around Shikamaru’s neck slowly strangling him.

From beneath the forest green, thick coils of the python’s, blue eye widened and slowly began to become tinted purple as he watched his friend grasping his neck desperately trying to free himself.

The ninja smiled as he began to feel the boys heartbeat fading, but before he could completely snuff out the boy’s life several weapons whizzed by his face causing him to retract his tongue. As he did so he recognized the weapons that were flying about, black eyes widened in surprise when he saw the gossamer strands of wire attached to the flying weapons. “Those are...sharingan-controlled triple windmill blades!” said the ninja, knowing that the shadow-user jutsu had provided Sasuke with the perfect distraction. He knew it was already too late for him to react, especially when the wires tightened and he was suddenly pinned to a near by tree.

Not giving the man anytime to react, Sasuke quickly ran though several hand seals while calling on all of his chakra for this final attack. Placing the wire – which lead from the man’s chest to his mouth – between his fingers, which were in the tora seal, Sasuke angrily thought, ‘Katon: Ryuuka no Jutsu (Fire Element: Dragon Flame Technique)! Already having taken a deep breath, Sasuke blew out a gout of flame that quickly materialized into a dragon head and then skimmed along the wire that he was holding before it slammed into the ninja that was bound on the other end.

The grass-nin screamed in pain as the fire began to melt his face, as well as dig a hole into the tree trunk that he was tired to. Exhausted, Sasuke watched the body of the ninja go limp. Dropping to one knee from the feeling of exhaustion that over took him, he began to check on everyone that had been a part of this crazy battle. Shikamaru was slowly getting up and was breathing shallowly as he nursed his bruised neck. Hinata was propped up against a tree, her face was pale and she looked to be in pain but she was still conscious and breathing.

Last, but not least, Sasuke turned to see Naruto, but what he found disturbed him. The pythons were still active and they were doing their best to squeeze Naruto into a squishy paste. ‘But that means...’ thought Sasuke as he heard a horrible sound.

It was the sound of heated, brittle wires snapping under the pressure of being tugged on. Spinning around Sasuke was just in time to see the ninja putting his hand together in a seal. All of the boy’s muscles suddenly seized up, as some sort of foreign energy flowed through his body. “Is this a kanashibari (paralyzing) jutsu?” asked Sasuke as he turned his head slightly to see the others feeling the effects of he jutsu.

“Your sharingan...” said the man as his voice slowly began to transform into some far more sinister sounding than its original silky tones, “...you are very advanced in its use. I guess you really do live up to the name of Uchiha.”

It was at this point that Sasuke noticed the slitted golden eye staring back at him as well as the skin that seemed to be falling off the face of the man that now stood in front of him. 

“I want you after all.” said the man as he touched his hitai-ate and the symbol transformed into a musical note. “You two are definitely brothers. Though...your eyes tell me that you have much more potential than Itachi had.”

Sasuke let out a guttural scream as he tried forcefully removing the jutsu, but it was to no avail. “Who the hell are you! And how do you know about Itachi?!” yelled the sharingan user in anger, still struggling against the technique.

“Me?” asked the man with an evil glare that pierced Sasuke, “My name is Orochimaru. If you want meet me again, then make your way through this exam as if you life depended on it. If you manage to defeat my subordinates then, and only then, will I answer your questions.”

“Hn,” sneered Sasuke as he looked over at where Naruto was only to see the bundle barely moving at all, “What makes you think I’ll want to see you at all!”

Chuckling evilly, Orochimaru said in a condescending tone, “You will soon find out that it doesn’t work that way.” Slipping his fingers into a strange hand seal, Orochimaru’s neck extended from his body and flew straight at Sasuke as he said, “Here is a little gift to make sure that you will seek me out!”

“S-SASUKE!” Hinata screamed when she saw the man’s head flying at the paralyzed boy.

“Kuso!” yelled Sasuke as he tried once again to move.

****

Off to the side, Naruto was coming to the end of his pain tolerance, and could now feel the snakes slowly crushing every bone in his body. He could hear the muffle yells of his friends and he had even seen, for a split second, Shikamaru being choked by the grass-nin’s tongue. However, when he heard Hinata’s scream followed by Sasuke’s yell he knew the others must have been in peril. It was at that moment that Naruto vision blackened only to come into focus in a completely different, but familiar,  place.

“So? What are you going to do?” asked a red haired man who stood leaning against the gate that held his demon form prisoner.

“What? You want to help?” Naruto asked sarcastically, he knew the demon would never help him intentionally without some sort of selfish reason attached to it.

“Help you? Hn, don’t be foolish, monkey-boy,” said the man with sneer that exuded a subtle hatred. “Call it what ever you want. I personally see it as ‘self preservation’,” he said before walking away down a dark corridor. Slowly the scenery refocused and Naruto was once again back to being crushed by the pythons, but now he began to feel an over flow of chakra coursing through him.

‘Kill these things!’ was what Naruto ‘felt’ more than heard, as he forced his new chakra to flare from his body, the red colored chakra burst out of his body and quick reduced the pythons to nothing more than ash. Getting up, Naruto saw the enemy ninja’s head flying at Sasuke while his comrade seemed to be struggling against an invisible force. Making a quick decision, Naruto brought his hands together said to himself, ‘Kursari, Kai!’

****

Orochimaru opened his mouth, allowing his teeth to elongate, and plunged forward to bite his newly chosen vessel. However, as he descended on his prey, he watched in mild shock as his python’s hissed loudly before turned to ash and blowing away with the wind. The remainder of the swirling ash revealed an unscathed blonde who seemed to disappeared after releasing a gigantic spike of chakra. ‘What was that?’ pondered the ex-sannin as he closed in on his vessel’s neck. 

Within those few precious seconds several events took place that were very much surreal in their appearance. The sound of metal being drawn rang clearly in Orochimaru’s ears, as he felt the powerful killing intent once again return. This time, however, it was lace with something far more potent. A gust of wind battered the sannin as he tried biting the Uchiha. However, slitted yellow eyes narrowed in anger as a venomous hiss poured out of the sannin’s mouth.

His fangs were only a centimeter above Sasuke’s tender flesh and the only thing that was keeping him from sinking into the young Uchiha was a sword blade that ran parallel to Sasuke’s pale neck and was lodged behind the fangs keeping them from descending any further . The blade’s owner had his eyes closed, as he said in a throaty voice, “You will not harm anyone protected by me!”

Orochimaru sneered at the naive boy’s statement, but that sneer soon faltered when the boy opened his eyes and revealed blood red irises with cat like slits for a pupil. A cold and unyielding shiver of fear made its way up his spine as he looked into the depths of those eyes and saw his bloody death at the hands of this boy. Not taking another moment to play around, Orochimaru quickly pushed a large amount of chakra into his neck as he pushed forward and managed to puncture one of his fangs into Sasuke’s neck.

“Ahhhh!” screamed Sasuke as he felt as if his blood was slowly turning to fire.

Blinking once, the red in Naruto’s eyes receded but the slitted appearance stayed as he yelled, “Bastard!” With a quick flick of his wrist Naruto’s sword bit into the mouth of the sannin while slicing into his lip and cleaving one of his elongated fangs from his mouth.

Retracting his head, Orochimaru was furious that the genin had actually cut him with that sword. However, putting that aside, he smiled as he watched Sasuke scream in pain. ‘I wonder if I injected enough enzyme?’ he thought while turning to make his escape from the group of genin, his mission a complete success. It was when he turned his back that he felt the familiar gust of wind, and it served to interrupted his thoughts, especially when a voice spoke up saying...

“Let’s see how you like it,” said the growling voice when a pair of sharpened canines dug their way into the topaz eyed sannin’s shoulder. Grunting painfully, the sannin used a kawarmi to escape the genin, but the fact was that he had been bitten, and something in that bite was causing him a tremendous amount of pain.

It was during that pain that everything seemed to be clicking into place for the sannin. The whisker markings, the animalistic eyes, the powerful blood lust and the strange chakra. The man gripped his shoulder as he growled out one word that confused everyone that was listening, “Jinchuuriki...”

Hinata and Sasuke gave a confused look towards their blonde companion.

Shikamaru eyes, however, held a small hint of understanding before he closed his eyes and mumbled his catch phrase.

Hissing in pain, Orochimaru knew that he had been poisoned with the demon’s chakra. He knew that he couldn’t spend anymore time with these brats. So, making a mental note to keep an eye on the boy, he used a powerful jutsu and disappeared from sight. The moment he was gone from their sight everyone was able to move again. Hinata and Shikamaru slumped over in exhaustion. Sasuke was cradling his neck while sitting cross-legged on the ground.

Naruto kept his eye trained on the spot where the man once stood for a few seconds before he sheathed his newly acquired sword with clumsy inexperience. Limping over to where Sasuke was sitting, Naruto winced in pain as he began to feel the effect of his healing ability take their toll. Hungry and tired beyond belief, he looked around the area for the tooth that he had cleaved. Finding it he took out a small plastic vial and scooped it up. He then placed it in his ninja pack as several disheveled figures came out of the tree line. “Sasuke-kun!” cried out a pink haired kunoichi as she ran over to the sitting on the ground. Sakura appearance show that they had been in a scuffle with someone. Her dress was torn and her fingers were bloody, but all-in-all she looked to be better of than the others who had appeared.

Usagi was sporting several deep wounds to his chest and his left eye looked to have been swollen shut. Masami was still supporting her broken arm, but now she had several bruises running up and down her good arm. Chouji...well, Chouji looked hungry, and that was punishment enough for the boy.

“Arrrrgggghhhh!” suddenly screamed Sasuke as he grasped his neck and began seizing up in pain.

“Sasuke-kun!” cried out Sakura as she held onto the young man twitching form, “What do I do? Sasuke, what’s wrong?” Not knowing any other course of action, Sakura turned to the one person who seemed to always have an answer, “Naruto!”

However, even as the pink haired girl called out his name, Naruto was currently succumbing to the effects of using the demon chakra along with have the injuries that he currently had. What everyone saw was alarming, especially when the blonde wobbled once before falling face first into the ground and not moving from that spot.

“Naruto-kun,” whispered Hinata in worry, while she thought back to the fight and the slitted red eyes of her teammate that seemed to exude an aura of hatred and destruction. “P-Please b-b-be okay, Naruto-kun,” whispered the girl one last time before she too surrendered to unconsciousness.

Chapter 47 - A Secret Keeper
“Damn it,” swore Masami as her partner applied a cooling cream on her already injured arm. The young woman saw her teammate roll his eyes upward at her complaints and in return she shot him a sharp glare that seemed to stop him in his tracks. “You’ve got something to say?” asked the blue haired kunoichi in challenge while she growled dangerously at her partner.

Usagi shook his head, instead choosing to apply  the cream a bit more harshly. Wincing at the rough handling that her partner was giving her, the young woman understood what her partner was telling her through his actions, which was, ‘stop acting like a child’ and ‘don’t threaten me’.

Away from the two arguing partners were the other four ninja, who seemed to be talking amongst themselves and ignoring what was happening with the previous two. “So what happed to you, Masami and Usagi?” asked a certain genius who was still rubbing his sore neck.

Sakura looked over at the two and then back at the others as she said quietly, “We were attack by the grass-nin’s teammates.”

“What!?” gaped Chouji, as all he could recall was closing his eyes and falling to the ground after he had pulled off his jutsu to destroy the snake. “How did you get away?” asked the Akimichi in confusion.

Sakura shrugged her shoulders, again looking back at the pair and said, “We were lucky, I guess.”

‘Something’s wrong,’ Shikamaru noted, as he kept seeing Sakura looking back at her teammates. At the moment, the pair didn’t seem to be paying attention to the group and the conversation, but for some reason Shikamaru knew what they were talking about. Not wanting to make the situation any more tense, he decided to lead the conversation away from that subject as he mentioned Sasuke’s condition.

Sighing internally at having the subject changed Sakura asked as looked at the ground with a expression that told of her frustration, “Is he going to be alright, Shikamaru?”

“I don’t know,” said the Nara, as he looked over to the small shelter that was made from the exposed roots of a tree that had been uprooted. Inside the shelter two genin lay sleeping. Once of the genin seemed dead to the world, while the other was currently fighting some sort of poison that had caused a fever to appear out of no where. “I’m no medical ninja, and the closest that we have to one is laying next to Sasuke.”

“What about Hinata?” asked the pinked haired girl in desperation. The young Hyuuga heir lowered her head as she felt the green eye bore into her, but she didn’t say anything . “Hasn’t she undergone some medical training with herbs and stuff? Why hasn’t she tried to help Sasuke?”

“Hey, that’s not fair!” Chouji stepped in front of Hinata while defending her from the girl’s accusations, “She’s been doing as much as she can. Besides, she’s injure too, you know!”

Hinata felt a bit of warmth flow into her when she heard Chouji sticking up for her. She even allowed a small smile to grace he lips as she said, “Thanks, Chouji.” 

Haruno Sakura looked down at her hands and clenched them. She didn’t mean to be rude, she knew that Hinata was hurt and was trying her best. However, what she couldn’t stand was the fact that she was so useless. Everyone, even Chouji and Hinata, had played their part in defeating the powerful ninja, but what had she done? 

Nothing.

She was just in the way. She hadn’t once pull a kunai or shuriken out of her holster in that battle. And it showed, since everyone’s holsters were either empty or at least not as full as they once were. Even now, all she could do was dress wounds and sit at Sasuke’s side as pained expressions flew across his pale face.

“Gomen,” whispered Sakura, allowing her fists to loosen and flop to her sides while she bowed her head in shame.

“I-It’s okay, Sakura-san, I know that y-y-you d-didn’t mean anything by it,” said Hinata, trying desperately to rein in her stuttering that had suddenly reappeared with the tense situation. In turn, Sakura looked up with a slight smile at being forgiven for her rude behavior.

However, Shikamaru was anything but pleased, so far the two teams had spend two and half days tending to both Sasuke and Naruto, and neither had regained consciousness. They only had another day and a half before the exam was called off, but for some reason he could get the feeling ‘that something bad was going to happen to them’ out of his mind. 

Shikamaru didn’t care if they didn’t pass the chuunin exams, in fact...he never counted on them passing this exam, but now that the situation had changed, he was now determined to ‘at least’ making it to the tower. Sending a glance back at the two boys who were laying on the ground, the pineapple haired kid sighed in frustration.

“Unggh...” came a loud groan from the small shelter.

That’s when all hell broke loose. Everyone quickly rushed over to the shelter in time to see Naruto raise his hand to his forehead with a frown as he groaned out, “What the hell hit me? A super meat tank?”

Chouji smiled as did the other team members of team seven. That was their Naruto, he almost died and yet he still has enough strength to make light of the situation. “Water,” said the boy as Sakura handed him a canteen and he downed the whole thing in one go. Sitting up slowly, with the help of his friends, he looked over at Sasuke and frowned. ‘Damn it,’ thought the boy, ‘even with all the strength that I have...I still wasn’t able to protect him.’

“How long have I been out,” asked the blonde as he focused on the attentive faces surrounding him.

“A little over two and a half days,” said Shikamaru not mincing words.

Taking a sharp breath when he felt the stiffness of his muscles and the soreness that they produced, Naruto summed up his feeling in just one word, “Crap.”

“Naruto...” Sakura suddenly blurted out as she turned her gaze on the pain filled face of the boy who was still unconscious, “...Sasuke...he...”

“How bad is it?” asked Naruto, which made the pink haired girl blink once before she began telling him the multiple symptoms that Sasuke had been showing.

“It’s like a poison, but its seems to also be interfering with his chakra as well,” Hinata added at the end of Sakura’s explanation, “and it all seems to be centered around that weird black tattoo that he had on his neck.”

That definitely caught Naruto’s attention, as he remembered the snake-like nin biting Sasuke in the neck. Looking down at the blacked haired boy next to him, Naruto closed his eyes as he remembered something that his mother told him before leaving the house to start the second test.

“Naruto?” called his mothers soft voice as he was about to leave the house.

“Yeah?”

Walking from her personal study, Rin held a small package in her hands as she walked in front of her son and said. “These are for you,” said the woman as she unrolled her package and produced two strange looking pills. One was the color of dancing fire and even slightly seemed to glow when it was held to the light. The other looked like a small expertly cut emerald, but the fact that Naruto could see dark green liquid moving about in the crystal disproved his fist impression.

“What are these?” asked the boy as he pulled out a small pill box and separated them.

When he closed the box he felt his mothers hands cover his as she stared at him in the eyes with a stony look saying, “Those are to be used in emergencies only, do you understand?”

Blue eyes nodded quickly as he watched his mother lean back from looking at him seriously. “The reddish orange pill is a concoction of condensed and purified solider pills, along with a cocktail of drugs meant to enhance your strength and pain tolerances.” 

Looking down at the pill Naruto opened his mouth to say something when his mother answered his question before it even left his mouth, “If your wondering why I don’t give you more than one, it’s because the side effect of this pill are more serious and numerous than I can even keep track of. In short, the only person who would be able to utilize one of these pill, and pull through the side effects unscathed, would only be you.

Looking at the pill in his hand, understood what his mother was talking about. No longer did the boy look at the pill like some sort of weapon to be used. He knew now that the pill was a double edged sword that could both help and hinder him in a fight. “The other?” asked the boy, warily wondering what kind of effects and hindrances this pill had tied into it, but when he saw his mothers face smile his fears vanished.

“This is my proudest creation,” said the female med-nin looking down at the green capsule. “This pill is the closest to a “cure-all” remedy as I could get.”

“Huh?” blinked Naruto not really understanding what his mother was taking about.

“It too complicated to go into detail, but to give you a small understand about how much work went into it...” Rin said as she leaned back with a knowing look. “You see...this one pill...it would probably be worth over one million ryo.”

“EHHH!” screamed Naruto, as the pill slipped from his fingers and he had to juggle the tiny green thing for a few moment before finally grasping it gently in his hand as if it were a priceless work of art. “Why are you giving it to me then?” asked the boy as he glared at the pill with, what could be considered, misplaced awe.

“Because,” said his mother in loving tones as she wrapped her arms around her little blonde son, “there is only one of you, my son. I’d easily give up that amount a thousand times over if it was to protect you.”

Blushing, he turned away from his smiling mother’s face. He was too embarrassed to look at her when he felt the strong tug that those words had produced in him, but none the less Rin felt his thanks in the warm hug and words that she received from him. “Thanks mom.”

“So...” said the boy when they pulled away from each other, “...what does it do?”

Sighing deeply, Rin smiled as she said, “Listen carefully, Naruto. When eaten the pill does several things all at once...”
“Sakura, look through my pack. In there you should be able to see a small metallic medicine box in there...” said Naruto while remembering the words that his mother had said on that day.

...first, the pill will purify the blood of the person who eats it. That means any foreign virus, infection, poison, or drug will most likely be nullified or at least weakened...

“I found it!” said Sakura as she quickly brought back the small medical tin that Naruto had been carrying with him.

“Good,” said Naruto wincing in discomfort as he continued to remember the lecture his mother gave on the pill, “look inside...there should be a green looking pill in there...”

...as for the second and third effects, it will replenish any blood lost in battle and trigger what I like to call ‘latent regeneration’, making it possible for a person to heal minor damage taken in battle...
“I see it,” said the pinked haired girl as she pulled out the crystal looking pill. “Now what?” she asked only to see Naruto raising an eyebrow in her direction as if to say ‘do I really have to tell you’. “Oh!” Sakura stuttered as she nodded to herself in embarrassment. Quickly busying herself with grabbing a full canteen she sat now next to Sasuke and gently fed the pill to him while giving him water.

...last, the pill will send a mixture of chemicals and drugs rushing into the persons body. These drugs and chemicals will activate according to the condition of the persons body, and will hopefully help them in either their battle or their recovery...
Naruto and everyone surrounding the small shelter looked on as Sasuke swallowed the pill. After a minute of watching Sakura looked over at Naruto only to see him intently watching Sasuke. She was about to say that his pill did work when suddenly Sasuke became rigid in her arms. “Wha...what’s happening?” asked Sakura as the boy flailed about, his hand tearing at his neck. “Naruto what did you do!?” asked the worried and upset girl.

“Look,” pointed out Chouji with a stubby finger, “his tattoo! It’s bubbling!”

Sure enough, as five sets of eyes focused on the tattoo that was located on the young Uchiha’s neck they saw it bubbling furiously. Oozing out of the black mark seemed to be a pitch black, tar-like substance that fell to the ground hissing violently. Sasuke shuttered once again as more of the black ooze exited his body, but what was more interesting, was the fact that as more of the black substance left the commas of Sasuke’s new tattoo seemed fade until all that was left was one faded comma.

Everyone watched as Sasuke’s body slowly relaxed and his breathing returned to normal. From the groups vantage point, they saw some color returning to the raven haired genin’s face. Sakura, who had been by Sasuke’s side the entire time, looked up with semi-teary eyes as she informed everyone, “His fever is gone!”

Naruto, who had been silent as the grave and as still as stone while drama had been unfolding before him, smiled briefly while closing his eyes, ‘I wasn’t able to fully protect you when you needed me,’ thought the blue eyed shinobi, “but hopefully that pill helped you.’

“Sakura,” Shikamaru voice pierced the small moment of relief that had everyone feeling happy, “I’ll leave Sasuke’s care in your hands.”

“Un,” nodded the girl in confusion as she saw a serious look cross over the normally lazy ninjas face.

“Chouji, get Naruto,” said the Nara boy as he turned to leave the shelter, “there are some ‘issues’ that we as teammates need to discuss with him.”

Knowing what issues Shikamaru was talking about Naruto whispered while trying to crawl away from Chouji, “Aw...crap!”

“W-Wait! Hold on! Sakura! Help...” Naruto pleaded as he tried wiggling out of Chouji’s grasp only making himself look pathetic at attempting to do so. The pink haired kunoichi only gave the blonde boy a confused look before shrugging her shoulders and continuing her. “Fat lotta help you are!” screamed the boy, while Hinata giggled lightly as they carried him away from the others.

****

Far away from the shelter, far enough not to be sensed by anyone, stood three ninjas as they gaze down at the small camp that team seven and ten had made with in the roots of the uprooted tree. “There’s more than we expected,” said the female of the group while brushing an annoying strand of hair out of her pretty, but expressionless, face.

“Hn,” sneered the girl’s teammate as he narrowed his eyes while enhancing his eyesight with a bit of chakra, “that just means that there will be more victims.” Spotting their target under the small shelter, the boy stood up and said, “Our target is under that makeshift tent.”

“Good,” said the last teammate while the bandages on his face shifted, his only visible eye looking down on the camp with what could have been discerned as excitement, “we’ll attack as soon as the blue haired girl and the silent one let their guard down.”

Nodding, the girl pulled out two senbon needles and began tying bells to the end of them. “Dosu,” asked the girl when she saw mummy wrapped boy gaze linger on the camp, “what’s wrong? Do you sense something?”

“Hmm,” the boy muttered as he tilted his head back replying by saying, “maybe...but we won’t know until we get closer.”

“Che, these punks are nothing,” said the other teammate as his thumb traced a seal on his palm that was covered by a small metallic ring embedded in his flesh. “Don’t tell me that you’re getting scared?” taunted the wild haired boy a smile on his face at seeing Dosu’s eye narrow in anger.

“Dogs that bark the loudest and rush into battle are usually the first to die,” stated the bandaged genin as he turned away from his now seething teammate. “So...I’d watch my mouth if I were you, Zaku, I’m not in the mood to play childish games with you.”

“Cut it out you two,” said the girl as Zaku got up to stand in front of hunched over teammate and looked to be itching for a fight, “we have our orders. And you know what will happen to use if we fail.”

Both boys flinched at those words, and backed away from each other. They knew of their leaders temper, especially when he was denied something that he wanted. They also knew that they were going to do everything that they could to avoid suffering his wrath. “Fine,” Zaku finally spat out as he jumped up to a higher branch as he told the girl, “then I’ll keep watch, and will signal you two when an opportunity presents itself.”

“I’ll scout out an escape route,” said Kin as she received two looked of irritation. “Just encase something happens,” she grumbled in defense.

“Then I’ll make sure that there aren’t any other people in the area,” Dosu muttered through his bandages. That said, the three sound-nin’s all nodded their heads before breaking up to do their individual tasks.

****

Being placed at the base of a particularly large tree, Naruto eyed by all three of his teammates nervously. A strange sensation seemed to be developing in his stomach as his muscles seemed to tense on their own. It didn’t help that the forest suddenly became hushed, as if it too was waiting for an explanation. 

“Well?” finally sighed Shikamaru, making a slight gesture with his hand, prodding his teammate to speak up. “I maybe lazy, Naruto, but I there’s not much that I’ll forget. You said that you were going to tell us what happened during the first test, and now we saw what happened during the fight with the imposter. I believe you, at least, owe us an explanation.”

“W-w-wait,” said Hinata as she saw Naruto face darken, the prospect of telling his friends made him worry about the outcome of this meeting. “W-we shouldn’t pressure Naruto-kun like this,” said the pale eyed girl as she tapped her index fingers together, “If he doesn’t want to t-tell us, then we should...”

“No,” Naruto said in a low, even tone of voice, while Hinata flinched at the sudden change in tone that the boy had adopted. “You’re my teammates,” said Naruto as he looked at his hand and flexed the fleshy digits before taking a deep breath and continuing on with his explanation.

“However,” Naruto snapped, as he looked up from his hand and pin his three friend with a deadly glare that sent shivers down each of their spines, “what I’m going to tell you is considered an S-Class secret and is only known to me, my family, Kakashi-sensei, Jiraiya, and the Sandaime. If you tell anyone without my permission, or the permission of the Hokage, it can be and will be considered a act of treason against Konoha.”

Chouji had stopped eating. Shikamaru was no longer looking at the sky with a lazy expression on his face. Instead, the Nara had his wide eyes trained on Naruto’s serious face. Hinata gaped at her teammate with a mixture of both surprise and fright. 

‘Troublesome,’ thought the Nara boy, knowing that his teammate was giving them all the chances in the world to back out of hearing this secret ‘in detail’, ‘what could be that important? Does it have anything to do with what the snake-nin said before he left?’ Scrunching his brow together the genius wracked his memory and intellect for an answer, but nothing seemed to be coming to him. ‘Jinchuuriki,’ thought the shadow user, ‘why is it I feel that I should know what that name means?’

Chouji, nervous from the start of this conversation, turned his head to see what his other friends reactions were to this news. However, when the rotund boy saw their expressions, all it did was make him even more nervous than he was before. ‘Our clan doesn’t have many S-Class secrets...but,” thought the large boy while putting away his chip bag, ‘those that we do have are the kind that could affect many people or have a damaging effect to Konoha if they were known by others.’ Grunting in understanding, the Akimichi made up his mind and sat down on the ground showing his friend that he wasn’t going anywhere. ‘If he going to trust us with such a large secret, then I can’t do this halfheartedly.’

Standing very still, Hinata turned her pale eyes to the ground in front of her, as she wondered what kind of secret Naruto could possess that would call for the Sandaime to classify it as an S-class secret. However, what was weighing even more heavily on her mind at the moment was whether or not she could withstand having such a large responsibility on her shoulders. The young girls eyes misted up at the thought of her being unable, and too weak, to keep his secret. “N-Naruto-kun...” the girl managed to stutter out, “...I...I don’t think...”

Naruto turned his gaze on her, and at first the shy girl couldn’t help but flinch slightly at his intense stare. However, as the young Hyuuga heiress took in the boys expression she saw an undercurrent of emotion flickering in the boys face as he said, “I understand...if you wait awhile, I’ll...”

‘He looks so sad,’ thought the girl as he heart went out to the boy in front of her, and before she could think about what she was saying she blurted out rather forcefully, “No...I’ll stay!” Hinata dropped her head in embarrassment as she stared at her feet saying, “I...I just want to make s-sure that you are okay with this.”

Naruto nodded his head and tried to smile, even though he felt like something was going to change the moment he told his friends the truth. ‘I don’t want to lose their friendship...’ thought the blonde as he took a deep breath. 

The three noticed that their teammate seemed to be struggling with what he was about to tell them, but before any of them could speak up about the matter Naruto asked, “Do you all know the story of the Yondaime?”

“Vaguely,” said Shikamaru, “oyaji never really went into detail about the story.” Chouji agreed with Shikamaru, also saying that his father would often avoid any of his questions when he asked about that story.

Hinata also nodded in agreement as she said, “Father once told me the story, but after that he told me that some stories were better if they were forgotten.”

Blue eyes narrowed in sadness as the young Uzumaki cleared his throat and calmed himself down enough to speak in an even voice. “Many years ago,” said the boy while clasping his hands together and glaring at the ground, “a great demon ravaged the land. So powerful was this demon that one swipe of its mighty tails could either decimate a mountain, or even cause a tsunami. Where ever it traveled destruction followed in it’s wake. That is...until it set its sights on the village of Konoha...”

“The Hokage of Konoha, knowing that his village was in danger, decided to confront this beast before it could lay waste to his town. Sacrificing himself, the Yondaime used a powerful jutsu to kill the beast...forever ridding the world of it taint and evil.”

“That’s the legend that has been passed down through the generations...” said Naruto with a sigh as he added, “...and it is a lie.”

Each of his teammates faces suddenly adopted a confuse look. However, before Shikamaru or the others could ask anything of the blonde, he continued his explanation, “Thirteen years ago, when Kyuubi attacked Konoha the Yondaime knew that the beast couldn’t be destroyed. After all, who could destroy a thing that was mostly make up of solidified chakra?”

“Chakra?” Chouji whispered in both awe and fear. Shikamaru, however, had his eyes closed as his mind seemed to be whirling with thoughts on the subject. Hinata was as still as a statue, her pale eyes lock on Naruto, as she was just now understanding the seriousness of the secret that Naruto was revealing to them.

“Yondaime Hokage knew that if they defeated the beast it’s chakra would reform some day and then other would once again be under siege by the demon,” said Naruto as he tore his eyes away from his friends faces. Looking up at the patches of blue sky that he could see through the canopy, Naruto continued on keeping his eyes fixed on that blue sky. Deep down the young boy did not want to see his friends reactions to the next part he was about to reveal.

“Not wanting to endanger any of the people of Konoha, Yondaime decided that the only way to deal with such a beast was to seal it away.” As soon as those words left Naruto mouth Shikamaru’s head snapped up from his musings with shock written all over it. Naruto paid no attention to his teammates sudden movement, as he said, “However, Kyuubi was no pushover. Regular seals, Yondaime understood, wouldn’t be enough to keep the fox locked away.”

“No,” said the boy with a haunted looked that seemed to flash across his eyes, “what was needed was something that would continually grow with the fox and contain it power.”

“But what could ‘grow’ to keep the fox sealed?” asked Chouji confusion still evident on his face, “A tree?” Shikamaru watched the corner of his teammate’s mouth quirked up in a sad smiled for a moment before the blonde closed his eyes in concentration.

Taking a deep breath, Naruto carried on, “Using an ancient jutsu that he reworked into a completely different jutsu, the Yondaime confronted the Kyuubi and summoned a Shinigami to rip the Kyuubi’s soul out of its body and seal it away.”

“So the Kyuubi is still alive?” asked Hinata in a quiet voice.

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” answered Naruto solemnly.

“Where was it sealed,” asked the Nara boy while he wore disbelief and worry on his face. The genin could already guess the answer to his question, but he wanted Naruto to confirm it for him.

“Heh, can’t get anything past you, Shikamaru,” said Naruto with another sad smile. “In order for the sealing to be successful...the Yondaime needed something that would ‘grow’ to contain the Kyuubi’s power. What he needed was...”

Shikamaru, Hinata, and Chouji all held their breaths while Naruto turned his back on them as he said in a tired voice, “...what he needed was a human baby that had just been born.”

Hinata covered her mouth as the piece of the puzzle began to fit into place. Shikamaru looked down and away from his blonde haired friend his mind running through hundreds of thoughts. Chouji...well, Chouji was being Chouji as he asked, “A kid!? But why?”

“Because a newborn’s chakra coils are very flexible and could probably adapt quickly to the demon’s chakra,” said Shikamaru, seeing the logic behind the sealing, “while sealing something that strong in anything else would ultimately lead it to breaking free.”

“Naruto,” whispered Hinata as he saw the boy’s body cringe at the voice.

“So where was it sealed?” asked a still confused Chouji, while looking at his teammates for an answer. Shikamaru bowed his head while shaking it from side to side. He knew Chouji really was confused, but the bluntness of the question was obvious as Naruto stiffened for a moment before relaxing.

