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Eight
by writer168

Summary

The Third Hokage was dead.

It wasn't enough.

Team Eight knew loss like the seals on the backs of their tongues. They'd been silenced,
branded, abandoned, ambushed, left on the enemy's doorstop like a gift--unlucky was their
nickname, but they would make it their trade.

The Third Hokage was dead.

It was Danzo's turn.

:: ::

SEQUEL TO: Hoshigaki (2017-2019)
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:: ::

"When tree leaves dance, one shall find flames. The fire's shadow will illuminate the
village, and once again, tree leaves shall bud anew."

-Sarutobi Hiruzen-

:: ::

Kumogakure was hidden in a range of tall mountains, clouds weaving between peaks like
snakes and the air so fresh and thinning. Six thousand five hundred seventy two steps was
what it took to reach its gates from the shrine at sea-level, and those who made its journey
could attest to sore muscles and a peaceful climb.

And despite their shameless reputation, a Kumo-nin could be noted with three distinct
features: their upstanding views on justice, their refusal to back down, and the loyalty they
held not for the village but everything the village should stand for.

They never once had any particular interests in other village's individual shinobi aside from
leverage and special techniques, and they knew they never would.

:: ::

"Today marks the one month mark of the Konoha team's capture, sirs," Mabui reported
diligently. Her deep green eyes were alight in their depth as both A and Darui offered up their
full attention. "There has not been a single attempt at escape since their capture, though the
guards have noted that they each have recently started exhibiting unusual... behaviors."

"Unusual?" A repeated, throwing his arms over the back of the long red couch that served as
his office seat. Darui stood just to the side, his hands in his pockets and the usual dull look on
his face. Light spilled into the room from the windows that acted as most of the walls.

"Yes, Raikage-sama. It appears they are teaching themselves," she said as she glanced down
at the clipboard in her arms to make sure she was understanding it correctly. "The guards
hadn't been too sure they were documenting it correctly, but the opinions offered by the
attending medics have confirmed that all three Konoha shinobi have been participating in
some form of ‘self-education’."

Darui exhaled softly. "Sounds boring." But still, his attention remained sharp as ever.

"We asked for their names in the beginning and Intel has determined that they did not lie and
their identities are who they said they were, and we have been gathering information on them
since," she continued. "The one in the large jacket and glasses is Aburame Shino. He has
been self-mutilating his body and healing the injuries he's caused. This includes breaking
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bones, tearing muscle, and slashing veins. The guards have not intervened thus far, but
medics come in twice a week to assure he's never near death." Mabui, in all her respectful
professionalism, couldn't help the slight furrow in her brows. A and Darui exchanged startled
glances. "The one with the fangs is Inuzuka Kiba and the canine is his partner, Akamaru. He
has been draining blood to write seal theories on the walls. He's completely written over the
floor and two of the four walls of his cell, and is halfway through the third."

A's whole face scrunched in confusion. "That's..."

"The one without part of her left arm is Sakura, no surname. She has been going through
physical exercises to the point of such over-exertion that she passes out. In her latest collapse
she has not woken in three days, and medics had to hook her up to an IV. The guards have
said that she sleeps from midnight to four in the morning precisely and the schedule is only
interrupted by states of unconsciousness."

Discomforting quiet filled the office for a beat before A spoke. "And who exactly are these
three?"

Mabui glanced down at her clipboard once more. "They're a team who competed and passed
the most recent Chuunin Exams."

"The one interrupted by Orochimaru and Suna's coordinated attack."

"Yes, sir," she confirmed. "This is the first mission they've taken on as official chuunin. Our
sources have confirmed it as at least a B-rank and is speculated to have to do with the
kidnappings around the Sekai Sea. We don't know exactly which island the chuunin were
assigned to, but the trail we followed led to Koinobori Island."

Fishy.

It's the first word that would pop into anyone's mind hearing that the first time. Investigating
kidnappings, even somewhere as remote as the Sekai Sea Islands, could never constitute as a
B-rank; it's a A-rank in the very least and everyone involved should have known that. And B-
ranks were only assigned to experienced chuunin, so what were fresh-out-the-exam shinobi
doing on it? Not to mention they'd gone to the Coliseum and came out alive .

"They remained at the Coliseum for nearly a month and a half before they retreated to the
islands near Lightning where three of the four of them have been captured by our border
patrol."

"The Aburame are a noble clan in Konoha," Darui noted, his hands slowly coming out of his
pockets. "Surely word has spread that something's happened to the team and a search party,
no matter how small, has been sent for them. Or an alert. You know, something ."

Mabui shook her head, a troubling feeling seeping through her facade in the way her ring
finger twitched against her clipboard. "As far as we know, no action has been taken for their
retrieval. What's even stranger is that the team believes no one will come for them and has
informed us of as such upon their arrival. Of course we thought them to be bluffing, but now,
a month later..."



A's thick eyebrows pulled together and a scowl twisted his lips. What game was Konoha
playing? What—they were just going to send an inexperienced chuunin team so far off so
close to the destruction of their home village? Had it been his plan, the chuunin would help
with the rebuilding while the upper shinobi divisions would be out collecting funds for
construction and the other internal issues. The Konoha council was old enough to understand
that much.

"There are a couple more... disconcerting details," Mabui started. She pressed her twitching
finger flat against the board and met the eyes of both her boss and comrade with a posture of
concern. "Surveillance who followed up on Koinobori Island have reported that it has more
or less been reduced to ashes and it's speculated the chuunin team had a hand in the
destruction. Though when taking into account border patrol's report of the day of their
capture and the prison guards' daily observations, we're also led to believe that the team had
been attacked and restrained minutes before being found by our forces."

A was suddenly on his feet. "Take me to this Konoha team," he demanded.

:: ::

C walked up and down the short corridor of three separate, but occupied cells. His eyes went
from the way one boy set himself up to break another one of his bones (if its his ankle or shin
he'll do this time, he'll never know until he hears a resounding crack ), to the other boy who
ripped at his skin with his fangs so that his fingers dripped with the blood he used to keep on
writing (what he was trying to figure out, he's at a loss for), to the girl who'd been dead to the
world for three days and counting (how she managed to willingly drive herself to such a state
was a cause for concern), then back to the first.

All of their items had been confiscated and sent to the Analysis Division to determine if they
were full of traps or jutsu, but nothing had been found.

These were Konoha dogs. Despicable shinobi. Enemies to the Kumogakure name. Those
whose words could not be trusted.

Yet, he couldn't shake what the girl told him before sinking into her current state.

"We're of no use to you, nin-san," she told him quietly, respectfully, but with no cowed head.
"We have nothing to give you, and Konoha won't give anything for us."

"If we tell them we do indeed have you? Send proof? Make sure this isn't some measly
threat?"

She stared him straight in the eye. "Then you're just wasting your time," she said.
"Inexperienced chuunin are expendable."

And she didn't break his gaze until he was the one to look away.

C grit his teeth. None of this made any sense! These brats—these baby-faced chuunin —
couldn't be here for no reason. There was no way. And the only possible information they
could extract was clan jutsu or something along those lines, because they were too low of a



rank to hold any substantial information about their village and for some odd reason, those
seals examined on the backs of their tongues were determined to be cursed seals; the worst
sort of fuuinjutsu meant to block verbal freedoms.

Prisoners had those, or special forces. But the way border patrol had found them injured and
incapacitated...

He shook his head and sighed. They had what seemed like infinite injuries, amputations,
cursed seals on their tongues, brands in the shape of mice on the backs of their necks.

And now, they had the prisoner identification bands Kumo tattooed on their forearms.

If every shinobi in the world could list every assault on their person throughout their whole
careers, half of those wouldn't be half as long as those Konoha-nin.

C peered into the cell with the Inuzuka and his partner. Both of them were pressed up against
an unbloodied corner with the boy's shoulders hunched up to his ears as he tucked his face
into white fur.

At the sound of the door being thrown open, the Kumo-nin forced a blank face and turned
towards the sound. Quickly, his heels snapped together and his spine straightened.

"Raikage-sama," he saluted. A strode in and came to a brisk stop at the cell on the floor. The
Aburame's. "I have finished today's medical assessment of the prisoners. Would you like an
oral report of the findings?"

"Is it any different than the other reports?"

"Negative, sir."

"Then save it for your written report and get me into this cell."

Mabui and Darui stood next to C as a guard unlocked the metal door and A stepped through
the entryway.

And he had to pause.

When he heard of these chuunin, he was expecting someone who looked, well, like a shinobi.
Maybe time at the Coliseum would have them weathered a bit and maybe they'd be more on
the sickly side due to the treatment they most likely would have suffered at the hands of such
an institution.

But he wasn't expecting to see a kid.

The boy slumped against the wall had cuts up and down his arms and all across the visible
parts of his leg, all of them smeared in dried blood and callously healed so the scars were
ripped and jagged, the ink of the identification bands stark against his skin. A half-lidded eye
glanced up while the other was merely a socket —an old injury, by the look of it—but an
unsettling one nonetheless.



The chakra-controlling cuffs around his wrists and ankles made him look smaller, too, and A
almost felt bad just having to look at him.

"Raikage-sama," the boy greeted quietly. His roughened voice churned out of his throat like
an unoiled gear. "What can I do for you?"

A's brows scrunched. "Name?"

"Aburame Shino."

"How did you come to Lightning Country?"

"By boat from the Coliseum. I believe the island it was on is called Koinobori." A shaky
breath left his lips as his body sank even further into the concrete. But he held himself up. "...
It was burning when we left. If it's not gone, we will continue to set fire to it until it is."

Behind him, Darui and Mabui shared a look. C pressed his lips together.

"What village do you hail from?"

"Konoha."

"You say they won't come for you."

"Yes."

"Why?"

"... Why?" Shino repeated. His eye closed and he went silent for a whole minute. A didn't
budge as each second ticked by, even if the tension notched up bit by bit in the unwavering
silence. But the boy shifted, using his heels to push him backwards and help prop him up. "...
Be... cause... we were never... worth it."

His head tapped against the wall and some of his cuts began to bleed.

A backed up into the hall. His open white haori swished at his knees as he made his way back
out the cell block, Mabui and Darui following close behind.

"Lock it back up and start on more permanent security measures," he ordered. "The
Konohans are gonna be here a while."

And the door shuts, just C and a couple guards left in the hall.

After a beat, C took hold of the door and started to push it closed, but not before Shino spoke
up again. Much softer, much hoarser, much younger.

"My... my team...?"

"... They're alive," C informed.

Shino exhaled out his nose. "Thank... Thank you."



C had no reply for that. He didn't know if it was from the shock of decency or that he had
nothing in him to humor a prisoner of the village, but he shut the door without another word
and sent out a pulse of his chakra to lock it.

Konoha dogs. Baby-faced chuunin. Prisoners.

... Kids.

He left the cell block for the day and headed straight for the hospital. It was almost time for
his shift.



Flicker

November's Skies Look Like Smoke

:: ::

C didn't know what he was doing, standing in the hall of this floor of the prisoner's block like
this.

The thick metal of a door stood between him and the cell he stared at, but the key was in the
tips of his fingers and the guards knew better than to stop him if he chose to do something
unexpected. He was both a personal support of the Yondaime Raikage and a high-level medic
operating at Cirrus Central Hospital—the largest medical center for shinobi and shinobi-
related research.

It was a pride of his, being able to offer his services. Not many Kumo-nin became medics and
even then, most of those who did gravitated towards the field instead of allowing themselves
to be sequestered in their village's high peaks. He understood the feeling. Truly, he did. There
was a certain thrill of staying alive to heal in the midst of battle instead of watching comrade
after comrade get wheeled into a white room and never knowing if it would be your own
fault if they couldn't be saved.

But.

That didn't erase the issue of the slowly declining number of available medics at all their
facilities. The civilian doctors did their jobs well, but there would always be cases they could
never have a hope of taking on themselves.

Kumo needed medics.

And there was one on the other side of that thick metal door using chakra he wasn't supposed
to have access to and wasting it on healing cuts and breaks and strains he inflicted on
himself.

Self-education , Mabui described it as.

C tapped a finger against his thigh. Another. Again.

He turned and walked out of the hall.

:: ::

"What do you mean you're putting off the surgery? He doesn't have three more days!"

"There's no one who can take it!"

"What about Q?"



"He hasn't had any doss in five days—"

"—where the hell's Airashi—

" Kak ! We just got a squad in from—"

C's pen almost shattered in his grip as he braced himself on one of the admin counters, six or
seven files under his hands. The common behind him wasn't new—far from it. Medics
couldn't operate on a 24/7 basis and that was what Cirrus needed, especially with their
dwindled numbers and the fact that the entire staff was stretched too thin.

The smaller specialty clinics like Cumulus Memorial or Nimbus Point tried their best to
accommodate extra patients when they could and Stratus Medical Center was a civilian-only
facility, leaving the medics with no other option but to buck up until they passed out from
chakra exhaustion.

He rubbed at his eyes and the bags he was sure were purpling under them.

He thought about the ragged staff, the patients, the sleep he hadn't gotten in almost fifty-two
hours.

He thought about a thick metal door.

He gritted his teeth and leaned forward over the files. Two of them needed paperwork done
for surgeries and the others needed their daily checks to be cleared and handed off to the
nurses.

What he tried not to think about was how much lighter the medic workload would be if there
was another trained body in the hospital.

:: ::

The guard who marked his arms told him the ink was made out of a small tree native only to
Wind and Lightning Country. Ground and crushed and mixed into a rich brown paste, the
brush dipped into it wound around his forearms three times: twice by the wrists and once near
the elbow. Each band was broad, maybe three or so centimeters wide, and burned with the
chakra that traveled from hand to hilt to bristle to skin.

The ink was a stain, the guard had said. Without chakra application, it'd fade in a few weeks
and it made for a lot of design and tradition among the Sunese. But its permanence marked
its prisoners with its earthy color tethering them far away from the clouds.

The guard chuckled a bit, then. Just a bit of Kumor superstition.

Shino thought the bands would look nicer if he'd chosen to wear them.

The metal cuffs covered most of the first band and the second and third were littered with all
sorts of scars from the cuts he tore himself and healed with all the chakra he could pull from
his restraints. The collars from Nezu and Co. were harsher and left him wheezing and



struggling to focus, but these ones only left him winded and tired and before he knew it, he'd
be waking up some time later with new scars and the same locked door across his cell.

"But we don't have to fight anyone here," he murmured to himself. "We don't have to kill. We
don't have to watch our backs." He shifted, and his bare feet skimmed along the hard floor.
The plain black pants they issued him caught a bit of dust at the bottom hem, and the
matching shirt was thick enough to keep the concrete's cool touch off his back. "We're still
alive. They're still alive. Are... they still alive?" He shook his head and dragged his knees to
his chest. "They are. They'll survive. They will. Why? It's... It's what we do best. Always."

His kikai hummed in assurance.

But he didn't know how long he could keep believing it himself.

Just as he wrapped his arms around his waist and settled himself against a corner—if it was
night or day he wouldn't know—and his eyes were slipping closed, a thrum echoed in his ears
and the door swung open.

It wasn't the Raikage this time.

It was the blonde medic.

Though he wasn't as blank-faced as all the other times he'd seen him. His arms were crossed
and his shoulders weren't as rigid as they usually were, and the frown that marred his face
was nothing like the simple flat line that normally met him.

"Can you stand?" the medic asked.

Shino answered by pushing himself up to his feet, only swaying once and catching himself on
the wall before he could tip over. The other granted him a once over before motioning for
him to step out of the cell and to follow him down the hallway.

He did so with no reluctance. His back straightened, his shoulders pulled back, and he set his
eye straight ahead of him. His arms were nothing but criss-crosses of burgundy scabs and
there was a dug-out valley that peeked up the collar of his shirt, pink and half-healed. Not a
sound spilled out his mouth as they passed the wary, yet curious guards and walked down the
spiraling flights into what Shino assumed was the prison's Confiscation Repository.

The medic picked up a tattered green jacket, inspected the sleeves for a few beats, then
shoved it the boy's direction.

"Wear it," he ordered.

Shino did. But only for the ends of the sleeves to stop half a palm-length away from his
wrists and for the back to stretch taut over his shoulders, and it suddenly dawned on him how
long he'd been staring at plain gray walls since Kumo, since the Coliseum—

Since Sai.



Shino's whole world blurred and refocused in what to him felt like merely a second, but it
must have been a long enough time for the medic to have left and come back with another
jacket. He, again, said nothing as he shucked off his tea green coat for one the same Kumo-
gray color the guards wore.

The sleeves brushed against the beginnings of his thumb, covering both the cuffs and the
bands.

"Is this protocol for your prisoners?"

The medic, who'd taken his wrists to push up the sleeves and wrap bandages around his
forearms barely glanced upward at the query. "Protocol for?"

"For pre-execution."

The bandaging on his left arm was pulled a little too tight.

Black eyes snapped up to his, fire sparked in its dark depths as the medic finished wrapping
his arms and straightened. "Why is that your expectation?"

"Why would it not be?" Shino replied. His arms fell to his side. "Your Border Patrol didn't
kill us when they found us. You have everything that was once in our possession. You've
learned you can't glean important information because of the seals on our tongues." He
paused, but didn't notice the paper thin crease that sprouted between his brows. "What month
is it, Medic-san?"

"November."

"... Ah." It was sort of bright in the repository. His kikai crawled along his insides, their
spindly legs idly weaving and idly wondering if he would get his glasses back to shield his
sensitive eye. But he didn't think he'd get them back. What use would glasses be for the dead?
"We'd left Konoha sometime in August."

It was fall in Konoha. Sakura said she'd found a persimmon tree on one of their D-ranks
outside the village, and after a more than enthused Kiba made her promise to take them there
when it ripened so he could see how much he could stuff into his mouth at once.

November would've been perfect.

"Perhaps it's selfish of me, but I suppose I wouldn't mind being the first to die," Shino
muttered more to himself and his insects than the other in the room. His gaze sought out his
glasses on the other side of the room. He stared at its blurred outline, missing the paper-thin
crease deepening on the medic's face. "I'd die knowing they're still alive. Because if I was the
last one to go... the last—the..."

He trailed off and met the medic's blank stare. "My team?"

(He didn't know this was a medic whose reserve was slowly crumbling around his eyes at the
sight of someone whose thirteen years were not long enough to fear the deaths of others over
the death of himself.)



:: ::

This was it. This was the one. The worst decision he'd ever made in his entire life.

If only he didn't give in to the pressures of the hospital, the sight of his friends and coworkers
falling to fatigue and exhaustion and to the voices in their heads berating them for not being
able to do enough . If only they didn't have this problem of too many patients and not enough
interest in the healing arts to make up for the strain in the industry.

If only he never knew about what was behind that thick metal door.

"They're alive," C answered, "and you won't be dying today."

He pulled out a pair of Kumo-issued sandals off one of the shelves and set it at the boy's feet
before snatching up the orange glasses and throwing them over as well.

"You are now a Shino without a surname who grew up in a small village along Lightning's
border. You have medical training and have come to Kumogakure to expand on it and I am
the superior that has signed off on your request to work at Cirrus Central Hospital," he said.
"Your restraints will now allow you access to your chakra as long as it converts to medical
chakra upon release. Your kikaichu are to stay out of sight. You are never allowed anywhere
without supervision. And — " He loomed forward, a mask of complete apathy on his face. "
— no one will ever learn who you are, nor will anyone see a millimeter of your forearms or
the cuffs at your ankles that the sandals will hide. Is that understood?"

Shino turned his uncracked glasses in his hands and wiped a smear of dirt off the right lens
with his thumb. He slipped them on and thought of Aoba.

"Understood, Medic-san."

The blonde nearly scoffed as he ushered him out a back entrance of the building.

"My name is C."

... This was an absolutely terrible idea.

:: ::

Sato Akemi unlocked the door to her shop when the sun started to barely crest over the
horizon. Normally she wouldn't be so early but a couple shipments were set to arrive in an
hour and she promised the delivery man she wouldn't make him wait as long as he did last
time because well, it hadn't been her fault her alarm clock had fizzed out on her that morning,
but she'd make sure to come extra early just in case.

As the lock clicked and she took a single step through the threshold, a particularly chilly
breeze swept past her and goosebumps rose on the skin of her arms.

Her wind chimes rattled, and there was nothing behind her but a cloudless sky and the
beginning of a perfect day.



:: ::

We Can Feel December's Breath in Our Bones

:: ::

Mabui's heels were silent on the stone stairs as she ascended to one of the higher floors of the
building. Catatumbo Penitentiary didn't typically carry too many inmates and hadn't held
prisoners from another country in years. They'd been lying low since the failed abduction of
the Hyuuga heiress nearly a decade past and shinobi from other nations were smart in
avoiding their borders.

Catatumbo didn't even have fifteen current occupants, as a shinobi prison, one would think it
a relatively low number compared to the 50+ civilians Staccato Detention Center's held.

She nodded at the guards as she entered the hall and looked into the first cell. It was empty
and this time she didn't panic-not like the first time.

The guards had to jump to stop her from sounding the alarm and hastily explained something
like 'C-sensei had him' or 'It was all C-sensei's idea', and when she burst into the hospital for
that blonde head of hair, she ran into Shino himself in the midst of assessing a group of new
patients and handing off newly filled forms to the attending nurses.

She'd been pulled aside by a near disheveled C before she could reveal anything
incriminating, and even though having a secret prisoner work for the betterment of Kumo
wasn’t necessarily a thing , the stats surrounding Cirrus Central Hospital had been showing
signs of a general increase and she couldn't argue with the numbers.

Raikage-sama tried to.

His outrage sent his couch careening out the window, but after seeing how well the Aburame
shouldered the extra work, in turn taking some of the bulk off the actual resident medics, the
only punishment C received was sitting at the end of a three hour long rant and getting taken
off the mission roster for six months.

Mabui peered into the next cell. Not too long ago the walls had been filled to the brim with
nonsensical symbols and reasoning that wound around in circles and circles before they got
back to the same place they started. The boy—the Inuzuka—had ripped off part of his black
pants to scrub his dried blood off the walls so he had room to puzzle out even more of
whatever ran through that mind of his, his canine watching the whole time while he crossed
his shackled paws beneath his jaw.

The last cell in the hall held the girl trudging through one-armed pull-ups while being hooked
up to an IV drip. She was the only one of her team to request the guards for things: a wooden
bar and a resistance band.

The resistance band she tied to one end near the center of the wooden bar on the ceiling and
the other end tied around to the remains of her left arm.



Mabui quietly admired her resolve. C had noted her amputation had been recent in her initial
examination, not more than a month old by the time they landed in Kumo's clutches.

She stepped away from the cell and made her way back down the hall. There were a few
more things she had to do before reporting back to Raikage-sama, such as drop off some
documents for the Cipher Division and collect the weekly update from the Seals Division...

She paused in front of the middle cell again and rushed to peer through the small window in
the door. Sharp eyes darted wall to wall, top to bottom, sentence to sentence of blood-tinted
words and crude diagrams brought to life with the pricked pad of a finger.

Locks, matrices, sequences, layers, odds, evens, primes, margins, ratios—

Seals. Seal Theory. Every single available concrete space was crammed with seal theory .

When she tried to read those brown-crusted words in a new light, those circles made a little
more sense in the way they curved and the starting points weren't at all the same with their
tweaked angles and shifted perspectives. She didn't know how long she stood there gaping at
the advanced scrawls, but by the time she reached the bottom of one of the walls, the dog had
stalked into her line of vision with hunched hackles and eyes too guarded and wary to be
anything intimidating.

The chuunin stopped writing. "Huh? What's up, boy?"

Akamaru barked lowly and he turned towards the small slip of a window on his locked door.

(But no one was there.)

Kiba pat his partner on the head. "Which one was it?"

A bark.

"Green eyes, silver hair. Not a guard?"

A small huff.

"Huh. Wonder what she wants." He spun back on his heel and toward a wall as he pricked the
scabbed pad of his pointer finger with one of his fangs and pressed it up against the concrete.
"... Hey, Akamaru?"

Akamaru raised his head and cocked it to the side.

"You think we're gonna rot here? Y'know, in a Kumo jail?"

There was silence as a tail thumped against the floor in consideration. His partner whined
quietly before resting his head on the shackles around his front legs. Kiba's brow furrowed
for the slightest moment and he sighed.

"Yeah," he murmured. "At least it's not the Coliseum." He dragged his finger through another
line of theory, even quieter, "Or gettin' stabbed in the back in Konoha ."



(Mabui willed herself to move away from her place beside the chakra-sealed door, confusion
in her eyes and an unfinished to-do list on the forefront of her mind.

Her heels were silent.)

:: ::

The not-guard-lady didn't come by again for a while. Akamaru didn't notice anything and
neither did he-though Kiba couldn't really say how long it'd been. He could barely keep track
of time back when they bulldozed through books and books of research and they had Sakura
in the Coliseum to count down the days that passed to the hour . But here? No windows, no
sun, no nothing.

The guards brought in food twice a day at different times to really hammer in the loss of
awareness and pushed it through a small hatch at the bottom of the door with a latch that
could only open from the outside.

He was surprised when the prison served them meat every other meal, unlike Nezu and Co.
who'd only ever served them rice and vegetables.

He thought Kumo was supposed to be the hardass country.

There was the ringing click of the hatch and two plastic trays are pushed through the slot.
Kiba reached to pull them close but stopped halfway when the hatch didn't shut as quickly as
it usually did.

Akamaru was immediately on his feet with his claws out and his legs set like a spring was
coiled within them. A handful of seconds passed before a plain glass ink bottle and a capped
brush was slipped through followed by a manila folder with a post-it note on the front.

What is the overlay?

The hatch shut.

"Overlay?" Kiba mumbled. Akamaru sniffed at the folder as he pulled it into his lap and
flipped it open. Inside were pages of notes and chicken scratch of trying to puzzle out the
complete seal overlay from the configurations written out on the first page.

Two barks.

"Yeah, they prob'ly want me ta' do some shit for 'em, but..." He shuffled through more of the
papers. "What's the point? I'm jus' some dumbass kid from Konoha." The folder shut and got
tossed to the other side of the cell and the trays pulled forward. "But hey. Don't gotta use
blood for the walls anymore, I guess."

He shoveled unseasoned pork bites into his mouth, bloody writing at his back and his partner
at his side.

:: ::



Two meals were served and the folder was still in the same place he'd tossed it.

Kiba hated that more often than not he caught himself lingering on the folder and the post-it
note as his fingers itched for something new to work on. There was only so much he could
dig up from all the stuff he learned before from what he could read in the library or what
Iruka-sensei taught him and at this point, the theories on the walls were just him writing to
write.

But if he worked on whatever was in that folder...

He groaned and slid onto the ground, capping the brush and setting it next to the near-empty
ink bottle. Akamaru's tail thumped a couple of times against the floor as he swung his head
around to look at his partner.

"I really wanna look at that overlay stuff, but like, it'd be like me doin' Kumo a favor, right?"
Kiba asked. "Why would I do somethin' like that?"

Akamaru stared at the folder for a few moments and woofed.

"... Yeah. I guess. I'm askin' why I should do Kumo anythin' when Konoha never did nothin'
for us either."

Wasn't that right? When Sarutobi Hiruzen was alive he'd done the equivalent of cutting off
their tongues and sending them on mission after mission in hopes they'd never make it back
for another. And after his death he'd damned them again by turning them chuunin by decree
and somehow, letting Danzo have his way.

Letting Sai fuck them all over.

Kiba exhaled through his nose. No, he shouldn't blame Sai.

He should be blaming himself for thinking he could trust him.

When the small hatch opened next and two trays were slid through, the folder was pushed out
before it closed, the inside covered in freshly dried ink and the finished overlay boxed on the
very last page.

:: ::

"It's all correct?"

"Correct? This work is borderline ingenious!" the Seals Technician exclaimed as he spread
the notes on the table. Mabui peered at the one particular sequence he pointed out. "Take this
for example. The team and I tried to work it from top to bottom then bottom to top, as one
normally goes about figuring how to complete sequences and matrices or anything of the
link." He then pointed at the writing not quite in the middle, but close. Maybe a few
characters off. "But this is the starting point. Clearly marked, too. I don't know how you
could possibly start so off-center, but the outcome? It would have taken us maybe a week or
two longer to go about it the usual way, but you took this a couple of days ago?" He turned to



her fully, eyes wide and shining. "Who managed to solve it so quickly? I'd love to have
someone like that on the team."

Oh.

Mabui smiled, easily covering up the quiet anxiety trembling beneath her professional front.
"When I received your weekly update and found you to be struggling with this particular seal,
there was an... associate I've come across who I believed could help. It seems my hunch was
not only a hunch."

The Seals Technician knew that the term "associate" was more or less a nod to the fact that
whoever managed to solve an advanced overlay like that one was meant to be kept on the
down low or not even mentioned at all.

He shrugs it off. It wasn't like he was a stranger to shinobi affairs.

"You know, if those scrolls you'd taken off those prisoners hadn't been marked highly
classified, I'd be hunting down that associate right now to try and get them to break those
locks," he sighed. Mabui's expression tightened slightly-well of course Inuzuka would be
able to break those locks since it looked like he'd been the one to craft them himself-and it
was something the Seals Technician didn't see. "Could your associate come down one of
these days? It would really help us out."

A bead of cold sweat ran down the back of her neck.

"I'll see what I can do."

"Thank you very much, Mabui-senpai!"

She left the building with a particularly sharp pain in her forehead and an image behind her
eyes of a bemused C raising an eyebrow at her in his rare disbelief.

:: ::

During the meal right after Kiba had sent the folder out, the hatch opened and a third tray was
slipped into the cell. On it was a plate of something that looks like pink cotton candy, but
somehow thicker and gummier than anything he'd seen in Konoha.

Thank you.

The note read.

If there's anything you'd like, please let me know.

A part of him wanted to snort and ask to be set free, but as he glanced down at the silver at
his wrists and the dark brown embedded in his arms, he couldn't find the energy in himself to
make the joke.

He was tired.



So, so tired.

Kiba flipped the post-it note over and scrawled on it with the last of his ink before he slid it
back through the hatch, and it shut.

I want to know if my team's okay.

He went back to his meal not expecting an answer, and Akamaru sniffed his food before he
latched onto a bone with quite a bit of marrow at the center.

The hatch opened once more, slowly, and a soft voice floated through. It was deep and rich
and Kiba's mind immediately tacked it onto green eyes and silver hair.

"They're alright," she told him.

Before he could even think to reply, the hatch closed and it was quiet again. Just him,
Akamaru, and the writing on the walls.

:: ::

Kisame wasn't ashamed to admit that he'd felt relief when they weren't able to capture
Uzumaki Naruto.

It was a couple weeks back when they'd escaped the Toad Sannin's trap and reported back to
Leader empty-handed, but none of that deterred him even after they'd been dismissed by the
static chrome of his projection. He'd taken to bugging Itachi about getting checked out by a
medic one way or another, and if not for the whole thing with his lungs, then at least for his
eyes that he'd overused.

So here he was, sat in a too-small plastic chair in a shinobi optical specialist's waiting room,
rain pattering against the windows and the receptionist trying his best not to look him in the
eye.

Kisame glanced at the pile of old magazines at the short table to his left and picked up the
one on the top of the stack and leafed through it with unfocused eyes.

Uzumaki was even smaller up close. At the chuunin exams he'd seen the boy on the other
side of the arena, loud and impatient and smiling for pup. In the hallway in the middle of that
tourist town, Kisame could see how short he really was—unkempt blond hair, confused blue
eyes, clothes a little too worn to be passed off as just from 'training'.

He didn't kill kids. Never had, never would.

But he wondered just why Konoha wanted to kill one of their own kids by shoving a demon
behind a baby's navel.

He sighed and tossed the unread magazine back on the table. He leaned back, and the plastic
creaked slightly under the movement. It would be a while until he could head back to Konoha
since their new implementation of a stricter policy, meaning he couldn't check up on pup like
he'd planned on originally.



'And all it took was an invasion by a literal sannin to get them to up their security,' he griped
internally.

A hand came down to rest on his left shoulder just beside his bandaged seal, and he looked
up.

Itachi and his faintly cloudy black eyes stared down at him. "Shall we?"

Kisame stretched his legs and stood as he slipped his hat over his head. His partner followed
suit as they both stepped into the rain-stained streets. True to Ame culture and produced from
the Ameks that lived there, the cement streets were covered in neon art almost ingrained in its
foundation. Little paintings of things like cranes and frogs flowed bright orange and pink and
green and purple under the torrential downpour.

The scarce visitors that came were always amazed.

The natives knew it wasn't just art.

Kisame remembered how pup would always hop on the green lily pads when they walked the
streets at night, her bright laughter echoing in his ears. The memory was grainy, now. He
hadn't heard her laugh in so long.

"Hey, Itachi-san, let's head ta' that tea house ya' like. I'm kinda cravin' that orange spice tea
they got."

Itachi tilted his head. "Hm. It's been a while since I've had their green tea."

They walked along the gleaming caricatures beneath their sandals in a village where red
lanterns hung over the streets and neon signs brightened the skies in a way the sun never
could.

:: ::

In January We've Lost a Winter

:: ::

"Bee, I'm serious!"

"And I'm tellin' you not ta' sweat, so why's what you're doin' is fret?"

A slammed his fist against the desk and a crack ran through the center. "You know damn well
why I am! Because once you get an idea in that damn thick head of yours I need to send at
least three of my top shinobi to stop you before you try!" He sighed and shook the splintered
wood from his hands. "Just... don't look into it. Please. Two of them are already off the leash
and that's enough of a headache as it is."

"Two?"



A glared. Bee raised two placating hands. "Lips sealed, that the deal. Won't do nothin' that'll
wrinkle that mug, bro."

Gyuuki's snort echoed in his head as he slipped out the office and straight towards the exact
place he told his brother he wouldn't near. 'Of all the things you could've invested yourself
in, this is what you choose. I shouldn't be surprised.'

'You're tellin' me those secret Konoha-nin locked up ain't interestin'?'

'I'm telling you that you should listen to your brother and heed the potential consequences
of your actions, dumbass.'

'Well you can sit back and watch the show cause Imma find out what I wanna know.'

Gyuuki huffed and said nothing else.

Killer Bee chuckled under his breath at his friend's exasperation before he stepped into the
chilled air of Kumo's high peaks. Even though he walked down the smaller streets with less
vendors and even less people, he could see the neat, slanted overhangs and the benches and
gazebos perched atop roofs. Stairs were attached on the sides of each building that wound up
to the gazebos and suspended bridges criss-cross over the streets, shadowing markets and
walkways and where civilians could traverse over more than just the ground.

The Kumor had always wanted to be as far from the ground as they could. Maybe that was
why all the children learn to scale steeps and cliffsides as quickly as they learn to walk.

He smiled and waved at someone sweeping up the front of their shop. The owner took one
look at him and promptly turned their back to continue sweeping. Bee had spent over twenty
years staring at the turned backs of those who wanted nothing to do with him that the action
didn't lessen his grin as he continued on his way. The younger villagers tolerated him much
more than the older ones did, which was far more that he could've asked for, but was it wrong
to wish he'd meet someone who didn't already have an image of what type of person he'd be?
Just because he wasn't like them? Just because one of his closest friends had ravaged the
village even before he was born?

Couldn't they just give them a fair chance?

'Bee...'

"Hm?" he replied aloud. "Say somethin', Gyuu?"

The Hachibi didn't respond as Catatumbo crawled into his sights. Killer Bee instantly perked
up and didn't even try to sneak past the guards. He strolled through and they were either too
intimidated or knew better than to stop him. He was quick to traverse up the stairs to the
flood he'd been specifically ordered not to go to and bursts through the door.

The guard stood between the Confiscation Repository and the hallway of cells almost
slumped at the sight of him. "Bee-sama, you're not supposed to be here. Raikage-sama gave
clear instructions for you not to be on the Penitentiary's premises," she said. Damn, how long



ago did A give the order? "Could I advise that you train instead? Or to check in with the wall
patrol since it's part of your duty as Village Guardian?"

"Ah, c'mon Enmu, lemme see one of the Konohans. What's the worst I could do? They got
their chakra locked as far as I heard, and I'm just wonderin' what stirred the word on these
birds." Enmu Sôun wasn't amused, but her black-painted lips twitched and her pale pink eyes
narrowed. "Tell you what, if I get in and you don't tell my bro, I'll snatch you one a' those
burgers by the grotto."

She cocked a blonde-ish white brow that was nearly as pale as her own skin. "I guess I get
why you're so interested in those kids. No one really knows 'bout them, but the ones that do
can't really get a read on what's what."

Bee blinked behind his dark glasses as the smile slowly faded from his face. "Kids?"

Enmu jerked her head towards the hall and settled back against one of the walls. "Check it for
yourself, Bee-sama." She tilted her head. "And I want a burger for lunch tomorrow from the
blue shack in front of the cracked arch."

The cracked arch was one of the bigger grottos and had more locals hanging from the ledges
than bats.

He hummed absently as he slipped into the hall. The first cell was empty and so was the
second, but the third cell...

A girl with pink hair with one arm held herself in a handstand. Drenched skin stretched taut
over hardened muscle and there was no lapse in her form. Her toes pointed towards the
ceiling and the IV drip taped to the junction of her elbow ran as smoothly as the sweat that
dripped from the tip of her nose to the cold hard floor.

'So the prisoner's really a kid.'

' And a Konoha shinobi caught within our borders,' Gyuuki reminded him firmly. 'Don't
get any ideas, Bee. You've already done enough by disobeying your brother. Go home.'

'I just told Enmu I'd buy her a burger to not talk to a prisoner? Nah, Gyuu, that's a waste.'

'Bee! Don't—'

Bee's hand was already on the door. The locks immediately began to open and that
mischievous part of his brain was always so smug that no matter the security clearance, his
chakra would always be recognized as per the requirements of the Village Guardian position.

He squeezed through the smallest crack of the door he could manage and closed it behind
him just as quick. The girl stayed planted on her hand for a long few seconds before she
lowered on foot on the ground, the another, then stood to full height.

It surprised him that the top of her head reached taller than his shoulder.



"You're not one of the guards usually in this building," she said. He cocked a brow and leaned
back against the concrete.

"And why's that your thinkin' when you're just a cucumber in this cell picklin'?"

When she turned to face him fully, her black prisoner's shirt did nothing to hide those rippling
scars that spanned from her shoulder blade to her jawline and ended ripped and ragged at the
bottom of her cheek. Though it wasn't her appearance that quite caught him, but it was the
lingering chakra of whatever caused it that pulled at his senses.

It was familiar. It was angry.

It was just like Gyuu's.

"Your hands," she answered. Her gaze flickered down at them. "They're not the same ones
that deliver the meals, so it's either you're a new guard that's paid me a visit or you're not a
guard at all." She held her hand behind her back, the IV tube swaying slightly with the
movement. Her chin never dipped. "What can I do for you?"

Respectful is the first word that popped into mind at her display, which was surprising in
itself considering young shinobi never have their arrogance curbed until they lose themselves
in their first kills or their first capture or the first time they needed to obey an order they
could only wish to forget.

He was curious—did she stand tall because she didn't know what she was doing or because
she knew all too well what she'd gotten into?

Bee pointed to the IV bag. "Why've they got you hooked up?"

"I train until I can't and they don't want me dead."

"No?"

"No. But I don't know why." Her fingers curled beneath the thin plastic tube and gave it a
light tug. "Konoha has no warmth for Kumo and vice versa and you must have realized we're
worth nothing more than wild animals you happened to pick up on your borders." Green eyes
were blank and cold and not so bitter, and it cast an eerie light in the dim prison cell. "I'm
waiting for my execution, sir, but I didn't think I'd be waiting this long."

Gyuu hadn't said anything in a while, but Bee could clearly see him in his mind's eye. The
beast quietly observed the exchange, his eight extra arms tucked beneath him and his two
main ones crossed over his chest.

'Her name.' 

'Huh?'

'Ask for it.'



He rolled his eyes beneath his glasses and passed on the message. The girl raised one of her
brows.

"Sakura. No surname."

Konoha never really had interesting shinobi. Maybe there were a few autumn leaves in the
sea of green like Kiiroi Senkou , the Yellow Flash, or Ichizokugoroshi , the Clan Killer, but
the pink is new.

And, undoubtedly, one of the more interesting things he'd come across these days.

"Sakura, then," he acknowledged simply. Bee left the cell after that, stopping at the end of the
hall and at the receiving end of one of Enmu's deadpan looks.

"Did you get what you came for?" she asked.

"Didn't know what I came for, not really," he said. He jerked a thumb at his head. "But I got
somethin' up here, ideally. Keep it hush, shush, word's not gonna get out, but I think I found
an interestin' sprout."

Enmu's forehead wrinkled like she wanted to argue, but she only sighed noisily and rubbed
the bridge of her nose. "I really can't keep up with you, Bee-sama."

' ... I wonder if there was someone out there,' he thought as he set out of Catatumbo for the
day. 'Someone other than A that could keep up with me.'

:: ::

Sakura had her head pressed against one of the walls when the stranger walks in again. She
counted just a little over twenty-four hours before he'd shown up again, but she didn't open
her eyes or push away from the wall when she heard his sandals tap gently against the floor.
There was a faint rustle, and she figured he crouched to be at least eye-level with her.

"Is it raining?" she asked.

"Showers started some time ago, supposed to creep through the day all snail's pace slow," he
replied. "What, can you tell from here? The building's soundproof, ya fool."

Her father once told her the rains in Ame were unnatural. He always joked about God and his
temper, God and his complex, and she loved the little stories he thought up for her. But it
wasn't until she was a bit older and a bit wary that she began to understand why Leader-sama
was worshiped just as much as he was feared.

He laced his chakra in the rain, she figured. And maybe that was why even when the skies
were blue and clear over Konoha, she would always know when to tell Kiba not to keep
Akamaru outside for too long.

"But I was right."

"Hm... Guess you were."



She opened her eyes and faced the stranger to find him with a hand on his chin and his gaze
far off and considering. Two blue tattoos sat just beneath his left eye along that socket bone,
and there were more swords strapped to his back than seemed sensible.

Not a guard. A regular force shinobi, maybe? Maybe not. He must be high enough to gain
clearance to sit around her cell doing nothing and looked old enough to have established
himself as someone important in the village. Idly, she cursed herself at not having kept up to
date on Kumogakure's history and politics; she'd been too busy digging up Konoha's and
Suna's pasts and problems, but she knew that wasn't an excuse.

"Alright then," the stranger decided. He stood and popped open the door. "Let's go."

He disappeared from her line of sight.

And left the door wide open.

Sakura blinked once before she slowly rose and shuffled to peer into the hallway. The
stranger had his arms crossed as he waited near the end of it, bobbing his head side to side to
a rhythm she couldn't hear. She glanced back at her cell, then the hall, then him.

Breathe in, out. Straighten your back. Lift your chin. Not too much. Never lower your eyes.
This is not arrogance. This is not intimidation.

This is practicality.

She strode forward like there wasn't the weight of three other worlds on her shoulders.

(She would never know the way Gyuuki's head tilted at the sight of her.)

:: ::

Enmu Sôun was halfway through her burger when the last prisoner of the hallway stepped
into view.

She stared. The girl stared back.

After Bee took a cloak from the Repository and handed it to the girl to slip on, Sôun sunk her
teeth into another bite of her burger and slumped against the wall.

"Bee-sama, you do know that I'm now required to inform Raikage-sama of your actions."

"I'll have her back in the cell in a while," he waved. "Don't get tangled in your knots, I'll keep
her low profile."

They were both out before Sôun could give another long suffering sigh.

Her groan echoed through the prison block before it was muffled by a mouthful of bread and
buffalo patties.

:: :: 



Kumogakure floated on the clouds.

Sakura's gaze flickered at everything she could spot through the low hood and the light rain
and saw the dozens of plateaus connected by the bridges that made up the village, all
different heights with trees sticking out the sides with swings wrapped around their sturdy
branches. She committed everything to memory—she tried—but the smell of something that
isn't dust and concrete made her head spin.

But dust and concrete was better than blood.

They crossed to a plateau far from the main districts, raised much higher than most of the
other platforms and dotted with steps carved into its side that wind all the way around,
narrow and cracked and steeped.

But even as she looked down at the clouds and the endless fall below, all she could think
about was the air.

Ame air was always thick with the musk of rainwater and the heat of neon signs. It was a
scent of heavy spice from the curry stalls and moss that settles in the cracks and crevices of
dark brick and stone. In Konoha, it was an air of green leaves and green tea and green stalks
of flowers sold from the Yamanaka Flower Shop—it was an air of sun and sweat, of tree sap
and wood work.

Kumo's air was thin like breathing hot air on a cold morning, and it was new.

At the top of their silent climb they stepped onto a mesa with no boundaries and with their
clothes soaked from the rain.

Sakura tipped her head back, letting the droplets splatter on her cheeks. Pink hair ran down to
just about the middle of her back, and she wondered just how long it had been that it no
longer nagged her that it needed to be tied up and out of reach.

But she supposed prisoners had no need for—

The metal bands around her wrists ankles release every last drop of her chakra, and with a
face still turned up at the heavens that never smiled at her, she breathed .

And instantly ducked away from the foot careening towards her head.

:: ::

'Gyuu, take a look! She dodged that hook I cooked and there's a fire in her eyes. Makes me
wanna check just what she's gonna try.'

The sky rumbled and he grinned as she aimed a kick to his face that he blocked. She used his
arms to launch herself behind him to try and snag one of the swords on his back, but a pivot
and his elbow was soaring for her stomach. She twisted hard enough that her cloak whipped
off and she used the brief distraction to make another grab for a sword at his hip.



"Hey! I ain't gonna let you snatch one a' these," he chided. Bee gripped her hand and chucked
her far enough that she slid to a stop just before she could topple off the mesa. "These blades
right here you ain't allowed ta' seize!"

"Afraid I'll break them?" she called out as she swiped a trickle of blood from the corner of
her mouth.

"Afraid you'll bring me ta' tears with a bad form, fool, ya fool!" he laughed. "Konohans don't
know how ta' wield a sword if it's the last thing they do, you 'spect me ta' believe what's
different's gonna be you?"

Sakura flexed her fingers, all five of them up to count. "If you don't think Konohans are at
your level, then how does an Amek compare to a Kumor?"

'She's Amek?' Gyuuki hummed. He plopped his chin on his hand as he watched her through
his host's eyes. 'Explains the attitude with the rain. An immigrant to Konoha then, maybe
to—oi!'

Bee unsheathed a sword from his back and threw it blade first. She let it pass over her
shoulder until the start of the hilt slid just past her peripheral, and her hand came up to lock
around the red bandages. Not a goosebump on her skin came from the chilled rain, and he
snorted. Definitely an Amek.

He took a single sword for himself.

'...Bee, I want the truth.'

Even with only one arm she held the sword like it was her own, tipped slightly in front of her
and knees slightly bent and ready for action.

She lunged. So did he.

'What's on your mind, Gyuu?'

Most of her blocks are in perfect form save for the blows he directed at her left side. She
wasn't used to the opening and it was obvious, but her determination made up for it with
awkward angles and the way it was like she was meant to carry a blade.

'What are you doing?'

Bee shunshinned behind her and twisted a free hand in her hair while the other pressed
sharpened silver against her neck. But just as quick as he trapped her he lost her, and he was
left with a dense clump of pink snagged on his calluses as she retreated to the other end of the
mesa.

She'd taken the weapon, held it to the base of her skull, and sheared it all the way up.

He blinked, and she sunk into another fighting stance.



The rain pelted harder and the clouds were at their darkest gray, and as the skies filled with
lightning, he found himself laughing amongst the thunder claps as he twirled the sword in his
hand.

"Let's roll, kid!"

:: ::

'You never answered me,' Gyuuki said after Bee locked Sakura back in her cell with a dry set
of prisoner uniforms and skillfully avoids Sôun to avoid any questions. By night the rain had
let up some, but there was no use in getting dry until he got back home. 'You wasted your
whole day humoring that little Amek.'

'Little? She's way taller than Enmu!'

'All you humans are insignificant, but that's beside the point!' the beast snapped. 'The girl,
Bee! Why did you bring her out of the cell, why did you fight her, why did you lend her one
of your swords, why did you bother? Until your brother comes to a decision about them,
they're prisoners on death row and shouldn't be treated as comrades. What are you
thinking?!'

'Nothin' much.'

'Really?' Gyuuki drawled. 'And what exactly has kept you so occupied that you're
forgetting your obligation to your duties?'

Bee walked onto one of the rope bridges that connect plateau to plateau, careful to mind the
third step that had never been fixed since the day he broke through it nearly seven years ago
while he was running away from A.

'Dunno,' he shrugged. 'Prob'ly the same stuff that got C and Mabui.'

The Hachibi sighed and rubbed a hand over his eyes. 'Bee—'

But Bee didn't listen, his hands tucked in his pockets and an old tune whistling past his lips.
Gyuuki knew he should raise his voice to get his idiot's attention and try to knock some sense
into that hollow head of his, but he heard the words that have been rattling around his host's
brain since the day he heard it and relented with another loud sigh.

"I really can't keep up with you, Bee-sama."

No Kumor could keep up with their Jinchuuriki Guardian: Killer Bee.

So why did Bee think an Amek in Konohan clothing could?

:: ::

Senju Tsunade was the Fifth Hokage and she couldn't give any less of a damn about what
everyone else thought about it even if she tried.



She spent her days in her office with a bottle of sake on her desk and a sharp tongue to lash if
anyone came to her with stupid shit laced on their tongues. Hell, she’d already garnered a
reputation of an iron fist after reducing an incompetent nurse to tears with a single sentence
and demolishing a wall of the hospital when they couldn’t make up their minds about costs of
expansion and filling her ears with useless whines and drivel.

But currently, the one thing that pissed her off to no end lay on her desk. Six broken pens
piled up by her chair and her assistant, one Kato Shizune, stood just out of range of the
Hokage's blast zone as she clutched Tonton close to her chest.

Three stacks of paper were stacked heavy beside her desk and ten more smaller stacks sat
innocently around her work space.