Hinata, like Shikamaru, seemed to have figured out where this conversation was heading. ‘That sadness, it was laced with fear...’ thought the young Hyuuga as she kept her eyes glued on her blonde teammate, ‘...was he afraid of losing us?’ As that thought turned over in her head, the pale-eyed girl now understood why he was so hesitant in telling them, but before she could say anything she hear Naruto’s voice carry over to them like a cold breeze.

“In me...” Naruto answered back softly.

The wind rustled the leaves in the trees, as silence descended on the group. The warm light that filtered though the forest flickered as the boughs of the great trees swayed in response to the light wind. Light and shadow seemed to jockey for position in the place where Naruto sat, as the breeze kept gusting through the trees.

“When I was born,” Naruto said in a calm tone that held a surprisingly large amount of emotion in it, “the Kyuubi was sealed within me. My mother died giving birth to me, and my father died in battle.” The blonde said in melancholy tones, before smiling slightly at the thought of his adopted parents, “At least, that’s what my mom and dad told me.” Standing up Naruto and walking a bit deeper into the shadows that were being cast by the overhead branches, he decided to wait patiently for his teammates to respond.

Naruto didn’t have to wait for long, as Shikamaru grunted while standing up and brushing the dirt off his clothes. “I can now see why Sandaime classified it as an S-class secret,” said the shadow-user lazily staring at the back of his teammate, “I’m guessing ‘it’ was the little problem you had during the second part of the first test?”

Naruto nodded once confirming the boys thoughts, as Shikamaru remembered the shockwave of ki that driven everyone around him and Chouji to their knees. “What about the fight with the snake-nin?” asked Chouji as he too stood up and took a step forward. Unknown to Naruto, during his sleep the three told each other what they had see as they tried to piece together the puzzle that was Uzumaki Naruto.

“Yeah,” Naruto spoke softly, “some of the demon’s chakra mixed with mine. When...when I need to...I can draw upon a small amount of the demons chakra, but its risky to go any further than that.”

“Hmm, I see,” said Chouji averting his eyes and thinking over everything that he had just learned.

Turning around to see each of his teammates in deep thought, the genin waited as the silence between them seemed to stretch for many minutes. Before long, Naruto couldn’t take it any more as he asked, “Well...”

“Hm? What?” asked Shikamaru giving his teammate a look of confusion.

“...I just want to make sure that...I don’t know...I...I just...” Naruto stuttered as his mind filled up with may different ‘bad’ situation that could possibly happen if they stayed with him. However, as he was about to tell them what could happen, Hinata walked up to him and placed her hand on his chest. The girl was shaking like a leaf and her face was beat red, but the determination in her eyes spoke volumes to Naruto.

“Y-Y-Your h-hea-heart,” said Hinata while placing her other hand on her chest, “i-it beats j-just like mine.” Gazing into two deep pools of the bluest color that she could have ever imagined, Hinata gulp audibly as she continued to speak slowly, “You are not a demon...you are Uzumaki Naruto, and I trust you with my life.”

Looking into pale lavender eyes, Naruto felt his stomach twist into knots as the words that his friend said seared themselves into his memory. Grasping the girls hand from his chest, Naruto bowed his head in embarrassment.

“She’s right,” Shikamaru said with a chuckle seeing his friend at a loss for words, “though I’m not gonna make such a mushy scene, cause it’s too troublesome. You are our friend, and you’ve never let us down. The only thing that’s changed is now we know a little bit more about you.”

“Yeah,” Chouji agreed as he walked over and placed a meaty hand on his friends shoulder, “as far as I’m concerned, it’s like you have some sort of super kekkei genkai. Like Hinata said...‘you are who you are’.”

Naruto quickly twisted away from his friends as he sniffed loudly and said in a voice thick with emotion, “Stupid allergies...making my eyes water...” Hinata smiled as she watched the young teen in front of her wipe his tears with his forearm while a radiant smile seemed appear on his face. “Minna...arigato,” said the blonde in a voice that seemed to touch each of them in a unique way.

However, before the team could say anything more on the subject, a familiar scream followed by an explosion echoed through the forest around them. “That was Sakura-san!” exclaimed Hinata as she activated her byakugan and witnessed the pink haired kunoichi crouching defensively in front of Sasuke while three enemy nin stood in front of her. Searching for the others, Hinata spotted both Masami and Usagi lying on the ground unconscious.

“What’s happening?” calmly asked Shikamaru, as another explosion erupted in the distance.

“Sakura is fighting against three enemies. Usagi and Masami are knocked out.” Hinata reported to the others, as she took off in the direction of their temporary camp with her teammates trailing closely behind her.

“Damn it!” growled Naruto, while Chouji supported him as they jumped from branch to branch, “I hope we get there in time.”

Chapter 48 - Finally! The End In Sight!
She knew that she was in trouble. Masami and Usagi seemed to have been taken by surprised by a weird attack that left them probably unconscious or paralyzed. Sasuke was still recovering and hadn’t woken up yet, and team seven hadn’t returned from their little meeting. It was all up to her...

...and she was shaking with fear.

“I see that Sasuke-kun has woken yet,” observed one of the ninja who looked like a mummy. If you could,” the ninja asked politely, “wake him for us...we like to fight him.”

“What nonsense are you talking about?” asked Sakura, her eyes darting left and right, “Why are you here?”

“Like he said, little girl,” replied the female ninja, whose black hair swayed with the wind that ran through the forest, “we want to fight the Uchiha...and kill him.”

“Are you under Orochimaru’s orders?” asked the pinked haired kunoichi, watching the enemy ninja’s stiffen at the name. ‘I’ll take that as a ‘yes’,’ thought the smart teen as she then asked, “What is this tattoo that on his neck? You say you want to fight Sasuke-kun, but how is that possible after your leader did that to him?”

Narrowing his only visible eye, the mummy-like ninja softly said to himself, “I too, am left wondering what is he thinking?”

“Heh, whatever” chuckled the spiky haired ninja while taking to his other teammates, “but now that we know he’s a sitting duck...that makes everything so much easier. I think...I’ll kill this girl and the others as well.”

“Fine,” said the female-nin with a look of disgust, “let’s just get this over with.”

Pull out a kunai from her pack, Sakura watched the three split up in three separate directions as they attacked her head on. Quickly, the leaf-genin cut several wires that had been hidden on the ground releasing the traps that were set up around the temporary camp.

“Dosu! I thought you said that the only trap was in front of her!” yelled the spiky haired enemy nin as he dodged a hail of sharpened wooden stakes.

“A feint,” said Dosu while watching a giant log slowly swing it’s way at him, “She knew that we’d find the one in front of her while missing the others that were hidden.”

The female nin had to jump back as several stakes shot out of the ground revealing a pit trap that she narrowly avoided. “She’s underestimating us,” growled the female before she climbed a tree and used excess chakra to shoot herself over the traps that were on the ground.

“Yes...she is,” agreed Dosu as he cocked his arm back while making a seal. When the log was in range the ninja connected with his fist reducing the log into splinters.

“What do you expect from a leaf-nin?” asked the final boy raising his hands at the incoming stakes as a blast of wind ejecting from his palms reversed their trajectory. Sakura flung herself over Sasuke as some of the stakes embedded themselves into the trees around them.

“You have absolutely no talent,” taunted Dosu, as he and his teammates closed in for the kill, “that’s why a pitiful ninja like you should work harder on their skills!”

The three of Sakura’s enemies were about to attack, when suddenly a shadow flew from the branches of a near by tree yelling out, “Konoha Senpuu!” Looking up when hearing the voice, the young kunoichi suddenly felt some of her fear disappear when she saw a green clad boy take out each of the enemy ninja. This feat was done all while he was in mid-air, and as he land on the ground between Sakura and the now pissed off ninja the boy said in a serious voice, “If that’s true then you three also need to work harder!”

“What the hell are you?” spat out the spiky haired ninja while gripping a kunai on his hand.

“There are ladies present,” said the green spandex wearing boy, “I would appreciate it if you didn’t swear. However...the answer to your question...it’s not so much as ‘what’ as is ‘who’ I am.” Straightening his back, the strange boy slowly extended his arm as he stood in a fighting pose and said, “I am Konoha’s beautiful green beast, Rock Lee!”

“Lee-san!” said Sakura with a bit of relief, “What are you doing here?”

“It goes against my honor to let you face these three by yourself,” said the boy with the thick eyebrows, shifting his stance so that he was in between the enemy and Sakura.

“But,” asked the girl in trepidation, “aren’t I an enemy too?”

“Heh,” the older boy chuckled before saying, “it seems like you’ve forgotten my promise.”

Not knowing what the boy was talking about, Sakura was about to ask him what he meant when suddenly she remembered the boy telling her something back to when they first met...

“Let’s go out on a date together!” said the weird boy then becoming serious as he spoke the next words, “I promise to protect you with my life!”
“Lee...” said Sakura with a bit of guilt and admiration in her voice.

“Don’t worry Sakura-san,” the fuzzy brow boy said with a smile and thumbs up, “I always keep my promises!”

“Oh,” Sakura whispered in surprise. She remembered how she had treated him when they first met and now she could help but feel deeply ashamed at her actions. “Arigato,” said the pink haired genin softly. She knew it wasn’t enough to right the wrongs that she did to him, but some how it just felt like the right thing to do.

Facing away from Sakura, Lee couldn’t help but smile brightly when hearing those words come from the girl that he like. Tightening his hand into a fist Lee thought to himself, ‘Yosh! Gai-sensei! I’m slowly winning over her heart!’

Across from the two the three sound ninjas were looking at them with suspicion and a bit of disgust. “Oi, Dosu. I thought you were suppose to check if there was anyone else in the area? It seems as if that one eye of yours isn’t as good as it should be,” taunted the spiky haired nin as he eyed the unconscious Uchiha under the tree roots.

“Be quiet, Zaku,” growled Dosu as he watched the spandex boy again solidify his stance and wait for them to attack. ‘He’s a high level taijutsu fighter,’ thought the bandaged ninja as he noticed Lee’s leg literally twitching in readiness. “Damn it,” Dosu spat out angrily, “I guess I have no other choice. Zaku, Sasuke-kun is yours to kill. I’ll handle these two.”

“Hn, whatever,” Zaku replied, but it was obvious that he was pleased with the choice.

Taking a look at the situation, Lee knew that Sakura wasn’t in any shape to fight these ninja. He knew that, at best, she would only be able to support him with her kunai. Looking at his opponents, Lee had already witnessed some of their techniques and was now sizing them up. ‘The one called Zaku has some sort of wind technique that comes from his palms. With the flexibility of the arms and wrists, the only place that I can attack him, and not fear retaliation from his technique, is from behind,’ thought Lee as he tensed up his legs preparing for the unavoidable clash between the ninjas, ‘However...the bandaged ninja also used a technique. It has something to do with that metallic gauntlet on his arm, and it destroyed the wooden log...I’m going to have to be careful.’

Sticking his hand out parallel with the ground Dosu smirked under his bandages as he said in a harsh whisper, “It looks like I can have fun with this one.” Drawing back his long sleeves, Dosu revealed his weapon of choice before he took off running straight at the two who were blocking their way.

Reacting quickly, with out really thinking, Sakura threw a kunai at the approaching threat. She watched in frustration as the genin easily dodged the attack and took to the air. However, Lee had seen his opponent flipping through hand seals as he shoved his hand into the ground without a second thought and excavated a giant root which took the brunt of the ninja technique.

Dosu flipped backwards off the root and landed on his feel as he focused his attention on the spandex wearing teen in front of him. ‘He’s strong,’ thought the sound-nin wondering if his regular technique was going to cut it in this fight.

“There’s some sort of trick to your techniques, right?” asked Lee as he once again stood in his ready stance, “Remember, I’ve seen your attack before, so I won’t be dodging it normally. Also...I think that attack has something to do with that metal gauntlet that your wearing .”

“Hn,” huffed the mummy ninja in amusement, “it seems as if you not as stupid as you look.” Rushing in again, the mummy tried to take another swing while he began to make the seals to activate his attack. However, before he could finish, Dosu’s arm was trapped in Lee’s hand as the boy performed a text book throw on the ninja, sending him careening towards his teammates.

‘I can’t allow him to finish his ninjutsu,’ thought Lee while eyeing the other two who hadn’t moved as he fought their comrade. ‘However, I’m still at a disadvantage. With Sakura as only support I still have to fight three-on-one,’ thought Lee watching as the mummy ninja got back up on his feet and began walking his way.

‘Yosh,’ Lee said mentally as unwound his bandages, ‘it a gamble, but it’s one that I’ll have to take.’ Sakura noticed the movement that Lee was making and when she saw the ends of his bandages hit the ground she remember the move that Lee was about to perform of Sasuke.

“Those bandages are weighted,” Kin said softly to her teammate, when she noticing the amount of dust the bandages had kicked up when they hit the ground. Zaku and Dosu paid no attention to her, however, as they focused on the boy in front of them.

Dosu saw the boy take up a strange stance and in that second the mummy ninja thought, ‘What ever he’s planning I must interrupt it.’ Running towards Lee, the sound-nin once again prepared to make a hand seal but half way through his preparation the green wearing ninja disappeared from sight.

“Too slow,” yelled Lee as he materialized underneath the bandaged ninja and planted a vicious kick to the chin of the genin sending him soaring into the air. Kneeling on the ground, Lee shot upwards like a corkscrew, his bandages trailing behind him.

As Dosu was flying upward, he suddenly felt a presence right behind him. Turning his head he was met with the serious face of his opponent, who then said, “I’m not done yet!” The sound-nins eyes widened as the bandages, that finally caught up with their owner, used their momentum to wrapped him up and kept him from moving. Reaching the apex of their flight through the air, Lee grabbed his opponent and with his weight tilted them so that they were both falling head first towards the ground.

“Tch, damn it,” spat out Zaku, as he saw the fuzzy eyed bastard begin spinning his teammate, “he can’t break the fall like that.” Running through some seals the spiky haired boy shoved his fists into the soft earth around him and concentrated as he thought, ‘If he doesn’t get something soft to fall on, his head will be crushed.’ Channeling high pressured winds into the ground where he estimated them to fall, Zaku smirked while whispering, “You owe me.”

Sakura and Rin watched as Lee completed his attack and drove his opponent head first into the ground. However, as Lee leapt away in the final seconds he looked back with worry etched on his face as he gritted his teeth and thought, ‘It didn’t feel right. Could he have possibly...’

“Heh. Well, well...looks like I made it just in time,” said Zaku with some sarcasm coating his words, as he watched his teammates legs began to twitch and then move.

Slowly, Dosu removed himself from the pile of soft dirt that had been formed by his comrades technique. “No way!” Lee cried out as he saw the sound-nin stand up unsteadily as turn to face him.

“What a terrifying maneuver,” Dosu commented as he wobbled a bit but righted himself at the last second, “even with the help of my teammate and the soft ground that he made, it still hurt like hell.”

Panting heavily, the sound-nin once again pulled up his sleeve revealing his gauntlet and said in a voice that barely contained traces of anger, “Now it’s my turn, you little bastard.”

“No good...” Lee told himself as he began to feel the after effects of using the technique that Gai-sensei taught him, “...I haven’t yet recovered from the Omote Renge...I can’t move.” Unable to fully use his muscles, Lee watched as the oto-genin ran forward while performing hand seals. Jumping out of the range of his opponent’s attack, Lee watched the mummy’s eye glint wickedly at him as the attack hit nothing but air.

For a moment, Lee felt nothing. But when that moment passed, his legs buckled as the world around him began to swim. His vision bobbed, wobbled, and distorted while he desperately tried to keep himself from losing his lunch.  The nausea, that the genin felt, was so acute that it actually manifested itself as a cramp in his stomach.

“Lee!” cried out Sakura as she watched the boy fall to the ground.

“Indeed, your movements are fast,” taunted the bandaged sound ninja, “but we move with the speed of sound. So it is only natural that we exceed you. I’m going to teach you that there is a wall that not even hard work will allow you to pass” 

Panting heavily, Lee felt a trickle of blood slowly seep out of his ear and as he suddenly emptied the contents of his stomach on the forest floor. Shaking his head in disappointment, the sound-nin said in a condescending voice, “I thought you knew that dodging normally wouldn’t work?” Laughing as his opponent’s faces furrowed in confusion. “Sound,” said Dosu with another dark chuckle, as he explained. “You want to know what it was that attacked you? It was sound. You may have dodged my fist, but the sound I used still hit you.”

“Oi, Dosu! Cut the teaching lesson short,” grumbled Zaku, as he eyed Sasuke from his vantage point, “we have a mission to complete.”

Rolling his eye in exasperation at his teammates lack of finesse, Dosu nodded his head once as he bushed by the now incapacitated Lee. “Your next pinky!” said the genin as his eyes were set on Sakura. Sakura, looking like a deer caught in the headlights, watched the sound-nin once again prepare his signature move as he closed in for an attack.

“Kuso,” swore Lee as he slowly began to turn himself. Seeing that Sakura was in trouble, Lee forced himself up as he tried desperately to balance himself out. Dosu’s eye widened in shock when he saw the boy heading his way, but then narrowed in amusement when Lee lost his balance.

“That was surprising. It seemed as if you almost over came the effects of my attack...” said the sound-nin as he swung his fist at Lee’s head watching the boy block with his arm, “...but it’s over.” 

Lee turned slightly when he heard a high pitched ringing near his head, and then cried out as a blast of sound entered his ear causing him to black out. The last thing that Konoha’s noble green beast heard were the desperate pleas of a certain girl that he had promised to protect.

“Lee-san!” cried out Sakura as she pulled out several kunai and shuriken and threw them at the ninja that had taken down her guardian. However, before the deadly weapons could even travel a meter, Zaku appeared and put his hands together smirking. A suddenly blast of air once again reflected the projectiles back at their sender. This made Sakura flinch, as two of them cut her as they passed by.

Feeling a presence behind her, Sakura was about to turn when she felt a hand palming her head before roughly pulling her hair. The pain that radiated from her scalp was enough to cause the young girl to fall to her knees. “Such a prissy girl like you should have never become a ninja,” said the last, and only female, sound-nin with a disgusted look on her face. “Zaku,” called out the girl with a malicious look on her face, “why don’t you kill Sasuke in front of this stupid cow.”

“Yeah,” said the spiky haired sound-nin with a similar smirk on his face, “sounds good!”

‘I won’t let you,’ thought Sakura as she tried standing, but once again the pain in her scalp was too much for her to take as her tormentor pulled on it while yelling at her. ‘I...I can’t move,’ thought the girl as she saw Zaku slowly make his way over to where Sasuke laid. Tears slowly made their way through the grime on the young kunoichi’s face as her hands slowly fisted in frustration and despair.

‘I’m...’ thought the girl as in her minds eye she saw her teammate being killed by the ninja and she was unable to lift a finger, ‘...I’m just being a nuisance again.’

‘Always being protected...always too weak to make a difference...’ said the girl to herself as her tear began to flow even more, ‘...it’s so frustrating!’

‘I thought...I thought that I would be the one this time,’ Sakura sobbed to herself feeling her throat clench tightly as her tears threatened to choke her, ‘I thought that I would at least be able to protect someone precious to me...’

Walking past the girls Zaku grinned as he said, “Let’s get this over with.”

‘Are you going to let this stop you?’ a familiar voice asked harshly as it echoed in her head. Sakura knew who this voice belonged to as she heard the voice ask, ‘You’re kidding me, right? Is this all that you have?’

Slowly, in the young girls mind, a frowning picture of a blonde haired boy with bright blue eyes appeared, as he extended his hand and made a fist while glaring at her. ‘I’d never give up...” said Naruto as he tightened his fist and his voice began to raise to a shout, ‘...and neither should you! Show me Sakura...’

‘Show me what you’re really made of!’

Feeling a new surge of confidence and energy flowing through her body, Sakura’s breathing returned to normal as her tears slowly dried up. Taking a deep breath, the young Konoha kunoichi removed a kunai from her holster and gripped it in both hands as the female sound-nin said, “What’s the point? That’s not going to work against me.”

Turning her head slowly, Sakura gave the sound-nin such a look of raw determination, which was even laced with a bit of killing intent, that the girl loosened her hold for a second. Glaring at her opponent she said in a calm voice, “What are you talking about?”

The other kunoichi eyes widened and was caught by surprise as the pinky haired girl slid her sharp kunai through her hair severing the mass of pink hair from her head. The act was done so quickly that the oto girl lost her balance for a few seconds and ended fumbling backwards a few steps.

As the last few strands of pink hair fell to the ground, as did her hitai-ate, Sakura thought about why she had become a ninja in the first place. Casting a quick glance at Sasuke as he laid sleeping on the ground, the young girl smiled as she thought, ‘You’ve always protected me, even when I should have done it my self.’

Looking away from her teammate she then focused on the prone body of Lee she smiled, ‘You said that you like me...and fought with your life to protect me.’ Standing up, Sakura closed her eyes as she imagined a blonde haired Naruto smiling at her, ‘You always gave it you best...no matter what the situation.’

‘Everyone...’ Sakura said to herself, ‘I think you taught me something important.’

‘I think...no...I know I want to become more like the three of you,’ she said as she imagined Lee, Naruto and Sasuke looking at her with approving expressions on their faces. ‘Everyone...this time...’ thought the girl, her eyes opening to reveal hardened jade green eyes which seemed to be staring at something both close and far away, while a stiff wind blew her uneven locks of pink hair about her face, ‘...please watch me as I become stronger!’

“Tch, Kin! Kill her!” yelled Zaku watching, from his vantage point, the kunoichi pull out a exploding tag and a kunai before going through a set of seals. Kin pulled out her own kunai, and rushed Sakura, not knowing that the girl had removed a exploding tag. Not wasting any time, Sakura slapped her hands and the exploding tag to the ground as she yelled, “Doton - Ishihassha no Jutsu (Earth Elemental - Stone Catapult).”

The earth underneath Sakura popped up like a spring board, propelling the young leaf-nin into the air while at the same time her tag sparked to life. Kin, who had closed in, reeled back in shock as she watched the exploding tag ignite taking the small earthen platform the girl had created with it. Just the force of the explosion was enough to knock out the sound girl, but adding in the hot debris from the destroyed earth platform gave the leaf-nin a bit of cover from Dosu as she attacked Zaku.

Flying straight at Zaku, Sakura once again went through several seals before sending a barrage of kunai at Zaku. The sound-nin frowned as he returned the attack with his wind technique. When the kunai connected with her, he wasn’t surprised when the girl disappeared in a cloud of smoke revealing a old log with several kunai sticking out of it.

However, as he looked around trying to locate where she had run off to, he heard Dosu yell out, “Baka! Above you!”

“Huh? Shit, genjutsu!” was all the spiky haired sound genin could say as the log wavered and then faded revealing an fearsome looking girl with two kunai’s in her hand.

“Shannaro!” yelled the girl as she drove her fist kunai through the boys defenses and into his shoulder. The other kunai was poised for a deathblow, but the boy bent backward causing Sakura to miss his artery. However, missing his artery didn’t mean the ninja didn’t sustain damage as the razor sharp edge of the kunai bit through the flesh of the boys face, running it’s way all the way to his forehead, damaging his eye and slicing clean through his hitai-ate.

“RAAHHHH! YOU BITCH! I’LL KILL YOU!” roared the boy in both pain and fury, as he snapped out a vicious left hook and caught the girl dead in her face sending her to the ground in a heap. With out pausing, the enraged sound-nin followed up with a kick to her stomach sending her sprawling to the ground. “You piece of trash! I’ll make you suffer before killing you!” yelled the boy as he began stomping her head and chest with his foot.

Whimpering in pain, Sakura caught a glimpse of Sasuke between her beating and she thought, ‘...too weak...I’m too weak. Naruto. Lee. Sasuke. Gomen...’  Sakura began closing her eyes as she saw the boy’s foot falling towards her face, she had given it her best...and she had...

“Bubun Bakai no Jutsu!”

The familiar voice made Sakura eyes shoot open as she watched the spiky haired sound-nin get hit by a fist that was the size of his torso. “Sakura-san!” called out another voice, this one more feminine than the other. Turning her head Sakura watched as Hinata appeared above her with extreme worry shining in her eyes. “Are you alright?” asked the Hyuuga heiress trying her best to gently inspect her wounds.

Appearing in front of the two, Chouji stood tall and imposing, as he grumbled “The only piece of trash that I see, is you...one eye!” The taunt that the large boy used had its desired effect, as Zaku pulled out several shuriken and threw them at the boy while using his air pressure attack to give them a bit more speed and power.

Bringing up his arms defensively, Chouji allowed the shuriken to hit, and as they did everyone in the clearing could hear the sound of the metal pinging off of what could only be described as hardened stone. Zaku could only stare in disbelief as his weapons were deflected off the boy’s forearms, and he didn’t have to wait long to figure out how that was possible. Lowering his arms, Chouji allowed the earth that had gathered around them to fall off in chunks.

Seeing that they were slowly losing their focus, Dosu charged forward in an attempt to finish their mission, but he suddenly found himself stopping as he heard someone sigh lazily, “Did you actually think we were going to let you run about unchecked.” Out of the bushes stepped Shikamaru, his hand releasing the rat seal that was used to perform his family jutsu.

Growling to himself, the last sound-nin looked at the new ninja’s and asset the situation, “Goddamn it, you’re like cockroaches. Stamp out one and three take it’s place.” Shaking his head in disgust, Zaku made his decision, “I wanted to save this for the finals...but you leave me little choice!”

Chouji seeing that the sound-nin was flipping through several complex seals attacked the boy with several kunai, but it was too little, too late as Zaku yelled out while slamming his hands into the ground, “Assakutsuchi no Jutsu (Pressure Hammer Technique)!

The moment the boys hands touched the ground, shockwaves spread out and began buckling the earth around everyone. It was as if the boy had created a small earthquake, and in doing so he knocked everyone off their feet. Trees toppled and cracks appeared as air began to vent out of the ground, Shikamaru lost control of his technique and was forced to roll backwards as the bandaged ninja took the opportunity and attack him.

Seeing that the shadow using Konoha-nin was out of reach for an attack, Dosu lifted Kin off the ground and regrouped with Zaku. “It getting a bit crowded around here,” Dosu said to Zaku, as a way of saying that their mission was in jeopardy.

“Pft, what can a fatty, a lazy eyed retard and prissy little girl do against us?” laughed Zaku as he aimed his air vents at the new group.

Fists clenched as a now very still and quiet Chouji asked Shikamaru a question that had the Nara sweating a bit, “Wha...what did that guy just say? I couldn’t hear him too good.”

Angry that the fat ninja seemed to be ignoring him, Zaku sneered as he said as loud as he could, “I said, you should roll your gelatinous, bulbous, fat ass outta here before I pummel you into the ground!”

Dark brown eyes narrowed as a spike of chakra was suddenly felt by everyone. The source? A dangerous looking Akimichi stood his ground glaring daggers at the sound-nin as he said in a calm serious voice that sent shivers down Shikamaru’s spine, “Your legs...I’m going to break them.”

The two sound-nin’s sized up their new opponents, but before anyone could move to attack one another a new person made their presence felt. “Hn, how disgusting,” said a haughty sounding voice as everyone turned their heads in the direction that the voice came from.

Hinata’s eyes widened as she recognized the speaker and whispered, “Neji-niisan.”

“Two minor sound ninja’s full of themselves and acting victorious because they can pick on those second rate ninja,” said the Hyuuga boy, his nose upturned as if he smelled something awful.

“Lee!” called out Tenten as she saw her teammate laying on the ground unconscious.

‘He screwed up again,’ thought Neji eyeing his teammate, while watching the two sound ninja’s back up a bit.

“More leaf-nin’s?” chuckled Zaku. “You must all be weak if you need to gang up on just two of us,” laughed Zaku.

“The bobbed haired ninja there is one of my teammates,” said Neji in a cold voice as he activated his byakugan, “I don’t appreciate my teammate’s getting hurt by trash like you!”

Having the Hyuuga’s gaze fall on them, both Zaku and Dosu felt as if the boy was looking ‘through’ them instead of ‘at’ them. “If you wish to continue this fight, then we will fight will everything we have.” said Neji as Tenten pulled out several senbon and kunai from her holster.

Waiting for Neji’s signal, Tenten look over at him as saw that he had a surprised look on his face. “Neji? What’s wrong?”

Using his byakugan to see chakra, Neji had detected two large sources with in the vicinity of the clearing. The first was with the Uchiha boy, as the Hyuuga watched a strange dark chakra slowly entwine around his left arm. The other...

“What is he doing?” wondered the white eyed genius out loud.

Watching the play of emotions over the new opponents face, Dosu thought it was a sign of hesitation as he said with a light snort of disdain, “If you don’t like what we’re doing...stop trying to show off and come down here.”

“No,” said Neji straight faced, as everyone once again focused on him, “it seems as if I won’t be needed after all.”

Not understanding what he meant, the sound-nin was about to retort when he noticed something. From where Sasuke was laying a dark miasma of strange chakra seemed to be rising in the air. With in a fraction of a second that miasma burst outwards violently as the young Uchiha slowly began to stand up.

“Sasuke-kun!” Sakura said happily seeing her teammate and crush standing on his own two feet, “You woke...” However, when the boy walked forward into the light, the girls face dropped in both fear and shock. The others followed in suit as they beheld the now awake, and changed, Uchiha.

The miasma, which at first had appeared to cover his whole body, now could be seen wrapping itself around his left arm as it shred his sleeve and arm covers, revealing what laid underneath them. The strange tattoo marking, which had been located on Sasuke’s neck, had grown like a malicious disease as it now covered his arm from neck to finger tips.

Sharingan blazing, Sasuke stepped forward as he tilted his head observing Sakura being treated by Hinata. Turning his head in the opposite direction he saw  Masami, Usagi and Lee knocked out and unmoving. The two tomoe in Sasuke’s eyes slowly began to spin as he leveled his gaze at the two sound nin’s and asked, “Sakura? Who did that to you?”

Fear slowly began to set into Dosu, as he watched the Uchiha continued walking forward while sending out wave after wave of killing intent that was focused on them.

“Sasuke-kun...your arm...” said Sakura, finally over her shock.

Picking his hand up and looking down at the now tattoo covered arm, Sasuke’s eyes widened a bit in shock but quickly went back to normal as he said, “Don’t worry...I don’t feel anything wrong, but more importantly...I feel...a bit stronger.”

‘Is this what that man wanted?’ wondered Sasuke as he felt his chakra surging slightly. Not completely understanding what the strange ninja wanted by giving him this even stranger power, Sasuke decided that he’d figure it out later. For now...for now he wanted to know who had hurt his teammates.

“Sakura, tell me! Who the hell hurt you?” demanded the Uchiha, while eyeing the two were at the top of his list.

“That would be me,” bragged Zaku, his face bloodied and swollen from Sakura’s attack.

Turning to face the sound-nin, Sasuke growled angrily as the tattoo’s on his arm shivered and slowly began to cover more of his arm with the black markings.

‘This is bad...’ thought Dosu as he began to feel the dark miasma-like chakra flaring, “This is too much for just us to handle.”

“Che, why are you afraid of this half-dead bastard! Watch Dosu, I kill him in one go!” yelled Zaku as he flipped through a long string of seals.

“No! Don’t! Zaku, you don’t understand!” yelled Dosu, already knowing what the outcome of Zaku choice would be.

“Eat this!” yelled the confident sound-nin, “Zankyokukuuha (Extreme Decapitating Air Waves)!” A massive blast of air pressure tore the forest in front of Zaku asunder as he watched some of the leaf-nin’s barely avoid his attack. Seeing nothing left of his opponent, Zaku smirked as he said arrogantly, “Heh, they must have been blow to pieces.”

“Who was?” asked a smug voice that was right behind the sound ninja. Zaku only had time to look shocked before Sasuke back handed him with his tattooed left hand and sent him twirling through the air like a rag doll.

“Zaku!” called out Dosu while keeping his eyes on the Uchiha and the two girls that were behind him, ‘He’s fast...not only that, but he also moved the girls along with him.’

Not giving the two sound nin’s a chance to regroup, Sasuke flipped through several seals as he said, “Katon: Hosenka no Justu (Fire Element: Mythical Fire Phoenix Technique)!” Several blasts of fire shot out from where Sasuke stood, all homing in on Zaku.