"Why is there so much paperwork today?" she managed out of ground teeth.

"It's, uh, Tsu-Tsunade-sama, the system these papers go through is a long process and only
now have all of these been approved for you to read and sign, and ah! Tsunade-sama! We just
got that desk yesterday!"

"Get me the dumbasses in charge of this useless ass system right now !" she demanded, a fist
through her brand new desk. Shizune quickly bowed and sprinted from the office without a
second to spare as pages flew all around her.

And somewhere, buried under stacks and stacks of papers and folders and staples, there was
an unread report from a mission assigned over five months prior.

:: ::

In February We've Lost a Home

:: ::

A sat facing the windows, his office empty save for the steaming cup of tea on his desk and
the completed stack of paperwork just waiting to be picked up by the errand boy that would
come by in a few hours. His head rested in his palm and his fingers curled against his goatee.

It was a nice day out.

And he was pretty sure those Konoha chuunin were enjoying it just as much as the next
Kumo citizen.

He tipped his head back to rest against the couch, eyes on the wooden ceiling.

He wanted to hate what's been happening. He wanted to bark at his shinobi and his assistant
and his brother for what they were doing—taking the prisoners without his permission and-
and treating them like were one of their own? Absurd! Especially since they were that damn
Konoha lot who couldn’t be trusted no matter how much they preached about peace and unity
and teamwork .



A scoffed. Teamwork? Unity? Tell that to the Uchiha and the Senju that built up that village
starting from a single plank, but could never again come together for that peace .

The prisoners should already be dead; they were forcefully sealed (he swallowed a grimace
and shoved off the sympathy that crawled over his shoulders) and squeezed dry of anything
useful. 

He was going to have the Aburame killed first but C had snatched him up and thrust him into
Cirrus Central Hospital hoping for a cure for the overworked medics and, well, it worked. A
was hesitant to admit it, but the boy was sufficiently trained and had once sewn up a patient
with a pack of floss and a senbon when his chakra was no longer at his disposal, both
intriguing the other medics and giving C a heart attack at the crude, effective method of
surgery.

And that wasn’t even mentioning the reports he’d been receiving from the Seals Division had
been filled with glowing praise for “the kid prodigy Kiba from the same border town as
Cirrus’ new medic that Mabui brought along” who never followed the rules of step-by-step
seal solving and rattled off the most bizarre theories that he gestured with fanged grins and
poster-sized papers filled with his evidence.

Akamaru is such a great addition to the team too, a Seals Decryptor once wrote, like a
mascot, almost! I think the stress levels in the department have gone down having him come
along.

Then came the whispers of Killer Bee’s new sparring partner: a Sakura with pink hair that
could match him blow for blow and always got back up even after accidentally getting tossed
off one of the village’s sparring plateaus. Rumor has it that she’d climbed all the way back up
with her one arm and two feet until she’d hauled herself to the top three hours later, sweat
blinding her eyes and her fist held up to keep fighting.

He wanted to hate them. Wanted them locked back where no one knew who they were and
regarded like the enemies they should be.

He raised his head back up and watched some of the citizens hanging around the bridges as
he leaned forward against his thighs.

He wanted to hate them, but he remembered Kumogakure was built by the hands of runaways
taken in by wandering monks until they were old enough to wander themselves. With no one
to meet and nowhere for home, they walked until they found an abandoned shrine at the base
of a mountain and built up .

And since then, they welcomed all with no family and no place and promised to have all of
that in the clouds, in Kumogakure.

He sighed. Or at least, it was how the legend went and why most of the Kumor never had a
surname.

A saw heads of all colors, skins of all colors, backgrounds of all colors traversing the streets
and sharing laughs and words like they’ve never known what it meant to be a stranger.



It had been five months since three kids and a nin-dog had been captured on the borders of
Lightning Country with the headbands of a village that never came for them stuffed deep at
the bottom of one of their bags.

A stood and dug out an execution form from one of the cabinets. There was no date or
official stamp, but the names had been printed on a long time ago.

Inuzuka Kiba. Akamaru. Aburame Shino. Sakura. 

Of Konohagakure.

He crumpled the paper in one hand and let it roll into the trash.

A wanted to hate them, but he didn't.

:: ::

Izumo diligently sorted through an entire binder of cleared mission reports to store down in
the Archives. Kotetsu had managed to skip out of this particular job, much to his grumpy
displeasure, but his partner promised to get them take out from that soba stall on the other
side of town and he couldn't find it in himself to complain too much.

Some of the missions and reports weren't too bad to read through and the grumbling ones
from the shinobi attending D-ranks got a little snort out of him every now and again. Genin
complaining about getting cats out of trees? Precious.

The last report he had was stuffed in a slim folder with no note on the tab, so he flipped it
open to check the date and ranking.

He stopped at the sight of the face of Kotetsu's student staring blankly at him, a red MIA
stamped across her picture. The next page, Tsume's son. MIA . His nin-dog partner. MIA .
Next page, Shibi's heir. MIA.

At the ends of their profiles: PRESUMED DECEASED.

"Shit," he whispered in the dim light of the Archives. He could already see the look on
Kotetsu's face when he hears the news; the red-rimmed eyes and the slack jaw and the way
he'll disappear for a few days when he finds out that...

Izumo snapped the folder shut and drew in a deep breath and morbidly, he thought,

'Unlucky Eight, huh?'



Copper

The Ghosts of March Keep Whispering

:: ::

"So if you're not, like, a seal-sy person, how come you knew I was good at it?" Kiba drew his
spoon through a bowl of dark red stew and took in some light colored meat, a kinda-jello
cube, and a potato all at once. The spice hit him as quick as the heat and he swallowed
without chewing as his mouth set aflame. "What the—what the fuck is that," he whispered.

Across from him, Mabui chuckled into her hand before taking a sip of her own meal. She
didn't share the same visceral reaction and continued to eat like the devil themself wasn't in
her food. "I will admit that Tragopan Blood Stew is an acquired taste, but it's one of our
milder dishes."

Akamaru woofed around the yak bone he was gnawing on and lolled his tongue when his
partner glared through watering eyes.

"Take some butter tea. It will help."

Kiba downed the cup in one gulp and hung his tongue out his mouth, hoping the frost of
Kumo's air that rolled in every time someone opened the front door could chill his taste buds,
and Mabui took a moment to mull over the past few months.

She had to give Kiba a whole new set of clothes when she let him out of the cell because the
plain clothes could have the potential to be too telling, so she'd taken some liberties with his
style. The standard-issue black pants stayed but she'd pilfered through her apartment and her
brother's old clothes for some outgrown mesh shirts and a couple of black track jackets with a
white stripe down the middle of the back and around the elbows. Those ones ran a little big,
but she figured he would grow into them. Long-term planning and all that.

The thing she was most mindful of, though, were the metal bands and brown tattoos on his
person that would instantly announce his status.

She had him wrap his ankles and forearms with bandages colored the signature Kumogakure
red and told him never to leave his cell without them. Only when he agreed did she have him
keep several rolls for convenience.

"But to answer your question, even though I didn't understand much of what you'd written on
the walls, I understood enough that it belonged in advanced theory," she said. She tore a piece
of flatbread and dipped it into her stew. "Tell me, Kiba-kun, what led you to study seals?"

He bent over his bowl and slowly dug out another piece of meat, careful to get as little soup
as possible. "I wanted t'know how ta' reverse seals."



A pang rattled just behind Mabui's rib cage. Those seals... it nearly slipped to the back of her
mind. After they'd been brought in from the border and examined by a seals expert sworn to
secrecy, they'd confirmed the seal work to fall under the 'cursed' category due to its
manipulation of body, mind, and will, and had also confirmed its unwilling application by the
apparent stress marks amongst the black lines.

It sickened her to her stomach to hear of such a thing. The Kumor developed their sealing
techniques through skin once a long time ago, but the move to paper mediums came because
of the permanent, detrimental effects that were consequence with their use.

Some of the older generations who still live with them were blind or deaf or had lost all
movement in one arm or the other, or their skin on a leg had been burned so thoroughly even
if the clear ink of the seal still remained. Or maybe they couldn't remember their own name
longer than a day but could recite their favorite book cover, notation and all.

Those who currently utilize powerful skin seal knew of the risks they took. But nowadays,
there were so few.

"I ended up gettin' really into it," he continued. "Turns out I'm pretty good at it? Sakura and
Shino thought I could do a lot with it and I have a teach' back in my old village. Or, uh, had."
Akamaru set his head atop the hand his partner rested on his lap. Kiba cleared his throat and
quickly fished for a jelly cube thing. Jelly cube? Oh, it was blood. Definitely congealed
blood. "But it's still cool. Am I allowed t'look at the sealing books in your library?"

"I don't think it would be too difficult to grant you restricted access to the Lenticular Library
Circuit."

"Lenti—Mabui-san," he whined, "that's not a word!"

She covered her mouth as another laugh spilled past her lips. As she brushed a few strands of
her hair behind an ear, she glanced out the window of the small restaurant they were tucked
away in. The warm rays of an afternoon had lessened and stars began to speckle the sky. "It's
getting quite late; I'll have to return to Raikage-sama's office soon to prepare tomorrow's
schedule."

"Okay," he nodded. He tipped his head side to side, wondering if he should take another sip
of the demon stew before he left. "Thanks for bringin' us, Mabui-san! We've never had Kumo
food before and Akamaru really likes the yak and bison legs!"

"You're welcome," she smiled. As they stood to gather their bearings and venture out into the
crisp air of her beloved village, a solemn feeling weighed down her bones and down to the
soles of her feet as they walked the path to Catatumbo Penitentiary, then eventually some
back roads so no one knew where they would end up.

It was times like these she forgot Kiba was a prisoner.

She forgot he wasn't a surname-less boy with a genius for seals and their theories, that he
hadn't come to learn from the capital of the country like his village mates Shino the Medic-



Hopeful or Sakura the One-Handed Sword. She forgot that he hadn't been born on the
borders, none of them, and that they were actually a product of one of their greatest enemies.

'But', some part of her murmured, 'an enemy that sealed their own and left them for dead.'

"Hey Mabui-san, I got a question."

She glanced down at him.

His face screwed up. "What's a tragopan?"

"They're a type of pheasant, and the ones served in that restaurant those native to this part of
Lightning."

"Pheasants? What, like... pretty chickens?"

She pressed her hand to her mouth again to smother her laughter. "I suppose you can call
them that," she agreed.

And when he grinned, she couldn't help but think how Konoha didn't deserve a boy like him.

:: ::

"Ah, what a shame."

Naruto's ears perked up and turned to the sound of the voice. His hands dripped with the
frigid water of the stream that rushed a step away from where he knelt, and he wiped his face
dry on his jacket sleeve and pushed himself up to his feet.

Jiraiya sat at the base of a tree with a pen between his teeth and his nose deep in one of his
brainstorming notebooks.

"Didja say somethin', Ero-sennin?"

"Just trying to figure out how to write this part and... hm... what do you think about me
adding a bit where my beautiful heroine gets a White Letter then the kick is we don't know
who it's from and BAM! Cliffhanger!" he exclaimed. Naruto rolled his eyes and shook the
water from his hands. "How about that?!"

"I don't even know what a White Letter is!"

"Huh? You don't?" Jiraiya set down his notebook and squinted at his student. "Aren't they
supposed to teach you that kinda stuff at the Academy?"

"Well they didn't," the boy sniffed. He didn't actually remember if they talked about whatever
those letters were or not with all the times he didn't pay attention, which was always, but
there was no way he was gonna admit something like that. "Whatsa' White Letter?"

"So." The sannin beckoned Naruto closer until he plopped on the ground in front of him, legs
crossed and eyes wide. "Let's say you go on a mission that's high risk. When you gain rank



and experience you'll learn to distinguish the dangerous ones and the dangerous ones you
might not come out of. That's when you write your last words in letters for important people
who maybe won't see you again. It's morbid, but hey, we signed up for this. Can't say we
didn't know the risks, right?"

Something familiar nudged at the back of Naruto's head.

"You take those letters, seal them all up in white envelopes, and write who they're for on the
back in black ink. After that the person takes every letter they've got and leaves it with a
trusted person in the village to distribute if they really don't make it back. But on the chance
they do, that trusted person hands it back to them." Jiraiya rolled his shoulders. "It's mostly
jounin who take up the practice, but depending on the mission, you never know, you know."

Naruto reached for his gray backpack and threw the front flap open. He dug through old
clothes and weapon wax and clumpy wire and ramen packs until he reached the bundle of
envelopes he tucked in a clear plastic baggie so he wouldn't get them all dirty.

The Yuuhi Kurenai on the back on the top envelope was written clear as day.

Did... Did Sakura-chan really g-give him...

"—uto? Oi, brat!"

His head snapped up. "Huh?"

Jiraiya frowned, concern pulling at his laugh lines as he watched the boy wrap his arms
around his pack and pulled it close to his chest. "Did someone—Did someone leave you
White Letters?"

He shook his head so hard the sannin thought that if he kept it up a little longer it might have
popped right off his neck, but Jiraiya could always pluck a lie out of a sea of truths and half-
truths. Being trusted with White Letters wasn't a bad thing, per se, but knowing Naruto and
the scant friends he had, he was curious as to just who in the village had trusted this boy
enough to leave something as delicate as a last will and testimony.

"Look, it's okay if you got some, but it was probably a bad idea to bring them along if I'm
training you out of country for who knows how long—"

"They're not White Letters," Naruto declared firmly. His lips pressed together and his eyes
hardened in a way Jiraiya hadn't quite seen before. "She just asked me to keep them! It's a
mission that's s'pposed t'last, like, nine months or somethin'! Nothing bad's gonna happen
and, and, she's prob'ly back in Konoha right now! You'll see!"

Heart heavy, Jiraiya opened his mouth to try and explain that no, it wasn't good for us to think
like that, because the more you push it away the harder it pushed back and sometimes your
friends don't make it back, but Naruto was up on his feet with an excuse of hunger on the tip
of his tongue as he escaped further downstream to catch a couple of fish.



He leaned back into the tree and sighed. "You'll learn one day, kid." He thought of Minato
and Kushina, faces from his Academy years that he never saw again, all the missed
opportunities and all the people he'd ever failed. "Sometimes, things just don't work out the
way you want."

An image of Uchiha Sasuke flashed in his mind's eye, as well as the scratched hitai-ate he left
behind with his unconscious student at the Valley of the End.

"But still, I wished the world was kinder to you, Naruto."

:: ::

Darui heard of the way too rowdy kid that joined the seals sector. Or maybe 'joined' was a
strong word. It was more like a kid showed up with Mabui one day and solved a seal array by
taping pieces of it to the ceiling because "lookin' up wasn't the same as lookin' down."

Then he found out who the kid was.

Then, understandably, he made sure he wasn't day dreaming and gently pulled Mabui aside
and asked, quite politely, what the fuck was going on.

"It's... complicated."

"Can you uncomplicate it?"

"Kiba-kun, he's..." Mabui trailed off, searching for words in the walls with how fast her eyes
shifted from spot to spot. It caught Darui's attention instantly, because of everything she was
as the Boss' dutiful assistant, indecisive wasn't one of them. "He's a nice boy," she finished
lamely.

"A nice boy," he parroted, tone as dry as the sand dunes he once scaled in the Wind Country
provinces. "The prisoner."

"Shh!"

Her hands latched around his bicep as they stood just outside the Seal Division workspace.
The room hummed with the buzz of Kiba and the workers elbow-deep in a particularly tricky
ten-layer seal and it was only the two of them who'd stepped out into the hall, but Mabui
wasn't one to take chances and Darui had known her long enough to pick out the quiet panic
in her face.

"The Seals Division doesn't know?"

"The only ones who do are the assigned guards, C-san, Bee-sama, and I," she said. His
eyebrow cocked at the mention of his partner. "And along with Kiba-kun came Shino-san and
Sakura-san. They're his village mates from the border town near Turtle Island. Surely you've
heard of them?"

All of the prisoners had been let out of their cells and had backstories to cover up their true
identities? Boss once mentioned to him in passing that the circumstances around the Konoha



prisoners had changed, but he figured it was nothing big, maybe a shifting of placement or a
hold on an execution date, so he'd let it be and kept his nose out of that business.

Apparently that was a mistake. And look where it left him.

He exhaled through his nose and shuffled a bit to the side to peek through the glass window
of the door. Kiba hovered over one of the tables with one hand holding a brush and the other
gesturing just as wildly as the rest of him as he and another technician tossed ideas back and
forth. His eyes were bright and every time he opened his mouth there was a flash of sharp
fangs, but he looked every part of an eager kid that talked about the latest cliffside he scaled
or the new high score he made at the arcade.

It was strange to see the cheer directed at seals, though.

He turned back to Mabui and her anxious face and exhaled again. "Okay, okay, sorry.
So, Kiba," he said. "He hasn't tried to make an escape? Nothing turns up missing from the
offices?"

"Not at all. Perhaps we believed them to be lying at the start, but," she frowned, "as per
protocol for most established shinobi nations, if a shinobi doesn't report back to their village
within three months of their return date an investigation is launched. If the investigation
yields no results in the month after that, then the case files are more often than not marked
MIA or KIA and left on a casual watch list." They both peered back through the window,
catching Kiba's laugh as the dog set his paws on the table and wagged his tail. "We captured
them in October, Darui-san. It's been six months since then. If anyone had been looking for
them, they aren't anymore."

He knew no one was looking for them, but hearing it out loud left a bitter taste on his tongue.

Darui couldn't imagine what his life would've been like if he didn't have Kumo at his back. A
village was only as good as the people that filled it, and since he would never allow his
loyalty to Boss waver nor let himself turn his back on his friends, his comrades, his family, he
couldn't even fathom waking alone in a cell after being left to die in the Lightning wilderness.

He remembered the day they'd brought in the team. Chuunin level at the highest, attacker
unknown, their near-unconscious bodies waiting for the Border Patrol like a bleeding, barely
breathing gift.

There were teeth marks in the Inuzuka's shoulder that sunk deep through the bone made by
something like a tiger or a lion, but most likely one of those leopards that roamed the country,
and a kunai stuck through each thigh. When Boss demanded more details of the scene, they
said the boy had red eyes from tears and they could hear him screaming himself hoarse
minutes before they got there.

He didn't think the circumstances would ever be clear to him with as little as anyone from the
team wanted to talk about the incident. The other information they wanted they couldn't
even ask with those disgusting seals on their tongues.



Darui rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand. Of all the lost kids Kumo opened their
arms to, why did the next bunch have to be Konohans?

Something cracked up his spine and through the muscles in his throat.

He and Mabui burst into the Seal Division workspace, him with a hand on the hilt of his
cleaver sword and her armed with a handful of kunai she hid in the sleeves of her blazer.

All Darui saw was the explosion that left his ears ringing and that the Inuzuka—Kiba—
pushed a seals technician to the ground as the brunt of the blast sent him crashing through the
tables behind him, one ear bleeding and his nin-dog partner diving towards the rigged seal to
pull it further away from the rest of the people in the room.

:: ::

The ten-layered seal they were trying to unlock had fail safes buried in the matrices, one of
which had been an explosive tag masked under a sequence that Kiba and Seals Technician
Yotsuki Kiyoi of the Yotsuki Clan, one of the ridiculously few clans under Kumogakure, had
accidentally overlooked when scanning the set-up for openings to break.

But that wasn't what snagged Darui's attention and dragged him back to the work room the
very next morning; it was that the chuunin, the boy, the Konohan, Kiba, shoved Yotsuki away
so he wouldn't get hit with the blast.

Seventy percent hearing loss in his right ear, C told them after assessing the damage and
healing to the best of his ability. Yotsuki-san would have had it worse had he not avoided the
explosion. How was that managed, by the way?

Darui's gaze swept over the now cleaned division, empty for all except himself and the
unsolved seal locked up tight at the other end of the room.

Kiba didn't have to save Yotsuki. He had no obligation, no ties, no camaraderie for his enemy
shinobi. And really, it probably would have benefited him more if he hadn't pushed Yotsuki
out the way, because even one downed Kumo-nin was a victory for the hopeless.
Kumogakure was the Konohan's enemy, his chains, his warden.

And yet.

"He's a nice boy."

... Well, maybe "nice" wasn't the best word for it.

The clack of an opening door sounded behind him and he turned, expecting another
inspection crew to gauge the room and take a look at the scroll responsible for the damage.

It wasn't an inspection crew.

It was Kiba who stepped in with his nin-dog hovering around his knees and two inked tags
hanging off metal chains looped through his earlobes. He blinked when he met Darui's eyes,



which were a little wider than his usual half-lidded stare, and scratched the back of his head
with a sheepish grin.

"Mabui-san said I was pro'lly gonna have the room to myself since the team's gonna be out
the rest of the week," he said in a way of greeting. "Uh, sorry if you didn't think I was comin'.
Do you want me ta' go, uh, sir, or...?"

"Darui, and it's fine, sorry I'm in your way," Darui said. He glanced over at the boy, noting
nothing much different save for the fashion statement dangling from his ears and the few
bandages stuck on the visible spots of skin. "What are you doing out? Thought you'd want to
recover after yesterday."

"Oh yeah, but I'm good now."

Darui blinked. As Kiba stood there with a sheepish grin and his hands in the pockets of his
track jacket, he thought of the hoard of broken stables stacked just outside near the trash bins
and the blood that stained the splintered bits.

"You're a prisoner, not a Kumo-nin," he stated bluntly. Kiba flinched minutely and Akamaru's
tail droops. "No one's forcing you to buck up until there's someone that does. You just turned
mostly deaf in one ear."

"Y'think that's gonna stop me?" the boy huffed. His eyes narrowed, feral at the edges as
something stone cold spiked out from the dark depths of his pupils. Darui's bored expression
morphed minutely at the sight—a sight far differed from the rowdy troublemaker he saw just
the day before. This one was wired. Wild. "I got banged up in that explosion, so what? I fixed
it." He jabbed a thumb at the tags swinging near his face. "Diffusion and amplification seals.
Shino told me 'bout hearing aids once and it's like the same thing, just for shinobi." Akamaru
woofed lowly and pointed his snout towards the lock box, and his partner looked down. "Oh,
right!"

And just like that, the darkness in his eyes was gone and the fanged grin touches back on his
face. Darui could've gotten whiplash with how quick those emotions had come and gone,
how they swirled in a way that he wasn't quite sure that even Kiba knew that he'd done it.

Was it from his time in the cells or something before that, Darui wondered.

"Heard they locked up that seal after it went off on us," Kiba said, ambling towards the metal
safe in the corner of the room. "You have the key? I wanna take another stab at it, if that's
cool."

The drive to work on the very thing that nearly killed him less than twenty-four hours ago
startled Darui again, and this time he was getting annoyed by all these surprises. A prisoner
was all this boy was; a young, abandoned, genius prisoner that Konoha let slip through their
self-righteous fingers.

He was starting to see why Mabui liked him so much.

He nodded once. "Sure."



Darui twisted the safe lock as both Kiba and Akamaru glanced away to leave the combination
out of their hands (honestly, what was that? The kid was out of his mind) and carefully set
down the seal configuration on the closest unbroken table.

Kiba lit up immediately and unfurled the thick scroll until it spanned the length of his
workspace as Akamaru curled into a ball close to his feet, head on his front paws and his eyes
half-lidded as they never strayed from his partner.

'Loyal,' the Kumo jounin mused to himself as he plopped on a wooden stool opposite the boy.
Elbows propped on the table and his chin in his hand, Darui watched as Kiba dipped a brush
ink a newly opened bottle of ink and flew through matrices and sequences like he was born to
do it.

It was intriguing to watch him work, honestly. Darui was never one for seals despite how
integral of a part it had in Kumogakure's foundations. Every careful stroke of black and every
messy scribble on scratch paper felt like standing in the middle of an art museum when you
knew nothing about art; frankly confusing but entertaining all the same.

About thirty minutes into the comfortable silence, Kiba spoke.

"Um, Darui-san, is it true that Sakura's the sparring partner for this dude named Killer Bee?"

"If she's that pink-haired girl who's always with him, then yeah," he affirmed. He wasn't too
sure of the name, but he'd caught a glimpse of the nin with one arm missing and the other
clad in white bandages and a vambrace of blue-dyed yak hide most definitely meant to cover
her prisoner identification.

"So she's okay?"

The genuine worry in Kiba's face hurt a bit to look at. If he remembered correctly, the
Konohans had all been separated since the moment of capture and hadn't seen each other
since.

"Okay enough that she can keep up with Bee-sama." Which was a trip in itself to find out. No
one could keep up with Killer Bee—not with his eccentricities, not with whatever caught his
attention next, and definitely not with the stamina he never seemed to run out of. But from
the whispers that sometimes floated by him, the girl tried, and by god she tried.

He told Kiba bout the one-armed cliff climbing, the taijutsu spars that were said to last for
hours, the way she apparently just didn't stop even though it was clear that she needed to.

And Kiba just laughed, his eyes flashing with a watery shine.

"She's always been like that, y'know," he grinned. "And Mabui-san told me 'bout Shino too,
that he's workin' at the hospital and stuff and it's... it's good. That they're both okay." He
glanced back at the place his and his team's sealed scrolls were kept, unbroken, and his grin
fell off his face. "Um, Shino has a medical inventory book he likes ta' keep track of an' there's
a sword Sakura like ta' use. Can uh, can you get those to them? They'd really like it. Please."



Darui stared blankly, blinked, and dropped his chin back into his hand. If he noticed the boy's
eyes had grown even shinier, he didn't say anything about it. "I'll do what I can."

(Shino and Sakura get their things within the week.

But he didn't tell Kiba that.)

:: ::

April Howls Softly at the Moon

:: ::

It had always been on Sakura's agenda that she learn one-handed seals. It would have been
more practical that way with one hand molding chakra for jutsu while the other held a kunai
or sword to deflect any bodies or projectiles that got in her way.

But then the Coliseum happened; Incident #2.

(She wasn't looking forward to whatever Incident #3 would have in store for them. Third
time's a charm was the saying, but Unlucky Eight was never unlucky on a whim.)

Sakura swallowed down a few gulps of some energy drink brand they didn't have in Konoha
and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, some of her pink hair falling into her eyes.
She knew her chakra control was better than others. It had to be—she never had monstrous
reserves like her father and no matter how much she trained, it was still one of the genes that
never lent its favor.

But since her realization of it years ago, there were certainly jutsu she knew could make up
for what she lacked. Luckily for her, she'd seen a prime example of one over and over again
when she was still in Ame.

And once she mastered it, she would have to thank Kakuzu-san if she ever saw him again.

There was a tap on her shoulder and she turned her head only for a finger to poke her cheek
as raucous laughter filled her ears.

She blinked. "Break's over, Bee-sama?"

"Ah, you're so cold, I don't think I've ever seen you pop a grin," he sighed, dropping onto the
rock beside her. He knocked her knee with his and pushed up his sunglasses with a knuckle.
"But we can take a longer break, give a rest to those bruises on your shins."

Sakura glanced down at her pants which had ripped off from her bandaged ankles and pulled
up the cloth to the sight of mottled red, black, and blue. The mountains here weren't
particularly soft, she thought dryly, and she'd scraped her legs against them every time she
tried to dodge a hit by going low.

Shino would have a stroke if he found out she wasn—



A shutter knocks into her chest and her heart squeezed.

Seven months. That was how long it had been since she'd seen Shino's hands flare green and
Kiba's face smudged in black ink and Akamaru with his tongue lolled out after a long run.
She remembered each of their faces like she saw them just yesterday, but it was only in her
luck that the last thing she could recall were Shino's and Akamaru's prone bodies and Kiba
screaming to the heavens that wouldn't listen.

Seven months.

They probably looked a lot different now.

Her cheek got poked again. She turned her head to the other side. "Yes?"

"What's got ya' thinkin' way over there?" Bee asked. "You've got that thousand yard stare, I
swear, I don't know where's your care."

Sakura set her drink by her katana. "I'd like to see my team, but under my circumstances, I
know it's not possible." Bee's face was unreadable, as always, and she swore she'd learn to
read the crinkles around his eyes. "They're alive, though, and as long as they are I won't have
trouble waiting to see them again."

What she didn't say was that even if it took a million years, she would wait, because from her
skin to her muscle to her bone to her core, she knew it was her fault they were here in the first
place. If she hadn't been so different, they wouldn't have tipped the dominoes that landed
them on Shimura Danzo's hit list.

If they hadn't met her, they'd be better off. She knew that.

(But she was selfish; she loved them and she didn't want to let them go.)

((She didn't know what she'd do if she lost someone like that again.

Her father was already enough.))

Bee was quiet and contemplating, like how he usually was half the time like he was having
another conversation with someone else, somewhere else. Almost a minute later he came
back to himself, a tilt to his lips as he rubbed the underside of his chin.

"Tell me somethin'," he said. He stuck one of his swords into the dirt and leaned against the
hilt. Sakura frowned—what a way to treat a decent blade. "What was it like at that
Coliseum?"

She was instantly reminded of the stale scent of settled dust and weeks old blood. Screams
rang faintly in her ears and she can pinpoint the exact feeling a freshly sharpened ax cut
through flesh and bone as she saved the one person she shouldn't have.

She felt a sharp sting in her left arm just where her wrist would have been, and she looked
down. Still, nothing. Just bandaged right at the bend of her elbow. "Think of it as dog fighting
for bets. Except the dogs are anyone they could kidnap and collar and the ones making bets



are the corrupt rich." She tore her eyes away from her arm and fixed her gaze at a spot far off
in the distance. "But it wasn't the worst. It was training with consequences; I didn't have to
like it to know that it helped."

"Help? Help with what?"

:: ::

Bee was starting to put the pieces together.

Ever since he'd chanced upon her at Catatumbo, there had always been something off. He
noticed, Gyuu noticed, and he was sure C and Mabui and Enmu and A noticed if her and her
team had yet to have their bodies burned and their ashes sealed into the earth. The girl was
young but she wasn't stupid, and she fought nothing like those Konohans with their "moral
high ground" and subpar kenjutsu skills.

And... sometimes, when they walked through the village he'd get snubbed by the older
Kumor as usual. Sakura never asked or treated him differently when she saw, but once when
someone made an off-handed muttering about her hanging around the wrong sort, she'd
simply blinked, turned, and said, "The only wrong sort I see is somebody who can't mind their
own business. Look me in the eyes and say that again."

Bee had snorted into his hand when the passing citizen paled and quickened their pace down
the street, and Gyuuki had sat quiet and pensive as the girl, blank-faced and cold, turned back
around and continued her walk, the scars on her shoulder flashing from under her shirt.

She was someone he wanted to get to the bottom of because, well, he liked the kid. Prisoner
or not.

'You're an idiot.'

'What's up with you crampin' my style, Gyuu? Go make some friends, maybe you'll find out
somethin' new.'

'Make friends while trapped in your thick head?'

'I could always introduce ya' to Sak—'

'Pass.'

Bee huffed quietly and asked Sakura about the Coliseum. Her answer wasn't quite what he
expected.

"But it wasn't the worst," she said. "It was training with consequences; I didn't have to like it
to know that it helped."

Some of that iciness trailed back into her face. She wasn't much of an expressive person to
begin with, but he was starting to think that her chill wasn't as innate as he first thought. But
Gyuu's interest piqued at her words—neither of them would describe a 'kill or be killed'
situation as a training experience, much less one that made for a lot of learning opportunities.



"And how many training opportunities did ya' get, that ya' managed to work a sweat?"

The look she gave him said that she could see his question for what it was—her kill count—
but she answered with another beat. "One hundred twenty-four during the rounds. Twenty
during our escape. One hundred forty four in all."

Bee opened his mouth, a frown in the corners of his mouth and a question bursting on his
tongue, but then there was the tell-tale tingle at the back of his neck as Gyuu's warm, heavy
chakra washed over him. Pale pink pupil-less irises melted over the whites of his eyes behind
his dark lenses, and he straightened in his seat.

"One hundred forty four," Gyuuki's voice drawled from Bee's mouth. Sakura's eyes
narrowed slightly, but other than that she offered no other movement. Even he had to nod to
the small part of him that found it so damn interesting. "Why did you think it was necessary
to keep count?"

"It's important to keep a track record," she answered. "Keep yourself in check because no one
else will."

"And for your team?"

"One hundred eighteen for Shino, one hundred sixteen for Kiba."

It didn't skip his notice that the number of her kills exceed the other two by a substantial
margin. Gyuuki might not completely understand how humans worked or why they thought
pitting themselves against one another could ever be fun, but he was sure an institution like
the Coliseum could only work on a system that its victims had to follow to a T.

'So what're you sayin'? It's not like you to find somethin' dismayin'.'

Gyuuki didn't get to reply to his curious host, because the girl at his side shifted to face him
better and bent down into a short, polite bow. "I haven't introduced myself, but you've
probably seen me through Bee-sama," she said. "I'm Sakura. It's nice to meet you."

There wasn't an ounce of fear in the slope of her shoulders and her tone was as bold and
genuine as it had been when Bee found her pushing herself to fatigue in one of Catatumbo's
empty concrete cells.

The first thing he realized was that she knew he was a tailed beast.

The second thing he realized was that even when the scars on her shoulder had been caused
by one of his siblings, she didn't treat him any differently than she treated Bee.

'It's nice, isn't it,' Bee remarked gently, his voice a soft brush against the back of the head. 'To
get treated like you ain't some outcast misfit.'

"...Call me Hachibi."

And he relinquished control back to his host, receding back to the open space of his seal.



He said nothing for the rest of the day, his mind too filled with thoughts of weird little Ameks
and their mannerisms.

:: ::

He was going to lose his mind, he just knew it.

Motoi stared at the pink-haired kid standing in front of him, a katana slung across her back
and probably the blankest expression he'd ever seen on anyone across her face. He hoped she
didn't notice how much he was losing his shit on the inside, but yeah, in all the years he'd
been stationed as head supervisor on Genbu, the Turtle Island, he'd never had someone just...
show up. Maybe she was lost? Yes, lost. Just happened to wander onto Kumo's sentient
training ground that was literally an enormous turtle that floated around the coast as she
pleased.

"I don't think I'm supposed to be here," were the first words that came between the two of
them, and Motoi's face slowly dropped into his hands.

"I see," he sighed. He inhaled deeply before he rubbed the dark green tattoo over the bridge
of his nose. "Well, you're here now, so I suppose there's no harm in registering you. The
barriers signaled another body upon arrival, though—may I have your names and villages of
residence?"

"Sakura, no surname. I was originally from Imvula, but I've been staying in Kumo to improve
my kenjutsu," she replied.

"Imvula? The border town close to the South Coasts?" he questioned. At her nod, he hummed
and tucked the information at the back of his head. Imvula, the Rain Village, no correlation
with Amegakure, the Village Hidden in the Rain. "Alright. Your companion, then?"

"Killer Bee-sama. I've heard that all the Kumo-nin know him."

Motoi's back went rigid, but he hid it as best he could as he pulled a small notebook from his
vest to flip through his notes and prior registries. Of course Killer Bee had to catch him off
guard with a visit today; the one person he could never look in the eye that brought along a
strange kid that wouldn't break eye contact if he wasn't the one to do it first.

But karma hated him anyways, so he might as well go with it.

"I don't know if Bee-sama's told you, but he's made friends with every animal on the island
including Genbu herself and with every visit he takes the time to greet most of them, if not
all."

"... Ah."

"You could do as you please here, really, as long as you're not harming any of the inhabitants
or causing intentional damage. Which you're not going to do, are you?"

She quirked a brow. "Not that I planned."



He narrowed his eyes. "I'll take your word for that. Against my better judgment." He shook
his head. "But if you're going to wait for Bee-sama, I suggest training at one of the many
available fields except field number six, or find something to keep you otherwise occupied
for the hours you're probably going to spend here."

"I'll train then," Sakura said. "Field six, that's the one two to the left from the entrance, right?"

"Yes." Motoi blinked. "Wait, how did you know that?" He knew the field numbers by heart
from all the years he'd worked here, but the numbered posts had all been taken down some
days ago and the new replacements had yet to be repainted.

"It's the only one with a genjutsu over it."

"How long did it take for you to see it?"

"A minute or so. It caught my attention when I was walking towards you." Her blank eyes
twisted with calculation as she squinted. "Why?"

Why? Because it shouldn't have taken a measly minute for one of his genjutsu to get noticed,
especially when the purpose of the one over field six was to direct people's attention away
from it without realizing their attention was being forced elsewhere. Normally it would catch
a shinobi's eye if they'd been on the island long enough to figure something wasn't quite right,
but this girl comes in and does it immediately? On the first visit?

"You're a genjutsu type," he noted with surprise. Her brows furrowed. "Oh, were you not
aware? Only genjutsu types could have seen through an illusion like that so quickly."

"I might have noticed something once," she replied. (She remembered holding her father's
hand in a cemetery and seeing trees that looked so wrong in her eyes before a kunai came
from them and clipped her arm.) "But I never got trained in it."

And that was odd. Because her talent for it, from what he'd seen, could be curbed into
something extraordinary.

"Did you ever want to learn?" He tucked his notebook back into his vest and took a seat on
the trunk of a felled tree. Sakura eyed him warily, but took the open invitation and sat a step
or two away with only the slightest hesitation.

"I guess it was something I never got to focus on."

"Are you interested in learning?"

"Are you offering to teach?" she shot back.

Motoi leaned back with a hum. Her defensiveness shouldn't surprise him—here he was, a
complete stranger trying to pry into the history of her skills and talents. She had every right to
be worried and didn't seem used to the Kumo-way of scooping up the worst to make them the
best, and scooping up the best to make them better.



When he thought about it, he supposed teaching wouldn't be so bad. With all the time he'd
spent on Genbu passing the years with only animals and short visits from other Kumo shinobi
as company, it got a little lonely from time to time. He was lucky he usually preferred the
quiet and the solitude and the sound of rolling waves that pushed against Genbu's great sides.

But, teaching wouldn't be too bad.

"I suppose I am," he answered honestly, lips tipping up at the first time the girl broke her
expressionless mask by letting her eyes grow a fraction. They quickly snapped back to a
glare, though, as her own arm shifted closer to the katana at her hip.

"What's in it for you?"

"I'll get my first student to continue on what I know. That's a good enough reason to want to
take you under my wing, isn't it?" He shrugged. "But it's your choice. I'm just a jounin who's
only getting older."

Her stance didn't lighten and her hand continued to hover over the hilt of her blade, and if she
kept looking into his eyes she would see the way dark depths sparked in approval. He didn't
have to ask her to prove herself, he didn't need to fight her to make her show her resilience.

In the way she never let up, the way she persevered with everything she must have lost...

It was proof enough for him that she must already be someone exemplary.

Eventually, Sakura lowered herself into a slight bow. "I would be pleased to take you up on
your offer...?"

"Motoi." He clapped her shoulder a few times to get her to straighten up. "Nice to meet your
acquaintance, Sakura-san."

Not too far away, Bee smiled to himself as he scaled a tree to watch a number of Himalayan
Jumping Spiders crawl around the branches.

:: ::

But May Was Never Kind

:: ::

The hospital was stressful. There were medics rushing the halls, nurses filling out paperwork,
beeps and clunks and clicks sounding off in the building that would never hush. It was
bustling, it was frantic, it was chaos—

And Shino loved it.

He didn't know exactly when the idleness started on him like an itch he couldn't scratch, but
he noticed how quick irritation started to settle if he wasn't reading or writing or sewing
strands of muscle together. His kikai felt the same way too, and Shino managed to convince
C to at least let his colony flit around the vents and blame the noise on the air conditioning.



He stopped by a window in the hall, one hand in his white coat pocket and the other holding
open the file he's in the middle of reading. The skies aren't the same deep blue like in Konoha
and much of it was drowned out by the clouds.

Everything was paler and the sun didn't feel quite as yellow.

And even though nothing was the same, the village was like a breath of fresh air in his lungs.

"Shino-sensei!" a nurse called ahead of him. "C-sensei requires your assistance in Emergency
Room Three!"

"On my way!" he returned. As he hurried toward the stairs and made his way down to the
first floor, he paper-clipped the page he left off and set it on the administration desk before he
slipped into the emergency room. He pulled on a pair of gloves from the rack on the wall and
tugged them on as he shut the door behind him and approached the burned, unconscious body
on the bed.

Odd that it's only C and him there, and there were no nurses checking vitals.

"Training injury?"

"Field mission," C corrected. Shino assesses the angry red burns that curled, leaving no
centimeter unscathed with the sheer amount of top skin layer that had been singed right off.
He brushed some of the stray blonde hair that was soaking up blood from the wounds.

He'd seen those burns before.

"Tailed beast chakra," he recognized. C flinched, his head shooting up. "It causes permanent
disfigurement no matter how severe the injury and requires immediate attention to address
possible internal damage."

"How did you—"

"I've treated it before." An image of Sakura's dim apartment flashed behind his eye and there
was a phantom feeling of blood on his fingers, sweat on his brow, and a tunneling vision from
the sight of burnt cloth buried in weeping gashes. He shook his head and clenched his fists
when the threat of tremors started to creep down his arms. "There's not much we can do but
assure whatever needs to be healed is healed." But when he lowered his head back towards
the body, he saw the tips of their patient's finger slowly but surely knitting itself into a normal
skin color. "What..."

"This... isn't a typical Kumo-nin," C started reluctantly, but Shino had already turned his ear
away as his brain kicked into overdrive. Chakra burns, self-healing, only him and C attending
to the patient; only one viable explanation rose and he supposed it wasn't a stretch.

"No, because this is a jinchuuriki," he interrupted, and the medic across from him paled.
"How did I come to this conclusion? Those capable of wielding healing chakra are scarce in
Kumo, as you've once told me, and I doubt any of them are capable of such an advanced
healing capability that can be utilized in an unconscious state. In fact, the only person who



may be able to perform such a feat is Senju Tsunade." He tilted his head, oblivious to the way
C tensed.

"Look, if you have any problem with jinchuuriki I suggest you—"

"Whatever needs to be done has to be within the short window between time of injury and the
end of the healing period," Shino continued, too engrossed in his thought process to have
heard anything at all. His hands flared a careful mint green as he hovered one hand over the
torso and the other over the heart. "Thirty minutes is my estimate." He glanced up and
frowned. "C-sensei?"

C blinked out his stupor, his hands glowing chakra-scalpel blue and a slight smile on the
corner of his lips. "We need to get the bone shards out of her left arm and right leg before
they're completely healed in and we have to dig it out ourselves. Remember what I taught
you about using chakra as a tool?"

"Stay away from the veins as much as possible."

"Good, keep it in mind. Let's get to work."

:: ::

The jinchuuriki's name was Nii Yugito and she was host to the Two-Tailed Cat. Many looked
up to her and her skill and just as many, if not more, feared her all the same.

Shino lent an ear to the whispers of his colleagues where he'd learnt just a couple of things.
One, of all the times she'd come to the hospital, only C and the same one nurse had come to
her aid. Two, the longest she'd ever been unconscious without signs of waking was twelve
hours, most likely due to the nature of her beast.

It had been twenty-four hours since he'd been called to assist her healing and she hadn't even
twitched.

There was something wrong, and Shino was going to figure out what it was.

Call it intuition or paranoia, but a sudden change for anything called for suspicion. From all
the eavesdropping he'd done on his classmates at the Academy to the spying he'd done once
he started to carry the Unlucky Eight name, he learned how crucial it was to never count out
the 'stupid' or 'impossible'. Underestimation led to downfalls, and downfalls could lead to
death.

On one of his breaks he entered Yugito's room and flipped through the clipboard hung on the
foot of the bed. Because there was no nurse that accompanied him on the clock as per C's
orders (just to mind his training, was the excuse, because they couldn't just say a prisoner
couldn't wander without supervision), the door was cracked wide open.

"No change," he muttered to himself. "How is there no change? All the medication has been
given, all internal and external injuries have been healed..."



He walked around to the IV bag and took a sample of the solution. A quick glance out the
door showed no one passing by, and he wasted no time dropping the sample into a vial of
clear liquid he'd produced from his coat. A quick inversion of the container and the mixture
remained clear, free of any indicative color.

That ruled out sabotage, then.

Shino straightened one of Yugito's pale arms and searched for a vein near the joint of her
elbow. He pricked her freshly healed skin and smeared some of her blood on the pad of his
thumb. Plucking out the medical inventory book C returned to him two months ago, he
opened to the back cover where his self-made pocket still held the seal papers Kiba drew up
with a jutsu Sakura manufactured one night after dinner.

One bloody thumb-print later, the seal brightened and dimmed, but didn't change color either.

"If nothing's wrong with her blood either, perhaps..."

His eye drifted towards the door again. Even after running every possible consequence in his
head, he shut the door, locked it, and let his kikai swirl around the room.

:: ::

C tapped his pen against his desk as he sat in his office, tens of papers waiting for his
signature but his thoughts a million miles away. It was about that time of year again for staff
evaluations that would eventually be read over by the Cirrus Central Hospital head and then
eventually Raikage-sama himself, and rarely was there ever an employee that came out with a
poor assessment.

Which came to the problem of the newest medic working the rounds.

When he picked Shino up from Catatumbo, he was expecting a medic that could at the very
least take up the slack and keep the rest of them from shouldering too much work. He thought
the hospital would have a new medic to take on simple cases like broken skin and snapped
bones, or would take up the duty of going through the routine check ups all shinobi were
required to attend to once a year.

But what did he end up getting? He got a medic that could pick up a plethora of anomalies
three minutes after a simple scan, could be as efficient without chakra as he was with chakra,
and could correctly identify chakra burns by sight and hold no prejudice for any patient he
worked with.

And much to his disgruntlement, those things he listed were only the few of many.

To put it simply, Shino was brilliant and he had no idea how Konoha let this one go.

He frowned. And if the boy had been left to rot in Catatumbo, there would have been nothing
left of him but scar tissue and healing hands.

A knock on the door resounded, and C straightened. "Come in." A nurse bustles through and
set another stack of files by his side. He withheld a sigh. "More evaluations?"



"Got it in one." She smiled pityingly. “This is the last batch of them, if that makes you feel
any better."

"A bit. Thank you," he said. He clicked the top of his pen before setting it down. "If you're
going past the break room, could you get Shino for me? I need to talk to him about some of
the upcoming appointments we have later today."

"Oh, he's not in there."

C could pinpoint the exact moment his blood started to freeze.

“What do you mean?”

“I stopped by the break room before coming here and the only one in there was Q-sensei
eating his lunch and—C-sensei?”

C was up on his feet before he even got a chance to think and brushed past the nurse with a
quick 'excuse me'. His office was on the top of seven floors and there was an endless amount
of units he could check to find the wayward medic.

'Had I let my guard down? Was he waiting for the perfect moment?' He burst through every
door he passed and looked through every single viewing window. 'What was I thinking,
letting him roam and interact with the Kumo citizens? I shouldn't have been so desperate—I
shouldn't have taken the chance.'

He'd skimmed three floors before he was struck with a thought.

C shunshinned to the second floor, the step-down unit were all patients were under
intermediate care and ran towards recovery room eight. In the plastic pouch on the wall just
outside was the file labeled Nii Yugito with her shinobi identification picture of all to see.

He grasped the door handle and tried to turn it. It didn't budge.

There was a rush in his ears as he tightened his grip and forced it in so hard that his hand
went through the door and ripped the locking mechanism from its frame.

C barged through the door, and the scene that welcomed him was one that he probably
wouldn't forget.

Blood streaked out of Yugito's nose and ears as Shino stood by her bedside, black insects on
half her face and half of his as he cradled a wriggling mass of white worms in the palms of
his hands.

"There were parasites in her brain," Shino greeted. One of the worms dropped onto the floor
and a small team of kikai swoop down to immobilize it. C's jaw unhinged. "When would you
like to conduct further research?"

:: ::



Itachi didn't feel it was right for him to intrude on his partner's space; he was entitled to his
own secrets and traditions, and perhaps in this case, his times of mourning the wife and
daughter he barely spoke of.

Kisame sat in front of a grave, cross-legged and rain pouring over his uncovered head. His
cloak was absent as well as Samehada, and the grounds were alight in neon white depictions
of lambs and lions that ran all the way from the gravestones to the brick walls that barred the
cemetery. Just like the rest of the art that scattered Amegakure, even these ones had meaning,
and they might as well have been the most sentimental of them all.

Itachi shifted from his spot beneath an overhang just a ways behind the graveyard gates, just
out of his partner's line of sight but his partner perfectly in line with his.

Kisame was never a quiet, somber sort of fellow. There was always a friendly air about him
despite his pointed teeth and the way his posture screamed for a fight. He joked as he pleased
and laughed out loud all the same, but there was never an ounce of disrespect he carried in his
huge, muscled body. Every opponent he addressed with the same courtesy as his comrades
and he always upheld his top moral of never killing or harming children.

A kind criminal, Itachi thought. Maybe it was a bit oxymoronic and maybe that description
won't ever make sense, but at this point he doubted he'd ever meet another person like
Hoshigaki Kisame—someone who had no reason to look upon the world with a chuckle and
a grin, but did anyways.

And, someone who always seemed to remember his favorite types of tea and the off-fact that
he always liked eating dango in even sticks, never odds.

Itachi's brow furrowed.

The rain continued its merciless onslaught and he unconsciously tightened his cloak around
himself as his breath came out in puffs of faint white. Now that he thought about it, it was
Kisame who nagged him to go to his appointments, cooked his favorite meals whenever he
happened to be at his apartment, could always manage to find a book at the bookstore that he
himself was never interested, but Itachi was always surprised to enjoy.

He scoffed lightly and shook his head.

'It's his kindness,' he thought softly, 'that I always seem to be taking advantage of.'

"He's visiting his daughter today, it seems."

Konan appeared beside him, aloof and as chilled as the air around them with her arms crossed
over her middle and not a single drop of rain on her skin. Itachi tilted his head.

"You know of his daughter."

"I used to look after her whenever Kisame-san was away," she said. She glanced at him
briefly before her gaze flickered back to the cemetery. "I understand your confusion. It's hard
for him to speak of her even after all this time."