“Don’t take me lightly!” yelled the spiky haired boy as he brought his hand up in defense and yelled, “Zankuuha (Decapitating Air Waves)!” The technique did what Zaku wanted it to do as the flames of Sasuke’s attack died out. Though...when it was revealed that there were shuriken hidden by the flames, Zaku could do nothing but watch in horror as the weapons hit him with accuracy and precision.

“ZAKU BELOW YOU!” bellowed Dosu, as the Uchiha suddenly appeared crouching down in front of his teammate.

Too little, too late. Before Zaku knew what was happening, Sasuke was hoisting the sound-nin into the air with his left hand firmly gripping his throat as it slowly crushed his wind pipe. “S..st..stop!” wheezed out the ninja as he felt Sasuke putting more pressure on his throat.

“You were going to kill me and my teammates,” said Sasuke angrily, his eyes narrowing into dangerous slits. On his arm, the tattoos seemed to react to Sasuke’s anger as they began to grow and pulse with even more sinister intent. Sakura, along with the other leaf-nin’s, could only watch in horror at the way Sasuke was acting.

“I...I don’t want...to die,” the sound-nin squeaked out in a pathetic tone as he began gasping his last breaths.

“Sasuke!” called out a voice from behind the Uchiha, “Stop!” Feeling something warm wrap around his waist he turned his head and was met with the sight of a fearful and crying Sakura.

Seeing the expression on his teammates face and her tears acted like a switch being thrown in the Uchiha’s head.  Suddenly, Sasuke released the ninja as he kept his eye lock on Sakura’s green, fearful eyes. ‘Is she afraid of me? Why is she crying? Wait...what was I doing?’ wondered the Uchiha as the spiky haired sound-nin stumbled back to his comrade while trying to normalize his breathing, ‘Was I enjoying his suffering?’ Looking at the strange markings as they slowly began to fade, Sasuke asked himself, ‘What did that bastard do to me? What have I become?’

As the markings receded back to his neck, Sasuke began to feel his strength wane as well. Wobbling, the Uchiha prodigy fell to his knees as Sakura and Hinata came to his aid.

It was at this point where Dosu and Zaku looked at each other for a moment before focusing their attention on Sasuke. He was weakened, and they wouldn’t have a better opportunity, knowing what each other was thinking Zaku stayed back as support to a charging Dosu.

“Neji!” yelled Tenten.

“Don’t worry,” calmly said Neji as he looked to the tree tops, “there’s one more player who has yet to show himself.”

From the trees above the group of ninja, a loud, staccato-like scream echoed through the woods as a shadow shot from the leafy branches and intercepted Dosu. The thing that had appeared was as tall as an adult and had a fuzzy brow tail, which was at the moment wrapped tightly around the mummy looking ninja’s neck. Upon closer inspection, everyone saw what appeared to be a human looking, dark brown furred, monkey who was wearing an all black ninja suit — which bore the symbol of the leaf on it’s shoulder. 

“Do not move,” said the animal with a deep growl, as it pressed a sharp kunai into Dosu’s back while it’s black emotionless eyes locked with the sound-nin’s, “unlike the boy over there, I will not hesitate in killing you!”

Looking over at his partner, Dosu found Zaku on the ground having been knock unconscious by a blonde haired leaf genin. “Looks like you lose this round,” said Naruto as he stumbled slightly, the drain of the technique he used effecting him. “Tell you what...why don’t you leave your items and get the hell out of here,” suggested Naruto as the monkey warrior tightened his grip on the ninja’s neck in protest, “I’m in no mood for bloodshed or murder.”

Nodding his head in agreement as he was released from the monkey’s death grip, Dosu removed the items from his ninja pack and placed them on the group while retrieving his teammates. Looking back once at the blonde and his summon, the sound genin disappeared as Sakura began to call out to him.

“Wait!” the young kunoichi shouted, but she was ignored.

oooo

“Son of a bitch!” yelled a certain blue haired, foul mouthed kunoichi as she nursed her aching head with her good arm, “You guys get all the good action.”

“Trust me,” said Sakura as she sat next to her teammate while Shikamaru was patching her wounds up as best he could, “I’d trade with you in a second.”

“But you know...it seems like you handled yourself pretty well, Haruno.” said Masami as she looked at the young girl from the corner of her eyes. “You might not be as hopeless as I thought you were,” said the blue haired girl as she removed a kunai from her pack and said, “Come with me, let’s see what we can do about your hair.”

Looking shocked at the girls words, Sakura unconsciously began to wring her hair as she asked, “You sure? What about your injury?”

“Ha,” laughed the genin, as she saw and heard the hesitation in Sakura’s eyes and voice, “Don’t worry, I’m not going to shave your head. Besides...I’m pretty good with a kunai when I need to be.” Helping Sakura off the ground after Shikamaru finished the two girls walked away from the group.

Lee, who was currently being woken up by Tenten tender administrations, opened his eyes as he felt someone yelling at him and shaking him very violently. “Lee, you baka! Wake up!” yelled Tenten finally dropping the boy to the ground when his eyes began to open.

“Tenten?” asked the taijutsu used in a confused tone, “What are you doing here?”

Sighing deeply, Tenten placed her palm to her forehead as she answered, “We came to help you.”

“Huh? Where did the sound ninja go?” Lee asked as his memory seemed to come back to him.

“Your friend and the Uchiha ran them off,” the girl replied jerking her thumb over to the gathering of boys in the middle of the clearing. The boy gazed down at the ground in understand, but before he could truly understand his feelings Tenten raised her voice asking, “Why did you take action on your own? On top of that...look at yourself! You’re hurt badly!”

“Demo,” Lee whispered, “Gai-sensei told me that I must never hold back when fighting to protect someone precious to me.”

Frowning at Lee’s explanation, Tenten thought, ‘Geez, if he had been by himself, instead of trying to protect someone, he would have beaten those three with no trouble.’ Feeling more angry at the situation than at Lee, Tenten had no outlet for her frustrations as she said, “You really are and idiot.”

“I can’t argue with that,” said Lee pulling his knees up to his chest and looking the part of a kicked puppy.

“Aw, go easy on him Tenten-chan,” called out a voice as the two saw Naruto slowly walking over to them before he plopped himself down on the ground next to Lee. “He might be a baka,” said the boy leaning back, “but we’re all “bakas” when it comes to fighting for something we believe in.”

Tenten looked at Naruto as he gave he a small smiled, and then she gazed back at Lee who was smirking at hearing Naruto encouraging words. “It’s just Tenten,” said the girl as she almost began smiling with the infectious pair of bakas.

“Aw,” Naruto pouted, “you don’t like me?”

“No, it’s not that,” said Tenten as she turned her face hiding the blush that was forming on her cheeks, while she explained, “It makes me sound girly, and I want to be taken seriously.”

“Hm, okay,” Naruto nodded, as he stood up and helped Lee stand as well. Together the three of them went to where the others were gathering.

“So,” said Shikamaru to both Sasuke and Usagi, “it seems like you’ve gotten your required items.”

“Hn,” Sasuke huffed looking down at the silver and copped object. The Uchiha knew that if it hadn’t been for Naruto and his teammates team seven would have been more than likely disqualified from the test. Looking away from the eight objects on the ground, the black haired genin was just in time to see Lee’s teammate, Naruto and Lee making their way over, as well as Masami and Sakura.

“So? Is everything settled?” asked Naruto receiving a thumbs up from Usagi and a nod from Shikamaru.

“Lee-san?” said a now nervous looking Sakura, her hair now cut and styled to a manageable length. “Arigato,” said the girl as she bowed then looked up with a smile that came from the depths of her heart, “thanks to you I can see a bit more clearly and I think I’ve become a little bit stronger.”

Lee eyes began to tear up, as he said, “Sakura...it looks like I too need to train more...” Swiveling his head towards Sasuke, Lee said with a bit of shame that the raven haired boy caught almost instantly, “It seems that you do live up to your clan’s reputation, Sasuke-kun. You and my springtime of youth rival drove away those ninja, while I...I lost horribly to them.”

‘Nani? He lost to those three?’ Sasuke asked himself as he remembered the beating that the same boy had given him at the beginning of the exams. ‘Were those three that strong?’ pondered the Uchiha as he looked back at Lee.

“Sakura-san,” Lee spoke up gaining the girls attention. “The lotus of Konoha blooms twice,” said the boy cryptically as he smiled and said, “next time we meet, I promise I will be a stronger man.” Off to the spandex wearing boy’s side, Tenten frowned at her teammates words. “Yosh! Naruto-kun,” said Lee suddenly doing a one-eighty and standing up to face his self proclaimed ‘rival’, “I can only hope that you and I will face off later in this exam. Then we can truly show everyone what an “explosion of youth” truly is!”

Sighing in exasperation, Naruto said as he shook his head, “Here we go again. Lee, keep you ‘explosions of youth’ to yourself!”

“Never!” cried out Lee raising a fist that seemed to burn with power, “Only one’s true rival can bring out their hidden potential!”

“I thought we already discussed this...you told me that Neji was your rival,” said Naruto which instantly made the Hyuuga in the tree turn his head and regard the blonde with narrowed eyes. Tenten also seemed to regard the blonde in a new light, as she figure that if he knew Neji’s name then he must also know other things about their team.

“He’s too cold,” pouted Lee angrily, making Tenten giggle and Neji’s eye twitch in anger, “I want a rival that matches my flames of youth! So that when we fight, we will create an inferno that scorches the sky!”

“Did you get that?” Chouji asked Shikamaru in confusion.

“No, I didn’t. And for the sake of my sanity, I’m not going to even consider figuring out this troublesome conversation,” replied Shikamaru walking away from the two boys to began packing team seven’s supplies. Chouji shrugged and followed his friend.

“Fine!” Naruto said as he had enough of the strange talk of youth, springtime and flames. “I’ll be your rival...but, only after you defeat Neji!” said Naruto with a grin as Lee’s eyes seemed to explode in flames.

“Deal!” said the green spandex wearing boy before turning his head to regard his first rival.

Standing atop the tree that he had entered on, Neji looked down at Lee before snorting lightly and looking away. The genius Hyuuga’s eyes landing on the brooding figure of Sasuke as he sat by himself looking at his arm. Slowly a cooling breeze washed through the area as Neji thought, ‘Uchiha Sasuke...he will make a powerful rival.’

Neji’s eye wandered further away from the lone Uchiha, and spotted the midnight black hair and lavender eyes of his cousins as she allowed the girl with blue hair to bandage a wound in her shoulder. Quickly glancing at her bare forehead Neji’s fists clenched as he felt the familiar anger he reserved for the head family rising to the surface. However, before he could become an more enraged, he looked away and instead focused on a mop of blonde hair that was surrounded by the other ninja. On the boy’s face was a simple smile as he talked to his two male teammates and the others, but just as Neji was about to look away those blue eyes focused on him narrowing dangerously. 

Neji was slightly shocked that the boy had known he was watching him, and as the blonde closed his eyes while smirking Neji found himself wondered what else he knew. Just the fact that the blonde had employed a monkey summon during the fight was bothering Neji, because – as far as he knew – the only clan to employ the services of monkeys were the Sarutobi. ‘Uzumaki Naruto...’ Neji tested the name in his mind, ‘...just what other secrets do you hold?’

oooo

The tree branches and foliage were nothing more than a blur of greens and browns, as the four members of team seven regulated their pace while making their way to their final destination. An hour had passed, since they had said their good-byes to team ten and team Gai. Thankfully, there seemed to be almost no one left to oppose them as they made their way to the crimson colored tower in the distance. “Alright,” called Shikamaru as he held up his hand, “from her on out we use stealth. More than likely, our competition has set traps and are waiting for an easy score. We need to be careful and travel quietly. Understood?”

Everyone in the group nodded their heads as they landed on the ground and began plodding through the vegetation. Half way to the tower’s entrance, Chouji was the first to notice a complex trap that was hidden with a concealed pressure pad. After that the team slowed down to a crawl as they would seem to discover a trap every ten feet. Disarming the simpler ones and plotting a course around the more elaborate traps they finally made it to the base of the tower and were about to open a door when several ninja came bursting out of the tree tops screaming, “Come and fight us you cowards!

“They have got to be kidding me,” said Naruto raising an eyebrow at the antics of the other ninja. The blonde tore the seal off the door and opened it in one quick motion. Quickly, before the ninja could close in, team seven filed into the door and closed it, all the while hearing the screams and curses of the other ninja group.

“What?” asked Chouji, “Did they actually think we were going to fight them?”

A banging on the door behind the team echoed through the room as Shikamaru pinched his nose and said, “Yep, I think they did.”

When the banging on the door subsided, the four man group walked further into the room and saw a small mural hanging against the opposite wall. All together the four ninjas read what was written on the mural and when they were finished it was Chouji who summed up the teams collective feeling by saying.

“Well? What now?”

Chapter 49 - Completion! Second Test Passed!
“Tch, troublesome,” said Shikamaru as he sat down near a wall and leaned back, “we probably have to do something with the items we were given.”

Naruto slapped his forehead, he couldn’t believe that he had completely forgotten about the items. Removing the silver crescents and bronze disks he handed a pair of them to each of his teammates. “Uh, is it me or does this seem a bit too simple,” questioned Chouji as he stared at the objects in his large hands.

“Some times,” Hinata said in a small voice, “the simplest road is the best.”

Naruto, didn’t say anything as he began fitting the pieces of the items together. Sliding the pieces together, a loud click emitted from the object making Naruto jump just a bit...you’d be jumpy too if you had just finish walking through a ocean of traps and devices that you had to disarm!

Everyone waited and watched as the bronze disc in Naruto’s hand slowly spun once and then pop open revealing a small seal within the metallic device. Recognizing the seal, Shikamaru and Naruto had the others do the same. Collecting the object, the Nara arranged them in a pattern and then slapping his hands together he barked out, “Kai!”

White ninja smoke arose from the metallic objects on the ground until a popping sound was heard by the genin, signaling the arrival of something with in the smoke. “NA...RU...TO!” someone growled from with in the cloud of smoke.

“Oh, crap,” Naruto said with worry stretching across his face, as he knew who exactly was behind that cloud of smoke. Hinata trembled a bit as she watched the figure stride towards the group, but when the smoke cleared she allowed herself to relax when she saw that the figure was none other than Naruto’s mother.

“Young man, what have you gotten yourself into!?” asked Rin as she stood in front of team seven. Currently she was wearing her official jounin uniform and was tapping her foot on the ground as if waiting for an answer.

“Eh?”

“Don’t ‘eh’ me mister!” the infuriated mother said as she moved forwards and began inspecting everyone in the group. Rin’s medically trained eyes had already spotted the young Hyuuga’s poorly bandaged shoulder and the bruised skin around Shikamaru’s neck. Placing her hand on Hinata’s shoulder, Rin activating her diagnostic jutsu and saw the extent of the damage that the girl had taken. Eyes widening in shock, the older woman commanded the heiress to sit as she began to heal and clean the wound on her shoulder.

“What happened out there?” demanded Rin as she kept her chakra steadily flowing into Hinata’s body.

“Well...” Naruto said trying to think of a believable lie that wouldn’t make his mother lose her cool.

“...see, there was this really super strong ninja...I think his name was Oro-something...and he attack team ten. So we decided to help, cause Masami broke her arm when the giant snake bit it. But the ninja was way too strong for all of us, and he bit Sasuke’s neck but Naruto...mmmffppph,” the words came flowing out of Chouji as if a dam had broken, Naruto had covered his friends mouth before he could say anything more.

Shikamaru sighed in exasperation, but the damage had already been dealt. Knowing from experience, especially having a mother like his, that this was going to turn ugly really fast the boy hung his head in defeat as he prepared himself for the lecture that was to follow.

“WHAT!” yelled a now almost completely hysterical Rin as she gave her son the patent death glare making him freeze up with fear. Hinata, who was being treated, was also caught in that glare as she felt the enormity of the mother’s glare pressing down on her. “Orochimaru? You fought Orochimaru? What were you thinking!” yelled the medical ninja as he stood up and bore down on her son, “You could have been killed!”

“Uzumaki-san,” Shikamaru interjected, trying not to let Naruto take the brunt of this scolding, “we had no choice. We tried running, but the man was too powerful.”

Deep down, Rin knew that the Nara boy was right. Even if they had wanted to run from someone like Orochimaru, it would have been nearly impossible. However, that didn’t stop the woman’s irrational anger at her son actions...running headlong into a situation like that. “And he should be,” said Rin furiously before turning back to finish Hinata’s treatment, “Orochimaru is no ordinary ninja, he one of the legendary sannin.”

That comment, Rin noted, had it’s proper effect as both Chouji and Shikamaru looked stunned. Hinata also was shaken, but she was too sore and tired to be overly expressive. Naruto also had a shocked expression, but for different reasons.

From what he knew, the sannin were a Konoha legendary team. If it was true that the snake-nin was one of them, that would mean that they were fighting not only a very high level ninja but also one that would be registered as a missing-nin as well.

“I’ve done as much as I can for the time being,” Rin told Hinata as she re-wrapped the girls wound. “Make sure that you get some more medical attention, before tomorrow.” 

Naruto was replying the fight between the ex-sannin and the two teams when a he felt a hand laying on his shoulder. Refocusing on his mother, Naruto frowned as he remembered the man biting Sasuke and the effect it had on the boy. “Ne, kaasan?”

“Hmm?” responded Rin eying her son, as he dug into his ninja pack and pulled out one of her sample tubes. “What’s that, Naruto?”

“I managed to slice the bastard’s fang off before he ran away,” said Naruto as he suddenly looked like he was regretting something, “I think whatever he injected Sasuke with is in this tooth. Do you think you can check it out?”

“Injected?” Rin repeated in confusion as she lifted the tube to the light and saw a black tar-like substance slowly dripping out of the fang.

“Yeah...um...I kinda had to use your pill to help Sasuke. Even then, it didn’t completely stop whatever this stuff is,” said Naruto with a guilty look on his face.

Rin now understood her son’s expression, she knew that he probably felt as if he had used her gift frivolously. However, the medic-nin smiled broadly as she hug the young boy and gave him a kiss on the head while saying, “That was your pill, Naruto. The decision on how to use it was up to you. And I think you choice was a good one.”

Naruto looked up at his mother and then smiled, but he was harshly pulled out of the moment when he heard both Shikamaru and Chouji snickering at him. Seeing that his mother was still hugging him, Naruto slowly squirmed out of her embrace while sending at murderous glare at his two male friends. 

Finally gaining back a semblance of his dignity the young blue eyed genin asked his mother, “By the way mom, what are you doing here?”

Rin smiled as she explained the reason behind her appearance and the mural on the wall, and when she was finished she stated that they had one day to rest and recuperate. Giving them a room number she told the team that the number would be where they would spend the night. Congratulating them one more time she saw them off.

The moment team seven left the little room, Rin frowned deeply looking at the tube in her hand as she thought, ‘If the kakusei no gan’yaku (pill of purification) could not completely stop this...’ 

Putting away the tube and deciding that Sarutobi needed to be aware of what was going on, Rin growled out angrily as she made a seal and disappeared into a plume of white smoke, “What is he after?”

oooo

Shadowy shapes flicked on a stone wall, as garbled words echoed through the air. Turning around and trying to listen to the sounds, Naruto caught the sound of bids singing and wind rustling tall grass. The boy also smelt something that reminded him the dew in the early morning as well as distant rain. ‘Where am I,’ thought the boy as the sound and images seemed to over lap and distort.

“Weakling.”

“Pathetic.”

“Save us the shame and die already.”

The voices that had said those words were cold and emotionless. However, for some reason, each time the words were said they seemed to cut deeply into the blondes heart as Naruto flinched each time a voice spoke up.

Once again, Naruto found him facing a stone wall that seemed to be the inside of a large tunnel. Slowly, a hideous shadow formed from the darkness and threw back it head laughing in enjoyment as the voices and their unending tirade of brutal words became even more intense.

Glaring at the shadow which, Naruto had noticed, possessed nine eyes, the boy could be an observer as the words did their damage. He felt as if he was being torn apart from every conceivable direction that was possible. And then all at once the voices stopped abruptly as a young voice clearly rang in the emptiness of the silence.

“Loser.”

Not knowing why, Naruto began to feel his teeth grind together and his jaw muscles twitch as a burning hatred seemed to bubble out of him while he threw back his head and screamed at the top of his lungs...

“I WILL KILL YOU ALL!”

Shooting out of the bed that he had been sleeping in, Naruto looked around the room to see his other teammates resting peacefully. Panting and feeling his jaw muscles slowly unclenching, Naruto stood up and walk out of the room in favor of taking a quick shower. As it was, the boy’s clothing were stuck to him from the amount of sweat that he had been perspiring. Removing his clothing and putting on a shower robe he headed to the nearest bathroom.

Walking into the bathroom, Naruto was greeted with the sight of two other hampers filled with clothing. Judging by the style of clothing, he knew that the two had to be Sasuke and Neji. Grabbing his personal bucket, he slid open the door revealing the two black haired teens relaxing in the large hot tub.

He knew the instant he had entered the two teens eye’s were on him, and so he did his best to ignore them as he went about cleansing himself of the sweat that he had collected in his sleep. Bringing the bucket of hot water over his head rinsing out the shampoo he had used on his head, Naruto head the Hyuuga speak up. It was surprising, to say the least, that the boy who Lee often referred to his “complete opposite” was taking the initiative in talking with the Uchiha.

“It seems as if you have a goal in this exam, Sasuke-san,” the silky words of the Hyuuga rolled off his tongue in such a way, that most would think that he was talking down at them.

Sasuke turned his head to regard the Hyuuga for a few seconds before turning away and grunting out, “Hn, if that is what you believe.”

From the corner of his eyes Naruto watched in trepidation. If Sasuke was trying to provoke the Hyuuga it wasn’t working as the young man simply shrugged and smiled slightly as he said, “There is no need to believe in something if you know it’s true.”

“Says a Hyuuga branch member,” Sasuke said with a cocky sneer that finally got a reaction out of the stoic Hyuuga genius.

Opening his eyes, Neji turned the pale pearl-like orbs on the Uchiha and said in dead seriousness with a bit of anger mixed in as well, “Fate has already marked you and your clan as failures, young Uchiha. Why try and go against destiny when it is obvious that you shall fall?”

The sharingan blazed to life as Sasuke stood up glaring at the boy who was now, in turn, smirking at him. “The Uchiha have no equals, Hyuuga,” spat Sasuke as if the name was something dirty. “Know this, if you stand in my way, you will truly understand the difference between our strength!” With that said, the young Uchiha stormed out of the bathroom glaring heatedly at Naruto, who was easing himself into the tub.

After the mood calmed down a bit, Naruto tilted his head back and looked at the ceiling while asking softly, “Was that really necessary? I mean, I know that was a low blow with the whole ‘branch member’ thing...but...”

Neji turned his eyes on the blonde who seemed to be looking at something on the ceiling and replied with deep sigh, “I merely reminded the Uchiha of his place, since he’s become a bit too full of himself as of late.”

“Mmm,” Naruto responded nodding his head in agreement. “Still,” Naruto asked swishing his arms through the heated water, “why even waste your breath?”

Looking down at the steaming water, Neji closed his eyes and imagined the smiling face of an older man as he placed a warm hand on his head. “No matter how hard you try to break free from destiny you will always find yourself caught up in its winds.”

Picking his head up Naruto noticed that the older boy didn’t seem to be talking about Sasuke anymore, as he could almost ‘feel’ a sad pain coming from the Hyuuga in front of him. Snapping his eyes open, Neji turned the pale orbs on Naruto as he said, “That also applies to your team as well, Uzumaki-san. No matter how hard you strain against fate, a nobody is still a nobody. And a weak Hyuuga will never amount to anything other than the weakness she exudes.”

Those last words finally sparked a bit of reaction from the blonde boy, as he narrowed his eyes in the same way he had done in the forest of death. Looking away from the Hyuuga, Naruto stood up and said as he gathered his bathing items, “I hope you are wrong Hyuuga-san. Cause if the world is the way you described it, then life is very depressing indeed.” 

Watching the blonde closing the sliding door to the bath, Neji sat in the bath thinking over the words the blonde had said, as he once again saw the smiling face of his father in his memory and said to himself, ‘Life is not always fun, Uzumaki.’

oooo

In a small unused room a white haired leaf genin performed a diagnostic jutsu on his master, as he inspected a bite wound on his superior’s pale shoulder. The most interesting part about the bite was that it radiated a small amount of violent and unstable chakra as it went about acting as both poison and acid. Currently the area around the wound was rotting and nothing seemed to help speed the healing process.

Yakushi Kabuto was completely perplexed by this chakra and its effect. If it had been up to him he would have taken the time to study the effect of this chakra in detail, but seeing that the man that was currently feeling the effects was not one to be kept waiting, he pulled out several pills as well as a syringe filled with a bright green liquid.

“Well?” asked the man impatiently as his yellow silted eyes fell on his subordinate.

“From what I can see the chakra is going about destroying your cells around the area that it had entered,” said Kabuto as he pushed up his glasses. “However, I’ve managed to isolate the chakra with in the area of the bite mark. All we can do now is to wait until the foreign chakra dissipates and then treat the area,” said the medic-ninja.

“I know that already, idiot! What I want to know is...will I be up to full strength when the time comes to spring my little trap?” asked the pale faced man in a hissing voice, showing his obvious disgust towards the white haired young man.

Kabuto knew what the man wanted to hear, and it wasn’t what his instincts were telling him at the moment. The while haired sound spy was more than sure that his master would need more than a month’s recovery to over come the effects of this strange chakra, but he also knew what his master wanted to hear, and wasn’t about to disappoint the ex-sannin. Adjusting his glasses the young man said with a confident smirk, “Of course, Orochimaru-sama. By that time you should have enough strength to battle.” Kabuto said those words all the while thinking, ‘Yes, you’ll be strong enough to battle. Just not strong enough to battle a kage though.’

Injecting the bright green serum into his masters shoulder and having him take on several pills the white haired spy waited for the ex-sannin to speak before moving. “Did you complete your mission?” asked the pale skinned snake ninja.

“Indeed,” answered Kabuto nodding his head once while simultaneously pulling out a card with a great deal of information on one Uchiha Sasuke. “They needed my help to get them through the last step of the exam,” said the medic-nin looking at his master from the corner of his eyes. “However...”

“However?” repeated Orochimaru with narrowed eye, he did not like the look that his subordinate had on his face.

“It seems that the curse seal has been interfered with,” said Kabuto as Orochimaru’s eyes slowly narrowed further.

“What do you mean?” growled out the ex-sannin as he gripped the card in his hand tighter.

“When I got a look at the seal, I found that it was faded and incomplete. Also, when I was healing some of Sasuke’s wounds I found traces of a strange chemical compound in his blood. It seems as if someone had something to counteract some the enzymes,” said the white haired shinobi as he watched his master’s face contort with fury.

“Who was with Sasuke-kun that could have that kind of expertise,” pondered the angry ex-sannin rhetorically.

The medic-nin frowned as he watched his snake-like master take out his frustration on the room’s furniture. “Also,” added the spy as he thought this was the best time to reveal this information before he got too worked up, “I believe that I’ve been found out.”

Mastering his anger and turning his angry glare on his subordinate the pale man asked quietly, “What make you think that?”

“The blue haired girl and her silent teammate,” explained Kabuto, “they aren’t who they say they are.”

“Hn,” huffed Orochimaru as he still held much anger in his eyes, “it seems as if Sarutobi is aware of us.” A maniacal glint seemed to shine in the man’s animalistic eyes as he stood up and turned his back on the white haired ninja. “Well...” hissed the snake-like ninja, while grinning wickedly, “...it’s too late to stop the exams at this point. All the Hokage can do is increase security, but even that won’t help much. As for the Uchiha...as long as he has ‘part’ of the cursed seal, he’s still up for grabs” 

Even thought the ex-sannin was trying to act calm, Kabuto could see and feel his anger that the man felt at the information that had been given to him. Kabuto watched the man slowly walk towards a shadowy corner of the room they were in, only to stop just before the shadows. Turning around the snake-sannin said in tones that seemed to hold focused anger, “By the way...”

Kabuto’s head snapped up in attention as he waited to hear what his master had to say. “...what about information about the jinchuuriki?”

“Jinchuuriki? Other than that suna-nin, I wasn’t aware of any other jinchuuriki, Orochimaru-sama,” replied Kabuto intrigued by his master’s words.

“A blonde haired genin, with blue eyes and whisker like marks on his face,” replied the ex-sannin describing the boy while his ki flared up. It was he who had caused him this pain and discomfort, and as his thoughts lingered on the boy he absentmindedly gripped his wound while grimacing.

Kabuto saw the movement and was shocked as he thought, ‘Was it the jinchuuriki who wounded Orochimaru-sama?’ What was even more pressing was the fact that the description of the jinchuuriki brought to mind the memory of a blonde genin reducing one of his info cards to cinders. “Might that be Uzumaki Naruto?”

“Uzumaki...Naruto...” said the missing-nin with silky malice dripping from his words.

Kabuto, remembering something that he had seen on the info card before the boy had destroyed it, spoke in confidence when he saw that his master was obviously interested in the boy. “Yes, Uzumaki Naruto. Adopted son of both...” and it was at this point that the medic-nin waited til he had the undivided attention of his master as he smirking inwardly while continuing on, “...Uzumaki Obito and Rin. Formerly known as…Uchiha Obito and Rin.”

Just the mention of the name made the snake-sannin spin around violently as he glared at the spy and growled, “If you have any information on the boy, Kabuto, I suggest you give it to me now.”

Snaking his head, Kabuto bowed deeply while saying, “My apologies Orochimaru-sama, but the card was confiscated and disposed of by Uzumaki himself, well before the first exam started..”

The cold look the missing-nin gave the white haired genin was enough to make Kabuto regret letting Naruto destroy the card, but after a moment a smile slid onto the pale man’s face as he said while turning around and walking to the corner of the room. “Uchiha Obito...hmm? The jinchuuriki just might be useful,” said the sannin as he faded into the shadows while laughing darkly.

oooo

The next day was sunny, cool, and cloudless. Inside the tower at the center of the forest of death all the teams waited inside a large arena-like room as the minutes counted down for the competition of the second exam.

At first, when walking into the room, nothing could be gleaned from it normal looking appearance. From its grey concrete floor, which happened to be textured for better traction, to the flanking catwalks on either sides of the room everything seemed to be neutral. However, that thought was squashed when most of the genin observed the far side of the room. Two gigantic stone statues, in the shape of a set of forearms and hands, sat flush up against the wall. The artisan that had make the statues obviously wanted them to mimic a ninja performing the ‘chakra gathering’ seal. However, to Naruto and some of the other exam participants, it looked like a giant had fallen and shoved his hands through the wall while performing said seal.

Most of the participating ninja ignored the strange jutsu keeping their eyes focused on the group of people that were currently standing on the raised dais. Representing each team that had passed, one jounin-sensei stood on the dais fanning out on one side. On the other side stood the chuunin examiners and the jounin supervisors that had over seen the test. 

In the middle, puffing slowly on his wooden pipe with his eyes close as the currently Hokage of Konoha. Wearing his traditional garbs of office, the old man waited patiently along with the genin in the room as the seconds tick away to the completion of the second exam. When the appropriate hour tolled, the purple haired jounin – who had spoken to the teams before the exams started – stepped forward and congratulated the teams for surviving the forest.

Each of the teams lined up in front of their superiors as the jounin woman turned her head and nodded to the Hokage. The old man took his time clearing his throat as he stepped forward and looked at all of the genin who had passed. When the old man’s eyes settled on Sasuke, he seemed to have a fleeting expression of sadness appear on his face, Quickly mastering his emotions, the old Hokage looked over at the blonde genin who was smiling proudly that he had made to the next phase. Feeling himself beginning to smile the Sandaime turned his head to regard the last boy that had caught his interest. Red haired and black outlined eyes glared back at him with no emotion except annoyance, and the Hokage found himself sighing deeply as he wondered what kind of life that child had lead to leave him so utterly void of any emotion.

While the Hokage was musing over his thoughts many in the crowd of genin were also thinking deeply about things that had taken place only a few hours ago. Uchiha Sasuke frowned deeply as he steadied his gaze on the Hokage. Normally, Sasuke wasn’t one to believe anything told to him without some sort of proof. But what he had learned, when he returned from his little scuffle with the Hyuuga in the bath, was something that he couldn’t just dismiss...

“Sasuke?” asked a voice as the Uchiha had rounded the corned angrily while pulling his shirt over his head.

Seeing the source of the voice, the young Uchiha rolled his eye as he asked, “What is it, Sakura? It late, and we should be getting as much rest as we can.”