Itachi didn't blame Kisame. He can't. How could he, when even at night when he was all
alone and his parents' names refused to leave his lips without a burning in his throat and tears
swelling just behind his eyes. He regretted and regretted and regretted and regretted, and
when he looked at Kisame it was almost like he never did. He lost everything, they both had,
but for Kisame it was never his own fault.

That was the difference between them. Because Kisame was a good man,

'And I'm not.'

"I believe it was best for the two of you to be partners," Konan said. "It's good for you. The
both of you."

Itachi turned back to ask what she meant, but there was nothing beside him but the cold and
the rain.

:: ::

"I heard you were the one that saved my life."

Nii Yugito leaned against the entryway of Greenhouse Five and watched as a boy spun
around in his chair, his sample left in the microscope and his goggle-glasses hanging around
his neck. She noticed how his right eye shined and didn't move in tune with the other, but
before she could observe further, his gloves were peeled off and in the nearby trash can and
he was readjusting the glasses over his face.

'My, it turns out the boy is as interesting as C-san made him sound.'

"I noticed the parasites," he replied. He stood to smooth the wrinkles in his coat and extended
his hand. "Shino. It's good to see you've made a full recovery, Nii-san."

She took his hand and gave a firm shake and a friendly smile. "You dug around my brain a
couple days ago, Shino-san. Call me Yugito."

"Yugito-san, then," he acquiesced. He gestured towards his work bench. "Would you like to
take a look at what nearly killed you?"

"Morbid," she snorted. "But sure."

Yugito leaned over the table and peered into the twin ocular lenses he pointed out on the
microscope. Under the harsh white light under the viewing table, she spied a few flat things
writhing in the petri dish.

"These worms are of a chakra-consuming variety," Shino explained. He picked up a scalpel
and directed her gaze to the thin, pink lines that sprouted from its ends. His fingers were
covered in scars, she saw, and it seemed to extend past the bandages and his sleeves. "They
have the ability to mask themselves in what they devour, making it nearly undetectable for
medics since they complete most screenings with chakra as well."

"So how did you spot them?"



"I employ the use of non-chakra standard scans," he replied. "Why? There is a chance to
catch things that chakra cannot, as exhibited with your case." He set the lid on the petri dishes
and raised his head back up to her. "Prior to your admission to the hospital, have you gone
swimming in questionable waters or consumed meat that hadn't been fully cooked?"

She blinked. "Oh, uh, I had some fish from a stagnant lake, but I thought I wouldn't have to
worry about that if I cooked it through enough." Her gaze followed his hand as he jotted
down bullet points on his notepad.

- Heat resistant? Devise experiment.

- Life span without viable hose? Continue current experiment.

- Living conditions? Follow up with C.

- Visit Cirrus Central's store rooms for more samples.

He was a more competent medic, Yugito mused. When she'd woken up at the hospital mildly
disoriented and Matatabi hissing at her in furious worry in her head, C had come in shortly
after with an account of just what happened to her and the fact that he hadn’t been the
attending medic at the time of the parasites’ discovery.

That probably surprised her more than anything; she was a younger jinchuuriki with far less
social pull and experience than Bee, and much of the hospital staff were wary of taking her
on ever since that incident of an intern burning their hands on Matatabi’s chakra and
scorching the ends of those nerves.

It wasn’t like it was her fault the intern hadn’t been paying attention, but the damage was
already done and she was pushed further on the outskirts of Kumo’s social circles.

"As long as you continue to take your medication as directed, all of the parasite residues
should be cleared from your system and your name can return to the active mission roster in
two weeks' time," Shino said. "If you have any questions, feel free to ask."

'There are scars on his neck as well, Yugito-chan,' Matatabi remarked with lingering
interest. Her tails flicked behind her in her host's mindscape. 'Those are most certainly self-
inflicted.'

Yugito pulled back from the microscope and planted her hands on her hips. "I've got just one:
who are you?"

His brow furrowed. "Who am I? As in, my origins? I hail from Imvula—"

"C told me the same thing, but I knew it was a lie from the moment he told me. And seeing
you now only cements that truth," she said. The crease between Shino's eyebrows leveled out
as he tucked both hands in his coat pockets. “Other than that, you certainly don't have the
subtle lilt in your vowels that all natives share." She smiled. "It's quite a small border town,
Shino-san, and while you and C have everyone else fooled, I'm sorry to say it hasn't swayed
me."



"Then there's not much I can say," he admitted. "It's all under C-sensei's jurisdiction, but all
the time I spend out of the hospital is in Catatumbo Penitentiary. Why?" Her eyes blew wide
as they tried to search for the lie in his face. "I'm certainly not a guard, which leaves the only
other option."

Yugito was stunned.

Her life was saved by a foreign prisoner.

'Who knows I'm a jinchuuriki, but doesn't care regardless.' And he must be trusted, especially
after the stunt with her case, because he was the only one in this greenhouse and she knew C
well enough that he would've never let a prisoner to themselves if they posed even the
slightest threat to the village.

'And what does that mean to you?'

'That if he doesn't care that you're with me, then...'

A smile was back on her face, but it was much softer than the last. "I just remembered what I
came here for." She bowed deeply, and Shino shuffled a surprised few steps backwards. "I
wanted to thank you for saving my life, and that you'll have my unending gratitude for
everything you've done."

"Yugito-san, there's no need to thank me. Why? Because all I've done is my job," he
protested.

"And that's more to say than a lot of other people," she replied with only a drop of resigned
bitterness in her voice. But it was gone when she addressed him again as she took in just how
young he was. Too young to have been captured and locked in Catatumbo. Too young to have
possibly known about the parasites in her brain when no one else did. But here he was. "I
would've died if it weren't for you."

He ducked his head. "I had only done what was necessary."

Matatabi purred, satisfied. 'Ah, how modest. Such a rare find these days.'

"Well whatever you call it, I'm thankful for." Yugito glanced through the glass walls of the
greenhouse. "Sorry I have to cut this visit short, I need to meet with Raikage-sama to turn in
my mission report." She flashed him one last smile before she headed for the exit. "But I'll
see you around. Let me know if you need anything, alright?"

She turned around—

"Actually, Yugito-san, could you do one thing for me?"

—but the call from behind has her looking back over her shoulder.

"Please be careful when eating fish from dubious bodies of water," he deadpanned. "Brain
parasites truly aren't a prime source of nutrition."



She laughed. "I'll do my best."

She would definitely pay more visits to the hospital from now on.

:: ::

And in June, the Rain Would Swoon

:: ::

Kiba had been combing out a pretty ridiculous knot from Akamaru's fur when his cell door
clicked and swung open, revealing Darui in his usual uniform with his sword slung along his
back.

Kiba cocked his head. "Uh, didya' need me for somethin' else?" he questioned slowly.
"Mabui-san walked me back probably, like, an hour ago and it was pretty dark when we were
comin' back so, oh shit, wait, are you guys gonna kill me? Like, is this it? Okay, well, I guess
it took you guys long enough but I thought we really had a thing goin'—"

"You're not getting executed," the jounin interrupted amusedly, holding off a snort at how the
boy sagged in relief. Someone might as well have told him he wouldn't have to take a test and
he would've reacted the same way. "You're getting transferred to another cell. Get your things
and come on."

"Wh—another cell?" Kiba hefted himself to his feet and swooped his scrolls, ink, and
brushes into his arms, and Akamaru scrambled onto all fours and latched onto his partner's
spare clothes. They were led out the hall and up the spiraling stairs instead of the usual
downwards. "Somethin' wrong with ours?"

"Did you like your old cell?"

"Nah, it sucks," he answered honestly. This time, Darui did snort. "But I'm pretty sure that
was normal prisoner treatment. You sure we're definitely not gettin' killed?"

"Do you want to be?"

"Uh, no, but I'm just askin'."

They ended up somewhere on the top floors, Kiba noted cautiously. One had an open
entrance with no door, and a quick glance inside showed him a clean space with room for
storage. But the other had the same thick metal door as his old cell, and as Darui swung it
open and ushered him inside, he saw...

He blinked. And again. Then he rubbed his eyes with his sleeves and blinked a few more
times and strained himself to make sure his eyes weren't acting up.

The new cell was as big as Sakura's apartment back in Konoha; the walls were painted a
cream color and a bookshelf spanned an entire half of one wall. To its right was a plain gray
couch and to the wall adjacent was a cluster of beds that Akamaru carefully poked at with a
damp nose.



"What's..."

Across from the book shelf was a connecting door that led to a bathroom equipped with a
single sink, a toilet, and a shower head all surrounded by white tile. Kiba slowly set his things
down on the small brown table near the shelf and turned towards the door.

"What's this?"

Darui gestured lazily. "Your new cell." At the sight of Kiba gazing up at him with some
newfound wonder, he averted his eyes (shame, it must have been when he reflected on it
later). "This is the ninth month you've been at Catatumbo and the sixth month you've loaned
your services to the Seals Division. Mabui-san and I were able to pull a couple of strings." He
hummed. "Well, us and a few others." He coughed to clear his throat. "I'll leave you to settle
down."

The door shut but Kiba barely heard it. One of his hands dropped to thread through the fur on
Akamaru's head.

He didn't know how long he stood there staring at the clean walls and carpeted floor and the
couch he could already imagine himself taking day-long naps on.

He couldn't remember the feeling of sleeping on something that didn't have springs digging
into his back or wasn't a concrete floor. The other cell was a gray brick with nothing in it and
the Coliseum cell had just been a rotting, dilapidated—

Akamaru barked frantically, and Kiba's head snapped over to the beds.

Beds. Plural.

"I-Is... that..."

There was the sound of the door unlocking again and he spun around, nearly knocking his
shin into the table.

Shino walked in, and they made eye contact for the first time in nine months.

"Shi—OOF!"

Kiba couldn't manage another syllable as he was lifted into the air and crushed into sturdy
arms and the deafening sound of kikaichu buzzes. A face pressed into the crook of his neck
and a pair of arms locked around his middle like they hung on for dear life, and before he
knew it, he was stifling the choked sobs that clogged his throat as he wrapped his own arms
around his friend's neck and breathed in the familiar scent of herbs and antiseptic and old
books.

"You grew out your hair," Kiba sniffed, a hand coming up to feel the high bun atop Shino's
head.

"And you got new earrings," Shino mumbled. They pulled away with their hands still on each
other's sleeves, and Shino braced himself to keep steady as the now-enormous Akamaru dove



into his side. Kiba grinned sheepishly and scratched the back of his head.

"So I got a story 'bout that, actually..."

"What does that mean?"

"Okay, but don't get mad—"

Akamaru suddenly wiggled until he was back on the ground, his tail wagging so fast it was
nearly a blur.

Kiba and Shino shifted back towards the door.

It wasn't closed.

And Sakura stood in the threshold, over a full head taller than them both and pink hair
cropped to the base of her neck.

More tears burst past Kiba's eyes and he shouted the first thing that popped in his head. "Why
the fuck are you so tall you goddamn sasquatch?!"

He ran and jumped into her, her good arm latching around his waist as he clung on. Shino and
Akamaru weren't too far behind and their combined weights were enough to barrel them all
into a pile by the bookshelf.

Kiba's shoulder smacked against the table, Sakura knocked the back of her head on the floor,
Shino ended up a starfish over the both of them with all of Akamaru's paws planted on his
back.

"I'm not tall," Sakura murmured. Her right arm held Kiba as close as she could hold him and
she buried her face on the top of Shino's head. "Not my fault you can't grow."

She still smelled of polished steel and fresh bandages and rain at its most violent, and it only
made Kiba cry harder.

It had been so long since he'd felt this warm.

It had been so long since he'd been home.



Of Every Cloud

In July, We've Grown Weary

:: ::

He'd come to Konoha a few times over the long stretch of months with his siblings to help
with the reparations and show their support as Sunagakure's representatives. But this was the
first time he'd come with the official title of Ambassador after a six month high strung
politics training, and as Kankuro stood before the tall wooden gates with his hands in his
pockets and a new puppet prototype strapped to his back, he figured he would have enough
time to try and track down The Worst Tourist Guide He'd Ever Met.

Nara Shikamaru was waiting for him at the gates with a slouch and a tired yawn.

"Oversleep again?" he snorted.

"Maa, more like I didn't get enough," the Konoha-nin sighed. He took the other's outstretched
hand and shook before they started a slow walk side by side into the bright village. "I'll be
your escort every time you visit, by the way. Since you're the official Sunagakure
Ambassador and all."

Sunagakure Ambassador. Temari still made fun of the official robes the council assigned that
he always managed to 'lose'.

Kankuro grinned. "You sure you won't fall asleep on the job?"

"I told Tsunade-sama my concerns. All she told me was to 'cut my bullshit and get out her
office'."

They talked about some trivial things on their easy amble to the Kage Tower, like the recent
shogi tournament held in Fang Country and the odd change of CEOs a string of companies
suddenly took up since sometime late last year, like with Hisan I.E., the Cerdo Foundation, or
The Povi Co., just to name a few.

At a lull in their conversation, the both of them basking in companionable silence, Kankuro
glanced at the buildings and red-tiled roofs so singular to the Konoha landscape. Construction
looked like it was going well with scaffolding and workers in only scattered parts of the
village instead of the whole half of it.

And while he did feel guilty for letting the Konoha Crush go that far, a part of him was still
curious about how much apathy Sakura held in regards to it. She didn't want the citizens hurt
or anything like that, but she'd been content to watch the fires blaze as long as no one was
there to burn down with it.

Speaking of Sakura, Shikamaru probably knew her, right? They were all in the Chuunin
Exams together and were part of those rookies. Rookie Ten? Rookie Six. No, well, Rookie



Some Number.

"Hey, so," he started. Shikamaru blinked and turned his head, mildly curious. "Do you know
Sakura? Pink hair, was in our Chuunin Exams? I've been meaning to talk to her about
something."

Then, Shikamaru did the weirdest thing.

He winced.

"Yeah..." he drew out. "You probably haven't heard." His voice dropped a pitch like he was
about to tell a secret that wasn't his, and Kankuro immediately set on edge. "Her and the rest
of Team Eight were supposed to be on a long-term mission with no exact end date, but a few
months ago they got declared MIA. No one really knows the details, but at this point,
everyone's leaning towards KIA."

"You're kidding."

"It's, uh, it's kinda a sore topic for our year. We weren't really friends, but you know."

"But—"

Kankuro clamped his mouth shut. The last time they'd ever spoken was when she admitted
that Konoha meant nothing to her.

But dead? Sakura the Tourist Guide was dead? No way. Not a goddamn chance. Not with
how she pulled her punches at the preliminaries or how she ignored her village's will by
chatting with him in the forest instead of fighting him until one of them couldn't stand
anymore.

Shikamaru rubbed the back of his neck. "The whole thing's troublesome, but..." He sighed.
"Do me a favor?"

Kankuro tried to push off his oncoming headache. "Yeah, what's up?"

"If you ever see a jounin with black hair and red eyes, don't bring them up to her," he warned.
His black eyes were grim with resignation in his pressed lips. "She was their sensei and it hit
her pretty hard."

:: ::

"Oi, Kotetsu."

Kotetsu's head slipped out the palm that propped it up as his chin very nearly smacked
against the reporting desk at the south entrance of the village. He leaned back to avoid a face
full of wood but grabbed the edge of the desk when his chair tipped too far and its legs
threatened to give out from right under him. "Huh? Yeah? What's up?"

Izumo handed him a few files and took the empty seat to the side. "You forgot to sign all the
reports you wrote up yesterday."



"Oh shi—hand me a pen, I'll get 'em out and delivered real quick."

"It's not due until noon, you've got a couple of hours."

"Yeah, but I shouldn't have—ah fuck, hold on."

Kotetsu hunched over the desk to quickly scribble his name at the bottom of each page, and
the moment his eyes were on the sheets, Izumo's smile turned pitying.

Ever since he'd told his partner about the fate of his one and only student, everything had
played out just the way he thought. Kotetsu didn't believe him at first, saying it was only a B-
ranked mission they couldn't have been killed on. The next morning, he found Kotetsu in the
kitchen idly pushing eggs around his plate with red eyes and a rumpled shirt.

A few days after that, Izumo didn't see him at his station and he didn't come home that night.

And after patiently waiting for him to tide out his feelings, Izumo found him curled on the
couch with an opened, untouched bag of chips in his lap and the TV turned on to a channel he
knew Kotetsu couldn't care less about.

"She was just a kid," Kotetsu murmured when the couch dipped and his partner took a seat to
his right. "A pretty weird one. Too damn tall. She was somethin' else, did you know that?
Worked hard, was damn smart—something wasn't right. I knew something wasn't right. But I
went along with it, didn't I?"

Izumo couldn't say what that meant, but he ran a hand through spiked black hair anyways.
Something wasn't right? Did he know something like this was going to happen? "Her mission
went wrong. That's not your fault."

"... Yeah. I guess," Kotetsu murmured. He turned his face into a couch pillow and sighed.
"Pro'lly gonna sleep on the couch tonight. S'comfy."

"Alright."

"... Stay with me?"

"I always do."

Izumo sighed quietly, but quickly plastered on an easy-going smile when Kotetsu turned back
to him, grinning as he brandishes the now-signed files like a trophy. His grin wasn't big or as
bright as it could be, but it was something.

These days, Izumo knew his partner would be a little more scatter-brained. A little bit not
okay, but just for a little while longer. Maybe it'll be a couple of weeks, a couple of months,
but he'd get better with time.

He'd mourn, he'd remember, he'd live.

And Izumo silently promised he'd be there every step of the way.



"You want me to take it up to the Tower?"

"Nah, I got it." Kotetsu stretched as he stood, and heaved a relieved sigh when his back
cracked. "I'll be back in a sec. Don't miss me too much."

"Won't miss you at all."

"We'll see 'bout that, asshole."

He slipped out the check-in station and headed down the path towards the Hokage Tower.

About halfway there, he passed a uniformed shinobi with green-rimmed glasses.

:: ::

Aoba took a seat on a bench that overlooked the village as he set a store-bought bento lunch
on his lap. It was that time of day when it was clear out and silent; the sun high in the sky and
resting birds cooing up in their high branches.

It was calm.

But he wasn't hungry.

He stared down at the bento for what must have been minutes until he closed the top and
stuffed it back into its plastic bag. He was alone for his break today, which really wasn't new,
but the longer he looked at the empty spot to his left the more he could feel the dull ache in
his chest creep to the pit of his stomach.

He remembered when the information on Team Eight had been released in the public record.

The news didn't come as a front page cover story or a scream from the Hokage Monument,
no, it came as silent as a knife that slipped up to his throat.

(Just the same way every other shinobi's story ended, one way or another.)

It came like finding a broken lock on your front door, threading a chill up your spine and
forcing a tremble in your chest, not knowing what was on the other side and not wanting to
find out.

It came when he left work one day when he stepped out the intelligence building as the sun
set low, red and orange and pink and purple bleeding out on the horizon. He saw Hagane
Kotetsu slouched by the exit, arms crossed tight over his chest and head ducked.

Aoba blinked. "Hagane-san?"

"You're... Aburame's Shino's sensei, right?"

"Oh! Yes, how did you know?" Aoba slowed to a stop in front of his comrade, but even then
he couldn't see the entirety of his face. "Ah, well, I guess Sakura must have mentioned it at
one point or another."



"Uh, yeah. Sa-Sakura—" Kotetsu flinched, and Aoba's brows furrowed— "said something
before, and, uh... It's just..." He sighed. "I've never been good at this kinda thing. I'm sorry."

"Sorry? Hagane-san, what—"

"Something went wrong on their mission." The words burst past his lips like a dam breaking
in a flood. "There's not a lot of details or anything and the mission got moved from the
Archives like a few days ago and I looked and couldn't find anything and I know it said they
were supposed to be gone some indeterminate amount of time, but..." Aoba's palms started to
sweat and his mouth dried. "But..." Kotetsu's voice cracked. "Team Eight's mission officially
ended in February."

Six months.

February was six months ago.

Team Eight had been... for six months...

"What's their official status?" Aoba asked, glasses fogging as his eyes misted. Kotetsu
couldn't look at him.

"MIA." The chuunin's voice was no higher than a whisper, and if he spoke any louder it
would break. He would break. "But they were given the Presumed Dead designation."

Aoba sighed.

This was a constant of shinobi life; dying on missions, dying brutal deaths, dying young.

(But it never crossed his mind that it was something that could happen to them.)

He stood and walked to lean on the railing, a sudden tiredness hugging him close like an old
friend. A small sliver of darkness curled into him as he watched both shinobi and civilian
mingling on the streets and enjoying another day in the bright Konoha summer.

But no matter how much the sun shone, he felt cold.

Lunch forgotten at the bench, he turned away and started a path back to the intelligence
building just as an Academy teacher stepped into the library.

:: ::

Iruka's here again.

The librarian wasn't surprised to see the kind-faced teacher slip through the doors with the
same stack of books under his arms, all six in the same order just like the last time he left.
He'd been in at the same time after Academy hours every third Friday and walked up to the
check-out desk with the same apologetic smile, a tilt to the right side of his lips as he bowed
shortly as he set his books on the wood.



"Renewing again?" the librarian asked. She was already scanning the barcodes on the inner
covers without waiting for a response, and Iruka rubbed the back of his head as his smile
turned sheepish.

She noticed the bags under his eyes. She pretended she didn't.

"If it isn't too much trouble. Um, I'm not hoarding all these books to myself, am I?"

The librarian glanced at the titles she'd already scanned: The Block Theory, Intermediates of
Multi-layer Seals, Fundamentals of Stacked Linkages.

"No, not really," she said, because all the books in front of her had been collecting dust until
one day a young teacher had come around in a hurry to snatch all the advanced sealing books
they arranged on the designated shelf. He'd been harried, then, with half his hair out of his
ponytail, his flak vest missing, and his hitai-ate half-hanging out the pouch on his leg. The
librarian was no shinobi, but she was pretty sure they weren't supposed to look like that.

She scanned The Evens Algorithm next, then Through Another Ink Medium, and Applications
of the Curved and Pointed End.

"Have you finished reading these?" she asked. It was the same question as all the times
before, and she only lifted her gaze when she stacked the last book on top of the pile and slid
it across the counter.

"Not quite," Iruka replied. Then came that small, sad smile that complimented his dark circles
and made him age almost ten years—weary, beaten, old. "I need to take a lot of notes.
They're important."

He lifted the stack and bid a polite goodbye, but something compelled the librarian to break
their conversational routine. She didn't watch him leave with her usual contemplative stare
and opened her mouth to call out to him instead, her chin propped in her palm and her half-
lidded eyes only mildly curious. "You should ask someone to help you get through those,
sensei. Maybe a student?"

Iruka's back was to her when he answered. (She can't see the way he held the books closer to
himself like a lifeline—an anchor.) "When my student gets back," he said. "I'll ask him."

He slipped out the front door.

It was strange, the librarian thought. He sounded so sad just then.

She spun around in her chair, missing the woman with spiky brown hair and red triangles on
her cheeks pacing briskly past the window.

:: ::

Kuromaru was worried. Of course he was, the way his partner had been the last few months.

'Inuzuka Tsume' and 'busy body' never fit into the same sentence unless the word 'wasn't' was
sandwiched between them, but they'd just come back from a two-week mission along the



rocky mountain line near Earth Country's border with dirt still stuck in her sandals and dust
coloring the fur on his underbelly brown and another mission had been slated for them to take
up the next afternoon..

They couldn't continue on like this.

"Tsume—"

"I can already hear it comin' outta ya," she interrupted. They passed the busier streets in
Konoha's midtown as they headed towards the clan district, and Kuromaru noted how anyone
in their way would scoot to let them pass. A glance up showed the downward slant to
Tsume's eyes and the thin line of her lips. Nothing like her sharp grins or the bright gaze that
always invited mischief.

"Then maybe you should listen to me."

"It's fine."

"Obviously it's not."

"Kuro, I swear—"

"Swear that you'll what?" Kuromaru bit. "Ignore me so that you can sign yourself up for
another mission to beat yourself into the ground because focusing on blood and broken bones
is better than thinking about the one thing that hurts more than all of that?" Tsume stopped
just in the threshold of the Inuzuka House, stiff-shouldered and frozen. "News flash, but after
the fifth time it gets old and after the tenth time you'll be dead and what can I say?" He
pushed—he had to. "Kiba wouldn't want to see you this way."

And Tsume snapped.

"Kiba wouldn't want to see me this way? Kiba?" She whipped around and flashed her fangs,
a little wild around her eyes and her nails digging holes into her palms. "Don't act like you
don't remember all those days you'd peek into his room and see a bed that hasn't been slept in
for weeks! Don't act like you didn't notice the empty spots at breakfast, lunch, dinner, day
after day after day! Because they were there! You saw it didn't you? Hour after hour, every
week, maybe I'd see his face, maybe I'd catch him by chance, maybe I'd get to pet Akamaru a
split second before he's out of my hands and my sight and down the street with my son who
never even looked back when he left..."

A wordless shout ripped from her throat as her hands dug into her hair. "I know he's not
coming back!" she roared. "I'll never see him grow up! I'll never see him get his tattoos! I'll
never see him and Akamaru master the Garoga like everyone else in our clan!"