“Yeah,” responded Sakura with a bit of hurt coming through her voice and into her expression. However, the girl pushed the hurt aside as she said, “I know that, but this is important.”

Upset that his excuse didn’t seem to be working on her, the raven haired teen turned his head asking in a toneless voice, “What is it?”

“Usagi and Masami...” said Sakura with a bit of caution as she looked around trying to see if anyone was around.

Not knowing what was going on, but when Sasuke saw the pink haired girl act as if she was about say something really important, the Uchiha couldn’t help but be a bit curious, “What about them?”

“Sasuke-kun, they aren’t who we think they are,” said Sakura as her green eyes showed no deception. “When we got separated, we were attacked by Orochimaru’s partners. As an enemy they were pretty powerful, but suddenly both Masami and Usagi attacked and killed the opponents with ease.”

“What?” Sasuke was shocked, he knew that the two were hiding something, but to be able to take out a jounin level ninja’s partners with the ‘ease’ that Sakura had been talking about. It was at that moment that everything started sinking in as he looked at Sakura and asked, “Wait! Are you telling me this because they’re some sort of threat?”

“Shhh!” hissed Sakura putting her finger over her mouth in an attempt to get the now angry Uchiha to calm down. Nodding her head once, Sakura whispered, “They told me that they were rookie chuunin assigned to over see our protection, but that’s not the problem...”

Just hearing the first part of her explanation, Sasuke began to feel anger stirring in his stomach. It seemed as if the Hokage, and his Asuma-sensei, didn’t place much faith in his judgment if he had to have babysitters looking over his shoulder. 

“Sasuke, listen to me.” said the pink haired kunoichi while she shook the boy out of his thoughts. “The real problem is that Usagi thinks that you shouldn’t be allowed to participate any further in the exams!” said the young girl worry clearly written on her face. “Masami told me that he will personally knock you out the running.”

The silence in the hall settled as Uchiha Sasuke scowled at the floor while his fist balled up and shook in anger. Not only was he being lied to, but it also seemed as if someone was dictating what he was going to ‘do’ or ‘not do’. As soon as that thought rang through his head an angry, yet silky voice seemed to crop up in his mind saying, “Fate has already marked you and your clan as failures, young Uchiha. Why try and go against destiny when it is obvious that you shall fall?” Was the Hyuuga right? Would he fail and fall? No! He had to become stronger. Nothing could stand in his way...not even his two teammates, if they could be called that.

“Sakura,” Sasuke managed to say in a grateful tone of voice, “thank you for telling me. Don’t worry, nothing will stop me from making it to the top,” said Sasuke as he calmed himself enough to nod once at his pink haired teammate and walk off in the direction of their room. Sakura quickly followed in silence, and as she did she missed the shadow against the wall shiver before disappearing to reveal Usagi as he narrowed his eyes and smiled.
Tearing his angry gaze away from the Hokage to eye his two false teammates, Sasuke frowned as he couldn’t help but wonder how his teammate would force him to retire from the exam. Breathing deeply and allowing such thoughts to be freed from his mind, the young Uchiha looked away as he started perusing the faces of the genin in search for those that he wanted to fight.

The sharingan-user spotted his first target standing in the row next to him, however, the Hyuuga’s eyes were closed as he seemed to be meditating or just simply bored. Snorting at the older boy’s attitude, Sasuke identified his next target when he saw a speck of red hair sticking out from behind the tall teen in the cat pajamas. When the cat pajama guy shifted his stance Sasuke could see the face of Sabaku no Gaara as he stood like a stone statue glaring angrily at the dais. ‘He will be a strong opponent,’ thought Sasuke, as he went looking for his last target. He knew that finding this target wouldn’t be hard, especially since the boy stuck out like a sore thumb at times. 

The Uchiha was right as he saw the blonde mop of hair moving around. Sasuke couldn’t help but smirk when he saw that Naruto seemed paranoid for some reason. However, that smile didn’t last, especially when Sakura had told him that Naruto had summoned a monkey summon to stop the sound-nin from attacking. ‘Every time I think I’m catching up to him,’ thought the sharingan-user bitterly, ‘he shows me that the gap between us is just as wide as it was when I met him.’ Looking away as the Hokage began speaking about the ‘true meaning’ of this exam, Sasuke tighten his fist as he told himself, ‘I will be come strong...strong enough to avenge my family and to never be hurt again.’

oooo

Currently, Naruto was having a ‘bad day’, and it all started the moment that he had stepped out of the bathroom....

Gathering his clothes, Naruto shook his head as he considered what Neji has said and how depressing that outlook on life was. Shaking his head as to clear his head of the conversation Naruto picked up his clothing and walked out of the bathroom only to be assaulted by a strange smell.

The smell was a strong musty smell that seemed to permeate the halls. Looking around once Naruto saw nothing, but upon his second searched he watched in wariness as a short boy slowly emerged from the shadows.

“Gaara,” Naruto stated as the boy pinned him with an emotionless stare. Seeing deep into those eyes made Naruto shiver, as he felt something sad emanating from within those bluish-green depths. Naruto couldn’t quite place it, but there was a suffocating feeling exuding from the statue-like boy. At first, the blonde thought that this was an attempt at using his ki to frighten him, but as time moved on he noticed that this feeling was different. For some reason, the blonde knew that this suffocating feeling was the feeling that Gaara was going though at the moment.

Before thinking it through the young teenage shinobi took a step forward and asked, “Are you okay?”

Teal eyes widened slightly before the sound of sand rubbing against itself echoed through the hall. Gaara’s eye twitched in pain before he narrowed them and said in a dark voice, “You...you will prove my existence...unlike anyone else...you will make it to the end...we will fight...and I will bathe in you blood.”

Turning around the red head began walking away, but before he was out of sight he send one last glance back at Naruto. It was within that glance that Naruto saw something that only confused him even more. It was small, but within those teal eyes laid a sliver of hope that seemed to quickly disappear, only to be replaced with the glint of hatred and cold fury.
Now that he was standing with the others in this large room, the boy couldn’t help but feel a bit jumpy as he felt several sets of eyes glaring at him. He tried his best ignoring them, but the feeling was a bit too much for anyone to take let alone him. The first set of eyes belonged to Lee, who was looking at him with, what looked like, little fires dancing in his eyes. Snaking his head he nodded at Lee and was able to make the boy pay attention to what the Hokage was saying.

Another set belonged to Sasuke, who seemed to be enjoying the fact that he was uncomfortable. ‘Stupid bastard!’ grumbled Naruto as he watched the black haired Uchiha look away. Hyuuga Neji hard to one of the sets seeing that the boy had his bloodline activated while having his eyes closed. The last ‘eye’ belonged to the red haired boy as floating orb of sand shaped like an eye watched him and the others with it’s unblinking gaze.

Sighing deeply, Naruto began paying attention as ninja appeared in front of the Hokage on bended knee saying loud enough for everyone to hear, “Excuse me Hokage-sama, but I believe that since I am the one who will be judging this part of the exam, then I should also be the one to explain the rules as well.

Sarutobi looked down at the shinobi before him before he nodded his head saying, “If that is what you want.”

“Hai, Hokage-sama,” nodded the man as he cough and stood up. Turning around the man said, “I am Gekkou Hayate, and I will be your judge for the next part of the exam. However, before we move on to the next exam we will have some preliminary matches to see who will be able to move on to the third exam.” 

Naruto, and most of the other genin, had noticed that their new examiner was constantly coughing and looked as if he had been stricken with really bad flu. But that wasn’t what was buzzing in the minds and on the lips of the genin at the moment as several genin began protesting to having the preliminaries.

“I understand how you must feel,” said the examiner, “however, there are too many participants left for the third exam to take place. I don’t know how this happened...maybe the first two exams were too easy...” Hayate turned his head to see both Anko and Ibiki giving him death glares, but the man merely shrugged his head and coughed. “According to the regulations we must reduce the number of participants for the third exam,” said Hayate with in a calm voice, with a cough here and there.

“No way!” Tenten said in disbelief.

“As the Hokage said,” replied Hayate with a slight shrug of his shoulders, “ many important guests will show up for the third exam. So, we cannot have too many matches.” Stepping forward, the sickly jounin opened a book in his hand and said, “We are running short on time. So if any of you would like to back out you can do so at this time.”

When several gasps erupted over in the corner, Naruto looked over and wasn’t surprised to see a familiar ninja raising his hand while saying, “I quit. I’m too banged up from the forest to continue on.” Hayate nodded his head and allowed the genin to leave. Naruto, and two others, were the only genin to keep their eyes on the retreating back of the strange shinobi.

Naruto was sure that he had seen the man smile as he made it to the door, but that was forgotten when as the genin reached for the door the burst open catching the man in the face as a loud voice called out...

“Did I miss anything! Has the bloodshed started? Where’s that little pain-in-the-ass of a son? Damn kid! He didn’t even tell me that he made it!” yelled a familiar voice, which suddenly made Naruto wonder if performing seppuku on himself would really hurt that much.

“Anata,” said another voice, which also seemed to be very embarrassed by the scene that the first voice had created, and was trying desperately to reign in her anger at the moment, “didn’t I tell you not to create a scene?”

“Yeah, but...huh?” the man, who every one now recognized as Naruto’s adopted father, was now looking at the knocked out body of the genin that was laying on the floor in front of him while saying, “Heh, heh...talk about lay down on the job!”

“I think you did that,” said the woman, who had to be Naruto’s mother, while she quickly brought the young man around.

“I did?” Obito said, actually sounding like he was innocent.

If the earth, at that moment, had opened up and swallowed him whole, Naruto would have been a happy camper. However, seeing that there was some sort of cosmic joke being played on him, nothing happened. Instead, his parents helped the genin up and sent him on his way, as the pair walked up to the front all the while waving at him and making him feel as if he was once again three years old.

Anyone who so much as snickered at him was quickly introduced to the sizeable amount of ki that the boy could produce. It was through the use of this tactic that the other genin quickly quieted down, even though they seemed to have been amused by the couples appearance, and allowed Naruto some piece of mind.

Naruto watched as his parent walked to the front of the room and began talking to the Hokage quietly while Hayate continued to explain the rules. Watching the three talk, he was surprised when the purple haired jounin looked shocked for a moment before sending Sasuke a penetrating stare from where she stood.

As the three continued to talk Naruto watched as Ibiki, Anko, Kakashi and Asuma all slowly stepped closer as if they were also included in the conversation at one point or another. Trying to read their lips, Naruto was not having any luck as they would cover their mouths or barely move their lips.

“...finally, the object that holds your destiny in its hands...” called out Hayate turning his head to regard Anko. Slowly a panel on the far wall opened to reveal an old electric monitor. “This electronic bulletin board will randomly select the names of those who will fight each other. So...without any further interruption the first pair will be chosen,” said the jounin as he pulled out a small device with a white button at the top.

Pressing the button the board lit up as names quickly flashed rapidly back and forth on the screen. All the genin held their breath, as Hayate hit the button again stopping on two names that shone brightly on board.

Looking up at the board, Naruto muscles relaxed as he read....

Fubuki Masami vs. Tenten

Chapter 50 - Clash of the Weapon Mistresses
Seeing the two names glowing brightly on the black screen, Hayate raised both of his hands pointing out the catwalks as he spoke calmly, “If everyone would please retreat to the catwalks on either side, we will begin the preliminaries.”

All the genin teams, as well as the examiners, jounin, and Hokage, began moving away from the center of the room. Teams seven, eight, and ten – along with Gai’s team – found themselves occupying the catwalk on the right side of the room, while the foreign ninja teams all seemed to congregate on the left catwalk.

Masami sloppily tied back her hair with her only good hand, and then made sure that her broken arm was firmly secured. Usagi passed by his teammate with a serious face while he flipped through several strange hand signs that Sasuke and Sakura couldn’t even decipher, ‘Remember...don’t underestimate your opponent.’

“Yeah, yeah,” said the blue haired girl while nodding her head.

‘Finish her quickly. If I don’t complete my mission, you’ll have to be the one that does,’ replied the older teen with quick precise hand movements.

“Tch, quit being so annoying,” said the chuunin in disguise with a disgusted look, “I’ll fight how I want to fight.” Obviously upset with her words, Usagi nodded his head once and silently walk up the catwalk. Masami chose that moment to frown as she watched her partner’s back. The young lady was still remembering the conversation that they had before they convened before the Hokage, and for some reason or another it left a bad taste in her mouth...

‘You understand the parameters of our mission, right?’ asked the silent chuunin flipping quickly though hand signs.

“Yes, but I still don’t understand why you are so hell-bent on knocking the brat out of the running,” stated the kunoichi as she rubbed her injured arm.

‘It is necessary,’ replied Usagi.

“Necessary my ass,” Masami said with a look that said ‘don’t feed me that bull crap’. “Yeah, we had that scare back in the forest, but everything turned out alright. Besides, from here on out he’ll be watched like a hawk by more than one jounin.”

‘He’s still at risk as long as he in the tournament,’ signed Usagi sharply enough to make cracking sounds with his hands which alerted his partner to his level of anger.

Sighing to herself the blue haired chuunin pinched her nose in frustration as she said, “You’re not going to let this one slide, are you?”

/This is as far as the Uchiha goes./ rang out a hollow voice that echoed through the hallway and sent a chill down the chuunin weapon mistress’ spine. Her partner rarely used his speaking jutsu for anything, other than long distance communication. This was mainly because he knew how much it upset his partner, especially to hear the emotionless voice coming from his mouth or as it surrounded her.

However, knowing his mood and seeing the rare display of emotion crossing the young man’s face, Masami knew that he partner was not going to let anything sway him from carrying out his plans. She watched as Usagi took off in the direction of the arena and when she was sure that he was out of hearing range the girl tilted her head back as she scowled while saying...

“Asshole.”

Shaking her head free of the memory, the chuunin kenjutsu user eyed her opponent. 

Tenten busied herself by loosening her muscles up, all the while ignoring her personal cheering section up on the catwalk. “Yosh, Tenten! Show everyone here your youthful bud of spring time goodness! Reveal your soft, silky petals of justice, while captivating everyone with you bright light of youthful pureness! Hahahaha!” screamed the green spandex wearing Gai, while Lee acted as his echo.

“Is it me,” asked Naruto while jerking his thumb over at the eccentric sensei and his student, “or did what they just say sound really, really naughty?”

“Definitely, naughty,” said a voice behind the blonde, as a set of arms used his head as a resting place.

Naruto turned around quickly and came face to face with his father as the old man smiled and greeted everyone with a smile and a wave. “Yo! How’s everyone doing?” asked the ex-Uchiha, his eyes squinting in a smiling fashion.

“Dad! What are you and mom doing here?” asked the flustered blonde as his father continued to resist his attempts at removing his arms from his head

“That hurts me, Naruto-kun!” Obito pouted childishly, while grasping his chest in mock pain, “Can’t a parent come and cheer on his child, and soon to be disciple?”

Naruto gave his father a stern look as he slowly enunciated his next sentence, “There is no way I am going to call you ‘master’. Besides, if your cheering is anything like those two over there you can count me out.”

“Oh, kami-sama! Where did I go wrong!” Obito began to cry as Kakashi came over and slapped him upside the head. “Hey! Ow!”

“Be quiet, baka! The round is about to begin,” said the grey haired sensei.

“Hn, fine,” grumbled a unsatisfied Obito as he placed a hand on his son’s shoulder and lead him away from the others who were near the rail. When the two were far enough from the sharp ears of anyone listening, the older Uchiha turned to facing his son, “Your mother tells me you had quite an adventure in the forest.” Noticing the suddenly change that his words invoked in his sons expression, Obito place a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

“He was really powerful, dad,” Naruto finally said as Obito closed his eyes and lowered his head. “I was almost ready to go all out on him. Yet, with everything I threw at him, he would just shrug it off and adapt to it. I was afraid that even if I did ‘go all out’ he’d just keep coming, and I wouldn’t be able to protect anyone. Hinata was stabbed. Shikamaru was almost choked to death. Sasuke...he was...”

“Your lucky that you all still have your lives,” Obito stated coldly. “Out of the three legendary ninja, Orochimaru was praised as a ‘prodigy’ and ‘genius’. His strength would probably be on par with some of the other countries kages. Tell me son? Do you think you could defeat a kage?”

Eye’s wide in shock, Naruto never considered that the snake-nin strength was that vast. Of course the young boy never held the thought that he’s be able to defeat a kage. The young genin knew that even with all the training that he had, believing that he could take on a kage and survive was merely a pipe-dream. “Then why...he...”

“Why didn’t he go all out? Is that what your wondering?” the boys father interrupted looking up at nothing in particular. “He probably didn’t want to be noticed, and...my guess is he wanted to test Sasuke.”

“But why?” asked Naruto, confusion setting into his face.

“I don’t know the answer to that question myself, but I think that with time the answer will be clear,” said the ex-Uchiha in a wise tone. Looking back at the arena and seeing the last of the people clearing out Obito smiled as he motioned his son over to the railing and said, “Come on, they’re about to start! We’ll have time after the preliminaries to talk about what happened.”

Nodding his head, Naruto walked over to the side of the rail before he realized something. “Hey dad?”

“Hm?”

“What are you doing here?” asked the blond eyebrows furrowing.

“Well, seeing as how I am a co-sensei with Asuma I thought that I should come and give my support to the team,” said Obito as he began to rub his eyes as if something was irritating them, a sure fire sign that he was lying.

“And?” prodded Naruto.

Sighing deeply Naruto’s dark haired father became very interested with the railing as he said softly, “I was bored...and there maybe a chance for me to...uh...’see’ some really cool jutsu.”

“Aahh...” the blonde genin breathed heavily sounding disappointed as he turned his face away in shame, “...my father, the jutsu thief...how will I ever live this down.”

Obito was about to retort when the Hayate’s sickly sounding voice echoed in the room and instantly caught the attention of the father and son

“Hajime!”

oooo

Tenyuuko Tennyo. Also known as the “celestial wander” or “heavenly maiden”.

That was the name given to a little baby girl who was found among the smoldering ruins of a building that had withstood a hellish, fiery attack of the demon fox. Few would be able to tell you the legend that the name was linked to, but those that could, would speak of a legendary wandering spirit who was thought to bless those, whom she deemed, with the ability to survive the impossible.

If anyone in the village deserved the name of this fickle spirit, it was the baby girl that was found that day, for she had emerged from the burnt husk of a building crying but virtually unharmed. However, just as was told in legend, for all the luck that the spirit blessed a person with, a heavy price was exacted as well.

Unfortunately for the baby girl, she – along with many others that night – lost her family and wound up orphaned at a young age. Life didn’t seem to get any easier for the young girl, especially since she was sent to grow up in one of the largest, and most unruly, orphanages within the village.

It was tough growing up, especially since her pretty face and doe like eyes often were a source of strife for her. Even though her clothes were hand-me-downs – along with village issue clothing – she still stuck out like a pearl surrounded by course, dull sand. Her long dark brown hair and chocolate brown eyes always seemed to attract the eyes of the many adults that came by to see about adoption. But unfortunately none had actually gone through with the adoptions after hearing the child’s name. 

In turn, this only seemed to make things in the orphanage worse, as many of the kids began to think that she was stuck-up and snobby for receiving so much attention. Many didn’t want to have anything to do with her, and others were jealous enough to begin bullying the girl.

The girl endured year after year of torment from the children of the orphanage. However, everything came to a screeching halt when a particularly nasty prank ended with her taking a trip to the local hospital.

It was during that stay that young Tennyo met the person who would change her life. The woman doctor that had walked into her room was one of the prettiest women that she had ever seen. And what seemed to draw even more admiration from the little girl, was the fact that this blonde haired female doctor seemed to command respect from the staff of the hospital.

The blonde woman even went as far as arguing with a elderly male doctor, who seemed to be the head of the hospital. After the woman put the old man in his place, she watched in awe as the blonde smiled at her while treating her wounds. 

After healing the little girl, the woman asked her several question and after that they began talking for a short time as Tennyo told the woman about her life. Never had the little girl expected the woman to dent a nearby metal table with a finger flick, nor had she expected for the woman to kneel down at eye level with her saying, “Life is tough all around, child. The questions you should be asking your self are ‘do I want to be a victim’ or ‘do I want to be strong?’.”

Before she left, the woman told the girl that her name was Tsunade.

The following week young Tennyo began to change herself. Tying up her hair into two buns, the girl began training to enter the ninja academy. Gone was the girly demeanor that she had, for so long, worn as a badge of honor. Instead, she now became focused and practical to the point where many began to call her a “tom-boy”, while those who had once tormented the girl now knew to steer clear of her. 

Everyday that she woke up was another step closer to becoming stronger, and with that mind set she entered the ninja academy. She would follow in the footsteps of the beautiful woman that had given her the strength to redefine herself.

It was with determined gleam in her eye, that the girl name after a fickle spirit decided that she could no longer hold on to her given name, not if she wanted to become strong. So, with a great amount of persistence and patience, the young girl slowly began to be recognized by a new name...a name that reminded her of the past, and yet was completely hers to own...

oooo

As soon as the word left Hayate’s mouth the two kunoichi’s sprang into action as everyone on the catwalks quieted down to watch the fight. Masami decided to test the girl as she shot forward and engaged her in hand to hand combat.

Leading in with a sliding kick that was gracefully dodged with a handstand back flip, Masami popped up from her sitting position in time to defend a vicious low kick aimed at her head. ‘She not pulling her punches,’ mused the rookie chuunin again evading at flurry of punches and kicks as she gathered chakra to her feet and jumped back to create some space between the two.

‘As expected,’ the blue haired girl said with a smirk. Knowing that she was going to be fighting against some of the other teams, the young chuunin decided to gather some information on them. She discovered that Team Gai, which was previously known as team three, was an taijutsu heavy - offensive cell. It was comprised of three genin who all scored above average on their taijutsu tests.

Sending a quick glance at the girls two teammates, Masami watched the Hyuuga boy calmly surveying the battle with his pale eyes. Knowing a bit about the Hyuuga style, she was sure that the boy was close to medium range fighter. Sliding her eyes over to the mini-Gai, she deduced that he was also a close range fighter.

Finally eyeing her opponent, the chuunin kunoichi smirked as she knew that only left the girl to be the middle-long range support that the others would need. Pulling out three shuriken, the blue haired teen threw them at her brown haired opponent.

Tenten’s response was a to create several bushin and close in on her target. However as she ran forward, strange movement of her opponents hand had her instinctually jumping back. Little did the young genin know but that saved her from a world of pain as she watched the teen across from her flicking a kunai at the shuriken she had just thrown. As the kunai met the trio of spinning metallic stars, it caused them to ricochet in the direction of her bushin and herself. 

Letting out a small sigh, Tenten glared angrily at her opponent and watched as the blue haired girl shrug her shoulders saying, “Damn, and I thought that would have hit.”

Above the action, Uchiha Sasuke gripped the rail tightly as his teammates little ‘trick’ brought back memories of watching his brother perform the same attack. “Sasuke-kun?” asked Sakura with worry clearly showing in her eyes, “Are you alright?”

“Yeah,” lied the boy as he forced himself to release his death grip on the railing, “I’m fine.”

Off to the side Usagi calmly observed the young boy’s reaction before looking down at the battle below and thinking, ‘Masami...I’d wish you’d stop playing around.’

Tenten, taking the opportunity to strike back, pulled seven kunai from her holsters and began flicking them gracefully at her opponent while watching the girl weave in and out between the staggered attacks. Flicking the last kunai in an arch the brown haired kunoichi smirked as she ran through several seals.

“Gai-sensei? What attack is that? I never saw Tenten use something like that in practice,” asked Lee in confusion.

However, before Gai could answer his so-called “cute student” Neji spoke up without addressing his strange teammate, “That’s because she’s been working on that attack with me.”

“What!” Lee spun around to look at his rival in disbelief. “You and Tenten were sparring without me! Neji? Why?” cried out Lee while looking like he was ready to cry.

‘I would think it would be obvious,’ Neji thought to himself as he resisted the temptation to roll his eyes. “I wasn’t sparring with her. I merely was helping her perfect her technique.” answered the Hyuuga in a flat tone.

Instantly forgetting about his teammates supposed betrayal, Lee brought his clenched fist up while his eyes seemed to burn with renewed determination, “Yosh! What does her technique do?”

Shaking his head, Neji pointed down at the pair of combatants and said, “Why don’t you watch and find out?”

Masami watched the last kunai lazily arch towards her and just before it hit the teen snatched it out of the air. Appraising the weapon the blue haired weapon user snorted disdainfully while saying, “This kunai isn’t sharp enough to cut butter...is this all you have?”

Finishing her seals Tenten smiled in a feral manner as she growled out, “Muragaru (Swarm)!” The moment the word left her mouth everyone watched in awe as the kunai in the azure haired girl’s hands flashed once.

“What the hel...” began Masami when she suddenly had to roll back wards to avoid a kunai that seemed to come out of no where. The moment her feet were in touched with the ground the girl pushed off her all her might into a vertical splits which allowed her to evade two more kunai that seemed to attack from strange angles. “Where did that kunai come from? You can’t be that fast...how the hell are you doing this?” said the now nervous chuunin teenager as she once again dodged several kunai that were aimed at her back.

“Clever girl,” said Asuma as he blew out smoke from his mouth and pulled out his cigarette.

“What’s clever?” asked Chouji while several others listened in because they too were asking themselves the same question.

“The kunai in Masami’s hand,” pointed out the jounin with a smirk, “it’s attracting the other kunai that the bun girl had thrown earlier.” Usagi, hearing what Asuma was talking about, looked down and eyed a kunai on the ground. The teenager watched in awe as the kunai spun to face Masami and then with out warning shot through the air directly aimed at the seemingly unaware chuunin.

“Damn it!” yelled Masami, as she quickly spun around and managed to deflect the kunai with the one in her hands

“How is she doing that?” asked Hinata in a small voice.

“She’s probably using a form of element manipulation to create magnetism,” Obito spoke up causing several of the students to look at him. “It’s not a rare technique, but then again not many use it because of it lack of accuracy. You see, those with an affinity for the lightning element can often charge metallic object to become magnetized. My guess is...she charged the blunt kunai and since the other kunai are made of a metal...they are being attracted to it.”

“In other words,” said Sasuke looking down at the battle taking place, “as long as she holds that kunai the other kunai will keep attacking.”

Usagi gripped the railing watching his partner evade the weapons, but even though she was doing a good job of dodging she had still taken several cuts on her arms and legs. Running through several hand signs, the young man could only hope that his partner would see him.

Masami stifled a yelp as on kunai skidded its way along her shoulder. The kunai were now coming at her from every direction, and she had yet to piece together what was going on. ‘Kuso,’ swore the chuunin kunoichi as she righted herself and once again danced out of the way of several kunai, ‘I underestimated her.’

Performing a back flip to dodge a rather persistent kunai, Masami caught her teammate signing something at her for a split second. ‘What the hell does he want now,’ grumbled the girl giving the boy her attention for several moments. Furrowing her brow as she deciphered her teammates message the girl swore up a storm as she deflected a incoming kunai and then flung the kunai in her hand at the now stationary Tenten.

Before the kunai could touch the girl she dropped her seal and plucked the kunai out of the air. Panting heavily, Tenten shook her head in disappointment, “Darn, and I thought that you wouldn’t figure it out.”

Masami didn’t respond to the verbal jab that her opponent had sent her way. No...instead the girl began to roll up her sleeves revealing silvery blue tattoos and seals, which ran up and down her arms, to everyone watching the fight.

Up on the catwalk Usagi smiled as he watched the lack of an expression on his partners face, ‘Finally! She’s taking it serious.’

“Oh no,” Sakura said in a small voice, but was over heard by Sasuke who turned his attention to his teammate and saw her pale a bit. 

“Sakura? What wrong?” asked Sasuke knowing that his question could easily be interpreted the wrong way.

However, luckily for the Uchiha, his teammate was not really thinking about what he said. “She had the same expression on when she killed the two rain-nin that attacked us,” explained Sakura with worry evident in her voice.

Overhearing the two teammates, Neji looked down at the teenage girl who was now staring at Tenten with a completely neutral expression. Activating his byakugan, Neji noted that his teammates opponent was very much in control of her emotions at the moment for all that he could glean from her facial expression was overwhelming determination. “Tenten! Be careful!” yelled out Lee as Neji released his byakugan and turned to study his teacher.

What the young Hyuuga genius saw in his teachers eyes made him worry. Never, since he had met his crazy sensei, had he ever seen the man look genuinely worried. Oh sure, there were times when he would worry slightly for his team and students, but even then he had extreme confidence in his students and it always showed on his face. However, as Neji was looking at him, Gai’s brow was slightly wrinkled in worry as he watched the girl below slowly hold out her good arm in front of her.

“I apologize,” Masami said in a sincere voice.

“Apologize? For what?” asked Tenten, clearly unnerved that her opponent had suddenly changed her personality half way through the fight.

“For not seeing you as a equal, and also not taking this match seriously,” answered the azure haired ninja as she held out her hand in a one-handed seal, “I plan to correct my error. Prepare yourself, I will no longer hold back.”

The young genin girl couldn’t help but feel a bit pressured as the older kunoichi in front of her shifted her stance into one that kenjutsu users would use with swords. Pulling out two kunai and setting herself into a defensive posture, Tenten watched as Masami breathed in slowly still holding her arm out.

Everyone above was watching with bated breath as the girls strange silvery-blue tattoos began to glow. Dashing forward with a speed that could only be seen as highly abnormal for a genin, Masami proceeded to attack as if she had some sort of ‘invisible sword’ in her hands.

Years of kenjutsu training kicked in, as Tenten defended herself instinctually from the phantom attack. However, when the sound of metal meeting metal rang in her ears, Tenten’s chocolate brown eyes widened in shock as she saw the gleaming silver blade trapped between her kunai. ‘Where did that come from?’ wondered the girl as she was pushed back by a shoulder tackle.

“She’s from that clan,” Gai said out loud, as he watched the blue haired girl twirl the short katana blade in her hand with ease. It wasn’t long before his students and the others looked at him questioningly.

“Gai-sensei? What clan is that?” asked Lee in an unusually toned down voice.

“The Fubuki clan,” replied the tall spandex wearing jounin, his gaze never leaving the fight that played on down below.

“Never heard of them,” Kiba said offhandedly.

“No, you wouldn’t have,” Kurenai shook her head as she looked over to Gai and saw him nod his head. “The Fubuki clan was almost completely wiped out when the Kyuubi attacked,” explained Kurenai pursing her lips as if something else was troubling her. “There were only a handful of survivors and all of them, except one, were elderly.”

“So, what was so great about their clan?” Kiba asked insensitively.

“They had a technique that could only be used by their family,” stated Gai, “and because of that they were recognized as having a bloodline limit...”

“I never read of the Fubuki clan’s bloodline in the history scrolls,” stated Shino in his rarely used monotone voice, which actually shocked Kiba.

“That’s because their bloodline limit wasn’t really a bloodline limit, but rather an ability to perform a special technique that no other ninja was able to perform,” said Kurenai while focusing her crimson red eyes down on the two fighters.

“What was that technique,” asked Ino, now curious as to what the technique did.

“Maboroshibuki Fuujin (Phantom Weapon Sealing),” said Gai, not missing a beat. “Its an ability to permanently seal weapons into tattoos that are placed on a persons body. The actual technique was created for kenjutsu users so they would never be defenseless, but the technique was flawed and most of the time the sealing would fail and end gruesomely. However, when the Fubuki used the technique something about their bodies stabilized the seal and allowed it to work perfectly.”

“That’s why that sword appeared from no where,” Ino said as she watched the girls clash again.

“That’s just the basic ability of the Maboroshibuki,” said Gai watching the fight progress, “I’m sure that Tenten’s opponent has many more weapons, as well as many different techniques.” Neji watched his teacher become silent and pensive, normally the man would be shouting at the top of his lungs. To see him quite and focused was something that the young Hyuuga wasn’t expecting. 

Turning his head down to the fight that had now seemed to changed tempo, the black haired Hyuuga boy narrowed his eyes and watched his teammate as she evaded the sword attacks and even got in her own attacks.

“Your good,” said Masami as she feinted a over head slash and instead produced a cross slash that was aimed at Tenten’s chest. The brown haired genin saw the feint and dodged accordingly, but she was slowly running out of breath and she had already tired herself out with the jutsu she had used in the battles first half.

“Let’s take it up a notch, shall we?” smirked Masami as she flung her sword her opponent. Tenten’s eyes widened as she saw the sword bearing down on her. Using chakra to strengthen her legs, the girl hopped out of the way of the deadly projectile and breathed a sigh of relief...that is...until a familiar shadow fell over her.

Masami had appeared behind the genin girl and, with her arm raised high, she summoned a heavy looking mace that was now descending on Tenten’s unprotected back. The mace slammed into the girl breaking the floor tile and causing some dust to kick up.

“Whoa! Isn’t that going overboard?” said Naruto as his expression on his face showed he was obviously uncomfortable with the situation. “I mean, their from the same village...they should trying to maim each other, right?” 

“No, what she’s doing is perfectly legal. After all, ninja can’t be hesitant or else that will lead to others dying,” answered Obito calmly. “Now,” said the ex-Uchiha as he bopped his son on his head, “shut up and watch.”

Masami stood up and chuckled to herself as the dust began to clear. She could clearly see the pieces of the log that had been decimated by her mace. “Kawarmi...I should have known.”

Unable to lift the mace again, Masami dismissed it. As soon as the mace disappeared into smoke several shuriken came flying at her. “Don’t underestimate me,” said the blue haired girl as she made a jerking motion with her arm. The short katana that was a couple of meters away from her suddenly flung itself into the path of the shuriken. With another jerk of her arm the katana gracefully returned itself to her hands.

“I know your almost out of stamina,” said Masami as she twirled her katana in her hand, “your next attack will be your last!”

“Your right,” yelled out Tenten as everyone in the large room turned to see her kneeling in front of the large hand statue, “this next attack will assure my victory.” Pulling out two scrolls and carefully balancing them on the ground before her, Tenten slowly began to flip through the seals that she needed to activate the scrolls on the ground.

“She’s going to use ‘that’ technique, right Gai-sensei?” Lee asked as the genin other than Tenten’s teammates look at the tall jounin for a hint of what the girl below was going to do.

Usagi watched from the corner of his eye as Gai nodded once while keeping his face impassive. A feat, that most jounin would agree on, that the man was incapable of performing. Looking away from Gai, Usagi said to himself, ‘Masami what ever is coming ...it’s going to be big.’

While Tenten was running through her seals, Masami strode forward and smirked as she shouted, “Do you actually think I’ll let you finish that technique?” Again the silver blue tattoos on the blue haired chuunin’s arm glowed as several kunai tips seemed to emerge from her palm and forearm. Bringing her arm across her chest Masami swung it out and fired off the kunai at the prone Tenten. Seeing the weapons coming the brown haired genin stood her ground as she held her seal and dodged all six of the kunai that had been thrown at her. Flipping over the last kunai Tenten ran over to the two scrolls that were sill balance on their end saying, “My turn!”

Flipping through the bird and dragon seals, the girl yelled as she spiked her chakra, “Soushouryuu!”

“What the...” Masami said before the whole floor of the arena was filled with ninja smoke that shot out in a whirl like design. Above, on the catwalks, Naruto watched in awe as two dragons made purely of smoke shot out of the smokescreen and twisted together before dissipating to reveal the two scrolls that Tenten had place on the floor. 

Vanishing from the ground, Tenten appeared between the two spiraling scrolls with a determined look on her face. Masami only had a fraction of a second to react as it was suddenly raining all manner of weaponry. The chuunin’s tattoos flashed a bright blue as she was bombarded with the a rain of sharpened steel. Everyone was shocked at what they saw.

There, standing where once Masami stood, was what looked like a silver-plated strange spiky armored humanoid. Having spent all the weapons that the two scrolls had to offer, Tenten landed and looked at the thing that stood in front of her as Masami’s voice echoed from in side armor. Masami’s voice seemed to have a amused lilt added to it as she said, “Those type of weapons aren’t going to have any affect against me, kid. Now let’s...” 

“...end this!” finished Tenten as she suddenly jumped high into the air while she twisted her body and began moving her fingers.

“Strings,” Kankuro said out loud and to himself, while Temari looked over at her brother in confusion.

“What are you talking about?” asked the Suna kunoichi.

“She’s pulling on some strings. I know that motion anywhere.” explained Kankuro as he kept his eyes glued on the girls fingers catching the shimmer of metallic wire attacked to her fingers. “Hm,” snorted the squinty eyed Suna shinobi, “looks like she has something up her sleeve.”

Masami was once again shocked to see the weapons on the ground suddenly moving, but what really got her attention was when Tenten made several twists in the air. The reason it got her attention was because she suddenly found herself bound by ninja wire and at the end of the wire was her opponent.

“Give up?” asked Tenten as she quickly went through several seals with the wire still in her hand.

In side the armor, Masami smirked ruefully before yelling, “Never!” The strange armor struck out at the wire, but not before Tenten yelled...

“Raiton: Houden no Jutsu! (Lightning Element: Discharge Technique)” The thrum of electricity rebounded through out the room as did the screams of Masami as the white electricity released from Tenten conducted itself through the metallic wire and into the armor that her opponent wore. Usagi gritted his teeth as he watched the armor that protected Masami slowly vanished into smoke as it revealed an battered and bunt teen. The wire that had conducted Tenten’s last attack broke apart and disintegrated as Masami began to fall forward. Tenten was too tired to move let alone say anything, but when she saw Masami stumble forward and walk slowly towards her she began to feel a primal sort of fear well up in her.

Stopping in front of her opponent, Masami limbs twitched from the shock to her system as she slowly said with a smile, “Good technique...bad follow through.”

Lee and Gai both had become silent as it look like Tenten was going to have to lose this battle. Usagi was smiling as he watched his partner extend a hand out to the brown haired genin helping her stand. ‘What’s going on?’ wondered Usagi as he saw Masami turn to the jounin examiner in charge of calling the fights.

“I can’t continue,” said Masami softly as she turned to look at the Hokage, who was nodding his head and giving her a smiling, “I forfeit the match.”

Tenten was shocked. Usagi was pissed. Gai and Lee were hugging. Neji...well, there wasn’t really any reaction from the genius other than a light snort. All the other genin leaf ninja cheered on the two, as Hayate stepped forward and said, “Winner...Tenten!”

Chapter 51 - The Serpentine Alliance
Naruto watched from above as Tenten’s face shifted through many emotion but finally ending on happiness. She finally smiled brightly when she allowed her still tense body to relax and drop to the ground. The young blue eyed boy then watched as Tenten’s opponent told her something that made her smile even wider before the medic-nins came and began to help her onto a stretcher.

‘I wonder what she told her,’ wondered Naruto as he tracked Masami, watching her going up the stairs to rejoin her teammates. ‘Woah,’ Naruto exclaimed to himself as he saw the unveiled anger that seemed to be seething around Usagi. ‘Is he angry that she lost? Or is there something more...’ wondered Naruto, as the pair began to sign between each other using a sign language that he had never seen before.

‘What the hell is your problem!’ Usagi signed furiously, as he watched Masami approach him casually.

‘Maybe you should ask yourself that question,’ shot back the blue haired girl. ‘As far as I’m concerned our mission is finished. There is no need to proceed any further into the chuunin exams,” Masami signed lazily, waiting for a reply from her obviously irate partner.

‘Our mission isn’t over,’ the mute signed shakily, showing his state of mind was far from calm.

‘Hokage-sama said...’

‘I know what the Hokage said...’ interrupted Usagi by slapping Masami’s hands then quickly signing his words, ‘...but that doesn’t mean that the Uchiha should be allowed to pass...’

Masami looked at her former teammate and snarled at him softly, “God damn it, ‘sagi! When did you suddenly become judge and executioner?”

Taking a deep breath the mute signed slowly, ‘I was give orders, and I intend to carry them out. It is in Konoha’s best interests that the Uchiha kid gets disqualified.’

“Bullshit!” spat the blue haired girl, as she shifted her now throbbing arm and glared at her partner. In her mind the girl was trying to figure a way out to get the information she knew to Hokage...or at least Sasuke. However, before she could start even coming up with options the electronic board lit up and began speedily running through names. ‘Please...give me time,’ Masami pleaded, hoping that Sasuke and her partners names wouldn’t show up, as she watched the names stop.

“Yahoo!” cried out a exuberant voice as a sharp bark followed it.

Masami allowed herself to breathe a sigh of relief. Naruto, however, glanced at the names on the board and frowned. 

Inuzuka Kiba vs. Sabaku no Kankuro.

Whether it was because of disappointment or worry, none would be able to tell, especially when he quickly mastered his expression into that of a poker face. Watching the wild haired Kiba jump from the railing to the ground as he allowed his little white puppy out of his jacket, Naruto thought, ‘Be careful, Kiba...you might be biting off more than you can chew...’

Watching the sand nin stand up and walk slowly to the area, Naruto suddenly felt a strange itching sensation in the palm of his hand.  Turning his hand over to inspect what the problem was, Naruto was shocked to discover that his tattoo was visible and the kanji for ‘snake’ was fading in and out. The last time that had happened was in the forest of death, when he realized the giant snake he was fighting was a summon.

This time, however, it felt different. Looking down at the two genin below, Naruto made a decision as he tugged on his father sleeve and said, “I’ll be back.”

“Where are you going?” his father wondered out loud.

“Bathroom,” lied Naruto, as he walked past his team while assuring them everything was fine.

As soon as he feet had touched the ground floor Naruto heard the instructors voice call out, “Hajime!”

****

The trip to the bathroom wasn’t a long one, but to Naruto...who was caught up in thought it felt like forever. Now standing in front of the mirrored wall with its porcelain sinks jutting out at him, the boy turned on a faucet and ran his itching hand under the cooling water. 

Naruto was hoping the sensation would go away, but he was disappointed when the itching only seemed to get stronger. Itching his palm unconsciously, Naruto tried to think about what this could mean. ‘This hasn’t happened before,’ thought the genin as he looked at his palm and saw the outlined kanji once again fade before reappearing. ‘What could this mean? The last time I had an outline of a kanji it was with the scorpions, and if I remember clearly he wasn’t too happy to see me. So what does it mean when it fades in and out?’ pondered Naruto as he looked at himself in the mirror. Taking a deep breath and calming himself, Naruto – after some deliberation – finally decided to used the ‘snake’ kanji even though he knew he couldn’t predict what would appear.

As if sensing his resolve the kanji began to itch furiously as the blonde bit his thumb and wiped it across his palm. Slapping his hand to the ground the bathroom was quickly filled with the summon smoke that normally accompanied all summon creatures. As the smoke began to clear slowly, Naruto picked out the sound of something sliding over the floor tiles.

Preparing himself for an attack, he gripped one of the kunai’s in his holster and eyed the shape that now made itself known. The light from overhead cast a shadow on the smoke of a rather large snake coil up, as a velvet smooth voice pierced through the obscuring smoke. “Yobu-nin, yes?” asked the deep voice in a strange manner as it drew out the ‘s’ of its words.

Naruto didn’t remove his hand from the holster as he answered, “Yes.” The boy’s eyes widened at what he saw when the smoke finally cleared. Coiled before him was a very large snake, it’ scales were the color of pearl and had the same iridescence as it reflected the light if the overhead light. On its head, glossy black markings gave the snake a fierce and foreboding look, while intensifying the olive green color of snake’s eyes. Naruto also noticed that adorning the snakes head were several small horns that seemed to make the pale snake more regal in appearance.

“I am Shinju,” said the snake as it performed what looked like the snakes version of a deep bow. “I have come offering a...” it was at this moment that the snake head tilted in such a manner that Naruto knew it was thinking over what it was going to say before it continued, “...truce of sorts.”

“And...what kind of truce are you talking about?” asked Naruto, still tense and eyeing the giant reptile with suspicion. “If I’m correct, you already have a contract with another ninja, and the last time I met one of ‘your kind’ it tried to swallow me whole,” said Naruto calmly as he checked the creature for any sort of reaction.

The snake tightened its coils as its eyes narrowed and it’s nostrils flared, “Child...the contract for ‘my’ kind, as you put it, was lost many centuries ago. No one in this world could summon us to do their bidding.”

“Then...” Naruto began to say but was cut off as the snake uncoiled itself and slowly slithered its way right in front of him.

“You must be speaking of the contract with the snakes,” said the reptile as its green eyes seemed to glow under the light, “and their summoner...Orochimaru.” The name was spat out like a vulgarity, and – if it was possible – the snake even twisted its face into a sneer, as if the name itself left a bad taste in its mouth.

“If you aren’t a snake then...”

“Serpent,” the creature hissed coolly before turning to angrily glare at the boy, “just the idea of you mistaking one of my kind for a lowly ‘snake’ fills me with both regret and disappointment. I would think that a chosen summoner would be able to tell the difference between the two.”

Naruto stared at the ‘serpent’ in, what could be taken as, complete and utter confusion. “Are you kidding me? I have a hard time telling the difference between different kinds of dogs let alone spot the difference between snakes and serpents!” yelled the boy as he threw his hands out in frustrated manner.

Huffing lightly at the boy’s reaction, Shinju recoiled himself before speaking in a exasperated voice, almost as if he was talking to a newborn child who understood nothing, “If one takes on the ability of a summoner, then one should...at least, make an attempt to know those that may become one’s ally.”

Naruto wanted to shout and yell at the condescending white serpent. He wanted to rave that ‘it wasn’t fair’ and that he ‘never really asked to be a summoner’, but deep down the young genin knew that yelling and shouting would do him no good as he slowly, desperately, calmed his nerves. Shinju eyed the boy appraisingly as it thought, ‘I can see he wants to yell, but he is holding back his words quiet well. There may be some hope for you yet child.’

“I...” said Naruto as he clenched his fist and looked the giant serpent in the eyes, “...I apologized for not recognizing you as a serpent.”

The olive green eyes of the white serpent widened slightly at the words that the human boy spoke. Never, in the many years of his existence, had he ever heard a human ninja ever apologize to a summon creature. The serpent raised it’s head to eye level as he gazed deeply into the sapphire pools of color that were the ninja’s eyes while thinking, ‘Indeed, he may be the one...’

Thrown off his mental tracks by what had just taken place in front of him, Shinju said softly, “Apology accepted.” As an afterthought the reptile spoke in a more subdued manner as it said, “Learning more about the different species of summon animals will undoubtedly give you an advantage when it comes to negotiating with them. Many summon creatures are very proud of their lineage, and will often hold grudges for even the slightest slight against their clan.” Naruto nodded in understand, as he processed the information that the serpent was giving him.

“However,” said Shinju as it allowed his coils to relax, “in a manner of speaking you were partially correct for thinking that we of the Serpent Clan were apart of the Snake Clan.”

“What?! Wait...what do you mean?” asked Naruto as he watched the snake make a strange movement with one of its coils which almost looked like a shrug.

“Both serpents and snakes once shared the Obsidian Court, but long ago the treacherous snakes attempted an uprising to seize the Court for themselves. This began with the assassination of the elder snake Kokutan by his three son’s; Manda, Hissori and Ikari. After Kokutan’s death Manda took his place as elder of the clan and called for war on us,” Naruto watched as the light glistening over the serpent’s coils wavered slight as a shivered seemed to overcome the creature.

“Many died on both sides, but in the end we won over our traitorous brethren. The Obsidian Court was ours, and in turn we banished those of the Snake Clan to the vile wastelands known as Black Marsh,” it was here that Shinju stopped talking as the creature closed its eyes and became oddly quite and subdued.

Naruto knew that something to do with the snake clan’s banishment had affected Shinju, but he didn’t want to be rude and interrupt the creatures and his memories. After a moment, Naruto noticed the serpent blink once as it spoke once again, this time in a much harsher tone of voice, “We of the Obsidian Court would like to offer you an alliance along with the blessing of our lord...”

“I’m somehow sensing that the word ‘but’ has yet to be said,” Naruto frowned as he watched the serpent nod it’s head slowly.

“My lord...Lord Yamata will give you his blessing, but only if you promise to never accept the snake’s clan blessing.” said Shinju not meeting Naruto’s eyes straight on. Already the boy could see that the pale serpents didn’t agree with the terms of the alliance.

“What are your thoughts on this alliance?” asked Naruto, startling the reptile slightly as it reared its head up and actually look sort of socked.

“W-what...why ask me!?” the snake hissed nervously.

“I don’t know,” teased Naruto as he looked out of the bathroom window that gave a pretty view of the surrounding forest, “you don’t seem to be too excited about this so-called alliance, and I could use a different perspective.”

Tensing his coils, Shinju looked away from the blonde while the snakes eyes narrowed before it spoke, “What I think about this alliance is of no importance, I’m merely the messenger...nothing more.”

‘This feeling I’m getting from the snake isn’t making any sense,’ thought the genin placing his hand over his forehead while squeezing lightly to relieve the dull ache that had come with the sudden responsibility that had been thrust upon him. 

“No,” said Naruto as he dropped his hands to his sides and watched the serpent turn its scaled head to regard him all the while flicking it’s tongue out in his direction.

“No? Do you mean to say that you will not accept our alliance?” asked the pearl colored serpent as it eyed Naruto coldly.

“That’s right,” replied the Konoha ninja as he straightened his back and locked gazes with the large serpentine creature. “I was told that the Yobu-nin was someone who acted as a keeper of the peace between the many clans,” said the boy as his fingers tightened into a balled fist, “and yet your clan is asking me to forget that so I can gain a ‘blessing’ from your lord? Feh, I’d rather go from serpent to serpent to gain their trust, while keeping my sense of honor, then have a blessing given to me and lose face with other clans that I meet later.”

“And this is your final choice?” asked Shinju sitting as still as a stone statue, except for the slight movement of his olive green eyes.

Turning his back on the serpent, Naruto looked over his shoulder and nodded his head once. Expecting to hear the sound of the snake dispelling itself from the bathroom, Naruto was unprepared to hear the low hissing sound that suddenly filled the room. Making an about face, Naruto came face to face with Shinju as the snake looked to be chuckling to itself.

“Never, in all my years, would I have ever thought that a human child would do what you have just done,” said the pale serpent after it had stopped laughing, looking at the boy in semi-awe. The serpent slithered over to where Naruto stood and lifted its head high enough to stare into the blonde’s sapphire colored eyes. 

“You have chosen wisely, young Yobu-nin,” said Shinju as he swayed back and again performed his snaky bow in front of the boy saying, “I, Hisuriio Shinju no Kokuyougan Kougi, pledge my allegiance to you Uzumaki Naruto. May your rein as the new summoner once again bring peace to the many clans...as well as mend the rifts between others.”

The pearl scaled serpent began to move away from boy as if it was readying itself to disappear, but as it began to coil itself Naruto shook off his confusion in time to call out to the serpent, “Wait!”

Moving forward, Naruto watched as the snake regarded him with a slight ‘knowing’ smirk as he asked, “What’s this? Was this a test? Was the alliance and the offer for the blessing real? Is this going to affect my chances on gaining a blessing from Lord Yamata?”

“No, this was not a test. Yes, the offer you turned down was ‘real’. As for your last question...I can’t really answer that, but I’d like to think you have a good fighting chance...” answered Shinju while once again giving the boy a wiry smirk before he disappeared in smoke. The pearl colored serpent’s last words faintly echoed in the bathroom, leaving Naruto with a stunned look on his face as he heard, “...father has always liked the underdogs.”

“Huh? Father?” Naruto said in a dazed sort of way while his brain seemed to need sometime to process everything that had suddenly cropped up. After a few moments of sorting out the mess in his head, Naruto smiled as he shook his head. The boy wanted to ask the serpent about the mystery that seemed to surround the fox and the summons, however Shinju had fled before he could even talk to him. “Damn it,” cussed the blonde as he punched the tiled bathroom wall before checking the palm of his hand.

There in the center of his palm the boy watched as the snake kanji was joined with a strange looking kanji that he figured represented the serpents. Sighing deeply, Naruto splashed some water on his face and began walking back to the arena.

oooo

Returning to the arena Naruto instantly hear a familiar voice yelling, “Damn it, Kiba! Don’t let that make-up wearing freak beat you!”

Opening the door Naruto walked in and saw a battered Kiba breathing heavily as a strange, human-size, wooden puppet came hurdling at him. The one who seemed to be controlling the puppet, was none other than the strange kabuki looking sand ninja. Kiba dodged the puppet and made a dash at the sand ninja only to evade a senbon needle that seemed to have shot out of the fingertips of the puppet.

“Kuso!” swore the feral leaf ninja

Naruto, climbing the steps while watching the fight, had finally reached team eight and was about to pass them by when he spotted Akamaru laying on the ground no more than a couple of feet away from the fighters. “What the hell? Ino? What happened to Akamaru?” asked the young shinobi.

The turquoise eyed girl turned her head to regard Naruto for a moment before she looked down at where Akamaru laid and said, “I don’t really know, but I think it’s poison. Akamaru and Kiba were leading in this fight until transvestite got a lucky shot in with a senbon and hit Akamaru. After that...Akamaru began to slow down and now he can barely move.”

“Let me guess...Kiba’s so pissed he not thinking straight,” Naruto said as he watched the puppet once again hold the charging ninja at bay.

“Correct,” said Shino as he tilted his head and stuffed his hand into his pockets a bit more forceful than usual. Naruto took that as a sign that Shino was upset at how things were going for his teammate. Staring at Kiba from his vantage point, Naruto saw the outcome of this battle, and he figured that Shino saw it too, which would explain his slight anger.

The sand ninja was simply using Kiba’s anger against him. The more the boy tried to get at the puppeteer, instead of the puppet, the more energy the he would expend, and when the feral ninja was out of energy that’s when the foreign ninja would strike.

“Kiba! Calm down!” cried out Ino as she tried to help her teammate, even though he didn’t seem to be listening as he once again charged in making the suna-nin dodge to the side while calling on his puppet to maneuver the young genin away from him.

‘Kuso!’ thought Kiba as he watched the suna-nin smirking at him, ‘just a bit more. I just need him to move over a bit more!’ Throwing a couple of kunai at the ninja the boy allowed a small smirk to grace his features as he suna-nin was right where he wanted him to be.

Suddenly from the catwalk the young Inuzuka heard his teammate cry out, “Kiba! Watch out! Behind you!”

“Huh? Raaagghh!” screamed the boy as two senbon needles pierced his legs causing him to fall forward.

“Pathetic,” said the sand ninja while pulling a kunai out of his holster and slowly walking over to the boy, “and I thought that Konoha was a place where powerful ninja were made. Tch, what a load of crap.”

“Son of a...” Kiba had tried to move but already he could feel the effects of poison slowly running it’s way through his system. “Poison? What the hell!? Are you trying...”

“Relax, loser,” grumbled Kankuro as he neared the Konoha genin, “that’s merely a paralyzing poison. One that’s meant to stop dumb animals in their tracks. Well? Shall we get this over with?”

Kiba still tried to fight off the effects of the poison as he got up on all fours, but his arms were quickly becoming numb. Smirking to himself the dog ninja dropped to his knees as he let out a small chuckle before he performed several seals and yelled, “You may beat me, but I'm gonna make you remember me! AKAMARU NOW!”

Kankuro eyebrows shot up in surprise when he heard a deep growl emanating from behind him as well as the popping sound of a low level ninjutsu. Spinning around as quickly as he could, as well pulling on the chakra strings of his puppet. Kankuro tried to defend himself, but it was much too late. The teen only had time to watch in horror, as a clone of the feral ninja attacked him point blank with the strange spinning taijutsu attack that he had been using all through out this fight.

“Aaaaarrrgghh!” screamed the sand ninja as he only managed to partially dodge the attack, allowing his right arm and leg open to the attack. The force of the attack alone, was enough to send the suna-nin flying. Kankuro’s sleeve and pant leg were shredded, and by the looks of it he had several broken bones in the afore mentioned limbs. “Shit!” yelled the suna-nin as he began trying to control the pain that he was in with breathing exercises.

Meanwhile, Kiba had finally succumb to the poison and was lying face down on the floor unconscious. The Kiba clone disappeared in a cloud of white smoke to reveal a battered and shaken Akamaru, as the judge walked over to inspect the combatants.

Hayate checked Kiba and then stood up pointing his hand towards the suna-nin saying, “Shousha, Sabaku no Kankuro.” No on in the arena said anything as several medic-nin came rushing over to check both of the fighters.

“I’ll be back,” said Kurenai as she jumped down and rushed over to check on Kiba.

“What do you think?” asked Shino, while Naruto regarded the usually quiet boy.

“Well, Kiba’s probably in la-la land right now due to that poison, but other than that he’s fine,” stated Naruto before checking out the scene below with the suna-nin and the medic-nins. “Out of the two, I think that the suna-nin is the one whose worse off.”

“Why would you say that?” asked Ino. “He’s the one who won, right?”

“But at what cost? A fracture leg and arm, and possibly a rib as well?” replied Naruto as he watched the make-up wearing ninja hiss in pain as the medics lifted him onto a stretcher and take him away. “Well, at least Kiba did accomplish something today...”

“What’s that?” asked Ino, even thought she felt as if she needn’t ask the question

“For sure, that ninja will never forget Kiba,” Naruto stated as he began to walk back to his team and father.

oooo

Across from the catwalk where all the leaf-nins were gathered, a plume of smoke erupted to reveal a pale faced man with angular features and a sound hitai-ate. The man, who was obviously the jounin sensei to the sound team, took in the scene and noticed the blonde haired boy, across the way, walking over to where his team and sensei were standing. Glancing over at the board the pale man scowled and grunted slightly as his shoulder once again began acting up. Orochimaru, looked around to make sure no one had noticed his out of character display of pain. He had thought that the pain had all but disappeared, but he now knew that it merely was suppressed by Kabuto’s drugs. Not wanting to raise any suspicions to his true identity, the pale faced ninja folded his arms and leaned against the wall as he concentrated on thinking and keeping the pain at bay.

‘Why hasn’t Sasuke’s match started yet,’ the disguised snake sannin asked himself, knowing that one of his subordinates had tapped into the towers system a day ago, and was suppose to pit the young Uchiha against Akadou’s special ability.

As if on cue the board once again began to flip through names, while the sound of silence descended on all the genin in the room. Too intent on seeing the results from the board the man didn’t notice that the blonde he was spying on a moment ago was now looking around as if searching for something. The board had finally stop on two names and the match up made the sound jounin bristle with barely concealed fury, as it read...

Aburame Shino vs. Akadou Yoroi 

Knowing that somehow his subordinate had failed, the evil man looked across the way at the black hair man who was talking to the blonde genin. Seeing the man with the boy made the corners of Orochimaru’s lips curl into a sinister smirk as a name ran through his head, ‘Uchiha Obito.’

Chapter 52 - Bugs, the Mind’s Eye, and Sakura Blossoms
“Next match will be Aburame Shino versus Akadou Yoroi,” said Hayate as the next to participants in the exam made their way over to the center of the arena. From his vantage point from above, Naruto noted that Shino’s body language was relaxed and collected.

‘He must be confident that he’ll be able to defeat his opponent,’ thought Naruto, as a dull buzzing sound seemed to emanate from the kikaichu user as he now was across from his opponent. The murmurs from all the other genin also ended as they awaited the beginning of this fight.

“Ya may wanna give up, kid. I ain’t gonna take it easy on ya jus ‘cause yer a kid,” said the sunglasses wearing man, as the veil over his mouth swayed with each of his words.

“I too give you the same courtesy,” said Shino as he adjusted his sunglasses and glared at his opponent.

“Hn, whatever, kid,” growled the older genin as he set himself into a fighting stance. Shino, nodding his head at the man’s reply, also shifted into a fighting stance. The Aburame’s arms and hands were stretched out, parallel to the ground, and his legs were set in a traditional solid stance.

Seeing that the two were ready to fight, Hayate raised his hand and they cut the air with while yelled, “Hajime!”

Shino immediately jumped back from his original position as several shuriken dug into the area where he was once standing. The young genin watched his opponent pull out several kunai as the two slowly circled each other.

“I’m gonna make dis quick and painless, gaki!” yelled the older Konoha genin, throwing the kunai at Shino and then rushing in after them. Dodging the kunai, Shino rolled to his right only to roll right into Yoroi’s attack as the man’s open palm suddenly latched onto the boy’s neck. “Now,” said Yoroi in sinister voice that only heightened Shino’s understand that he was in danger, “you be a good little ninja, and go to sleep.”

“Ugh,” Shino gasped as he suddenly felt his strength slowly leaving his body. ‘My chakra...’ thought the kikaichu user in complete shock, ‘...he’s draining it?’ Acting on survival instinct, Shino locked both hand over the man’s outstretched elbow and quickly jerked down on it . Seeing as Shino was already being weakened by this man’s strange ability, the jerk did nothing more than make the man stumble forward, but that was all that Shino needed as his foot shot straight up and caught the genin in the chin.

“Argh...goddamn it!” cried the man spitting a large quantity of blood, as it seem as if he had bitten some part of his tongue in the exchange.

Rolling away from his veiled opponent, Shino was breathing hard as he felt some of his strength return. “Damn it, Shino! Stop holding back! You suck at ‘looking cool’!” yelled a familiar female voice from above, “Kick this guy’s ass!”

Shino turned his head towards the voice and saw his blonde haired teammate smiling down at him. Giving the blonde an annoyed look, he quickly turned back to the matter at hand. Stretching out his hands, Shino allow several of his bugs to come out from under his skin and collect at his fingertips.

“You little shit,” growled Yoroi as he stood up and tentatively checked his chin for damage, “for a moment I was actually thinkin’ of not fuckin’ you up, but now...” Dashing at the boy with a kunai at the ready, Yoroi took a violent swing at Shino’s head only to miss as the genin once again jumped away from the older man.

Pulling out two kunai, Shino managed to keep his enraged opponent away from him. It was just a matter of time before Yoroi was once again dictating the battle as he used several shuriken to back Shino close to the arena wall. Left with only two directions to go, Shino was once again caught in Yoroi’s grip as the man laughed evilly and said, “I’m gonna drain ya ‘til yer nothin’ more than a husk!”

“Wrong,” said a voice that came from behind Yoroi. Looking behind him, the veil wearing genin saw his opponent standing as if there wasn’t a fight actually going on.

“What the...” looking back at the opponent in his grasp, Yoroi was only given a moment to be surprised when the body of the person in his grasp exploded into thousands of bugs that suddenly began to attach themselves to his body. “What the hell!” yelled the older genin as he fought to remove the bugs, but there were too many and some were wedging themselves underneath his clothing.

Knowing that he was in a peculiar situation, the chakra draining genin decided to used his ability on the bugs. However, as he concentrated and began to absorb the small amount of chakra that the bugs had he was met with some sort of resistance that he had never felt before.

“I have sealed your ability,” said Shino in his calm voice, “you will not be able to use it again.”

“Bullshit!” yelled the man as he once again tried to use his ability but was again met with the same sort of resistance as last time.

Sighing at the man’s complete lack of knowledge, Shino explained to the man, “My kikaichu ‘eat’ chakra, and since your ability is to drain them of their chakra...you are doing nothing more than making them hungry.”

Yoroi’s face dropped, as the boys words sunk into his mind. Thinking quickly the man used what he had left of his reserves and flipped through seven seals as he whispered, “Katon: Hibashira no Jutsu! (Fire Element: Flaming Pillar Technique)” The air around the man suddenly caught fire as a blazing inferno engulfed him and the bugs that were still attached to him.

“Whoa!” cried out Naruto when he saw the man go up in flames.

“Tch, troublesome,” Shikamaru commented, “that’s not going to do him much good.”

“Ano, I hope he’s not too hurt,” Hinata said while wringing her hand nervously, the sight of someone setting themselves on fire was not exactly an everyday occurrence for the Hyuuga heir.

“This is reminding me of barbeque,” said Chouji, who was quickly silenced when not only his teammates, but his sensei and Obito, glare angrily at him. “What?!”

As the fire slowly died down everyone on the catwalks stopped talking and began gluing their eyes on the scene below them. Yoroi look as if he was barely able to stand, his veil partially burnt off as well as other pieces of his clothing. The man’s sunglasses looked as if they had cracked from the heat and his head wear was also smoldering slightly. However, all of the bugs that Shino had placed on the man were now on the ground dead or dying from the heat that had surrounded them.

Shino looked at the bugs on the ground and pocketed his hands as his shoulder hunched and his head tilted slightly down. Of course, no one saw this except Naruto and even if they did they would have a hard time deciphering what it meant. To Naruto, however, it was a clear indication that this man had made a mistake in killing off all those bugs.

“It’s over,” said Naruto softly gaining his fathers attention.

“What?” asked Obito as he watched the Aburame stand stock still while the other man pulled out another kunai.

“Shino’s pissed,” said Naruto nodding his head at the boy down below, “he’s going to teach this guy a thing or two, watch.”