Tsume fell forward to brace herself on the stair railing, turning her back towards Kuromaru
and shielding her face from the rest of the world.

"I hope it didn't hurt when it happened," she whispered. Her soul bled out by the last word
and suddenly, she was tired. Drained. And a headache was slowly starting to tap away at her



skull. "And... if it did, I hope it was quick."

She tread up the stairs, and Kuromaru didn't follow.

Instead, he stood unmoved on the worn wood floors of the house with his head held high and
his good eye unblinking and unfocused.

"Sometimes," he murmured to the empty space before him, "I wonder if you've forgotten how
much they meant to me, too."

Outside, Hana stood on the porch and stared through the open door.

The Haimaru didn’t make a sound as she spun on her heel and walked right back down the
path she came from. One of the ninken brothers made a motion to follow, but another moved
in front of him and shook his head.

Hana's fists clenched at her sides as she tried to draw in deep breaths to calm the erratic
beating in her chest. She avoided the main streets and took the narrow, beaten routes to the
east training grounds and heaved herself onto the wooden fence that held itself a little
lopsided along the way.

She pressed her fists against her forehead.

Stupid obligations, stupid missions, stupid feelings, stupid situation, stupid little brother she'll
never see again—

A tear escaped the corner of one eye.

When Kiba was still around, it was already hard to live in that house. They never outright
mentioned that once he became a genin he was just never home, and from there on, it just got
worse and worse and worse until it was just... It scared her how normal it became. To not see
him. To not include him in anything because there was no one to include.

Then Team Eight's report was released.

And for the last six months, the house had only ever been used as a place to sleep or a quick
spot to eat.

She was exhausted. The Haimaru were exhausted. Kuromaru was exhausted. Her mother was
exhausted.

Because at least back then, they knew Kiba was okay.

Hana sniffed and dropped her hands.

Stupid little brother she'd never get the chance to bury.

:: ::

The Aburame Main House was always quiet.



The Aburame, by definition, were never a loud sort of people. Recluses they were called and
recluses they stayed with their kikai that never ceased to buzz and their expressions that
rarely changed for anyone. Perhaps they were off-putting as well, but that wasn't news to
anyone who'd lent half a mind to any of the rumors that flitted about the village day to day.

And words like that couldn't have described Aburame Shibi any better. He was everything a
clan head should be: calm, collected.

Clink.

And it wasn't that he had to be, it's just who he was. A noble clan member, a figure to look up
to—

Clink.

—a father.

Cli. nk.

So as Shibi sat all on his own at the dining table with a cup of tea no longer steaming to his
left, a bowl of cold rice to his right, and a dish with oil clouding white right in front of him,
he tapped his chopsticks against the edge of a plate.

It made a low, ringing noise resonate in the room; a ringing noise that barely broke through
the thickening silence that ever so slowly started to suffocate.

It only broke when Shibi grabbed the edge of the table and flung it as he stood, not looking
up as it crashed against the wall opposite him. Rice bits and tea stain the walls and pool
around shattered ceramic that crumbled into smaller pieces as one of the chairs smashes into
the pile.

Another chair follows. Then another. When there weren't anymore chairs, Shibi's hands bled
on the vases he crushed into a fist and soaked the sleeve of his shirt as his arm swiped a glass
pitcher off the table into another jagged mess on the floor.

The kikaichu in his skin don't buzz. They can't. They won't.

And when his gaze finally trailed up, it was to the ceiling, to one of the beams that colonies
had taken to crawling around and were now all deathly quiet and still.

His eyes landed on the cluster of butterflies with clear wings lined with burnt orange.

The Greta Oto.

Shino's butterflies.

He dropped to his knees and fell back to sit on his heels, back slumped as tears finally push
past his glasses to drip down his face and mingle in the rivulets of red in his hands, silent
sobs wracking every inch of his body.



The Aburame, by definition, were never a loud sort of people.

And through all the cries his heart would scream, not a murmur snuck past his lips.

:: ::

Tenzo opened his eyes.

He didn't need to look at his clock to know it was nowhere near close to six in the morning,
the usual time he'd wake if he was in the village and there was no assignment for him to
attend to. His body ran like clockwork and, for as long as he could remember, nothing could
have changed that.

Letting his eyes fall closed for a split second, he drew in a deep breath, then exhaled.

There used to be nothing that could have changed that.

He rolled out of bed as a dimly lit 3:34 AM stared up at him from his bedside table. Three?
He'd woken up around four the last few weeks. He felt the fatigue in the sinews of his
muscles and his eyes held the begging burn of a full night's rest, but four hours was his new
max. Five, if he was lucky.

But there was no use in worrying about it now. He wouldn't be able to go back to sleep even
if he tried, unfortunately, so he pried himself off the bed and headed straight for the coffee
machine in the kitchen. He took a seat on a stool once it started to sputter and brew dark
drops from coffee beans imported from Grass Country and thought how the beans were made
a little stronger there. It might have been because of the higher humidity and milder climate,
but either way that coffee was what he needed every morning and it was probably his new
favorite brand to pick up from the specialty store by the Jounin Center.

He also thought about a team of dead children and how Danzo was no doubt content about
his blood soaked hands.

Tenzo rubbed his face and leaned against the counter. He'd known the trouble they were in
with the glaring targets painted on their backs by the Third Hokage and Danzo themselves,
and paired with the latter's almost obsessive intent on offing them as quickly as possible, it
was more impressive that it took this long to get rid of them. When the cursed seals weren't
enough when they proved themselves to be greater than their circumstances and their
consequences—

They'd been cut down at the root. Set aflame. Murdered by their own village, he was so
painfully sure.

And he should've seen this coming.

Team Eight had been a contradiction full of anger and pain, of hatred and determination, of a
chilling like-mindedness simmering with the resilience of a thousand suns. It... hurt to look at
them for too long knowing as much as he did, knowing that he'd been to blame for the ink on
their tongues that started them down the path that could've only had one bloody end.



The leader they'd been assigned must have been a ROOT member. And if he had to guess, the
'indeterminate time period' to complete the mission had been used to throw off any suspicion
so the ROOT could take as long as they needed to slit Eight's throats and reduce each and
every one of their bodies to ashes that were collected and buried to never be found again.

Mission ended in February, the public record said. MIA, the public record said.

"They could have been dead longer," Tenzo muttered to himself, an empty echo in his cold
apartment. And KIA. KIA was a much better descriptor for their status; scorned for what they
believed in, burned by the Will of Fire.

The coffee machine clicked, and he brought the steaming mug into his calloused hands before
walking back to his room to sit at the edge of the bed.

He glanced at the clock. 3:41 AM.

And beside the clock were two thin, flat planks of wood tied together in the shape of an 'x'
that was about the size of his palm. At the center was a glued tea light candle run out of wax
and a used wick crumbled to chunks in the tin holder. The notches on each end of the planks
held four wooden bars where lantern paper wrapped around into a prism, water-stained and
wrinkled.

He set down his mug of coffee, and cried.

He cried because a team of genin fought to free him from the dark.

He cried because they let him remember his own name.

And he cried because it was his turn to never forget theirs.

:: ::

Kurenai woke in the morning with a smile on her face. She took a shower, made herself a
quick breakfast of toast and eggs, and went down to the market to start her weekly grocery
trip.

One of the vendors greeted her as she ambled down the street—she was a young owner,
definitely late teens or early twenties and must have recently taken over the business from
family or a friend—and recognized her as one of the many customers that graced the district
this quiet Monday.

"Good morning, Yuuhi-san!" she chirped. "Would you like to buy some salmon today? It's
delivered fresh from Port City and I'm sure I can cut a deal just for you!"

Kurenai smiled at the young woman's enthusiasm, so full of wonder and hope and—

"I'll take two fillets, please," she said. When the vendor turned to the cutting board and lifted
a firm gray salmon out the nearest ice bucket, Kurenai took a short step back. "Ah, excuse
me, is it alright if I use the restroom real quick? I know there's one in the bakery next door."



"Of course, Yuuhi-san! I'll have your salmon sliced and wrapped when you get back!"

"Thank you, I'll only be a moment."

And it really was only a moment. Not two minutes later, she was back with a warm loaf of
bread in one arm and happily accepted the small plastic bag of wrapped salmon she was sure
to tip the vendor for. She was young, after all, with such a bright future ahead of her.

A bright...

Kurenai thanked the bubbly woman and continued her way down the line of shops and
vendors and stalls. One of the many sellers had jerky drying on hooks and filled the
immediate area with the promising smell of tough turkey, beef, deer, and to many passersby it
pulled them in if not to buy, then to peer at the process.

Kurenai didn't even glimpse in their direction.

Her pace quickened.

By the end of her grocery run she had a few more bags of foodstuff before she immersed
herself in the materials part of the market. As a shinobi she didn't splurge on much that wasn't
fight wear or weapons or first aid kits, but every once in a while it didn't hurt to indulge.

She leaned over thin chain necklaces and studded bracelets until she spied a pair of cute
earrings, these ones dark blue, and held them up to an ear as she glanced at her reflection in a
small, smudgy mirror propped up behind the baskets of jewelry.

The vendor grinned at her interest, this one an older man with white hair speckled gray. "That
suits you very well, miss! Would you like to purchase them?"

"Yes, please." The earrings were small but had gems as blue as the ocean, shined and cut in a
way she hadn't quite seen before. "Are these sapphire?"

"Spinel, actually," he smiled as he tucked the earrings in a small box before sliding it into a
paper bag. "Mined up on the great Lightning Country mountains, they were, and if I didn't
enjoy the gem business so much I wouldn't have bothered climbing around everywhere, you
know!"

He handed over the bag, and she handed over her payment.

“We also have a selection of sunglasses, if you're interested," he offered. "Can't be too careful
about protecting your eyes from the sun, you see."

"Oh, the earrings are just fine, but thank you," she replied. Her eyes don't flicker over to the
dark lenses no matter how much she wants to look at the shades, how they hid so much, how
even then, they could only hope to shield the world from an eye that— "Have a good rest of
your day."

"You as well, miss!"



Kurenai headed back home after that instead of perusing the rest of the district. A soft hum
tickled her throat and drowned out the whispers in her head and she made it back in record
time to drop off her new earrings in her room and to stock all the groceries in the kitchen. Her
nimble hands, cut and calloused from years of work in the field, opened every cabinet save
for the one beside the oven where all her baking trays and mixing bowls had sat collecting
dust for months.

She didn't bake. Not anymore.

Red eyes roved over the clock above the oven, and she blinked. Had time always passed so
quickly?

Putting away the last bunch of vegetables in the bottom drawer of her fridge, she tapped the
door shut with her hip and rushed back out the door again.

The sun hit her face once she was back on the street and she took the time to pause and
breathe in. The sounds of the village washed over her as she allowed her thoughts to pool to a
still for the first time that day. She listened to murmurs up and down the street, she heard
children laugh and it nearly made her smile—

—then a dog barked, and she was back to numbing awareness. Her mind ran rampant. Her
hair stood on end.

She started her walk down the road, and she hummed all the way to the apartment on the
other side of the village.

When Tenzo opened the door, he greeted her the same way he always did; a gaze that always
brightened when she met it and a smile that lit up her day.

She sighed in relief and followed him into his kitchen.

"Sorry I'm late," she apologized. "I was in the market district earlier and wasn't paying
attention to the time."

"Don't worry about it." He handed her a mug of her favorite tea while he had a cup of coffee
for himself. It was all he could drink nowadays, it seemed. "How have you been?"

They hadn't seen each other in a couple of weeks because of schedules and responsibilities,
especially since Kurenai had relegated herself back to an active duty jounin and Tenzo still
worked in ANBU under the iron-fisted Senju Tsunade.

It was nice to catch up with old friends. Old memories.

"I've been doing well," she says, peering into her mug.

"Are you?" Her eyes snapped up and Tenzo's smile had wilted a little. "I don't want to be too
forward, but I'm still worried."

"It's been better than before," she argued, but even that sounded weak to her ears. "I've been
getting out of bed in the mornings, I've been going out, I-I've been buying groceries—"



"You had a pink shirt you used to wear," he said. Not accusingly, never accusingly from him.
Kurenai shut her eyes and breathed in. "When was the last time you wore it?"

"... Not since then," she admitted quietly. The shirt he spoke of she knew all too well, and the
memory of her shoving it to the very back of her closet so she could only begin to forget
about it was clear in her mind. "Pink... still makes me nauseous. But it's been better. Really.
I..." The scent of tea filled her nose, but it was growing stale. "I only had one breakdown
today. In the bathroom. At the bakery."

A breakdown and the fact that the mere sight of jerky reminded her of the snack Kiba would
sneak when his friends weren't looking to distract him from his anger, to distract him from his
pain—behind every pair of sunglasses was Shino and the eye he lost and the bags he couldn't
scrub away that made his father sick with worry—whisks and bowls and batter used to make
treats for a team that used to fill her apartment with banter and laughter and secrets never
meant to be shared—every bark was Akamaru's when he lolled his tongue out and drooled
when he slept through nightmares of blood and scars and screams—pink, the color of a girl
that was too cold too smart too sharp too brave—

"Have you been to your old training grounds?"

She shook her head, and Tenzo set his mug aside to hold one of her hands, his own still warm
from his drink.

"Kurenai, you're getting better. Like you said, you're getting out of bed in the mornings—"

Only to stand in her shower for an hour until the water ran cold.

"—you've been going out—"

So the neighbors don't get suspicious. So the neighbors don't find out she's been dying from
the inside out.

"—you've been buying groceries—"

For them to rot until the stench was unbearable and she would throw them all away,
untouched.

She placed her tea on the nearest countertop, dizzy.

"Kurenai," he said again. He was quieter, he was softer, and she takes solace in his voice even
when she heard the barest break in his tone. "It's going to take a long time and it might not
ever be the same but... you'll get through, okay? We'll get through. We'll be okay."

"But you weren't there," she whispered. She pressed her other hand to her face, black hair
falling past her fingers as her shoulders began to shake. "I yelled at them the last I saw them.
I yelled, I fought, I... I was so scared. They were going to die, Tenzo, they were going to die
if they kept going. If they kept fighting. And I..." She sniffed. "I thought that if they stopped
then, it would be okay. They could rest."

Tears sprung past the gaps between her fingers.



"They left."

Her vision blurred and her throat clogged up.

"They're not coming back."

There was a warmth at her side and Tenzo was right beside her, one arm around her shoulders
and the other cradling her head to his chest. Kurenai let go of her face and wrapped her hands
around his forearms as she held him close, because he was the only one she could hold onto
now as she felt the top of her head grow damp with the weight of his own fearless tears.

He was the only other one that knew. That understood.

"I abandoned them. I was the first one to leave, and I did it when they needed me most," she
cried. Her forehead fell against his shoulder and the sobs come stronger, fiercer, fast enough
to strangle her lungs and the only thing she could think of was how much it was well
deserved.

Stars shadowed the curtain covered windows, and silencing seals glowed faintly around the
room.

Anguish bound her heart as Kurenai spoke the only thing she could say with absolute
certainty, that she didn't have to lie about, that she didn't have to pretend for.

"I let Konoha kill my kids."

:: ::

(Konohagakure was a village that learned to overcome. They were strong, dependent, tight-
knit, and ready for whatever the world could ever throw at them.

Then, there was March.)

:: ::

Choking on Shallow August Air

:: ::

The scars on his neck were straight, pale, healed. But they were still there.

As were the ones on his torso and his arms and his legs and the one he managed to carve into
his back—every single one was straight, pale, healed no matter how deep they'd been when
he cut through skin, vein, muscle, bone.

Sakura wondered what it was like for him in his cell all those months. All of them must have
been bored, and while she drowned herself in physical training he looked to have done the
same with healing.

She was glad he'd gotten work in, but she still wished it hadn't gone so far.



Shino leaned against one of her legs as he sat on the floor with his eyes closed and his hair
tangled in her fingers from her spot on the couch. An open binder of medical publications
laid on his lap right next to Akamaru's head as the rumbling of a running shower filled the
otherwise quiet room. For the past half hour she'd been trying to figure out how to tie up his
hair one-handed and hasn't had much luck, but she was nothing if not persistent and Shino
hadn't minded the soothing motions since she started.

(Sakura remembered how fast it used to take her to twirl her hair into an immaculate bun atop
her head. Every morning she would try to tie it faster than the last until it became a motion
done in a blink.

Now she could feel those same strands above her neck. At least it would be easier, now.)

She let the tresses fall against his shoulders and rested her forearm atop his head to pillow her
own as she stared at one of the walls.

"What's wrong?" Shino asked. He turned a page of his text, and Sakura tapped her fingers
against his scalp a few times before she reclined against the couch. He half turned towards
her and spied the stormy seas of her eyes, not quite as cold as they normally ran but
calculating all the same.

"Are we doing the right thing for the right reasons?"

He blinked. “What do you mean?”

"The weak are meat, the strong eat." The phrase rolled off Sakura's tongue like liquid metal.
This was their mantra, their lifeline, their scream at all who tried to end them. "Or
alternatively, might is right; the strong get to do whatever they want because they're the
strong ones, whether or not it's right or wrong." She glanced down at where the rest of her
arm would've been. "Did I bring it up because I believed in it, that we should be strong so we
could be right?" She smiled a little, self deprecating smile. "Or did I bring it up because it
was my father's favorite saying?"

(She never could be her own person apart from him, could she?)

Shino looked back at his papers, then up to the pair of dark glasses surrounded by scrolls and
books and brushes cluttered on the low table.

Being strong so they could be right. He'd never thought about it like that, and he didn't think
he'd ever fall into that category.

Because weren't Danzo and Orochimaru and Hiruzen the same way?

He sighed and rubbed his face as Akamaru lifted his head and whined softly.

"This was not a conversation I believed we would have today. Why? It was not something I
thought to consider," said Shino. He sagged against Sakura's legs, hands still pressed against
his face. "Why bring it up now?"



"I've had eleven months to think about it," she replied. Her words were a stark reminder that
they were currently in a cell in the middle of what they behold as enemy territory. "Better to
bring it up now before we never get the chance again, right?"

"Might as well call ourselves out for bein' self-righteous hypocrites 'fore we're dead." The
bathroom door swung open and Kiba stepped out in a pair of black pants and a gray towel he
was using to dry his hair. He threw the towel over the metal from on one of the beds and
plopped onto the couch as he kicked his legs up over Sakura's thighs. "So what were you
sayin'? That we're wrong 'bout what happened?"

"Not that we're wrong, but that we're going about it the wrong way," she clarified.

One way to describe Killer Bee was kind. A lot of people didn't appreciate that from what
she'd seen when they walked the streets, but the animals on Genbu never shied away from
him. Once when waiting for Motoi to finish his duties before they started their genjutsu
training, she'd sat in the shade of a tree as Bee fed a moose with six antlers sprouting from its
head.

"You know when you fight, you got a fire in your eyes and a blaze in your style," Bee said as
the moose took another bite of the carrot offered up. Sakura tilted her head fractionally. "Not
an ordinary one, not really, but there's that kick that ain't juvenile. Got a goal in mind,
somethin' that makes your gaze red and blind?"

She thought about the Third and Danzo, of kidnapped children and small dead bodies and
families who never learned what happened to their babies, of their own burned tongues and
brands and the only arm she had left tattooed with the mark of a prisoner. "Maybe."

He hummed and patted the moose's head with one hand, motioning her over with the other.
When she reached the great brown beast with its moss covered antlers and bright orange
eyes, she only hesitated a second before bringing up her own hand to pat its snout.

It exhaled a warm huff.

"It's good to pick your battles," Bee murmured. In the vast quiet of Genbu, it would've been
hard to miss his words. "Revenge is sweet, but it's poison. Careful which ones you pick to
drink 'cause you'll never know which one will kill you."

"I'm not saying he doesn't deserve it," she said just as Kiba opened his mouth. "We just need
to think about our decisions. What we choose, what we do." Sakura ran her tongue over her
teeth. "Who we'll kill."

"... I guess I've thought 'bout it. Had eleven months ta' think 'bout it too." Kiba yawned,
stretching his arms out and sagging even more into the couch. But as his eyes opened, they
held no warmth, but a frigid passion. "Honestly? Maybe we did go too far. Maybe we
shouldn't have done some of the things we did, like using the Konoha Crush to our advantage
and not feelin' guilty."

Silence pulsed around the room.



(What did it say about them that they couldn't refute that statement?)

"I still want him dead," Shino said after a moment. "No matter the level of morality to
examine and regardless of a title, of 'good' or 'bad, his decades of terror to them, to the
village, to us is something I will not stand for. Why? Because this is not due to a choice of
rightness or deserving, it's due to our circumstance of becoming victims of his power and him
using that to rot the village from the inside out." His lips curl into an ugly sneer and the
kikaichu beneath his skin trembled in a deep-seated fury that embedded itself into every cell
of his being, fostered by time and hatred. "All because we found out a truth."

"A lot of truths," Sakura agreed. "But making a list and crossing out every name on it will do
nothing. We kill him before he does any more damage, and we'll decide after that if all of this
was worth it."

Because they had no right to be the judge, the jury, and the executioner. They had no right to
decide who got to live and who got to die. they had no right to play God in this world.

But the world of shinobi was never fair.

It was unfortunate they had to learn that the hard way.

Akamaru nestled his head back into Shino's lap, a tired wave brushing through his fur.

"I really hope it was," Kiba sighed. "You know, all this trouble." He crossed his arms over his
chest and dug his head into the couch cushions. "Or we really drove sensei away for nothin'."

The silence hit again, this time harsher and colder than the last, and it took a few minutes
before Shino went back to reading his texts, before Sakura's hand was back in the thick of his
hair, before Kiba drifted off.

No one spoke for a long time but one thing was made startlingly clear.

From now on, they would never throw down the gauntlet. They would never start a fight.
They would never act on whatever wasn't their business.

(They'd learned of the Kyuubi, of Uchiha Itachi. The world won't learn about either from
them.)

Danzo threw the first punch when he burned their tongues.

So one day, the world would learn of Danzo and Orochimaru and Hiruzen and the children
who died by their hands.

((And that was the poison they chose to drink.))

:: ::

Outside the cell door, Bee and Yugito exchanged glances.

:: ::



September Leaves Burnt Our Tongues

:: ::

"This is the worst idea."

"Aw, what, you backin' out? Always knew you were a drought."

"I'm not backing out, but you know Raikage-sama will be upset when he finds out that you
—"

"Eh, what's new, I'm always making my bro pull out his hair, And what's with
that 'you' swear, 'cause last time I checked this was one of those 'we' affairs."

Sakura, Kiba, Shino, and Akamaru watched the banter between Killer Bee and Nii Yugito
like a ping-pong match from their places sandwiched between them. It was almost midnight
when the two jinchuuriki appeared and snuck the team out of Catatumbo. They never said
what it was for or what they were going to do, but Yugito had looked mildly exasperated yet
enthused and Bee was practically vibrating with excitement.

Kiba jabbed a finger at the eldest shinobi. "So, like, he talks like that all the time?"

Sakura shrugged. "He wants to be a world-famous rapper, so he practices as much as he can."

"Huh. Wildin'."

"I don't think I've been in this part of Kumo before," Shino noted as he peered down from the
roof they were all crouched on, Bee and Yugito's back and forth a constant noise over their
heads. Soft yellow lights brightened the streets and tens of stalls still steamed with grilling
foodstuffs. "Part of downtown, perhaps?"

"Got it right, kid, but we ain't gonna sit here like a volt of griffon vultures." Bee bent over
them and pointed father down the street where it ended in a sort of huge cul-de-sac with
maybe ten to fifteen buildings with signs of all kinds hung around each door. "We're headin'
down to Parhelic Circle to experience some of that Kumor culture."

"Parhelic Circle?" Sakura repeated. As the six of them leapt down to the street, Kiba
muttering about Kumo and its fake words, Bee threw an arm around her shoulders and
grinned.

"Probably one of the most important places here," he said. "We've all been getting kinida
ansty lately, so Yugi and I thought it was about time to bring y'all by." He lowered his voice a
tad."And between you and me, Gyuu's been askin' about it too."

'Shut up,' Gyuuki grumped.

"Okay, but what is it?" Kiba stressed. A quick assessment of the direction they walked
towards filled with the scent of metal and a fair amount of blood coupled with an incessant
humming noise. "Oh my god. You're actually gonna kill us this time. Guys, they're gonna cut
off our heads in front of everyone and put them on spikes and—"



Bee burst out laughing as Shino leveled his friend with one of the blankest stares he could
manage. "Kiba."

"Wait," Sakura interrupted. "Let him finish."

Yugito snorted and mussed Shino's hair over his disgruntled expression, Akamaru happily
trotting alongside them.

Even at this late hour, groups of people were clumped around vendors or had their feet
dangling from the overhangs or lazed about the suspended bridges overhead. Most looked
like shinobi but some exuded that civilian charm, but talked and laughed like old friends and
family though none of Team Eight could say any one person looked similar to the next.

They'd be lying if they said they weren't charmed. And they'd be lying if they said the sight
wasn't a reminder of one of the holes in their hearts.

They hadn't really made friends like those in Konoha, had they?