Yoroi no longer saw this boy as some punk genin. Instead, he now saw the bug boy as threat, this is where he stopped taunting his opponent and instead went with charging at the boy with everything he had. Yoroi knew that is was a risk move, but he didn’t have the time nor the chakra to keep up this game. Besides, if he was lucky, he could would score a disabling hit on the boy and drain some chakra from the kid to replenish some of the chakra that the kid’s bugs had eaten.

The older veiled genin was never given that chance to implement his attack, because as soon as he reached out for the boy he disappeared in a plume of smoke only to be replace by a beaten up log. 

“If you hurt my bugs, I’ll hurt you,” whispered a dark voice from behind Yoroi, who was desperately trying to put up a defense against the attack that he knew was coming. The next thing he saw was the heel of a ninja shoe speeding towards his face. Unable to stop it, Yoroi face took the full impact of the vicious round house axe kick which Shino had performed. 

Black glass scattered into the air while twinkling under the overhead lights. Broken wire frames, for the sunglasses that Yoroi had once wore, now soared through the air landing with a clatter. Blood gushed out of a broken nose while the dark purple wearing genin flew through the air for a few seconds before landing on the ground and rolling a few feet away.

“Ooo! That had to hurt,” cringed Obito as he had heard the impact and crunching sound of the man’s nose being broken.

Whipping out a arm, everyone watched as a swarm of kikaichu descend on the man who was trying to stand. “Give up or die,” said Shino in such a manner that seemed to beg the man to continue on, but Yoroi knew that he couldn’t continue on so he simply nodded his head as Hayate came forward and said, “Shousha, Aburame Shino.”

Commanding his Kikaichu back into his body, Shino turned away from his opponent, who was now being nursed by two medical ninjas, and began walking back up to where his teammate stood giving him a smile.

“Alright, Shino!” cheered Ino he blonde hair flopping to and fro in her excitement, “You kicked his ass! I knew you weren’t going to be defeated.”

“Yes,” agreed Shino in his usual monotone while slightly shrugging as he slid up next to his teammate and waited for the next fight to commence.

oooo

Across the arena, a pale faced jounin-sensei was seething with fury as he watched a nobody genin destroy his plan for awakening the curse seal within Sasuke. “Dosu, Kin, Zaku,” spoke the man in a silky smooth voice as each of his genin subordinates turned their heads to regard their leader, “You have my permission to kill Sasuke if you face-off against him in these fights.”

The three sound genin couldn’t help but smile when they heard those words slide out of their leaders mouth. For some reason, or another, Sasuke had been under the protection of their leader since the beginning of these exams. But now...now something had changed and their leader was giving them the go ahead to kill the Uchiha brat. To them, it seems as if Christmas had come early.

“Hai,” all three of the genin said in unison while turning around to glare at the blacked haired Konoha ninja.

oooo

Again the board was flashing through names, and when it finally stopped Naruto heard a groan of dismay coming from his brainy teammate. Looking up at the board Naruto eyes widened before he allowed a light snicker to pass through his lips.

“Alright!” cried out a enthusiastic voice, which was attached to one Yamanaka Ino as she jumped over the railing and landed on the ground before she began shadow boxing with herself.

“You have got to be kidding me,” whined Shikamaru as he looked at his so-called friends, who were desperately trying to control their laughter.

“Come on Shika! Get down here and take your beating like a man!” yelled Ino which elicited chuckles from some of the other genin.

“Of all the troublesome people in the world...” Shikamaru said as he began slowly making his way to the arena via the catwalk and stairs. This, of course, only served to anger the feisty blonde as she taunted and yelled at the pineapple haired boy all the way through his journey.

“You’re so slow! Hurry up!” yelled the girl as she tapped her foot rapidly on the ground.

“Troublesome,” replied the young Nara as he finally made it into position.

“Who do you think is going to win,” asked Hinata as she looked between her teammate and his opponent.

Without batting an eyelash, both boys said perfect unison, “Shikamaru.”

“W-what, b-but how can you be so s-sure?” Hinata question her two teammates in a quite, unsure voice.

Chouji shrugged his shoulders before explaining to the Hyuuga heiress, “Shikamaru, Ino and I have been friends before the academy. In all that time between us, whenever she was able to get Shikamaru to participate in a spar instead of watch from the sidelines, she hasn’t been able to beat him.” Turning his attention to the fight Chouji said with a slight chuckle, “It’s somewhat of a sore subject for Ino, and it often makes her lose her cool. But it’s the truth none the less.”

Shikamaru yawned and shifted his weight to his other leg as he waited for the examiner to start the match. “You better not chicken out this time Shikamaru!” yelled Ino as she punched the air in a confident manner, but even though she looked confident Shikamaru could see the doubt clouding her eyes.

“Troublesome,” sighed the young Nara teen, he was careful to be loud enough so that only the examiner and Ino were the ones who could hear him, “why, of all my opponents, do I have to be the one fighting a girl?” 

An eyebrow twitched, lips thinned, fists clenched, and suddenly eyes, which use to hold doubt and fear, were now clear and sparkling with raw determination and some unholy fury. “Shi-ka-ma-ru,” growled Ino, cracking her knuckles in a menacing way, “I’ll crush you.”

“Heh,” laughed the Nara as he slid his hand into his ninja pouch and kept it there, “we’ll just see about that.”

“Hajime!”

The moment the first syllable of the word left Hayate’s mouth, Ino threw a kunai at Shikamaru and quickly trailed the weapon hoping to get in a couple of hits in with her taijutsu. Shikamaru saw the kunai and the follow up from a mile away. Instead of evading, the shadow-user deflected Ino’s kunai with his own just before he copied her attack.

Watching Shikamaru perform the same attack, the blonde kunoichi was stumped as she tried desperately to understand the shadow-users intent. Stopping her charge, Ino performed a back flip while throwing two shuriken in the hopes of buying some time to think over an attack.

‘You’re getting sloppy, Ino,’ thought Shikamaru as he flopped to the ground letting the shuriken pass harmlessly over his head. Quickly surveying the surrounding area the young Nara took note of several areas that seemed to catch his eye.

“Don’t you dare daydream when your fighting me, Shikamaru!” yelled Ino as she performed a particular devastating leg drop to the area where the Nara boy once laid.

Rolling away from the now furious kunoichi, the pineapple haired boy used two chakra enhanced jumps to put some distance between the two of them. “This is troublesome,” wined Shikamaru as he sent a quick glance at Naruto and his other teammates.

From the catwalks, Naruto nodded in understanding, “He’s won.”

“What? What are you talking about shorty?” Obito asked as he squinted his eyes and watched the Shikamaru begin to evade Ino’s attacks. “All he seems to be doing is dodging, and the last time I checked...’just’ dodging won’t win you a match.”

Naruto faked a deep sigh, while he rolled his eyes and patted his father on the back, “Getting up in years must be hard for you, huh.” Of course, Naruto got the reaction that he was waiting for when Kakashi had to hold back his friend as he tried to wring his son’s neck.

Hinata had to cover her mouth and turn away as she almost giggled out loud at the scene the two were making, while Chouji seemed to ignore the two and focused on his two friends that were down below.

“I’m gonna ground you for so long you’ll forget what color the sky and sun are!” yelled Obito with a slight smirk, shrugging off Kakashi.

Sticking a pinky finger in his ear and twisting it nonchalantly, Naruto replied calmly, “Whatever. All I’m saying is that your not looking ‘underneath the underneath’. Shikamaru isn’t just dodging, dad. He’s analyzing his opponent and looking for openings.”

Looking down at the two ninja, Obito saw that the young pineapple-haired genin was unusually focused as he ducked under a roundhouse kick that was followed by flying sidekick. The fight between the two was slowly becoming more like a dance as Shikamaru and Ino exchanged punches and kick while looking for an opportunity for an attack. ‘He’s right,’ thought Obito as he saw the two attacking each other, ‘neither of them are attack all out. Instead, they are trying to test and manipulate each other.’

Shikamaru’s eyes widened a fraction when he saw Ino throwing a palm thrust at his chest, and in a startling display of movement that surprised everyone up in the catwalk, he evaded the attack by spinning his body along the outside of the thrust. Half way through his spin, the shadow-used ducked low and shot his leg out catching the back of Ino’s legs. The young kunoichi shouted out in surprise as she felt her legs being swept out from underneath her.

Falling hard on her bottom, she winced in pain before rolling backward and standing up in a defensive position. Looking around the arena, Ino was confused as she when she didn’t see her opponent. “Damn it, Shikamaru! Come out and fight like a man!” yelled the already enraged girl.

“We’re ninja, Ino,” replied a hollow voice that sounded like it was coming from everywhere, “Ambushes and stealth are what we do best.”

‘Damn him,’ growled the girl to herself as she began looking all around the arena. ‘I know about his families techniques...but that doesn’t mean I can defend against them,’ thought the blue eyed girl before she began registering all the possible shadows that surrounded the arena.

“Sensei,” said Shino as a bit of worry failed to be filtered from his voice when he turned towards Kurenai.

“I know,” said the red eyed genjutsu mistress with a nod, which seemed to pacify Shino. “She’s going to have a hard time if she doesn’t figure it out on her own,” said the jounin sensei crossing her arms and tightening her lip, “I just hope she’ll be able to see it before it’s too late.”

Spinning around and keeping her guard up Ino began to feel paranoid as every little sound warranted her attention. The girl could feel her neck tense with ever movement that she made, and for one reason or another she couldn’t help but feel a sense of deja vu. 

‘You’re not concentrating hard enough...’

Ino’s eyes widened when she remembered those words. It was like a dam had broken as memories of that day suddenly rushed in and began to play themselves inside the girls mind.

The red eyes of Ino’s sensei seemed to bore into her own blue ones, as she saw the disappointment in the older woman’s glare. “How can you ever hope to master you clan jutsu if you allow yourself to lose control of your emotions?” asked Kurenai seeing Ino’s brow furrowed in anger.

“I’m trying,” Ino uttered softly as her features softened.

“It’s not enough,” admonished Kurenai walking over to the blonde haired girl and sitting on the patch of ground next to her. “Allowing someone, other than yourself, to control your state of mind is tantamount to conceding the battle from the beginning.”

“I know,” whispered Ino as she hung her head and hid her misty eyes from her sensei gaze, “it’s just...” The girl balled up her fist as she remembered several specific memories that brought her frustration to the surface, “...it’s hard not to feel something. Besides, I don’t see what this exercise is going to accomplish.”

Kurenai watched her student vent her frustrations physically, before she blew out a small sigh and said, “Ino, this training shouldn’t be that hard for someone with your abilities. It’s designed to help you concentrate and control your emotions.”

“Then why do I have to be placed under a genjutsu!?” asked the girl not understanding what her teacher was telling her. “Why can’t we do meditation or some sort of physical exercise?”

“Simple,” answered the jounin as she flipped her black hair over a shoulder, “controlling your emotions and concentrating while someone can control your senses is infinitely harder than any ‘regular’ exercise that I can provide for you.”

“But...” Ino said with a look of incredulity.

“In other words,” Kurenai said as she stood up and dusted herself off, “if you are able to master this exercise...no one will be able to influence your emotions or break your focus. This will give you better control with your chakra and family jutsu, as well as give you a sort of ‘sixth sense’ when a genjutsu is placed on you.”
Ino looked up at her teacher with new determination in her eyes, and she stood up quietly while waiting for the training between the two of them to continue. Kurenai smiled at her student and slowly went through several seals before disappearing from sight as she said, “You will do just find, Ino. Never doubt yourself.”

‘That’s it!’ Ino cried out mentally, as she finished remembering that time with her sensei and felt a strange tingling sensation running along her skin. ‘That little jerk,’ thought Ino knowing what that tingling sensation over her skin represented.

Slapping her hands together, the young blonde kunoichi yelled out, “Kai!” Almost instantly the strange feeling that she was getting seemed to disappear as well as the even stranger darkness that seemed to hang in the air. 

“Too late,” said a voice that held neither a smug nor arrogant tone to it.

Shino watched as Shikamaru had expertly placed a mild genjutsu on his teammate after he had swept her feet out from underneath her. Deep down the Aburame was worried that his teammate might not make it out of the attack, but when he had asked his sensei and had witnessed the fierce smile on the woman’s lips he knew that Ino wasn’t going to go down that easily.

Shikamaru made a chopping motion with his hand. The attack was suppose to connect with his opponent neck and knock them out, but what the young Nara hadn’t expected was when the blonde in front of him kneeled down and avoided his attack while executing a counted that made most of the men in the crowd groan in sympathy.

Kneeling to the ground, Ino avoided a knock out blow that Shikamaru had been aiming for. However, she didn’t just stop at kneeling. No, instead she placed her hands on the ground, and in a display of athletic gymnastics she performed a hand stand while kicking her legs out in a reverse axe kick. Unfortunately for Shikamaru the kick happened to be delivered to a vital spot that was located between his legs. 

“Ahhhooowwhh,” was the only word that the shadow-user was able to say as he clutched his groin and winced from the pain that seemed to shooting from that area.

“Damn,” said Naruto as he felt his friends pain, “that should be counted as cheating.”

Having over heard Naruto’s comment, Masami turned her head towards him as she smiled brightly, “Ninja rules...anything goes.” Naruto just mumbled an angry reply as he looked away from the grinning girl.

Not giving her opponent time to recover, Ino quickly up righted herself and threw several punches that connected. Now dazed and still hurting from the dirty attack that Ino had performed awhile back, Shikamaru made sure to put some distance between him and his opponent.

Seeing that Shikamaru was trying to run away from the situation to recuperate, Ino decided on plan of attack that would insure her victory but was risky. Snaking her hand into her ninja pouch, the blonde girl removed a length of blonde rope that looked like her hair. Unwinding the rope, Ino smiled at Shikamaru as he tried his best to unnerve the girl by downplaying her abilities. ‘Keep talking,’ Ino thought as she slowly began to channel chakra into the length of rope while swinging it around.

Shikamaru watched the rope twirling over his opponents head and instantly he became suspicious as he remembered Ino’s clan jutsu and what they could do. ‘Troublesome,’ mentally sighed the genius as he watched Ino, ‘she’s probably going to use that to immobilize me so she can use the Shintenshin.’ Sure enough, as he was thinking it, Ino let the chakra imbued rope fly while controlling it with her will. 

Trying to dodge out of the ropes way, Shikamaru’s eyes widened as the rope stopped and redirect itself in midair capturing his left ankle. Bringing out a kunai and cutting at the rope, Shikamaru sliced the rope until it was nothing more than several small lengths of rope that wouldn’t have been able to bind a dog let alone a human.

However, that didn’t keep Ino from smiling as she quickly ran through several seals while saying, “Thanks for the assistance, Shikamaru! Ninpo: Kimusumepatsu no Sokubaku (Ninja Art: Binding of the Virgin’s Hair)”

Trying to jump away from what ever attack Ino had planned for him, the young Nara boy was shocked when he suddenly found himself unable to move. Looking down, Shikamaru saw that the rope, which was once blonde, slowly became black as it wrapped itself around his legs and torso. The hair anchored itself into the ground while holding tightly to its victim. When everything was said and done, Shikamaru was encased, from the waist down, in a net like mesh of hair that kept him from moving an inch.

“Che, troublesome,” huffed Shikamaru as he watched Ino slowly begin to perform her family jutsu. Not wanting to be on the receiving end of Ino’s attack, Shikamaru began to perform his own jutsu.

“It’s too late for that Shikamaru. Time for you to give up” gloated Ino as she slipped her hands into the final seal for her family jutsu and began to concentrate her chakra.

“Hn,” snorted Shikamaru also completing his jutsu.

“Kagemane no Jutsu!” said Shikamaru as his shadow shot out of the confines of the hair net like a bullet and latched onto Ino’s shadow. 

Kakashi’s eye widened from it usual board expression when he saw his student’s shadow’s speed, “That’s unbelievably fast.” Both Naruto and Obito smiled at the Copy-nins comment, each having a knowing gleam in their eyes as they watched Shikamaru quickly jerked his hands to the side.

“Shintenshin no jutsu!” Ino shouted, but was shocked to see her hands straying from where her target was. “No!” cried out Ino as the last thing she saw was Shikamaru’s shadow extended towards her as her jutsu activated making her body go limp.

Up in the stands, Kurenai bit her lip in frustration as she watched Shikamaru calmly cut through the hair that was holding him, walk over to where Ino lay and place the kunai under the unconscious girls neck as Hayate call the match to an end, “Shousha, Nara Shikamaru.”

Just as the jounin called the match, Ino opened her eyes and looked over at the judge. When she saw the man shake his head she took a deep breath and slowly stood up. Turning to go back to the catwalk she was confronted by Shikamaru who looked like he wanted to say something. “Spit it out,” said Ino in a angry tone which held much disappointment, “I don’t have all day.”

“You’ve always been a troublesome girl,” said Shikamaru as he turned away from her while pinching the bridge of his nose. Of course, this statement didn’t seem to make Ino’s mood lighten at all, as she frown at the pineapple-haired boy. 

“But now...well, you’re still troublesome, but you’ve gotten really strong...” said Shikamaru as he began limping his way back to his teammates. Shaking his head, the boy turn it to the side as he call over his shoulder, “...so stop moping about...you pain-in-the-ass!”

From the catwalk, Kurenai watched with a small happy smile as her usually energetic student beamed proudly and said, “You just wait, Shikamaru! I’ll defeat you someday!”

“Hai, hai,” said Shikamaru waving her off with a smile, “when I’m old and wrinkled, right?”

“Ooooo! Get back here you...you brainiac!” yelled Ino as she followed Shikamaru up the stairs.

The two argued all the way up the stairs before separating to go to their respective teams. Shikamaru limped towards his team and smiled when he saw Naruto and Chouji give him a sympathetic expression about his “below-the-belt’ injury. “I’m okay,” explained Shikamaru, “she barely missed them, but it still hurts to take a hit there.”

Both Naruto and Chouji nodded their head sagely while patting Shikamaru on his back in comfort. Hinata could only giggle lightly at Shikamaru’s face which was caught between rolling his eyes and sighing in exasperation.

Finished messing with Shikamaru, both Chouji and Naruto turn to watched the board once again pick the next opponents. When the flashing board stopped, the girl from the sound ninja team smiled evilly while jumping off the catwalk and landing on the ground like a cat. 

Naruto might have been imagining it but he could have sworn that he saw the girl say the word ‘revenge’. On the leaf-ninja side of the arena everyone watched as a pink haired kunoichi slowly and purposefully walked down the stairs, while speaking in a venom laced voice that was loud enough for everyone to hear, “I should have known that you wouldn’t understand how to use the stairs.” The female sound ninja growled fiercely, but it only seemed to make Sakura even more focused. 

Haruno Sakura vs. Kin Tsuchi

As Sakura stood across from her opponent she watched the sound kunoichi say with barely controlled fury, “I’m going to repay you for the forest. When I’m done with you, you’ll be begging me for mercy.”

Adopting a mannerism from her teammate, Sakura snorted lightly in disdain, “Hn. Then I’ll end this quickly.”

It wasn’t a bluff. 

Naruto, and everyone from the same graduating year as Sakura, knew that the girl wasn’t very good at bluffing or telling outright lies. Sasuke watched his teammate intensely, and for some reason or another he began to feel a bit of excitement slowly work its way through his system.

Hayate watched in apprehension as the jade green eyes of the pink haired leaf-nin hardened and began to emit a type of ki that was completely different from killing intent. The jounin had felt this ki before and was surprised that a girl this young would be able to generate it. This ki was called assuru ki¹, and unlike its forceful sibling, this subtle ki would slowly choke the strength from an opponent, making them feel overwhelmed and helpless.

The young sound genin lost the smirk on her face as she suddenly began to feel a strange force pressing down on her, while her throat felt something pressing against it. Panting heavily, the girl turned her dark eyes back on her opponent only to stare wide eyed at the glimmering orbs of emerald that seemed to glint in the arena light. ‘What the hell is going on? Why does she seem so strong now?’ pondered the girl, frantically wondering what she should do. ‘No! Calm down! She isn’t that strong! I can take her down if I use my newest technique,’ thought the girl as she tried to unsuccessfully shrug off what she was feeling.

“Ready?” asked Hayate, as he gave Sakura one last look, “Hajime!”

“Shannaro!” yelled Sakura as she barreled forward like a raging bull while cocking her arm back.

Taken by surprise, Kin – instead of evading – pulled out her own specialized weapons. Several silver senbon, with shinny bells attached to the end of them, were withdrawn from the girls holster and flung at the charging kunoichi. Each of the weapons hit their target, but it did little to stop the now ‘completely pissed’ Sakura from delivering a bone crushing punch to the sound kunoichi’s face.

Kin didn’t know what hit her, as she was knocked off her feet, flew into the far wall. Her impact with the wall was accompanied with an explosion of dust and debris that had everyone, even the Sound jounin staring in shock. 

“What the hell was that!?” cried out Ino, as she voiced everyone’s thoughts at the moment. The blonde watched her old friend and rival display a strength that was completely beyond anything that she had seen before. 

Sasuke, again, gripped the railing tightly as he looked down at his teammate and wondered if she had just developed this strength or did she have this strength all along. If she had it all along, how was she able to kept this strength a secret from him? This and even more questions were running through the Uchiha boy’s head while he kept his eyes trained on his teammate.

Naruto looked down in shock as Sakura slowly stood up. “Naruto?” called out Shikamaru, “Was she that strong in the academy?”

“If she had been that strong in the academy,” joked Naruto with a slight smile on his lips, “I don’t think I would be here talking with you three.”

“She kinda reminds me of Tsunade,” said a deep voice from behind everyone causing them all to jump slightly in surprise.

Turning around, team seven and Obito were greeted by the toad sannin as he turned his attention back to the pink haired girl in the middle of the arena. “She reminds you of Tsunade? What do you mean?” asked Obito as he scratched his head.

Rolling his eyes to the ceiling, Jiraiya explained, “That attack wasn’t a normal attack. At the very last moment, when she made contact with the other girls face, she released a large amount of her chakra into her arm and fist causing her strength to be multiplied exponentially.” Naruto whistled in awe, while the others were quiet. “This attack can only be accomplished by someone who had absolutely perfect chakra control. Too early or too late, and the effects will either be wasted chakra or a less powerful attack. As far as I know,” said the white haired sannin taking a deep breath, “only Tsunade had been able to produce those effects time and time again. Who would have known that a slip of a girl, with a big forehead, would be able to also achieve that attack.”

Kin knew her jaw was likely completely shattered, as the pain that traveled through her lower face threatened to make her faint. However, the girl narrowed her eyes and forced her self to stay conscious, knowing that failure was unacceptable under Orochimaru scrutiny. As the dust settled, Kin saw that her opponent had yet to pull out any of her senbons. A smile would have graced kin’s face, had her jaw not been broken. Flipping through several seals the girl thought, ‘Ninpo: Fukyouwaon no Kakyoku (Ninja Art: Melody of Discord)’

The bells on the senbon, which were still in Sakura, suddenly began to chime in a strangely sad melody. Everyone slowly watched as Sakura fell to the ground and tilted her head back in what looked like agony. Kin didn’t know how much longer she had until the pain in her jaw would make her faint, but until then she was hell bent on giving back that pain to the girl who had caused it.

Figuring out that it was the senbon, Sakura pulled out one only to drop to her hands as she shivered in pain. “I wonder what’s happening,” wondered the female suna-nin as she adjusted the large metallic fan on her back, “it looks like she’s in pain.”

“That’s Kin’s newest technique,” said the nearby sound ninja who looked down on the fight with an impassive face. “Each of those senbon are stuck in nerve clusters and with her ability to create high frequency pitches with her bells, she can stimulate the nerves to produce all sorts of feelings. In other words,” laughed the young sound-nin, “she can either send you to heaven, or shove you straight down into hell.”

Kin couldn’t keep up her attack any longer as the pain from her jaw began to seep into he head. Slowly the girl’s vision began to swim before darkness closed in on her. Sakura, who was still shivering from the brutal sound attack, tried to stand but was also met with blurry vision. Trying to fight it, the girl stood up only to fall flat on her face as the darkness rushed in to claim her.

Hayate looked between the two girls and shook his head while flinging his arms out, “Draw, no winner.”

From the side of the arena several iryou-nin (medical ninjas) came dashing out as they began looking over both of the fallen girls. Asuma appeared next to Sakura as the medical ninja told him about the extent of the damage. Luckily, there wasn’t much physical damage except for the several nerve clusters that were attacked. Nodding his head as he gave the iryou-nins permission to take Sakura to the medical wing, Asuma looked over at the girl who was his students opponent. The bearded jounin could help but feel sorry for the sound girl, as the bright glow of healing chakra seemed to literally surround both the girl and her healers. 

From experience, Asuma knew what the bright glow meant. He knew that the girl was probably severally wounded enough where the iryou-nins deemed it necessary to flood her body with healing chakra. Shaking his head, Asuma use shunshin to appeared next to his team as he watched the medic remove both girls from the arena.

Hayate looked over at the board as several of the remaining genin glared at the board as well.

“I’m going to be next!” cried Lee as he clenched his fists and squeezed his eyes shut.

‘Give me Naruto,’ thought Sasuke, as he turned to glare at his self appointed rival.

‘Anyone but Neji,’ prayed Hinata as she saw her cousin glaring angrily at her.

Chouji looked at the remaining contenders and zeroed in on the glasses wearing, veiled leaf-ninja who looked to be focusing on Sasuke. “I hope I get him,” mumbled the Akimichi, hoping for an easy fight.

Both Zaku and Dosu were eyeing Sasuke, as they both secretly hoped that they would get the chance to kill the ‘so-called’ Konoha prodigy.

Temari sigh in boredom as she took count of the remainder of the participants. Her eyes traveled over to the blonde boy who seemed to have caught her brother’s eye. For a moment the girl felt pity, but she then told herself that at least he was distracting Gaara from focusing on her.

Gaara kept his eyes locked on the blonde boy across the way, as he heard angry whispers and promises of relief from the constant craving for blood if he killed the blonde. Shoving down the whispers into the back of his head the red head narrowed his teal eyes dangerously as he said quietly while watching Naruto laugh with his friends, “You are my prey.”

Naruto shivered slightly as he felt several eyes on him, as well as a low amount of ki directed towards him. Closing his eyes, the boy breathed deeply as he calmed his nerves and allowed the feelings to wash over him. Opening his eyes, Naruto focused his sapphire blue eyes on the electronic board, which had just finished choosing the next combatants, and read...

Sabaku no Temari vs. Zaku Abumi
oooo

assuru ki ¹ - assuru (overwhelm, dominate); in my story assuru ki is a very subtle form of ki that is used to make an opponent weak by feeling oppressed or dominated by the ninja presence.

satsugai ki ² - satsugai (killing, murder); this is the regular form of killing intent. It’s usually forceful and is often used to either paralyze opponents with fear or make them flee from battle.

Chapter 53 - Wild Winds, Detainment & Crushing Victory

The atmosphere of the arena suddenly became electrified as the next fighters seemed to have some words with each other before they walked to the center and faced off. While this was happening a certain elder Uchiha was questioning a white haired old man about his sudden appearance.

“So...Jiraiya-sama? What brings you to the chuunin exams? I would think that someone of your particular ‘tastes’ would be investing your time ‘sightseeing’.” Of course, everyone within earshot of the conversation mentally sighed at Obito’s obvious implications. It didn’t it help that the black haired man accompanied his words with some rather vulgar hand gestures. In fact, if anything, it only served to make Naruto blush from embarrassment.

A bead of sweat formed on the temple of the aging sannin, while he gave Obito a glare that seemed to convey the sannin’s doubt in the man’s sanity, “Do you even know what ‘discreet’ means?”

Sighing deeply when he saw Obito smile, Jiraiya turned his head away and became serious as he looked across the arena to the opposite catwalk and locked his gaze with the pale jounin-sensei from sound. “A little bird told me that we have a snake amongst the leaves,” answered Jiraiya catching the attention of all the jounin and some of the genin.

Obito’s smile faltered slightly, but before it could totally disappear it reappeared. However, the new smile never reached the man’s eye, which shone like cold, obsidian disks. “Really.” It was the only replied the ex-Uchiha could offer before he turned away and allowed his arctic gaze to linger over the faces on the other side of the room.

“A snake that big...” Kakashi spoke up while following his old teammate’s example, “...shouldn’t be able to hide itself well. I wonder what are it’s motives?”

Jiraiya turned his head and looked over at the young Uchiha who was straining his ears to listen in on their conversation. “You know how snakes are...” said Jiraiya shrugging his shoulder and looking away, “...some like to play with their prey before killing them.”

Those genin that were attacked by the snake sannin, instantly knew who the toad sannin was talking about. Just from the conversation, the young teens deduced that Orochimaru was still in Konoha, and that he might even be watching at this very moment. With that in mind, everyone turned their attention to the combatants down below when they heard the jounin proctor start the match. But even with the match going, many couldn’t help but scan the faces of the crowd looking for someone who might stand out...

*****

Sabaku no Temari glanced to her left when she felt a low amount of ki being directed at her. If she was surprised that her opponent was the person she had just been talking to, she showed no outwardly expression of it. Flipping her golden hair in an arrogant fashion the young suna-nin said, “I hope this fight isn’t going to be a boring one.”

Hearing the sand kunoichi’s comment Zaku grounded his teeth as he followed her down the stairs. ‘Fuck being allied with these bastards,’ thought the thief turned ninja, clenching his hands into fists.

The two opponents made it to the center of the arena, which now looked like it would be needing some major remodeling after that last couple of battles. Going through his routine of explaining the fight, Hayate could already feel the palpable killing aura that the two slowly gave off. Coughing slightly to disguise his shock at what he felt, the sickly jounin knew that this upcoming battle would not end until someone was either horribly wounded or killed.

“Hajime!” Hayate yelled swinging his arm down and jumping back as the sound ninja charged forward with a devastating punch that was aimed for the sand kunoichi’s head. 

Having already predicted the attack, Temari drew her battle fan and intercepted the attack as the sound of chakra enhanced flesh meeting metal rang through out the arena. “You’re too naive, if you think that I’m going to fall for such a simple...”

The air in the blonde fan-users lungs suddenly was forced out of her when a foot found its way to her stomach. Coughing several times and trying to regain her breath while desperately dodging a series of punches and kicks that were aimed at her, Temari berated her for underestimating her opponent. ‘Damn it,’ thought the girl as she parried the font-kick to her chest, ‘I gave him time to set up is attack and now he’s capitalizing on it.’

“You might have the skill,” sneered the sound ninja as he flipped away from his blonde haired opponent, “but you lack the instinct!” Funneling chakra into his hands as he rushed through several seals, the spiky haired genin yelled, “Zankuuha!”

The blast of pressurized air that erupted from the boys open hands slammed into the surprised sand kunoichi, but in the last instant she was able to protect herself by opening her battle fan. Using the fan as a shield, only a portion of the attack affected her even though it still sent her skidding along the ground and eventually against the wall of the arena.







‘That was strong! His attack...’ the wide eyed kunoichi mentally said to herself, ‘...would have knocked me out had I not redirected some of its strength.’ Smiling in a feral manner, the scowling young man across from her, Temari stood up and waved her fully unfurled fan at her opponent in a gesture that seemed to convey her anger at being pushed back in such a manner. “When I’m done with you...,” growled the sandy haired blonde with a murderous look in her eyes, “...your career as a ninja will be over.”

“Scary,” noted Chouji from the catwalks, watching the suna-nin smile beautifully at the sound-nin.

“Now I can kinda see the resemblance to Gaara,” joked Naruto as he watched the two opponents below ready themselves for another round of attacks.

“Whatever bitch!” screamed the sound ninja as he lifted his arms and once again fired off his trademark jutsu. “Die!”

This time, however, Temari was ready for his attack as she twisted her giant fan and swung it in his direction all the while saying. “Fuuton: Geigeki Senpuu (Air Elemental: Whirlwind Counter Attack)!” A concentrated blast of air rocketed out of the sand ninja’s fan and slammed violently into the incoming attack. When the two attacks met, the difference in power was clearly displayed, as the boys attack was split down the middle with ease.

Having committed himself to his last attack, Zaku was unable to avoid the girls attack as he was blasted into the far wall and crumpled into a heap on the ground. Repositioning her fan in a more comfortable position, Temari watched in amusement as the sound ninja twitched while slowly standing up. “Oh? I see...it looks like you actually have some skill.”