Sakura was the first to tear her eyes away from the scene that had the others so enchanted and
saw they'd entered Parhelic Circle. Even more people hung around the doorways and steps
and used the scattered boulders in the center as perches and make-shift dining tables.

But the buildings, though, were what really caught her attention.

They were all tattoo parlors.

"I guess you could say Parhelic Circle is a right of passage." Yugito grinned at their confused
faces. She pushed up her left sleeve to reveal the stunning black work of half a face of a
regal, flaming cat with the word n i b i inked down beside it. "Everyone in Kumo has at least
one of their own to show off—new genin especially." She laughed. "You get a lot of shitty
tattoo stories from those ones."

"We brought you by to meet ol' Mdumo and Siphepho," Bee beamed as he pointed to the
second floor on one of the middle brick and mortars. "Mdumo's done all my work—"

"—and Siphepho's done mine." Yugito's smile turned fond as she ushered the team up the
wood steps, nodding at the greetings from some of the younger shinobi that dangled off the
railings as the one that cluttered along the stairs shimmied to the side to give some walk
space. "Craggly old ladies, the both of them. Been together for twenty years and been
tattooing twice as long, and they get cranky if we don't pop by to say hello every now and
again. You want good work done, you get it from them—but that's just my bias talking. You
go to one artist in Parhelic, you don't go to another."

"Wait, wait, wait—hold on, just hold up a sec." Kiba spun around the two Kumo shinobi as
they all stood in front of the door with a chipped Thunder and Storm painted in dark red onto
the wood. He threw his hands up. "Lemme get this straight; it's like, one in the morning and
you brought us out here ta'—ta' get tattoos?!" He sputters. "I'm kinda losing my mind here
can you please tell me what's going on."



Bee jerked his head at Yugito. "She's already said it's a right of passage, didn't ya here? All
the Kumor get it, everyone far and near."

"We're not Kumor," Shino quietly reminded them. His hand swept up to a forearm and tugged
the ends of the bandages that hid their status, their imposed shame. But before his breathing
could quicken and his vision could start to blur, Sakura's arm slipped around his neck to tug
him close, to tether him. To remind him that they were safe. He breathed in deep and exhaled,
missing the brief glint that passed over Yugito's eyes. "There is no need to integrate us further
into your community. Why? We're aware of who we are and where we stand, but we
appreciate the experience."

Matatabi hummed as her tails swished.

Gyuuki maintained his contemplative silence.

Shino, Kiba, Sakura, and Akamaru looked up at Bee, the latter's face blank and his elbows
propped on the railing behind him. Lantern lights bounced off the dark lenses of his glasses
and the bare skin of his arms.

"You in Kumo?" he questioned, staring right at Shino. The boy narrowed his gaze.

"Yes...?"

"You've done work in Kumo?"

"Yes."

"You're friends with Kumor?"

"... Yes."

"Those same Kumor respect you?"

"I... would like to think so, yes."

"Then that's all there is to it," Bee shrugged. He clapped Shino on the back and nudged the
bewildered team through the thin doorway and into the cramped parlor.

It was fashioned into two sections: a waiting area that was maybe four seats wide and three
seats long, and a tattooing area with two beaten leather chairs and a long metal table covered
in half-done drawings, ink, and boxes of gloves. A pair of crimson batwing doors attached to
a torso-high wall separated one side from the other as designs covered every available space
the eye could land on.

Akamaru glanced up. And that included the ceilings and beams too, he guessed.

Two older women sat by the long table, one with blonde-white hair in a loose bun with wisps
that fell out stark against her dark brown eyes and the tattoos that ran from her neck to her
chest and all the way down to her wrists. The woman next to her appeared just as stern with
her black-gray hair shaved and her scalp covered in red ink.



The blonde one huffed as she stood and strode towards them with a scowl almost fixed to her
face. She stopped in front of Bee, the half wall separating them and her height only managing
to reach just below his chest.

"Hmph," she sniffed. "Six months, Bee?"

At least Bee had the decency to look sheepish as he rubbed the back of his head. "I meant to
come by sooner, Mdumo, I've just been a little busy—"

"Busy, he says!" Mdumo harrumphed. "Hear that, Isi, Bee here's been so busy he couldn't
stop by to say hello to the ol' grannies on this side of the mountain!"

"Heard 'im loud and clear!" the other called back. Yugito chuckled, but then the other woman
appeared too with a disapproving frown on her face, a caricature of a snarling buffalo faded
with age atop her head.

"Don't think you're off the hook!"

"S-Siphepho-san—"

"He might not have visited in six months, but you haven't in seven!"

Shino could safely say that standing in the waiting area of a mahogany-bricked building that
was as wide as the span of one finger tip to the other if he held his arms out on either side of
him and watching two of the most powerful shinobi in the five nations get berated by a
couple of old ladies wrapped head to toe in tattoos was one of the strangest instances he'd
come to witness.

He exchanged a glance with Sakura, then with Kiba, and when his eye moved back forward
the arguments had hushed and four pairs of eyes descended upon them.

"And what do we have here, hm?" Mdumo hummed. She propped her forearms on the low
wall and leaned forward. "Genin?" She eyed Shino's bandaged arms, the slips of paper that
swung from Kiba's ears, Sakura's missing arm, and how Akamaru sat wary and guarded. "No,
not genin. Something else, I can tell just as much." She stood back straight with a slight roll
of her shoulders. "They must be something special if you two are bringing them in for ink."

"Only if they want to," said Yugito. She looked to the silent, blank-faced children who were
nothing but prisoners in the eyes of Kumogakure law, but who had become so much more in
the twelve months they'd lived in a prison that was never made for kids like them.

They were lost, just like every other Kumor that climbed the steps from the shrine looking for
a life better lived or another chance to try again. And maybe they didn't make that choice, and
that they'd only come after getting picked up from bloody forest floors by a dying fire, but
she liked to think things were different now—that if Shino could save her life when he could
have let the parasites take her instead, then his teammates must be just as good as him if the
way his voice melted to a particular fondness whenever he spoke of them had anything to say
about it.



"So what do you say?" Yugito smiled. "Would you like to get inked, or do you want to head
back out to try some of the food stalls we passed?"

(She wouldn't know that their decision had come collectively for them, not because of the
beautiful art that wove around the shop, not because the old ladies pulled their lips up with
their chiding, not because they felt an obligation to her and Bee who'd brought them here.

But because they were given a choice.

And only god knew how long it had been since they'd been allowed to make their own choice
about what happened to them.)

Kiba perked up first, his lips split enough for his fangs to show. "I head seal tattoos aren't
popular 'cause of how risky they can get, but like is that on the table for you guys?"

"Depends." Mdumo narrowed her eyes at the boy, short with pointed teeth and hair wilder
than the bison that roamed this side of the country. "You got a design in mind?"

"I could prob'ly make somethin' up in a few minutes." He pointed to his ears. "Uh, I made
these, if that helps."

The woman scrutinized him for some moments longer, the crow's feet pulling at the corners
of her eyes, before she jabbed a finger towards the back where her and Siphepho had been
sitting when the group first came in. "Pop on back here, kid. I think we can churn out
something worth our time."

Kiba flashed a quick, mischievous grin at his friends as he and Akamaru pushed through the
batwing doors. Shino stared after him for a few moments before he slid his gaze over to the
sheets on the half wall. His face never morphed expression as per usual, but Sakura spotted
the microscopic change in his stance.

She placed a hand on his shoulder. "You should go with your idea."

"I might," he said. He tilted his head at her. "Will you get one as well?"

"I'll look around." She glanced at the few sheets closest to them. "I haven't thought about it
before, but..." She smiled slightly and squeezed his shoulder. "Do what makes you happy. If I
find anything, I'll let you know."

He grasped her hand for a beat before he approached Siphepho and her curious, glimmering
eyes. "Do you happen to have any insect designs, Siphepho-san?"

"Got a whole binder for that back here if you want to shimmy on over."

And as he and Yugito pored over the old binders Siphepho dug up, Sakura's smile falls just as
she turned to scan the walls behind her.

A tattoo, huh?



Some Amek had them, but definitely not at the capacity the Kumor had shown. Amegakure
was industrial, dark, neon, and piercing had been more of the norm if anything. Metal in
buildings, metal in bodies, metal in the syringes they used when they mixed chemicals in
five-story labs to manipulate elements into the next biggest man-made poison.

And for native Kirians, like her father—

Sakura's brow scrunched. Her gaze landed on a great white shark on one of the sheets, blue
with its body in the middle of thrashing and its teeth bared to the world, beady little eyes
shining as red coated the corners of its mouth.

She didn't know a lot about Kirians. Or Kiri at all, for that matter.

'Did I never ask?'

But even if she didn't,

'Why didn't he tell my anything?'

She looked away, focusing on a stick and poke of rain drops instead of the burning in her
chest.

"Anythin' catch your eye?"

Bee stepped up to her side—her right side, because she never trusted someone standing on
her left—and peered at the designs with her. "A magpie? Maybe a firefly?"

Sakura snorted. "I don't think those are really my style." She glanced over her shoulder. Kiba
gestured wildly to an amused yet intrigued Mdumo and Shino settled in one of the seats while
Siphepho pressed an outline onto his sternum as Yugito chatted with them off to the side.
Akamaru took his time bobbing from Kiba to Shino, tail wagging enthusiastically and his
tongue lolled out his mouth. "But I don't know," she admitted, turning back around. She
raised her eyes to his. "I don't know what to look for."

Those words struck a chord in Bee, and he didn't really know why.

"There's another part of our culture I don't think anyone's told you yet," he started. "About
apprentices and mentors, about their bonds of blood, tears, sweat. Every time a hill gets
crossed and a path gets through, they make a decision and they make somethin' new. They'll
match tattoos 'cause it's what everyone'll do, and that sets the bond in stone just between you
two."

Sakura spotted a cherry blossom tree far to her right. "Why are you telling me this?"

"Just lettin' you know that's one of your options," he said. He laid a hand on her pink strands
of hair, and she blinked as her eyes darted back and forth between the pieces on the wall as
she processed what she just heard. "What's with the look? I didn't teach you to wield a pair of
wakizashi with one hand just for fun." Her head snapped up, eyes cold and shuttered. Bee's
face eased up. "You're my student, Ibunzi. Ever since we first fought in the rain."



Sakura pushed the bark of laughter that shot up to her throat at the nickname. He'd given it to
her one day when she was so concentrated in molding her chakra into one-handed seals that
he only managed to catch her attention by poking her forehead.

But the laughter left her as quick as it came, a tiredness settling within her in its stead.

"Bee-sama, I'm not—" She shut her mouth and drew in a deep breath through her nose.
"Every morning, you bring me out from Catatumbo," she whispered just loud enough for him
to hear. "I'm not Kumor. I was never from Imvula. I'm from a village you hate, and if you
know what I am, why do you try?"

The buzz of a tattoo needle hummed in the background and Kiba exclaimed something like
the butt-end of a joke, Mdumo's cackles filling the air.

"What you are?" Gyuuki repeated just as quietly. "You're someone Motoi and my idiot host
know is worth far more than you think you are." Bee's voice spilled back from his throat as
the beast pulled back his control. "I don't know where you'll end up next week or next month,
but I know that when someone asks about my students, I'll talk about a Sakura who's better
than the village that left her to die." He tossled her hair for good measure. "You're an
exemplary shinobi now, and you'll be better than that later. You know that, right?"

Sakura opened her mouth, but not a sound came out.

She thought about Konan's cool satisfaction whenever she landed a kunai in the middle of a
target or Kakuzu's silent acceptance whenever she'd filled out an accounting page correctly or
when she'd balanced all the checks set in front of her. She thought about how her father
grinned when she perfected a kata before hoisting her high and gathering her up in a hug.

"Just like your papa!" he'd exclaimed.

But all those things were expected of her. If she didn't land the target, she would have to hear
Konan's monotonous "again." If she didn't triple check her math, she would have to hear
Kakuzu's scathing "again." If she didn't plant her foot right where it needed to be at the end of
her kata, she'd have to hear her father's encouraging "again."

Again, again, again, again.

No one one had once asked her if she wanted to do any of that again.

Not until Kurenai. Kotetsu. Motoi. Bee.

"Ibunzi?"

Sakura blinked, realizing she'd been staring straight at him the whole time and moved her
head back towards the sheets as the whispers she could never forget raised their voices.

"Remember what you witnessed here. This is what happens to fools who think they can
change the world."



"Did you understand that, girl? You're Akatsuki's homegrown advantage. How does it feel to
be used?"

"Because I'm not a good man."

"You will be an exemplary shinobi or you will be nothing at all."

"I... think I have an idea of what tattoo I want," she said. Bee leaned over in interest. "If you
and Hachibi-san don't mind."

:: ::

"Situation's weird, huh?"

Darui, Mabui, and C sat atop the roof of Thunder and Storm, the air crisp and cool on their
tongues and the sounds of faint chatter and needles filling their ears from beneath their feet.

Darui laid back against the tiling with one hand over his torso and the other pillowed behind
his head as he closed his eyes. "We already agreed Bee-sama and Yugito-san would bring
them to Parhelic, but we stopped by anyways."

"I'm curious about what they'll choose," Mabui spoke honestly. "It's an important moment in
every Kumor's life, and I still want to be here for that."

C crossed his arms. "So they're Kumor now?"

"Do you think they're not?"

Blond hair brushed against his ears as he turned his head to look out over the circle. It still
bustled far into the early, early morning, just like it always did every single night. Kumo
never slept and neither did its people and here he was, batting away that same curiosity
Mabui herself held.

He wondered—what image would Shino choose to bear?

Mabui shrugged off her companion's silence as the door below them opened and that muffled
chatter turned clear and the occupants of the parlor poured out onto the walkway. She quickly
moved to peer over the edge, C appearing on her right and Darui to her left.

Kiba slipped into their vision first, eyes bright and grin wide with his jacket thrown over a
shoulder and his sleeveless fishnet allowing the kanji for eight be seen tattooed on his right
shoulder. It was wrapped in plastic and dotted with blood, but they could clearly see the
intricate lines and dots and swirls within the simple outline and both Mabui and Darui were
met with the same realization.

The kanji was a seal, and the boy had fashioned even more seals into that kanji.

Darui shook his head, awe and disbelief in his voice as he muttered, "Ridiculous."



And Mabui let a small smile creep onto her face when it clicked that his tattoo was the color
of pure Kumo red.

Shino walked out next, his shirt tucked under his bandaged arms. The criss-cross of his pale
scars shone on the expanse of his skin, and they came numerous enough for C to hold back a
wince. He'd seen his arms when he hid the bands that marked him a prisoner and his feet in
the beginning when the boy walked around his cell barefoot, but he didn't think the scars
were... everywhere.

When Shino turned to answer someone behind him, he held a glowing green hand just below
his chest for a few moments before he pulled away to reveal the beautiful black work of a
death's head hawk moth on his sternum that spread its wings just a bit farther than a hand's
length long. The skull on it was most prominent, colored in a chilling bone white instead of
being left to skin tone like any one else would have.

C huffed, but couldn't hide his amusement. What a design for a medic to have.

Yugito followed and Akamaru bounded out with her. They were surprised to see that there
were bandages wrapped around the canine's floppy ears. None of the fur was sheared and no
ink could be seen, so there must be a design or two marked on the inside of his ears. What it
could be, they couldn't fathom.

And last, Sakura strode out alongside Killer Bee.

No arm tattoo, nor leg. Nothing on her torso either.

But then she paused, briefly, and lifted her eyes to their place on the roof.

Twin horns curled along her cheekbone just below her left eye, both a deep cerulean that
contrasted against her green eyes and pink hair. But that was not the fact that caught them;
what drew the three of them back so thoroughly was that is was the exact same shade and
placement as the tattoo that marred Bee's face, and that only meant one thing.

Sakura nodded minutely in their direction before the group descended down the stairs.

Darui sat back first, his half-lidded eyes following them to one of the food stalls in Parhelic
Circle. "Like I said—situation's weird, huh?"

"A little weird isn't so bad," Mabui smiled. She covered her mouth to smother a laugh when
Kiba pointed at Sakura's face and shouted something that made her wind her arm around his
neck and hold him down.

C watched Shino thread his fingers through Akamaru's fur as his mouth moved, sending the
trapped Kiba into a frenzy and making Yugito and Bee throw their heads back in howling
laughter. "No," he murmured. A few rays broke out on the horizon that shattered the sky into
a haze of purple-pink hues and Parhelic positively lit up like a halo in the heavens. "It isn't
too bad at all."

:: ::



But October Clouds Cried and Cared

:: ::

"Shino-san the patients are in room thirty-four to forty-two—!"

"Checked them and noted any applicable symptoms or diagnosis in their files," Shino replied
as he handed nine folders over to the harried nurse. "There was nothing of immediate danger,
but the patients in rooms thirty-seven and thirty-nine should be attended to first."

"The patient in room three in the Recovery Ward—"

"Has been given their required medication dosage and had their IV drip changed five minutes
ago."

"And the low stock of pain relievers on the fifth floor—"

"Have been restocked. I've just submitted the form to order more," he answered patiently,
gesturing to the small stack of papers on one of the resource desks. The nurse sagged forward
with a heavy groan, his braided brown hair frazzled over his rumpled scrubs.

"Shino-san, you're the best thing that's happened to this hospital in years," he sighed. He
slowly straightened to crack his back as he watched the young medic fill out his time card.
"Shift's over?"

"Yes. I'll be at the northern training grounds if you need me."

Northern training grounds? The ones Yugito-sama, Bee-sama, and Raikage-sama frequented?
"For sparring?"

Shino set his pen down and tucked his time card back into its spot on the wall rack. "Maybe a
few rounds, but I will keep myself available in case things go awry. Why? My friends will be
sparring too and they tend to have little regard for their well being."

The nurse chuckled. "You never really clock out, do you?"

"It keeps me on my toes." He glanced out the window. "I'll be taking my leave. Will your
shift end soon, R-san?"

R groaned again, and Shino's lips tugged up only slightly. "Just got here a couple hours ago,
but I'll hold the fort down 'til you get back tomorrow, I swear."

"Ah, what a shame it would be to return to a hospital half burned down because you couldn't
find a pen to fill out your paperwork."

"Please, I always keep at least three pens on me." R patted the breast pocket of his llama-
print scrubs. Then his front pockets. Then his back pockets. "... most of the time."

Shino held in a snort and bid his coworker one last goodbye before he was down the stairs
and out the building where C waited for him, hands in his pockets and his face angled high. A



gray scarf wrapped loosely around his neck, and Shino adjusted his own jacket he'd swung on
just as he stepped out into the light chill.

The green of this jacket was different than his old one. It was darker, earthier, with a hood
bundled at the back of his neck. If he could still wear his old one the scars and brand would
be much easier to see, and it dampened him a bit that this new one allowed him to hide a bit
more.

C glanced his way, his blank face much kinder than it had been months and months ago.
"Ready?"

Shino nodded. "We should hurry, though," he said. "Sakura learned a new technique and Kiba
was too excited to test it out."

"Let's not keep everyone waiting, then."

The view in Kumo was just like any other, bright with long clouds that curled like a caress in
the sky. It was nothing like Konoha or the Coliseum—there was no tang of barbecue from
Yakiniku Q or the wafting scent of ramen from Ichiraku's, there was no dust in the air to
choke on and no blood to taste like the aftermath of battle.

Kumo wasn't quite home.

But when Shino climbed up to the top of one of the plateaus to the sight of Killer Bee, Nii
Yugito, Darui, and Mabui sat amidst a cluster of boulders, Sakura with a sword and Kiba with
a handful of senbon and genuine grins on both their faces as they leapt and dodged each
other's blows with no chains to shackle them down, he warmed and a smile pulled
relentlessly at his mouth.

Kumo wasn't quite home.

But it would always be better than there.



Where Skies End

November Creeps Back and It's Been Over a Year

:: ::

The tattoo surprised him the first time he saw it.

Her and Bee had come back to the island at the end of two weeks like they always did, only
he didn't expect her to greet him with blue horns inked on her face as a clear mark for her
guidance under Killer Bee. The first thing he thought was what a bold place for an
apprentice tattoo, and the second had been oh, she's actually learning under Bee.

Bee with a student wasn't an unusual sight in Kumo. Nii Yugito had been a student at one
point or another and so had Darui, one for bijuu control and one for kenjutsu, respectively.
But Sakura was a little different than a student Bee would typically take on. True, she was a
natural hand with swords and by some turn of talent she'd achieved the impossible and
matched him for blow, for stamina, for perseverance.

But she was also a gift with genjutsu with the talent to spot and dispel them within a minute,
and able to put one forth with the one-handed seals she'd gone through too many sleepless
weeks to master. Bee didn't have an aptitude for things like that, which is why Motoi
supposed he filled in that spot quite well, and they’d both taken on the cold girl with electric
pink hair just a few inches shy of six feet tall because there was something in her that was
so… curious.

Motoi glanced over at Sakura who took to completing a set of stretches nearby.

"Did you know," he started, and she stood from a side bend stretch to meet his gaze, "that you
always look up at the trees when you're trapped in a genjutsu?"

She dipped into a side lunge stretch. He couldn't see her face from where he's standing, but he
knew avoidance when he saw one. "Do I?"

"No matter if it's induced by eye contact or otherwise, you head always drifts up," he says.
"It's odd, but as long as you can break out of whatever you're trapped in, it shouldn't affect
anything." Motoi shook his head. "Anyway, today I'll be testing you with a high level
genjutsu and we'll see how well you do with that."

Sakura nodded and moved directly across the field from him and leaves her thicker black
jacket on the sidelines, revealing a black muscle shirt and her blue vambrace. It was brisk on
the ocean today with the threat of snowfall on the horizon, Genbu swimming along much
slower than her usual self.

He frowned. "You don't want to keep your jacket on?"

"It'll be easier like this."



"You might get a cold."

"Motoi-san."

"Ah, alright, alright," he acquiesced. He should know better than to try to pick that stubborn
brain of hers. "Ready?"

She sunk into a defensive stance, her right arm held out and her left bicep pressed against her
side. She nodded once, and so did he, and then his hands flew through four seals her eyes
were quick to track. "Raiton: Raigen Raikochu!"

Blazing white light discharged throughout his body and into the entirety of the training
grounds, and from his vantage he saw Sakura's body lock and her eyes go wide and there—
her head tilted back ever so slightly and she stared into the treeline with pupils blown so wide
there was no way she hadn't been caught.

He launched at her the same moment with a tanto poised to strike her left side. It was her
weakest, her most unprotected, and it was the side he'd always go for to make sure she
learned it was the place her enemies would tend to strike first.

But before it reached, before it made contact, he saw it.

Her fingers curled in like a dying spider's legs—half a snake seal—and just before metal
connected with flesh, she whispered.

"Doton: Domu."

Her skin distorted some sort of blue-gray and his tanto slammed with a clang that
reverberated all the way up his arm. Her skin, Motoi startled in thought, it's like hitting a steel
beam.

His eyes snapped up to her face and she was still half-caught in the genjutsu with a blank face
and eyes that glowed against the dark earth of her skin and he dodged the punch slammed in
his direction.

Its shock wave left a rift in the ground and he skidded back, readying himself for another
attack.

But he stopped when he saw her staring down at her hand like she saw a ghost.

(Her skin isn't the jet gray Kakuzu shudders into with a wordless call, but it's the same
technique she'd seen over and over and over as a child, the one he used to kill those
Takigakure shinobi, the one he used to cleave trees, the one he used to hold blades without
drawing a single drop of blood, she's done it, she should be happy, but the technique made
her look like... look like...

"I'm not a good man.")

"Sakura."



Her world sucked back to the present and the color faded from her skin.

Motoi's brows creased with worry as the trembling breaths she took left quick white puffs in
the air. Whatever had shaken her put fear in her eyes—after one blink it was still there, after
two it was gone and she slowly, quietly, pulled herself back together until she looked just like
she did when she strolled onto the island earlier that morning.

"It's the first time I've successfully completed that technique," she said like she wasn't just on
the verge of a breakdown. "It's an effective defense, especially for close combat."

Too many questions ran through his head. He only asked one. "Where did you learn it?"

"Someone I knew used it often. It took me a while, but I was able to replicate it." Sakura
lifted her arm to demonstrate what she'd done.

And it was almost instantaneously that both her and Motoi noticed her vambrace had
somehow loosened when her skin turned to stone and was thrown somewhere she aimed her
punch. The bandages beneath it had in turn loosened as well and started to unwind, revealing
the three dark bands around her arm that could only mark her as one thing in Kumogakure.

Her eyes slid to his, carefully observing the contours of his face as he hand hovered over the
hilt of her katana.

She tensed as Motoi walked forward, but he simply picked the vambrace off the ground and
tucked it under his arm as he gently took her wrist to begin re-wrapping her bandages.

One, two, three times around, and he finally spoke. "You did good," he said. "Let's take a
break. Have I ever taken you up to meet Genbu face to face? No? We should visit. It's only
proper since she's allowing us to use her shell as a training ground."

He slipped on the vambrace and took care to fasten each strap into its buckle and even
handed her back her jacket after that. She tugged it over her shoulders, a considering look in
her eyes as she followed him eastward.