“What is she talking about?” asked Ino, her blue eyes refusing to move away from the action, fearing that she would miss something important.

Taking a long drag on his cigarette, Asuma spoke in a deep voice as he explained, “Her element must be wind. Not many shinobi can create an effect like that, unless they’re aligned with that element.”

“And?” Ino asked impatiently.

“That last attack was meant to kill the boy,” calmly answered Kakashi while he covered his sharingan eye with his hitai-ate, “the amount of chakra and the subtle elemental manipulation of the technique would have been more than enough to kill a low level chuunin, let alone a genin.”

Hinata turned to look at her sensei’s face and it was there that she saw that he was being completely serious. “Ano? So what did she mean by saying that he had ‘some skill’?” asked the pale eyed girl as the rest of the chuunin hopefuls listened to what was being said.

“Just before he hit the wall,” answered Sasuke not looking at anyone in particular, “he used that strange technique of his to cushion his blow to the wall. It most likely saved his life.”

Coughing up some blood onto the stone tiles of the floor, the sound ninja growled, “You bitch!” That was the only words that the young man got to speak as he was suddenly busy dodging another blast of wind that suddenly came from his opponent. Trying to distract the girl, Zaku threw several kunai at her but he was once again surprised as the girl smirked.

For a moment, the girls outline blurred, and just as the kunai were about to hit they fell to the ground leaving her completely unharmed. “You’ll have to do better than that,” said the sand kunoichi as she swung her fan through the air and let another blast of air to cut through the stagnant arena air.

Zaku saw that the only route to victory was to disarm the girl and close in on her. Dodging the her first attack, he pulled out a kunai and wrapping a tag around it. Flushing some of his chakra into his legs the boy sprinted across the floor directly at the blonde.

“A direct attack? Hn, idiot.” commented Sasuke as he could only see one outcome from this attack.

Temari also had the same thought as she readied her Kamaitachi attack and sent it barreling towards the almost defenseless ninja. “Stupid cow!” yelled the oto-nin as he threw his tagged weapon at the attack and make a one hand seal yelling, “Kai!”

A wave, of what could only be described as concussive force, exploded from the thrown kunai and seemed to completely nullify the sand kunoichi’s attack. As an added bonus the blonde haired girl was completely taken off guard by the attack and was slightly stunned. 

Seeing his chance, Zaku shot forward and began quickly running through seals as he said, “Sonic waves. Zero percent. Air Pressure...”

Running straight at his enemy the boy opened his palm and thrust it forward. Temari, having had enough time to recover some of her wits saw the incoming attack and instinctively used her fan as a shield to block the blow. Zaku’s smile widened as he gripped the metallic black fan with his hand and yelled, “...Two-hundred percent! Assakutsuchi no Jutsu (Pressure Hammer Technique)!”

The effects of the ninjutsu were instantaneous, the giant metal fan bent in half and almost shattered as a giant amount of air pressure was force on its frame in a single spot. Temari screamed in shock, as one of her hands were shattered as a result of the attack and she was thrown from her spot by the attack.

Everyone witnessed the display of power with surprise and shock, and even Orochimaru had a smile on his face as he took pleasure in seeing one of his inflict pain on others. ‘Too bad it isn’t a leaf-nin that he’s facing,’ thought the evil sannin watching his ninja stalk towards the downed suna-nin.

“You? End my career as a ninja!? That’s impossible...” Zaku sneered at the girl who was just getting up from where she landed, “...’cause, I’m about to end your life!” Crossing his fingers in a strange seal Zaku smiled viciously in the girl’s direction while activating his most powerful technique, “Zankyokukuuha (Extreme Decapitating Air Waves)!”

The crushing blast of air pressure slammed into the girl and carried her into the arena wall, where it drilled her mercilessly into the stone for a few seconds before receding completely. Out of stamina and out of chakra the oto-nin smiled when he saw the girls bloody body roll out of the hole he had created. Lifting his arm in victory, the young man seemed to savor the victory.

“Moron,” Sasuke huffed while Sakura looked at him in confusion.

“Fate seems to be fickle this day,” Neji commented while Tenten glance over at her teammate wondering what he meant.

Baki narrowed his eye while glaring at the oto genin as he thought, ‘That was a very powerful technique....’

Orochimaru lips lifted upward, when he watched the young man looking towards him for recognition. ‘As I sensed all those years ago,’ thought the snake, while watching the genin with emotionless eyes, ‘you have great potential...’

Seeing the small smile on his leaders face, Zaku turned to go back up the catwalk when he was picked up off the ground and thrown into the wall by a blast of uncontrolled wind. “Wha...what...what happened?” asked the sound ninja as his vision swam and he coughed up a copious amount of crimson colored blood.

‘Yes,’ thought the snake sannin as he watched the bloody blonde haired kunoichi shimmered and disappeared revealing a bent and battered battle fan, ‘you have much potential, but that same potential is exceeded only by your overwhelming foolishness.’

What was once the sand kunoichi’s broken battle fan exploded into white smoke revealing a battered suna-nin. Wincing in terrible pain, which she was ignoring in order to get her revenge for destroying her fan, the suna kunoichi made three one hand seals hoping that she had enough chakra to cover the loss of her other hand. The last seal that the kunoichi performed was in conjunction with her rearing her arm back as chakra laced wind swirled around her.

On the other end of the arena the oto-nin wobbled as he tried to take a step forward. In the spiky haired boy’s head he was just understanding the seriousness of the situation he was in when his ears captured the words, “Fuuton: Hokufuu no Seisou (Wind Element: Holy Lance of the North Wind)!”

Temari thrust her arm forward and with it came a concentrated blast of sharpened, wind-affinity chakra that slammed into the helpless oto genin. Unfortunately for Temari, her aim had been affected by the pain in her mangled hand. Instead of impaling her enemy, the ninjutsu tore the boy’s shoulder to pieces separating his right arm from his body.

Fainting from the pain, Zaku fell to the ground while Hayate stated, “Winner, Temari.” Immediately after he said those words a large group of iyrou-nin came on the scene to cart Zaku’s unconscious body and escorted Temari away from the arena.

Above, on the catwalks, Chouji turned to Shikamaru and asked, “What happened?”

“He got too cocky,” stated Shikamaru with a small sigh, while he pinching the bridge of his nose, “His technique provided the suna girl enough cover to perform a kawarimi, after which she used a low level genjutsu and a henge to cover her tracks as she waited for an opportune moment to attack.”
“Oh,” Chouji replied as he tilted his head back in thought. While he was thinking on what his friend said, the electronic board suddenly flickered to life. The last few names began randomly flashing on the screen and when he finally diverted his attention to the board his eye widened in surprise, “Damn it.”

Dosu Kinuta vs. Akimichi Chouji, were the names that illuminated the black board. “Fighters to their places,” called Hayate coughing into his hand.

“Be careful, Chouji-san,” Rock Lee stated as he joined team seven and stared at the mummy ninja who was talking to his jounin-sensei, “Your opponent can control sound to disrupt your balance, and for some reason I feel that it is only the tip of the iceberg.”

Grunting in conformation, Chouji walked away with a serious look in his eye. “Do you think he will be alright?” asked the younger green beast of Konoha.

“I can’t really say,” Naruto said quietly as he watched the mummy man jump on the railing of the catwalk before jumping again to land lightly on the ground, “but I can say that if this guy underestimates Chouji...he’s going to be in a world of pain.”

*****

Seeing the leaf-nins on the other side of the room talking, Dosu narrowed his good eye and tried to read their lips. Too bad that in the middle of his attempt to spy what they were talking about his leader decided to speak with him. “Dosu. You know that failure is not an option here, correct?”

“Hai,” Dosu automatically answered, but inside the young man’s mind he was warring with cold fury that was directed at the two-faced bastard. Dosu hadn’t lived on the streets as long as he had without cultivating the ability to spot someone’s motives and what they really wanted from you. What Orochimaru wanted from him and his ex-teammate was something that was beyond the understanding of the oto-nin, but on the street the bandaged boy usually followed his instincts and in turn they kept him alive. Right now the boy’s instincts were telling him that he should cut his losses and run.

Sending one last stare back at his so-called sensei, Dosu saw the pale man grinning in an almost feral way. ‘Whatever he’s planning I must not allow him to include me,’ thought the sound ninja as he face off against his opponent.

*****

The noise in the arena die down as the two faced off. A light cough came from the jounin referee while the sound of shifting feet and whispers could be heard through the room.

“I see that you managed to wobble that fat ass of yours down the stairs pretty well,” goaded Dosu watching his opponent for an opening.

A tick in Chouji’s eyes revealed that the Akimichi had been listening, but the desired effect of the taunt never came to fruition. Instead, the young genin slipped into a wide based stance with both of his arms chambered at his side, his hands face up and balled into fists. “Coming from a one-eyed, bandaged freak it’s not as annoying,” Chouji finally commented slowly sliding forward.

Seeing his opponent slowly make his way into striking distance, Dosu had to wonder if the kid had some sort of trick up his sleeve to defend against his sonic drill technique. Sliding backwards and to the side, the sound nin watched as the large boy took another step forward.

Feeling the ever watchful eye of his leader on the back of his neck the oto-nin finally shot forward rearing back his gauntlet covered arm as he build chakra up in the device. However, before the bandaged genin could take action, his arm was stopped — before it could build enough momentum to make even a single note — by a solid forearm which was connected to a serious looking Chouji.

‘How the hell...,’ mentally yelled Dosu as his one eye widened in shock and disbelief before he was stuck, hard, in the chest with the large boy’s fist. The force of the blow was enough to make the bandage wearing oto-nin careening backwards for several feet before falling to the ground.

Knowing that the leaf-nin wasn’t about to let up on his attack, Dosu quickly rolled to his side avoiding several heavy stomps that were meant for his head and chest. Continuing with his roll he was soon able to push himself off the ground and back into a defensive stance as a meaty fist was about to connect with his head.

Using his gauntlet to take the most of the impact, Dosu was pushed back from the shear amount of force that was produced from the punch. ‘Damn it,’ thought the sound ninja evading another crushing punch, ‘I really can’t afford to take a direct hit from this kid. There must be a way...there has to be an opening I can exploit!’

Seeing that the leaf-nin was pressing his advantage, Dosu prepared himself for another round of punishing combinations. However, when Chouji leapt backward and away from him he was mildly surprised. ‘He had the advantage,’ thought the bandaged genin, ‘why not press it?’

Narrowing his eye to take in his opponents face, he finally understood why his enemy hadn’t kept up with the attack. Sweat drenched Chouji’s face, and even though he was taking controlled deep breaths the signs of his exhaustion had begun to show through his carefully planned facade.

“He knows,” Naruto stated making Shikamaru nod his head.

“I hope Chouji will be alright,” said Hinata as she watched the oto-nin slip from a defensive fighting stance into one that was more offensively orientated.

“Tougher than I thought,” said Chouji as he took another deep breath. The young Akimichi knew that his endurance wasn’t up to the level where he wanted it to be, but in exchange he had trained his strength to surpass and cover up for that weakness. However, having expended all that energy taking the fight to his opponent, Chouji now realized the importance that such training held.

Dashing forward while pulling back the sleeve of his gauntlet covered arm, Dosu took a swing as he unleashed his sound attack and watched as his victim stood still. Expecting his opponent to lose some of his balance or at least fall to the ground with a dizzy spell, Dosu wasn’t – in any way – expecting his enemy to tag him squarely on his chest with a straight palm thrust.

The bandaged ninja compared the attack to getting hit with a sack full of bricks. Feeling the air leave his lungs, he began a roll along the ground to absorb some of the attack. When he came to control the roll, he quickly jumped to his feet while eying the leaf genin in front of him. ‘Why didn’t my attack phase him?’ wondered the older boy as he cocked his head to the side and laboriously began to get his breathing under control.

The answer to the sound ninja’s question was revealed, as Chouji wobbled a bit before tiny cracks appeared around his ears. All at one the large boy’s ears fell off and revealed themselves to be nothing more than rock.

‘Rock!? He covered his ears with rock?’ thought Dosu, turning his head and grimacing as he saw a frown on his leaders face, ‘It looks like I’m not going to be getting out of this without some sort of punishment.’

Shaking his head free of the thoughts that were bouncing around, the sound ninja watched his opponent wobble slightly. ‘My attack did have some sort of effect...but since he knew that I would probably attack his ear most of it was wasted penetrating the dense rock that was covering them.’

‘Argh,’ grumbled Chouji to himself as he could barely see straight, ‘even with the rock protecting my ears I’m feeling dizzy!’

Once again looking at his sadistic leader, Dosu saw that the man was no long watching the fight. It was a sure sign to the oto-nin that his life or death would be decided with the outcome of this match. Knowing that he only had one more technique that he could use against an opponent like this, the oto-nin began to figure out how he could ‘save himself’ if he couldn’t win the battle.

Shooting forward again, the sound ninja swiped his gauntlet upward spreading sound waves echoing throughout the arena. The chaotic sounds filled the room and made everyone of the genin covered their ears as the sound began making them sick. Naruto winced as his stomach flipped once or twice, while thinking to himself, ‘Is he using this attack to weaken Chouji...or is there something more to it?’ Down below, the bandaged ninja began a taijutsu battle with his opponent and was, of course, losing to the much stronger genin.

Seeing his chance, Chouji used his family jutsu in an attempt to flatten the oto-nin, but just as he enlarged fist made its way to its target the sound ninja ducked underneath the tree trunk sized fist and used his enemy’s momentum to flip the large boy onto his back.

Caught by surprise, Chouji watched in horror as the bandaged ninja gripped his bandages around his mouth and pulled them down revealing a heavily scarred and disfigured mouth. “What the...!?” yelled Chouji. 

Dosu grinned in satisfaction when he saw the horror in his opponents eyes. The effects of the young man’s grin shocked everyone in the room, especially when they saw that his mouth open well pass where a normal human’s mouth should be. 

Instead of teeth, sharp needle-like fangs occupied the genin’s mouth giving him a wicked appearance. A long slender tongue, pointed at the tip, darted out of Dosu’s mouth to lick his upper lips. Shikamaru automatically knew that the sound ninja’s mouth resembled that of a bat, but he couldn’t – for the life of himself – figure out what good it would do the genin. “I don’t get it,” the genius spoke out loud while trying to figure out the need for a mouth like that.

“Bats are able to produce all sorts of frequencies with their vocal cords,” said Hinata calmly, “to the human ears they sound like clicks, but in reality they are high frequency sound pulses.” It was that tiny scrap of information that made Shikamaru worry for his friend as Naruto voiced his worries.

“If that’s true then Chouji’s in trouble,” stated Naruto, watching the sound ninja as he made several seals.

“Chouji! Get out of there!” yelled Shikamaru as the monster of a ninja finished his seals and opened his mouth.

Now unable to speak because he shifted his vocal cords, Dosu took in a deep breath as he thought, ‘Game over fat boy! Ninpo: Kusari no Houkou (Ninja Art: Howl of Desecration)’ Allowing his chakra to seep into his vocal cords, Dosu let out a silent scream as his opponent tried desperately to get up and away from him.

The air shimmered slightly as the sound traveling through it was of high enough frequency to actually distort the light around it. Several jounin dropped to their knees as their heightened hearing backfired on them, and the ground where Chouji was trying to stand up erupted in smoke and debris as an explosion tore its way through the room.

“CHOUJI!” team seven all yelled out at the same time as everyone up on the catwalks watched something rocket towards the far wall and hit with such frightful force that cracks spider-webbed out from the point of impact.

Not taking any chances the oto-nin opened his mouth again and let lose another barrage of super sonic attacks. Appearing next to the oto-nin with a stern look on his face which conveyed the message ‘stop or I will stop you’, Hayate turned his head to observe the other genin’s status in this battle. 

Seeing that the dust had yet to settle, the sickly jounin used a minor jutsu to clear the smoke...

Shikamaru felt his stomach drop when he saw the shadow of a body within the dispersing smoke and dust. Naruto lips thinned in anger as he waited to see if there was any movement from the shadow. Hinata covered her eyes and turned away as her mind already pictured the beaten and mauled body of her teammate.

However, it was Kakashi’s reaction that made everyone suddenly take notice of what was going on. “Oh? It seems as if he actually got the timing down.”

“Nani!?” Naruto asked as his attention was suddenly drawn to a sound that reminded him of an egg cracking.

Having far more experience and a quicker reaction time, Hayate jumped away from the spot where he was standing as giant foot broke through the ground and slammed into Dosu’s gut with the force of a charging rhino.

“Huwah!” was all the disfigured ninja was able to say as he was sent flying through the air while coughing up a large amount of blood. Hitting the ground the genin knew that he would be unable to continue, and because of that his life was forfeit. ‘Damn it,’ thought the bandaged shinobi as he began pondering if there was a way that he could get out of this problem he made for himself.

On the other hand, amidst the cheers of his friends Chouji pulled himself out of the ground and sat down in exhaustion. His shoulder was obviously dislocated and his wrist was broken but at least he was still breathing.

“Dosu Kinuta is unable to continue. Winner, Akimichi Chouji!” announced Hayate as he called the medics to oversee the injuries of the two ninja.

Up in the catwalk, Hinata asked her sensei what he meant when he said that Chouji had gotten the timing down.
“That?” Kakashi responded with a far off look as he rubbed his masked chin, “Well, seeing that Chouji had a earth affinity I decided to teach him a combination with the Shinjuu Zanshu...”

Seeing that he had quite the crowd listening to his explanation, Kakashi smiled inwardly as he pulled out his book and began reading as several people almost fell over in surprise. “And?” yelled Naruto, noting the happy glint that seemed to sparkle in his teachers eye.

“Oh? You wanted to know more?” Kakashi replied in fake astonishment.

“Damn that hip attitude!” grumbled Gai as it seemed as if he was one of those that had actually fell over.

“Sensei,” sighed Shikamaru in exasperation.

“Using the Shinjuu Zanshu and the Kawarimi together he was suppose to be able to replace himself with rock and take cover underground. However, up until now, all he was able to do was take cover underground with the Shinjuu Zanshu as it seemed that his timing and control were a bit off.”

Seeing where this was going Hinata asked, “So the body we saw in the smoke...”

“Were probably the after effects of the Kawarimi,” stated grey haired shinobi with a slight shrug of his shoulder.

Meanwhile, down in the arena Dosu had finally made up his mind as the medics tended to him by giving him a solider pill to replenish some of his lost chakra. ‘It’s the only way,’ thought the oto-nin as he kept his eyes locked on his sensei and saw the promise of death in those eyes, ‘I have no other choice.’

Allowing the medics to lift him up, Dosu quickly put his plan into motion by knocking out the defenseless medic while yelling in a garbled manner, “I’ll kill you all!” Taking a deep breath the boy unleashed two focused blasts of his sound jutsu and sent it screaming towards the main dais and the catwalk Those on the dais reacted to the attack well before it could become a threat, but the genin on the catwalk were stunned when the blast slammed into the metallic structure making an unused part of it crumple like it was made of paper.

‘Please let this work,’ thought the boy as he now saw a frown marring his leaders face. Taking another breath the boy was surprised when he felt all the air in his body exit violently as a large bearded man stood before him with a fist in his gut. Not caring what was going to happen next the oto-nin closed his eye and fell into unconsciousness.

Knowing that his subordinate had betrayed him, Orochimaru quietly removed himself from the room as several jounin seemed to begin sweeping the area. The snake-like ninja was tempted to try and silence his subordinate, but with his fool of a ex-teammate and sensei in the room he’d be hard pressed to pull it off without being noticed. Feeling frustrated, the pale skinned missing-nin eyes narrowed dangerously while a glint, that promised whoever saw him next pain and death, flashed in his eyes.

“What was he thinking,” asked a Asuma as he handed the limp boy over to several chuunin examiners.

“He wasn’t in his right mind,” answered Kurenai as she walked over to her bearded compatriot and stopped only a few feet in front of him.

“What’s that suppose to mean?”

“It means,” an old voice interrupted the two of them as the Hokage stepped in between while giving the boy, who had a paper seal placed on his forehead, “that this wasn’t a coordinated attack. Rather, the boy seemed to be attacking out of fear of something.”

“Fear? Of what?” asked Gai as he joined the group after making sure the other genin were uninjured.

“Who knows,” replied Sarutobi as he pulled on his Hokage hat and looked up as his old white haired student to see him nodding in what seemed like consent.

“Hokage-sama,” interrupted Ibiki with his dark voice, “the prisoner has been restrained. What are your orders?”

Without blinking, the old man turned his back on the small crowd of jounin and said, “Full interrogation.” However, before he could get out of earshot the old man added, “Ibiki...nothing physical. It seems like he did this for a purpose.”

Nodding his head in understanding, the head of the interrogation squad saluted his leader, “Hai, Hokage-sama.”

Looking up at the foreign ninja that were witnessing the event, Sarutobi looked back at his jounin and said, “Clear the arena. We will continue on with the next fight.” Nodding each of their heads the jounin returned to the undamaged part of the catwalk as Hayate strode to the middle of the room.

The electronic board once again hummed to life as names flashed on the screen til two were left brightly glowing. “Sabaku no Gaara versus Tsurugi Misumi! Make your way to the center of the room,” announced Hayate while hearing several sighs of relief and one groan of ‘I thought I was next’.

Jumping down and sauntering to the middle of the room, the glasses wearing member of Kabuto’s team knew what was expected of him. He knew that it was expected of him to make it to the final part of the chuunin exam, but as he stare up at his opponent and noticed that the red-headed’s eyes seemed to be boring into him with their emotionless glare, he became a bit apprehensive.

Without even moving his hands, Gaara disappeared in a small sandstorm and appeared in the center of the room with what looked like a slight grin on his face. ‘Damn it,’ thought suna-nin’s jounin-sensei as he watched the small expression slowly go back to its usual expressionless state, ‘I hope that “it” isn’t coming out.’

“Mother is thirsty,” stated Gaara in his dark monotone. Lifting up his hand and pointing his finger at his opponent the red head said, “You will sate mother’s thirst nicely.”

“Kuso,” Baki cursed under his breath as Hayate yelled for them to start.

It wasn’t even a battle. The oto spy tried to penetrate Gaara’s sand with explosives tags, but all that did was make Gaara more excited, especially since the man’s right arm had been pulverized within the first few seconds of the fight.

Using a strange technique that made his good arm elongate. Using misdirection, the fake leaf-nin was able to wrap his arm around Gaara’s neck, and began applying enough pressure to break the boy’s neck. But the shinobi would soon recognize his folly, as the suna-nin’s skin began cracking and discoloring. “Sand?” the glasses wearing man said as he tried to remove his arm only to find that the sand had a firm grip on it.

“Mother is thirsty,” said a chillingly cold voice from behind the now panicking ninja. Slowly, like the sand that began to crawl up the other ninja’s legs, Gaara walk in front of Misumi. Before the man could concede the fight a thread of sand covered his mouth as Gaara said in a hushed whisper, “Mother likes the taste of blood.”

Hayate noticed that the ninja was no longer fight back, however, before he could call the match the red-haired boy’s sand engulfed the other ninja. “Sabaku Sousou (Desert Funeral),” quietly said the green eyed sand ninja as the sand that had engulfed the other ninja shuttered and compacted. The squelching noise of organs being ruptured and the snapping sounds of bones being crushed echoed through the room as every stood shocked at the ruthlessness of the genin’s action.

Slowly receding back into the gourd where it came from, the sand only left behind destroyed glasses and the ninja clothes. Seeing that silence reigned supreme and not even remotely knowing what to do, Hayate raised his hand towards the red haired genin and said in a small, and quite lost, voice, “Winner...Sabaku no Gaara.”

Chapter 54 - Ocular Arrogance

/Your little journey to the finals ends here Uchiha/ spoke the hollow sounding voice of Toshino Usagi as he straightened to his full height and looked down at his opponent.
Uchiha Sasuke sent an angry glare back at his now ex-teammates before his face shifted into a smirk, “Be quiet. It’s about the only thing your good at doing.”

This time everyone on the catwalk watched as Sasuke’s opponent’s face suddenly hardened while his eyes glittered with a malice that spoke volumes about what that genin was thinking at the moment. 
“Hajime!”
Naruto watched the fight eagerly from his vantage point on the catwalks. From what he was observing, there was nothing flashy about this fight. In fact, this fight seemed to mimic a true shinobi battle. The killing intent that the two gave off was enough to convince anyone that they meant business.

Sasuke took the advantage by deploying some of his customized weaponry, especially when he was able to make Usagi become more defensive with a particularly difficult kunai and wire combo. But even with his flashy attacks and weapons, the experience of the older boy showed through as he patiently bid his time for a counterattack with a rather strange jutsu.

Flipping through several hand seals, Usagi ended on the bird seal as he took a deep breath and blew a steady stream yellow looking liquid out of his mouth.
Activating his Sharingan, Sasuke dodged the stream of putrid looking liquid as it struck the place where he once stood. Everyone watched in astonishment as the liquid seemed to expand while also hardening.

“What jutsu was that?” asked Naruto as he kept watching the fight below, unwilling to take his eyes away for even a single second.

“Tetsusuihou,” said a calm voice that everyone recognized as Masami voice. The young woman was bent over the rail resting her head and arms on it while watching the fight with a expression that seemed to be the twin of a certain jounin sensei. “Iron foam,” she said a bit louder while shaking her head from side to side, “it’s a pain-in-the-ass capturing technique that involves shooting out a liquid that foams up and becomes as hard as iron.”
Watching the action continue on down below, Naruto’s thoughts echoed the thoughts of the others, ‘That bastard better not get hit then.’
‘Che!’ mentally growled Sasuke as he dodged another stream of the liquid. Knowing full well that Usagi knew that he couldn’t hope to catch him with such a slow moving stream, Sasuke began wondering what the man was planning. ‘Calm down. There’s no need to rush this. He might have something planned, but whatever it might be he won’t be able to accomplish if I get another opening,’ the young Uchiha thought while sending out a small barrage of kunai’s. He watched his opponent side step the weapons with practiced ease while throwing a thin, black cylinder at him.

At first, Sasuke wanted to taunt his opponent. He thought that sidestepping the projectile would reaffirm his superiority between the two, but as his special eyes picked out several kanji on the side of the object he quickly performed a high flying back flip just in time to see the cylinder explode. The same foaming liquid squirted out of the cylinder in all directions and coated a large area. If he had acted a seconded later either his leg or arm would have been caught in that substance.
Seeing a triumphant smirk on his opponents face, Sasuke grimaced while vowed to make that same face tremble in fear. ‘Two can play this game!’ he thought, and without warning the raven haired boy spat out a stream of flame that struck the area where his opponent once stood. Usagi was on the run, and Sasuke wasn’t about to let him have a rest.
****

“He’s falling right into Usagi’s trap,” commented Masami with boredom lacing her voice.

Ino, unable to hold back her comments anymore yelled, “To me, it seems that your partner is having a much harder time than Sasuke!”

Scratching her blue hair and looking back down at the scene Masami smirked as she asked, “Ino? When you’re looking down at the fight…what can you see?”

Confused with the question that was being posed to her; the blonde haired genin turned her eyes down at the arena where the two ninjas battled and answered in a confident manner, “Sasuke’s attacking and Usagi’s evading.”

“Anything else?”

“What are you…” asked Ino, her eyebrows furrowed in confusion. 
“Can you see anything else down in the arena?” repeated Masami while sweeping her arm over the arena below. While the two genin kept talking, a certain pineapple headed boy began to take in the situation and realized what the girl was talking about.

“Smoke,” said Shikamaru, ending the girl’s conversation with Masami nodding her head.

“Correct. Another used for the Tetsusuihou is that it creates a great concealing smoke when its hardened foam is burnt. As you can see…or can’t see in this case…the smoke is slowly getting thicker with each pile of foam that Sasuke burns.”
Turning towards Ino and giving the girl a serious look, Masami said, “We did our homework on our team, Ino. Usagi was given access to files on the Sharingan, and he  was even given the battle report between Kakashi-san and the missing-nin known as Zabuza.”

“Reishido (Zero Visibility),” said Kakashi, while Obito seem to nod at something that only he was thinking.

“Reishido? What are you talking about?” asked Ino as she looked over at the other sensei’s and saw them all wearing similar expressions.

“There are only a few ways to defeat a Sharingan user,” said one Maito Gai as he crossed his arms in contemplation. “Reishido is one of those methods. In other words…if a Sharingan user needs to  be able to ‘see’ to use his bloodline. Then, if you take his sight away from him, you effectively seal away his bloodline,” explained Gai as the smoke down in the arena became even thicker.
Gazing down at the arena, which was now covered in a thickening haze of white smoke, everyone could barely see two shadows moving around within the smoke. “With the Sharingan, Sasuke’s more than a match for Usagi. However…,” said Masami as a cold look slowly crept onto her face, “without it he’s nothing more than an above average genin.”

As if on cue one of the shadows rushed in and began a taijutsu battle that seemed to be one sided. Everyone was surprised when one of the shapes below was thrown forcefully to the ground, and that surprise was enhanced as a voice that could belong to no one but the young Uchiha cried out in pain. 
“Usagi has trained his senses to peak performance and his stealth is almost at jounin level. Those two facts alone make this one of his more deadly combinations. With the smoke affecting Sasuke and providing cover, Usagi will probably end this match without breaking much of a sweat.”
“I gather this attack is something akin to Kirigakure’s Muon Satsujin (Silent Killing) technique,” commented Kakashi as memories of fighting Zabuza within an almost impenetrable bank of white mist came to the forefront of his memories. Folding the page that he was on, Kakashi put his book away and made his way over to where Obito was watching the battle. Lifting up his hitai-ate Kakashi followed his old teammates lead as the two of them tried to discern what was happening below.
Of course, both Hyuuga’s had their bloodlines activated and were watching the fight unhampered. Neji snorted at the Uchiha’s lack of foresight, especially when his opponent had snuck up behind him and performed a text book Yoko Guruma* (side wheel) throw. Hinata, on the other hand, was focused on watching the two ninja and giving Shikamaru a description of what was going on within the smoke.

Naruto, however, wasn’t as receptive to Masami’s words, and surprised quiet a few people when he released a disapproving snort that caught his teams and Masami’s attention. “I’ve got to hand it to Sasuke’s opponent,” commented Naruto as he looked into the smoke and watched the two shadows battling it out, “It’s a good plan, as foolish as it is…”

Turning her head slightly, the blue haired weapon expert watched as the blondes eyes captured her gaze and seemed to darken in color while he raised his voice in anger…no, it was more like a indignation, “If both of you truly believe that Sasuke is nothing more than an ‘average genin’ without his Sharingan…well then…it looks like you’ve fallen into Sasuke’s trap…”
Naruto broke eye contact with the girl as he looked down at the smoke that had now become completely opaque, “…seems like you partner is about to find himself in a world of pain.”

No sooner had the last word rolled of Naruto’s tongue when a explosion rocked the arena sending the heavy smoke flying in all directions. In the center of the blast stood a stunned Usagi and at the very edge of the clearing knelt a red eyed and frighteningly angry Uchiha Sasuke.

Mouthing several words while focusing his crimson eyes on his opponent, Sasuke disappear in a blur of speed.
****
While the others were busy with talking among themselves, Sasuke was currently trying to fricassee himself a rather evasive rabbit. Using a low powered fire jutsu, he was trying to lure his opponent into making a mistake. However, Sasuke noted that Usagi was now using his creations as cover from the fire techniques. Not only that, but the now burning ‘creations’ were giving off a smoke that seemed to linger in the area.
‘This is bad,’ thought Sasuke as he frantically swept the area with his Sharingan to see if he could pick up any movement. Seeing a shadow moving out of the corner of his eye Sasuke was able to react just in time when a punch, aimed at his head, came from out of the smoke. Ducking under the punch the raven haired boy quickly put up his defenses as a kick quickly followed in its wake.
Unable to get a bead on his opponents location, seeing as the smoke seemed only to become thicker, Sasuke was unprepared when he felt an arm reach around him from bind and grab the front of his shirt. ‘Shit!’ was the thought running through his mind as he was caught off balance. In that instance, the young shinobi felt his opponent quickly shift his weight to fall forward while still gripping both the front of his shirt and his shoulder. Unable to regain his balance, Sasuke was forced to go with the flow as he was balled up and thrown. Unfortunately for him, Usagi enhanced his fortified his strength with some of his chakra, which led to him being thrown several feet and landing quiet hard on the unforgiving ground.
“Gah!” cried out Sasuke as his back met with concrete and pain shot through him. Rolling to lessen the impact over his body Sasuke quickly got back into a defensive stance, he knew that Usagi wasn’t about to let him recover. Sure enough another combo came out of the pale smoke, but this time he evaded the by using some chakra to jump back a few feet.

The only problem with this course of action was that he slammed into the area wall, while his opponent once again spoke up using his strange jutsu, /Are you sure you want to go to the finals? From what I see…even if you make it…you might get killed./
Frustrated at being unable to fight using his own style and irritated at his opponents taunts, Sasuke took a calming breath before he used another chakra enhanced jump to evade yet another combo. ‘Calm down. He’s just trying to make you loose focus,’ Sasuke told himself.

‘I don’t have much chakra left, and keeping the sharingan activated is only draining more of my reserves,’ thought the now focused genin as he began to feel a strange itch on his left shoulder. Ignoring the itch, Sasuke once again dodged an attack and countered with several randomly thrown kunai’s as he hopped away from where he felt that his opponent was.
‘I need to get rid of this smoke,’ thought the raven haired boy as he thought of all the possibilities. However, as he was thinking of a solution to his problem he was caught off guard when a vicious knee thrust was planted into his solar plexus. While desperately trying to draw breath he was sent air borne as a heavy sweep knocked backwards off his feet. Floating in the air the rookie genin watched in horror as an axe kick appeared out of no where and slammed into his already abused abdomen.
Coughing up blood as he was barely able to stand up, Sasuke began to feel as if was going to lose conciseness. Through sheer willpower the boy took a step forward and stood on shaking legs. ‘I can’t lose. Not like this. Not when I’m so close…’ Sasuke yelled mentally as he forced himself to take another step forward. That’s when he heard Naruto’s voice carrying down from above him, “I’ve got to hand it to Sasuke’s opponent. It’s a good plan…as foolish as it is…” Hearing his rival’s voice seemed to solidify Sasuke’s resolve as he forced himself to take a defensive posture.
Through the grogginess of his mind the young Uchiha became aware of a strange sensation that had been plaguing him throughout the entire fight. The itch on his shoulder was once again acting up, but this time Sasuke could feel a strange energy coming from the spot. Not seeing another alternative, the boy gave into the alien feeling.

Instantly the itch subsided as he felt a strange sensation trickling down his arm. Suddenly, the pain of his injuries lessened and a new found strength and energy slowly began to flow through his veins. Flexing his fists and smiling at the euphoric feeling, the young Uchiha knew what he needed to do.
Reaching into his pouch and activating his sharingan, Sasuke performed a jutsu while hearing Naruto’s angry voice float through the smoke, “If both of you truly believe that Sasuke is nothing more than an ‘average genin’ without his Sharingan…well then…it looks like you’ve fallen into Sasuke’s trap…”
“Hn,” Sasuke snorted while allowing a rare smile cross his lips, it’s not like anyone could see it anyway. “Did you hear that Usagi-chan? You’re in my trap!” Sasuke said loudly luring his opponent out of the smoke.

/Nothing but empty words!/ retorted Usagi appearing behind Sasuke and delivering a accurate chop to the back of the genin’s neck which was sure to knock him out for the remainder of the match.

Normally this would have meant the match, but it seemed as if Usagi’s luck had run out. The teen’s eyes widened when he watched his opponent’s body disappear in a small plume of white ninja smoke. ‘Kage bushin!? When did he…” thought the teen before he caught a glimpse of something that made every thought in his head disappear leaving his mind completely empty. 

Once again Naruto’s voice echoed through the smoke as it said, “…seems like you partner is about to find himself in a world of pain.”

An active exploding tag, which that seemed to float gently in front of him, sparked as he could only curse his situation. The world exploded around Usagi, and as it did the heavy smoke, which acted as his trump card against the sharingan, was pushed back to reveal a kneeling Sasuke. ‘The tag had done its job wonderfully,’ thought Usagi calmly, ‘The concussive force will stun me just long enough for Sasuke to mount a counterattack.’ Clenching his teeth as he felt the anger at being bested by someone younger than himself, the silent teen only had one thought running through his mind, ‘It was a brilliant plan.’
“Payback is a bitch,” sneered Sasuke as he disappeared in a blur and reappeared under Usagi while catching him on the chin with a very familiar kick.

****

Rock Lee watched the attack with unblinking eyes. “That’s my…” said the budding taijutsu master.

“Of course it is,” Naruto answered in a quiet voice, “you fought him with his sharingan on.”

“Ah,” Lee said as he frowned, but it was dispelled when his sensei placed a knowing hand on his shoulder and squeeze it once.
“Worry not, Lee! That is the wonderful thing about Taijutsu,” said Gai as he smiled brightly, “no matter how much you know there will always be something new to learn on the horizon!”

“Hai! Gai-sensei!” shouted Lee.

****

Usagi shot high into the air, his body unable to move since he had taken a direct hit to the chin. Sensing a presence from behind him, the older teenager turned his head only to catch a glimpse of an angry sharingan glaring at him before Sasuke grabbed his collar and spun him slightly into a kick that he was preparing. 
Using the counter force that the kick created, Sasuke spun his body and performed a mid-air lariat closeline. Once again using the momentum from his last attack he pushed Usagi away from him so that the older teen was facing head down as they descended from the air. From that position Sasuke performed a simple knee strike  before latching onto Usagi’s waist and locking his feet around the teen’s chest. “Shinku Tenwareru (Crimson Heaven Cutter)!” Sasuke yelled as they sped towards the ground a break neck speeds.
Time seemed to stand still, the room seemed to move in slow motion and sound seemed to have no meaning. It was in this strange world that Sasuke felt that strange itchy sensation running down his arm again. 
‘Kill him,’ said a dark voice that sounded familiar. ‘He embarrassed you. Kill him,’ reiterated the voice in a crazed manner. 

When Sasuke didn’t reply, the voice changed its tactics by saying ‘If you kill him you will become more powerful…’
It was those words that seemed to wake Sasuke from his trance, and when he saw the ground quickly approaching them both he acted instinctively. Quickly removing his legs from his ex-teammates chest he absorbed the shock of the fall just in time to keep his opponent head from being cracked open like an egg.

Dropping the unconscious teen to the ground, the young genin Sasuke looked down at his upper arm in time to see dark tattoo-like markings receding up his shoulder. ‘That voice…’ he asked himself questioningly, as an image of his older brother appeared in his mind saying…

…you can awaken the same Mangekyou Sharingan as me…

As the medics began rushing over to the two, Sasuke walked passed them with a blank expression covering his face. “Why?” whispered Sasuke softly when his brothers voice echoed once more in his head.

“…it is unequivocally one of the greatest and most powerful abilities that the Uchiha’s possess,” stated the phantom turning it head away from him, “…but it comes with a price…”

As he trudged up the stairs the raven haired shinobi could barely hear Hayate call out his decision in between coughs, “Shousha, Uchiha Sasuke!” Instead, in his head he could hear both his brother and the strange voice speaking at the same time.
‘If you kill him you will become powerful…’

‘…Your best friend…you must kill him.’
Finally making over to his team, Sasuke noticed the nervous look that Masami was giving him as he all but blocked out Sakura congratulations. Turning his head the young prodigy met with blue unblinking eyes, and they stay that way until Naruto nodded his head once and then turned away to glare back at the now flashing screen.
“My best friend,” Sasuke whispered as he unconsciously rubbed his shoulder.

****

Watching the screen flash through the remaining names, Naruto was almost tempted to scream out that he did not want to fight Hinata or Lee. Fortunately for him a certain green clad shinobi had no qualms doing it for him.
“YOSH! ALLOW ME TO FIGHT NEJI! I SHALL SHOW HIM THE POWER OF HARD WORK!” Lee yell while jumping up and down in his place.

“Hmph,” Neji snorted loud enough so that his teammate could hear him. “You’re fated to lose to me. It pointless to fight against the flow of destiny,” the genius Hyuuga said as he crossed his arms and looked away.

“You’re wrong, Neji! I will win! I will defeat you!” Lee said in a much more subdued manner.

“It will not happen today.”

“Nothing is set in stone, Neji! You won’t know until…”

“No,” interrupted Neji with a irritated sigh as he pointed a finger at the screen behind Lee, “you and I will not be fighting today.”
Lee turned around and looked at the electronic screen. Sure enough, glowing in bright yellow lettering were the names of the next opponents, and Lee was neither of them.

Hyuuga Neji vs. Hyuuga Hinata
“It seems that fate has a fickle sense of humor, dose it not,” said the Hyuuga genius as his face remained as stoic an unreadable as ever. Turning his head he saw his opponent looking at the screen with a look that seemed to convey both sadness and fear. “Hmph,” snorted the long haired prodigy as he turned his back on everyone and began his descent towards the arena, “no one can defy their fate. No one.”
Team seven watched Neji make his way the arena floor. Watching the so-called ‘genius’, Naruto couldn’t help but feel that this match wasn’t going to be like the others. “Hinata…are you sure you…”
“Yes,” answered Hinata with as much confidence that she could muster at the moment. It wasn’t much, but it showed her teammates that she was serious.

“Mendoukusei,” sighed Shikamaru while rubbing the very top of his head.

“Be careful, Hinata,” offered Chouji as he looked down at Neji, “He’s giving off a lot of ki and the battle hasn’t even started yet.”

Hinata nodded her head in affirmation, “I-I understand.” Turning to go, she was startled slightly when she came face to face with a serious looking Naruto.

“You’ve trained just as hard as all of us. Your as good, if not better, than most of the people here,” said Naruto as he put his hand on her shoulders and squeezed lightly, “Don’t let anyone tell you anything else, alright?”
‘Naruto-kun, thank you,’ thought Hinata as her face flushed lightly and she uttered a soft, “Hai.”

Watching her team fuss over her so in such a manner made Neji feel anger. If they only knew the truth, then they would probably feel the same as he did. Anger seethed in Neji, as he watched the reason for his misfortunes take her position across from him.

“To think that I would be fighting you,” said Neji in a condescending tone of voice, “Hinata…sama”

Hearing those words, Hinata gripped her right arm as she lowered both her head and eyes, “Neji-niisan.”

Hayate seeing that the two were finished talking started the battle by saying, “Let’s begin. Hajime!”

Hinata stood still as she held her position, while Hayate watched as Neji easily slipped into the Hyuuga clan’s jyuuken stance.. “Let me warn you, Hinata-sama. This is the only warning that you will get from me,” said Neji in a harsh tone that made Hinata flinch slightly, “Give it up.”
Pearl like eyes narrowed as Neji explained his advice, “What I am trying to say is…you should give up on trying to become a ninja.”

Up on the catwalk, Shikamaru frowned, “He’s attacking her psychologically.”

“Ah,” Naruto agreed while grip on the railing tightened.

“You are too kind,” Neji said with an emotionless voice that was reflected in his face, “You seek harmony and often avoid trouble. You have no ideals of your own, and you usually follow others rather than have others follow you.”
All of these points seemed to make Hinata flinch as her head stayed bowed and her arm tightened across her chest.

“Also…” Neji inwardly smirked at seeing a mighty head family member cowering from just his words, “…you have no self-confidence, and you always feel inferior. So I wondered why you would dare to take an exam that you would be fated to fail.”
“The requisite for your team to take the exam is to have all its members present, is it not?” asked Neji noting how the girl squeezed her arm when the question was asked. “It would have been a shame if the other three members of your team were to lose this chance because you were willing to say a genin. So…you are here unwillingly because your teammates want to become chuunin and you are too kind to tell them the truth, am I wrong?” Neji accused in a angry manner, but the only answer that was given was silence.

“I see…” said Neji as he gaze narrowed dangerously, “…then you truly are just a spoil child from the head family. Your silence is more than enough proof of that.” Shaking his head with disapproval the long haired shinobi continued, “What do you hope to accomplish? Do you actually think you can change your fate if you participate in these exams?”
“People cannot change!” he said with such conviction that Hinata actually took a step back from the sound of his voice alone.
“A loser will always be a loser. Their personality and power will not change anything,” said Neji as he turned his head slightly to glare back at team seven.

****

“I think he’s looking at us,” Chouji said as he could feel the boy’s ki being sent in their direction.
“Yeah,” Shikamaru replied while turning his gaze towards the ceiling.

The last member of team seven wasn’t as vocal as his other teammates, and instead seemed to hold the Hyuuga’s gaze as his grip tightened even further on the railing.

****

“People can not change…that is why terms like ‘elite’ and ‘loser’ were created,” said Neji as he looked at the ground in anger. “When we are born, the body, face, and even out abilities that we are given are something we have no choice in…it is something we cannot change. Yet others will judge another based on those unchangeable facts.”
“Of course,” Neji said as he tore his eyes away from the ground, “those who are fated to realize their limits will suffer as they live their lives.” Fisting his hand the Hyuuga genius looked down at it as he said darkly, “We cannot change those facts, just like I cannot hope to change the fact that I am from the branch family.”
“I have seen much with these eyes,” said the Byakugan user, his fist shaking ever so slightly, “that’s why I can tell that you are just putting on a false front and trying to act like tough. You are probably thinking that you want to leave this place.”

Hinata was once again silent in the face of the harsh words that Neji was speaking, and now she seemed to be shivering slightly as she crossed both hands across her chest.
****

“This guy is pissing me off,” growled Ino as Masami nodded her head. “Where does he get off telling Hinata that load of bull-crap!” said the blonde as her blue eye flashed angrily.

To the side of the two girls, Maito Gai allowed a uncommon frown mar his usually smiling face as he looked down at the arena, ‘Neji my pupil…you hold your hatred too close to your heart. Hatred is nothing more than an dark and cold emotion, and if you keep holding onto it…”
Just thinking the next thought was enough to make the spandex wearing jounin sigh deeply, ‘…if you hold onto too tightly, it will one day extinguish the flames of your heart and drag you into darkness.’

****

Activating his Byakugan Neji turned his gaze on the girl in front of him, “Just the fact that you will not look at me in the face is an indication that you have given up. From the defensive posture that you are taking up, you are probably remembering the past sparring sessions that we have had. You are also probably remembering the physical pain and humiliation of those past spars. In other words…you have realized that this match will be like those spars…you will lose.”
“Crossing your arms in front of yourself is a defensive reaction that tells me you fear being hurt. It also shows that you are unwilling to listen to me, and that you are denying what I say,” said the boy as the veins that his surrounded his eyes became even more defined. “Also, your stance shows that you are unsure of what to do. You right leg is position as if it wanting to flee. Yet, your left leg seemed almost unable to keep itself from shaking. Seeing that your own body cannot make up its own mind shows that you are weak minded and have been mentally shaken.”

“Do you even need me to go on, Hinata-sama? You cannot change fate, nor can you change what you are,” sneered Neji as he went for the kill, “It is useless…just give…”

“Shut up!” yelled a voice that came from catwalks above. “Shut that mouth of yours, before I shut it for you,” screamed Naruto his face ablaze with fury. “Hinata! What the hell is going on? Why are you letting this bastard talk like this to you!?” yelled the blonde as his other teammates seemed to restrain him from jumping down into the arena.
“I allow it because it is rude to interrupt another while they are talking,” said a small voice that held an infinite amount of softness.
Neji’s eyebrows shot into his hairline, as he whirled around to watch a transformation that left him stunned. Straightening out herself, Hinata lifted her head revealing that her lavender colored eyes were not filled with fear or anything else Neji had been talking about. No, instead of fear there was determination. This determination was also accompanied by a healthy dose of anger as the girl slapped her hands together and called out, “Byakugan!”
Hinata’s eyes took on their pale resemblance to the Hyuuga bloodline, but what made Neji surprised was that she didn’t need to used the seals to activate the bloodline. Also he noticed the veins around her eyes were less visible, which denoted an ‘imperfect Byakugan’, one that couldn’t reach the pinnacle of jyuuken techniques.

“Hmph, it seems that you will not learn your lesson through words only,” Neji growled as he took his own stance. “This match will teach you just how foolish you are.”
Within a blink of an eye the two ninja dashed forward, their open palms striking at each other. With each strike the other would skillfully redirect the attack while setting up a graceful counterattack.

Those on the catwalk that were sensitive to chakra could literally ‘feel’ the pulses of chakra that were being emitted from the two below.

The deadly dance carried on for quiet awhile until Hinata tried a risky attack and overextended herself. This left her open and Neji wasn’t going to allow the opportunity to pass him bye. Slapping her inner arm, Neji opened her defenses while sending an accurate and powerful sword hand strike into her chest.
Jumping away from her cousin, Hinata gripped her chest as she coughed up a miniscule amount of blood. “Is this all that the head family has to offer?” Neji taunted as he once again took his stance.

Not responding to Neji, young Hyuuga kunoichi took her stance as he took a deep breath. Once again the two dashed at each other and began another bout of graceful dance-like attacks that seemed to never end. However, the end result of this round of attacks was a surprising grazing knife hand attack that actually left a gash on Neji’s cheek.
“You…” Neji growled in pure rage as he bled from the small gash across his cheek. 

Hinata neither savored nor disapproved of her attack, rather she was content to see it as a trade off while she kept her emotions in check. Besides, she didn’t need to show her emotions…especially since she had friends like Naruto cheering her on.

“Kick his ass!” yelled Naruto as he pumped his fist in the air.
To actually be cut by the ‘failure of the Hyuuga’s’ was something that Neji could not fathom. It was there and then that he decided he was through ‘play around’. Increasing his speed, Neji disappeared with his next attack.

Hinata barely avoided Neji’s iron spear hand, as he appeared behind her and attacked the space just below the shoulder blade with two fingers. Rolling forward and then making a sweeping motion to keep Neji from closing in, Hinata steadied herself as they once again engaged in the jyuuken dance.
This time, however, Hinata was beginning to feel the viciousness of Neji’s attacks. Each blow that she deflected was like a stabbing pain in her arm. It wasn’t until she started to realize that her blows were becoming less effective that she retreated backwards and away from her now smirking cousin.

“Hmm? It seem as if you noticed,” Neji said as he held his stance, “but you’re a bit too late.”

Lifting up her jackets sleeve, the young girl recognized the pattern of red welts as the exact location of tenketsus that you would need to disrupt a jyuuken users ability. Luckily for her she had gotten away from him just before he could completely shut off the chakra flow to her arms
“Do you see? You cannot change fate. You were born a loser and as such you were destined to fail this exam,” said Neji before he once again dashing in to land a jyuuken strike on Hinata’s chest.

Feeling the aftereffects of the jyuuken strike blossom over her chest, the young ninja covered her mouth as she coughed up blood. “You should now recognize the gap between our abilities. You have no chance in winning this match. Just giv…”
“No,” replied Hinata’s soft voice while she slowly found the strength to get off the ground into a kneeling position. Neji’s eye twitched in annoyance as he saw the girl struggle to stand.

Releasing her Byakugan, Hinata slowly took a deep breath before taking a completely different fighting stance. Placing her weight on her left leg, she inched out her right leg loosely as if she were setting up a kick. The fingers of her hands were tightly squeezed together and they as she waited for Neji to move.
****

“I’ve seen that stance before,” Shikamaru said to himself, but he couldn’t remember where they had seen it.

“On the roof,” Chouji said, casually interrupting his friends thoughts, “it was the same stance that Naruto took when he was about to fight Kiba, remember?”

Looking over at their blonde headed teammate Shikamaru thought he saw a slight smirk gracing the young nin’s features. “Naruto, what style is that?” asked Chouji as his curiosity was peaked.

A deep voice answered from behind them, “That style has yet to be named.” Everyone turned around and their eyes landed squarely on Obito’s grinning face as he said, “I haven’t really found a cool name to go with it.”

“More like you too lazy to think of one,” grumbled Naruto.
“I heard that,” Obito said while smacking the back of his son’s head.

“You created a new taijutsu style?” Lee asked in awe as shimmering stars twinkled in his big round eyes.

Rubbing the back of his neck, Obito nodded his head in embarrassment, “I guess you could say that…”

“I see you have gone with the  Kegaretate (blood-stained hand) from the six ji of the shaolin styles,” said Gai as he eyed Hinata’s hands. “But the stance…it doesn’t look very stable…why is that?” asked the Taijutsu master as his eyes never left the two ninja in the arena.
“It’s not meant to be,” answered Naruto, “this style has a unique way of moving that my dad developed while trying to train me in chakra control. Watch and you see what I’m talking about.”

****

With his Byakugan activated, Neji could see Hinata slowly gathering chakra into her hands, while also circulating some into her feet. ‘What does she hope to accomplish? Her arms are useless for jyuuken strikes. What more can she do?’ wondered the Hyuuga genius as he set his defense against whatever the young girl was about to do.
When Hinata felt her chakra emitting from her feet as she lift her right leg high into the air. Then, with out warning, she brought it down and pushed off of it. To everyone on the catwalks it seemed like the little Hyuuga had been shot out of a cannon. Neji could only watched in stunned surprise as the girl seemed to glide along the ground at astonishing speeds. As such, he was only able to partially block the double fisted attack that slammed into his stomach.

The attack send the long haired boy flying through the air, as all the breath in his diaphragm was forced out. ‘That…that was not a normal punch!’ Neji thought frantically when he quickly shifted his stance into a more defensive form.

****

“Amazing,” Gai commented as he watched Hinata quickly glide away from Neji with the counter force that her punch had created.

“What the hell was that movement? And what about that punch…” Asuma said as his cigarette was in danger of falling as it dangled precariously off his lip.
“It’s a chakra exercise that I created while teaching Naruto,” said Obito slowly, “basically it takes the principles of tree walking exercise and reverses them. In other words, instead of ‘sticking’ you now are ‘repelling’. Add in the chakra balancing and distribution principles of water walking and you gain a mode of transportation that easily allows you to cover large distances with little physical effort.”
“That not all,” Gai said catching both Kurenai and Asuma’s attention, “her counter movement was perfect. The moment she hit Neji, all her momentum was used to for the attack. But…the recoil from the attack was enough put her safely out of Neji’s attack range. Even if he wanted to attack her speed would probably outstrip him.”

Pouting a bit, Obito nodded his head as everyone looked to him for affirmation, “Geez, Gai…steal my thunder why don’t you.”

Ignoring the ex-Uchiha, Kurenai then spoke up as she had a question, “The new technique might have given her more speed…but what about that punch? I know that wasn’t a normal punch.

“That?” Obito responded as he looked over at his son, who was watching the battle below with a smile on his face.

“It’s nothing more than a chakra fortification technique that I taught her,” answered Naruto while never taking his eyes off the battle. “Normally, with the technique I can make my hands as hard as stone, but…” trailed off the blonde while his smile got bigger.

“But?” asked Ino, unable to stand the suspense any longer.

“…but in the hands of Hyuuga Hinata they might as well be as hard as diamond…”

****

Hinata removed her fist from the concrete that she had buried it into. She has almost hit Neji again, but he had once again evaded her attack with a text book jyuuken maneuver. 

On the other hand, Neji couldn’t believe his eyes. In fact, he refused to believe that this failure had actually scored a direct hit on him a couple of seconds ago. Standing up the ebony haired shinobi allowed his byakugan to locate his opponent. However, every time he had found her she seemed to use her unnatural speed to evade his senses, gritting his teeth Neji swore softly.
Opening his stance, Neji awaited his cousins attack as he made up his mind to go for a finishing blow. Slowing down, Hinata gave her opponent a serious glare before she shot forward like a bullet. Tracking her by he chakra, Neji pulled back his hand and attacked with an open palm strike that, if timed right, should hit her chest. However, all that the genius hit was a cloud of dust, and that was when he felt a vicious tug on his head.
Knowing it was a trap, Hinata dashed into Neji’s range and at the last possible second she slid smoothly, feet first, between her cousins legs. Popping to her feet on the other side, she was only given a short amount of time to act, but that was more than enough. Gripping her cousins long hair in her hand, the Hyuuga heiress tugged sharply on it causing her opponent to lose his balance.
With Neji off balance, Hinata quickly fell backwards with her feet on his back. Kicking off light while still holding his hair, Hinata performed a tight throw that ended with Neji eating the ground.
Slowly getting up from her position, Hinata wasn’t ready when she felt a powerful jyuuken strike tear through her shoulder. Another strike landed on her other shoulder as she staggered away from her cousin in pain.

‘How? I know I flipped him at the right time,’ pondered Hinata in a haze of pain.

“You truly are pathetic,” Neji said as he shook his head in disgust, “I protected my self with one of the ‘basic’ jyuuken chakra expulsion teachings.” Not giving her time to try anything else he appeared inside her guard and planted a direct strike to the girl’s chest.
Hinata fell to the ground like a puppet that had its strings cut. “Its over,” said Neji as he closed his eyes and turned away from the downed girl.

The sound of a heart beating was all that Hinata could hear, as her vision swam in front of her and pain rippled through her body. ‘Have I become stronger? Is this enough?’ the timid girl asked herself as she began to feel lethargic. ‘I want to change myself, but is that really possible?,’ thought Hinata as she remembered her friends kind words and support, ‘Is it really okay to let them down?’

The heartbeat that Hinata heard began to get stronger.

‘Am I going to allow all my training go to waste?’

The thumping sound seemed to stop as she asked herself one last question.

‘What should I do? What should I…’
“STAND UP!” yelled a familiar voice that cut through the haze and darkness that seemed to have encroached on her, “HINATA!”

Neji was at his limit. If that ignorant fool thought that she was about to get up from that attack he was going to be sorely disappointed. However, when he heard the room go silent Neji turned around slowly. 

There standing on what seemed to be shaking wobbly legs stood Hinata glaring back at him. “Why?” growled the Hyuuga genius as he walked back to the center of the arena, “Why do you still stand? If you…if you go any further you will die. Do you understand that?”

Picking her head up, Hinata allowed a beautiful smile to grace her lips as she stayed silent in the face of her opponents harsh words. Hinata noticed that she was having a hard time focusing her eyes as her vision blurred with outlines and different colors.
“I can tell with these eyes that you bear the Hyuuga families curse of perfection. You have been ashamed of your own powerlessness, and have often blamed yourself. But like I’ve told you…,” said Neji as he allowed a look of sadness to cross his face, “…people cannot change…it is destiny. There is no need to continue on…”

Shaking her head while still smiling, Hinata replied, “No. You are wrong, Neji-niisan. I can see clearly now.” The girl stood straight while locking her lavender colored eyes on her cousin and saying in a demure tone of voice, “I can see that you are suffering much more than me…”

“What,” Neji growled as he eyes narrowed into slits.

“You are the one who is confused and suffering. You are the one that curses your fate, as well as the Hyuuga family. I can see the sorrow in your eyes,” said Hinata as she kept smiling.

Memories of his painful past surfaced in Neji’s mind, as he saw his smiling father’s face which was quickly replaced with a cold cloth covered corpse. Rage, fury, and anger swirled within Neji before he released a massive amount of ki. “Raaaagh!” screamed the furious boy as he readied a deathblow against Hinata.
****

‘Not good,’ Hayate thought as he tried to take action.

“We’ve got to help”, said Kurenai as Kakashi nodded his head.

“You’re too late,” stated Obito as the light sounds of chains being broken could be heard echoing around them.

“He’s really angry,” said Chouji as an afterthought as he dipped his fingers into a potato chip bag.

“Mendoukusei, let’s hope he won’t get disqualified, “ said Shikamaru as he refrained from going down there to protect Hinata as well.

****

Neji hadn’t taken more than a few steps, when a blur of black, orange, and white appeared in front of him. Naruto’s eyes were closed, but you could feel his anger like a palpable miasma swirling around him.
Claming that Uzumaki was ‘furiously pissed off ‘ would only be describing the ‘tip of the iceberg’, as it didn’t even compare to what emotions Naruto was feeling at the moment. 
Deep within the bowls of the seal Kyuubi smiled as he felt a chilling wind sweep through the mental complex. The red haired man’s face lit up in a smile as he felt Naruto’s anger seep into the seal-world. “What a refreshing breeze,” said the demon as it slowly allowed some of it’s remaining power to join with the emotion.

Closed eyes opened, as sapphire blue bled into bloody red. Focusing all his emotion on the charging and furious Neji, Naruto sent out a tight focused blast of ki. Little did he know that Kyuubi had fortified it with its malice and angry, but even if he did know there was little to stop him from using it.
“Fear” became redefined for Hyuuga Neji on that day. Receiving both Naruto and the Kyuubi’s ki as a focused blast was the equivalent of having a ten ton piece of iron dropped on you with no warning.
The Hyuuga prodigy crumpled to the ground as he body began to shiver uncontrollably, he wanted to flee but his muscles had seemed to lose all the strength. Neji could hardly think as his mind was literally filled with thoughts of death and panic. Vision blurred due to the lack of oxygen, it seemed as if the pressure of ki weighing down on him was so great that he could barely breath.
However, even in that condition Neji managed to look up from his prone position on the cold floor. He squinted as the glare from the lights obscure his vision for a few seconds, but when his eyes adjusted to the light, they went wide in fear again as he saw two crimson eyes - which were slit like an animal - glaring down at him in barely controlled anger. 
Slowly the pressure of the ki that the blonde haired boy was emitting lessened until Neji could once again breath. Turning his back on the prodigy the young genin said in a cold voice that held little emotion in it…

“You won Hyuuga…don’t push your luck.”
Chapter 55 – The Worth of a Victory
A squeaking sound of a gurney being rolled over tiled floor was the only sound that could be heard in the arena. Next came the rustle of clothing, as well as the hushed words that the medical ninja spoke between each other while they worked diligently on the unconscious form of the young Hyuuga heir.
A few feet away, Naruto stood watching over the ninja’s work as he tried desperately to reign in his anger and frustration. He knew he could do nothing but watch as the medics went about stabilizing her. He was also aware that a certain someone was glaring daggers into his back, but if he was to keep his composure he couldn’t afford to look the other in the face.

A blurring of the air alerted him to the presence of the jounin sensei as well as his father. When he felt the reassuring hand tighten on his shoulder, he let out a breath that he had been holding all this time. “It’s okay. She’s going to be fine,” the familiar tones of his father seeming to do some good with the anger that was boiling beneath the surface of his skin.
“Dad…”

Watching the little boy grow up as his adopted son Obito knew automatically what he was trying to convey with his body language and facial expression. “I’ll find your mother. She’ll be in good hands,” said Obito as he gave a final squeeze and turned around to face Kakashi.

“Hold down the fort until I get back,” Obito said while sending a pitying gaze toward the Hyuuga genius.

“I always do,” Kakashi answered, refusing to follow Obito’s gaze.

Slowly shaking off the after effects of the killing intent that Naruto had assaulted him with, Neji was now staring into the stone like effigy of his sensei. “It seems that, even in these exams, the head family is given special treatment,” Neji spat out smoothly as he watched the medics take Hinata away while several stayed behind to speak to Kakashi.
“Only a petulant child speaks in such a manner, Neji,” Gai said softly. Neji couldn’t understand, but for some reason or another Gai’s manner of speaking and the words that were chosen seemed to tear deep into him. “Maybe you are not ready to advance…to me, it seems like you are progressively sliding backwards,” said the spandex wearing jounin as he lifted a hand directing his student to follow him up the stairs of the catwalk.
Neji understood the threat that his sensei had just given him. Any time during the exams, if a jounin believes that his student is not ready to move on to the next challenge he, or she, can withdraw that student from that exam. Yes, the message that was sent with those steady but cold eyes and the soft voice was made clear as day to Neji as he walked over to where the others stood silently.
‘Stop acting like a child, or I will treat you like one.’
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“Hyuuga Neji won the last round,” said Hayate as everyone had left the arena except for Naruto. “The final round will be Rock Lee vs. Uzumaki Naruto,” coughed the examiner but his announcement was quickly forgotten as the jounin for the suna-nin’s stepped forward.
“I believe that this boy interrupted the last match,” said Baki as he watched some of the Konoha ninja squirm under his accusation. “Is there not some form of punishment for interrupting another’s battle in this exam?” questioned the suna jounin.

The Hokage took a deep pull on his pipe as he asked the contending ninja, “What sort of punishment are you looking for?” Sandaime knew that this man had some sort of ulterior motive for asking the question, but for now he could only try guessing the truth behind the man’s actions.

“I don’t presume to know your customs, but…” before he could continue on with his objection he felt a chill crawl up his spine as he turned his face and saw Gaara glaring at him heated.
“Sensei, shut your mouth,” the boy offered his teacher, along with a healthy dose of ki that made the seasoned jounin twitch defensively.

Seeing that Gaara was not in a favorable mood, the man swallowed his pride and bowed to the others in recognition that he conceded the matter a hand.
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