"You don't hate me?" she questioned as they passed thick trees and pine needles that stuck in
the soles of their winter sandals. Motoi pulled his green scarf tighter around his lower face.

"Not at all."

"Why?"

The scarf covers half his face, but it doesn't hide his kind smile.

"Because I've met you," he answered. A breeze whipped around them and chills any exposed
skin. Sakura blinked, and laughs as he patted her shoulder. "You aren't a criminal, Sakura,
and if you were you never did anything I'd hate you for."

Hearing the echo of the words she always saved for Naruto pressed a pain in her chest she
hadn't felt in a long time.



She took one last trembling breath and continued to walk.

:: ::

"I've been thinkin' that it's time you get yourself a summons, an otherworldly beast. It
wouldn't hurt to sign one, at least, and sometimes your problems on the battlefield get
ceased."

Bee and Sakura sat cross-legged along some of Kumo's taller peaks, the grounds painted in a
thin layer of snow that crunched with each step they took on the hike up the mountains. The
journey was quiet and comfortable, Bee humming a beat and Sakura marveling at the white
crystals that thaw at the touch of her bare skin.

Once upon a time, her father had promised to take her to see the snow someday.

They trudged up as high as they could go to meditate and harness their chakra while
understanding the ebb and flow of it, where they would eventually move on to her learning
how to apply techniques efficiently and without suffering a needless drain on her reserves.
She was no jinchuuriki nor had been blessed with a large chakra core, so the only way to
keep up with powerhouses like that was to learn to ration accordingly.

And now, after sitting on flat-topped rocks for maybe three hours now, Sakura opened her
eyes and glanced at her mentor as she brushed the snow that collected on her head and
shoulders. "A summons doesn't sound too bad." She frowned. "I would be able to choose who
I sign with, right?"

"Sure, but sometimes it doesn't work that way," he said. His blond-white hair was almost
completely soaked through with melted snow. "You can take your pick but they've gotta pick
you back too, and if they say no the one that's gotta move on is you." He grasped his chin.
"Usually it doesn't take too long if you go about it that way since most students are like their
mentors and more often than not share a contract, but I can't help you there since I've already
got a special act."

Gyuuki huffed. 'Idiot. What am I, a magic trick?'

Sakura leaned against her legs as she stared out at the skyline. She looked back at him after a
few seconds. "What if I don't know what summons I want?"

"Is there one you don't want?"

"Sharks," she answered immediately. Bee watched as she pressed her lips together after she'd
gone a shade paler and averted her gaze. "I don't want my summons to be sharks."

'Ah. So there's a story,' Gyuuki mused. 'I wonder who spurned her far from sharks.'

'Whatever it was isn't any of our business, Gyuu. Look at her—you ever seen her go that
hue?'

Gyuuki eyed the pallor in her face and resumed his silence.



"No sharks, then," Bee agreed easily. Struck with a sudden idea, he dug into the small pack
he brought along with them and pulled out a sheet of seal paper, a brush, and a half-used
bottle of ink. Carefully he drew out a configuration while he muttered to himself, probably
conversing with the Hachibi, and Sakura noted he didn't write with the same quick speed and
perfect angles like Kiba did, but he had a sheet full of drying black ink after a few minutes
and held up the finished piece for her to see.

"Lucky for you, we know a little trick that can bring you to the summons that best stands by
your side. Just draw some of your blood and place it right here, and you'll get transported to
where your summons resides. So if you get something like a duck, sucks, but you'll pull
through." He smiled at her softly, almost like a parent to their kid. "And if they're sharks," he
said, "you'll have to face them too."

She grimaced. "... Alright."

She rolled her shoulders before she bit down on the pad of her thumb and ran a streak of
blood down the length of the paper.

A sharp tug at her navel dragged her backwards and the ground dropped out from under her.

She landed a split second later in a midnight green forest overrun with frost, and the first
thing she sees is six antlers and a pair of eyes that burn molten orange.

:: ::

Kiba nearly flipped the low table when the air crackled and a body fell onto the ground
beside him, moss and water lilies and river water streaming after it. His nose wrinkled at the
sudden scent of evergreen that assaulted his senses as Shino shot to his feet and gaped at the
shaking form that pushed itself up to its knees, an exhausted eye glaring steadily through a
curtain of soaked, pink hair.

Kiba dove next to her and pushed the hair out her face and Shino rifled through the kit he
kept on the shelf. With the smell of forest came the smell of blood; only the shredded remains
of her sports bra cover her chest, and their eyes were drawn to the gash that drew from her
left hip, curved through the valley between her breasts, and ended just below her right armpit.

One of Shino's hands flared peppermint and the other unrolled a coil of gauze, his insects
swarming atop her minor cuts and bruises to stop any bleeding and assessing the full scope of
the damage. Akamaru dashed into the bathroom to grab as many towels as he could and Kiba
lowered her head into his lap when all of her energy drained out and she couldn't hold herself
up any longer.

"What the hell happened?" Kiba demanded. "Why're you torn ta' shit?!"

Her eyes struggled to meet his and she smirked lightly. "I passed."

Shouting filled her ears as she blacked out.

:: ::



The next day, Bee opened the door to the kids' cell to the sight of Kiba and Sakura passed out
in a pile of damp towels, moss, and water lilies, and a chakra-depleted Shino slumped over
the table.

Akamaru padded around their bodies, pushing extra towels around to mop up the water and
dropping bloodied gauze and cotton pads into the trash can.

"Oh boy..." he exhaled, and the huge white dog trotted up to him with pleading eyes and a
slow wagging tail. "Y'all don't do things by halves, do you?"

Akamaru whined.

"Alright, don't you worry your fuzzy little head off, I got 'em."

Bee picked up Shino first and placed him on the bed closest to the wall. He'd always
wondered why one of the first things they'd done was push all their beds together, and he
only had to dwell on it for a little while to come up with an answer that made any sense: they
were safe together. And he'd heard Kiba say something about them all being pack, and after
everything they all went through, it wasn't any stretch of the imagination that none of them
wanted to be alone.

He took Kiba next and set him in the center, where he immediately rolled to his right for his
forehead to smack into Shino's shoulder. He didn't even flinch, and Bee held back a snort.

Last he carried Sakura over, mindful of the wounds on her torso as he laid her down at Kiba's
other side, but unlike him she didn't move an inch. Her breathing was deep and her brow was
pale, but it was nothing some rest and recovery wouldn't fix.

"Congrats," he whispered as he plucked a bit of moss out of her hair. Akamaru leapt onto the
beds to curl at their feet. "Looks like sharks weren't it for you."

He left the cell and let C and Mabui know that none of their kids would be working today.

:: ::

To The December That Never Let You Be

:: ::

Mabui watched in rapt fascination as Kiba used a toothpick from the restaurant they just
came from to ink immobilization seals onto individual pieces of senbon. This was the
improved version, he told her earlier. He'd worked on it a bit with his old sensei, but this time
he could add more sequences to prolong the length of time the genjutsu could stay activated.

Typical seal theory had never held her interest. Not when they had their overview at the
Actinoform Academy, not when her genin sensei had tried to explain it to her, not once at any
time when she climbed up the ranks and made it as Raikage-sama's assistant.

But when Kiba talked about it, it was nothing like the way those stuffy sensei had tried to
when she was twelve. He compared it to ridiculous anecdotes and explained his ideas with



sweeping gestures and a wide grin that was almost always infectious.

She smiled when a particularly grumpy look crossed his face when he almost smudged a
sequence.

"At this rate you might need a microscope."

"You think Shino can finesse me one?"

"Maybe if you ask him nicely," she chuckled. His jacket was thrown over the end of the table
and he was left in his usual sleeveless mesh, his forearms and calves bound in crimson
bandages. From her seat at his side it was easier to study the kanji on his bicep, and after an
hour of careful observation she was able to pick out individual ideas on some of the lines,
especially the ones she learned from all the time she spent with the Seals Division nowadays.

Summoning was one of its uses. Chakra storage was another.

Her musings had her drifting towards the drawers at the work table, Kiba's name penned on
one of the name tags that labeled this space as his own. The sealed scrolls they brought with
them when they first came to Kumo were stored in those drawers, untouched save for the
times he'd taken out Sakura's sword and Shino's medical inventory.

"Your scrolls..." she mentioned. He grunted, not looking up from his work. "How come
you've never taken anything out for yourself?"

The room had emptied up for the day, leaving the two of them in the back and Akamaru
sniffing through a text by their feet. Kiba set down his toothpick and held his senbon up to
dry as his free hand reached into the half-open drawer to pull out one of the three scrolls.
When the senbon dried and was stacked with the rest of the finished slivers of metal, he
unraveled the scroll on the length of the desk, nicked his thumb, and smeared his blood in a
line down the center.

More texts, another sealed scroll, a gray jacket that didn't look to fit him anymore, and a jar
filled with red paint appeared in a cloud of smoke.

(The paint wasn't Kumo red. It's lighter, vivid, more of a strain on the eyes.)

“Before we left on that first mission that brought us here we, uh, took all the stuff we thought
was important to us," he explained. He pulled the jar close to him and twisted open the cap.
Dried paint flaked around the edges and some of the top is cracked, and he almost dipped two
fingers in like a reflex.

But his brow scrunched and he stopped.

He twisted the lid back on.

"Sakura really likes that katana and Shino's inventory is one of a kind, but..." He shrugged,
and Mabui's heart cried for him. "All the stuff I think's important I pretty much already have
with me. Right, Akamaru?"



An enthused bark. Kiba left the summoned scroll and texts back in the drawer but tossed the
gray jacket and jar of red paint on the floor by his feet and picked up another senbon.

:: ::

Akamaru whimpered.

"Oh no, you don't get ta' complain 'bout this one! I said what I said 'bout runnin' through all
those mountain goats but noooo, no one listens to Kiba! No one thinks Kiba's right! And look
where it got you! Covered in these goddamn bugs! If you ain't Shino you don't have an
excuse!"

And now here he was, grumbling under his breath as he sat on the outskirts of a park with
Akamaru sprawled over his lap as he plucked the ticks out his fur and tossed the little
bastards into a plastic bag he'll burn to high hell when he finished.

Darui watched from his spot beside them, amused. "If it makes you feel any better, the seals
you tested were able to identify intruders based upon intent."

"Yeah but how come NO ONE said the goats we worked with were infested with ticks?!"

"Sorry, we didn't know. Thanks for figuring that out."

"You're welcome."

Darui muffled his snort and pulled his cloak tighter around him to fend off the harsh air. It
was always colder as high as they were with their thinner air and scattered clouds. Not to
mention how harsh the snow could get, icing up the connecting bridges and causing shinobi
to slip off the rooftops every now and again.

Kiba wasn't quite used to the bitter cold of Lightning Country. He shivered slightly under the
cloth of his own cloak and his jacket and the tips of his fingers were pale as he dug around
his partner's fur.

Darui couldn't help but wonder about the way things had fallen into place the past months.
The boy who poured out his blood to jot down theories before he had the chance to forget
them was practically a full-fledged member of the Seals Division, had Mabui who adored
him like a little brother, and everyone that saw him saw a grinning thirteen year old genius
with the fluffiest nin-dog as his companion—a kid too rowdy and too smart all at the same
time.

But Darui knew better. Saw how the boy held himself in front of others differently than in
front of his team.

Always smiling. Always the unpredictable. Then with his pack, thoughtful, angry, so
heartbreakingly open.

He would never forget the day that same boy lost part of his hearing to save someone he
didn't even know.



And that just wasn't a characteristic of someone who didn't know how to play up the cards to
their own favor.

"Isn't it exhausting?"

"Huh? What is?"

"All of this." Darui gestured vaguely with one hand. "Bouncing around new seal ideas while
keeping up five different conversations at a time. There's a whole corner in the workroom
that just has your stacked notebooks since you started working there. You don't get that far
without a goal in mind and don't tell me it's just 'cause you want to learn—I can see it in you.
How everything drops when you think no one's looking anymore." Kiba twitched. "... Aren't
you tired?"

Akamaru grew strangely subdued, his snout shutting and his head slowly rising off the
ground. His back was rigid as he stared off into the distance, his tail stilling and his paws
planting firmly into the dirt, just in case. Kiba lifted his ear to pluck a tick off the end of it,
and Darui caught a glimpse of the tattoo along the inner pink skin: a black beetle surrounded
by a faint green glow, a black senbon decorated with red seals, and a single dark pink cherry
blossom pierced through with a blue katana.

"I'm always tired."

(A beast sealed in a boy. An underground lab. Kurenai-sensei. A greed for power. Corruption.
Tenzo-san. The destruction of Konoha. Truths. Lies. Uchiha Itachi. A missing eye. A missing
arm. A cell. Another. Blood on his hands every day for a month straight. Sai.)

Kiba sunk forward under the guise he was looking for more ticks.

(He won't let Darui know the weight on his shoulders only ever gets heavier.)

"Then why don't you rest?" Darui questioned. His voice was the same soft gravel, but he
doesn't try to hide his genuine concern. Of course he was concerned. He'd known Kiba too
long not to care, and he'd known Kiba too long to have not brought any of this up before.

Kiba flipped up Akamaru's other ear, on the inside were the words and the pack survived.

"Because I'm not done yet," he said. The burning in his eyes was dangerous—raging,
unrelenting, flashing with all he hated. "Not yet. But I'm pretty patient."

Another tick went into the bag.

"And when I finally get there, he's gonna wish he was dead before I got to him."

Darui didn't ask who "he" was or what Kiba had to finish, but he knew a vengeance when he
saw one, so he sat back and said nothing.

Instead, he handed Kiba a pair of gloves before his fingers got frostbite.

:: ::



Heavy snow clogged the streets of Kumo as Sakura, Kiba, and Shino huddled against one of
the walls on their combined beds, swathed in pillows and blankets after munching on tomato
bredie and melktert and bone broth soup Enmu dropped off for them, "Courtesy of your
friends," she said. Then, she'd slid over some thermoses of hot chocolate "with crushed chili
peppers and fresh yak milk, and some cantaloupe water for Akamaru, from yours truly."

After their empty bowls and plates had stacked on the table and their thermoses steamed
within reach on the book shelves, Shino tucked himself in the corner with Sakura's head in
his lap and Kiba's head on her stomach. Akamaru curled between Kiba's hip and Sakura's
legs and they'd shut off all the lights in the cell, leaving the one in the bathroom on for only
the faint rays to reach them.

"You guys ever think 'bout Konoha at all?" Kiba asked, one arm clutching a pillow to his
chest and the other holding on to Sakura's arm thrown over his collar bone. "I mean, yeah it
was our home and I kinda miss but, but I dunno. It's hard ta' explain." He sighed and dropped
his head back harder and Sakura whacked him in the head. "Kinda like... what're we
supposed to do now?"

"You know what we're supposed to do."

"Yeah, but other than that. What're we gonna do before we get there?"

Silence swam through the cell for a time, and it was no longer odd for their minds to pull
them elsewhere in moments like these. They'd sometimes lose themselves to their thoughts
and memories and things they couldn't forget with only each other to pull themselves back to
the ground.

"We'll do what's best," Sakura said. "Protect those behind us."

"Aid those beside us," added Shino as he took off his glasses and settled in for sleep, his hand
intertwined in pink hair.

Kiba, half-lidded and drowsy, drew a wide-mouthed yawn that made his fangs glimmer in the
low light. "And be the nightmare to those who'll try and stop us."

"Hm," Sakura muttered, eyes closed and Akamaru's damp nose poking near her ankles. "Not
bad."

They were asleep before midnight, missing the crest of the new year and the celebrations of
the Kumor down on the streets below.

:: ::

January Helped Us

:: ::

Shino was clocking out of his shift when a particularly mouthy patient was wheeled in from
around the corner, leering at every person that passed. They were chock-full of anesthesia and



not even remotely close to their right of mind, and he made to walk past to continue on with
his day.

"Hey pretty nurse, you gotta—gotta fix me up real good."

R threw up an apologetic smile that barely hid his grimace as he quickened his pace towards
the operating rooms. Shino's face remained blank and met Yugito by the entrance. She
greeted him with her cheered smile and they walked towards the greenhouses, his hands stiff
in his pockets and just out of her sight.

But something in that blankness he donned must have been different this time, because the
moment the glass doors closed behind him and he transferred some materials to his work
bench, she took a seat on the stool and pinned him with a look.

"Don't let that get to you," she said. "He was hopped up on drugs and didn't know what he
was saying. And if he did, you were in full rights to punch his face in."

"The jeering." When Shino's confusion didn't clear up, she pointed to his hands. "Your
knuckles were white when you pulled them out your pockets. Wasn't the jeering what
bothered you?"

"... No." Shino flipped on his microscope. "I didn't care about that. Why? He was a patient in
the hospital on high dosage, I understand some reactions to medication are unsavory."

"So it was...?"

"He called me... nurse."

Yugito blinked a few times, then squinted and crossed her arms. "So he called you by the
wrong title?"

He adjusted the light on the microscope, carefully picking out his words. What he should say,
what he shouldn't. And there seemed to be little that he shouldn't. "Nurse is—was—what they
called me in the Coliseum. A nickname, because it was easier to cheer for an alias than a real
name. Why? It's a degree of separation; not knowing a real name removes a personal
attachment, so I suppose it's more like cheering for your favorite animal rather than a
person," he replied. He sorted through the box of parasite samples he kept in the freezer.
Yugito straightened and Matatabi's tails swished; she'd heard of his and his team's origins,
only scarcely, the bare bones of it all, but this was the first time she heard anything from him.
"They called Kiba Senbon because of his proclivity for them and they called
Sakura Hammerhead because the first thing she'd done was headbutt a guard while they
brought us out to the arena for the first time."

He picked out a petri dish and defrosted it with a warm burst of chakra and placed it beneath
the magnifier. "I killed many that month and a half," he told her quietly. One of his hands
reached up to brush against his neck, and she didn't think he knew he was doing it. "And
every time I won, they would cheer for Nurse."

Yugito could only imagine what it would be like stuck in a place like the Coliseum.



'He's a strong one.'

'He shouldn't have gone through that.'

'None of us get to decide on the trials we face, Yugito-chan,' Matatabi's voice was a cool
whisper through her head. 'That particular one was over now. There's no use in dwelling.'

She spied the droop in his shoulders and gently grasped his forearm. "Hey. You made it here.
You're Kumor now."

Shino smiled faintly. His healed tattoo brushed faintly against his shirt and he thought of R,
all his comrades at the hospital. He remembered the moment C finally accepted him as a
medic and as a person, and his heart heavied in a way only Kiba and Sakura could ever really
understand.

"I live in Catatumbo, Yugito-san," he reminded her gently. Yugito's eyes flashed and she let
his arm free from her hold—the arm so clearly marked with prisoner bands beneath sleeves
and bandages. Shino made a few notes, stored the sample, and picked out a new one. "The
only Kumor I can ever be is partly."

He turned back to experiment as she sat by and watched, stricken with silence.

Because what could you say to something like that?

:: ::

"Hey, where's your mini-me?"

Airashi, one of Cirrus Central's more senior medics, hopped up onto the corner of C's desk,
his fiery orange hair bouncing with the movement. His hand would have smudged the ink on
some newly signed forms if they weren't moved to the side at the last second.

C sighed. "Who?"

He wasn't impressed with the are-you-serious look cast his way.

"Your mini-me? Your apprentice? Shino?"

"Shino's my apprentice?

"Are you—really? You sponsored him to work at the hospital, taught him the rounds,
assigned him an entire ward to himself to a month, let him work on Yugito-san," he listed,
counting off each instance on a finger. C frowned down at his papers. "You even got him a
donut last Monday! You never buy anyone donuts! You might as well be his dad!"

"I'm not his dad." C pinched his brow and sighed again. Why was it that every time Airashi
stopped by it brought another headache? "But... he might be my apprentice," he relented.

Images of a boy so lost in his exhaustion as he wasted away on the concrete floors of an
empty cell flickered through his mind, as did the sight of cuts both fresh and still-new and all



the days C came in to make sure he was still alive and breathing, that he hadn't killed himself
from all the chakra he forced through the metal prison to heal and heal and heal.

C wanted to laugh at the thought. The shackles they'd worn in the earlier months of their
imprisonment were hanging in Catatumbo's store room for months now, unused.

"Though Shino should be—"

There were two knocks on the door and Shino strode in with a couple files in hand and a few
pens in the pocket of his long white coat. C gestured at him and took the folders. "—right
here."

The teen's glasses were still fixed over his face with those odd orange rims and his hair was
tied up in a messy bun.

He looked nothing like the Konohan in the empty prison cell.

(He looked like Shino.)

"Did you need me for something?"

"Just to tell you the good news," Airashi grinned. "The new shipment of sterile nitrile gloves
came in today."

Both C and Shino leaned forward ever so slightly. "And?" the latter pressed.

"And the board switched us back to the Phthalo brand!"

The two slumped in relief and those outside who heard shouted their victory. The last
shipment they'd gotten had been filled with some second-rate gloves that tore every other
time one of the staff tried to put them on and were so flimsy and pathetic it incited a deep
rage that no one quite knew they had. A shipment normally lasted the entire hospital five or
six months, but the hatred for those budge-cut gloves had the stock used up in a month, a
Cirrus Central record.

C twirled a pen in his hand as he watched Airashi go off on those second-rate gloves as Shino
listened with thinly veiled amusement. It was such a small thing, such a niche problem that
rallied up the doctors and nurses and receptionists that others probably wouldn't care to
understand.

And Shino was here to share it with them. To befriend the other staff and to have returning
patients come in and ask 'oh, and how's Shino-san doing?'

It made C... happy to see the development. Proud, even.

That this Konohan had become one of them.

At the end of the day when C and Shino finished up their shifts for the day and they stepped
out into the lively Kumo night, C didn't lead them on one of the paths towards Catatumbo.



Shino was curious, but it wasn't until their light conversation made it all the way to Parhelic
Circle that he truly voiced his confusion.

"Are we meant to be here?"

"Yes. Well." C cleared his throat. "You know how Sakura-san's tattoo is an apprentice
tattoo?"

:: ::

The skies were dark and the stars shimmered overhead when Shino returned to the cell.
Sakura tended to her sword on the couch, Akamaru nosed through a couple books on the
table, and Kiba hung upside down off the bed with one hand holding him up and the other
holding a page of seals close to his face.

He settled on the couch and accepted the mug of tea Sakura passed over.

"Long day?" she inquired.

"A bit," he replied. He placed his mug on the table and hiked up his right pant leg all the way
up to his knee. "I saw Siphepho-san today."

An outline of a butterfly, orange around the wings and a white streak along the top sat on the
back of his calf.

The Greta Oto.

(C walked home with the same one in the same place.)

:: ::

February Kept Us

:: ::

On a Sunday in Ame, Kisame sat by the window in his apartment and gazed out onto the
streets.

How interesting it was for the sunny days to be the dullest days. The signs didn't gleam, the
roads didn't glow, the people didn't bustle about like they would under a sky that never let up
for anyone.

He dragged his eyes from the streets to the lake that surrounded the village.

It was coming up on two years since he'd last seen his pup.

He'd been meaning to check up on her, to stop by or send Kasumi or something, but every
time he tried... something at the back of his head always stopped him. Every day he waited,
Sakura grew older. Stronger. Wiser. And every day that passed was another hesitation in his
skin, his muscles, his bones.



She... was probably more than capable of taking care of herself now. What right did he have
to interfere with that? She wasn't someone who needed to be watched and he forfeited the
right to be in her life the moment he left her all alone in that abandoned warehouse with a
promise he couldn't keep.

"Remember I'll always come back for you."

And Konoha protected their own, didn't they? More so than other villages anyway.

He was getting sick with worry over nothing.

'But I still want to see her,' he thought solemnly. 'Before she's all grown up.'

Though it might be a little too late for that.

A takeout box slid in front of him while someone took a seat in the chair to his right as they
set down two capped cups of jaljeera and their own takeout. Konan was unconcerned at her
unannounced entry, and Kisame was far too used to it to really care.

"What's this for?"

"I had a feeling you hadn't eaten today. Was I correct?"

"Heh. A lil' too on the nose, but I won't turn down free food." He flipped open the styrofoam
top, the karimeen fry inside making his mouth water instantly. "Konan-san, you're too good
to me."

She opened her own box of chicken biryani and snapped apart her chopsticks. They dug into
their meals in a midst of quiet, but it was no different than all their other meetups. Whether
they argued over the most recent ice hockey matches on frozen-over marshes or sat and
simply enjoyed each other's company, it was nice.

"I thought you'd be out preparing for the festival tomorrow."

For February 20th, the Festival of Colored Rain. For as long as he remembered, citizens swell
the streets dressed in all white. There would be food and dance and song under a cloudy, dry
sky, and once the clock struck four pm on the dot, the heavens cried and white clothes
suddenly exploded into color.

A festival that honored God's ascension. Kisame never participated and preferred to watch
from the tops of the tallest buildings.

"I needed a break," she admitted. She sipped her drink. "Would you mind if I took it here?"

"Knock yourself out."

The next hour or so was spent chatting about preparations for the morning and how the air
outside thickened with the scent of slowly broiling meats and slow cooking curries.

They waited for the day to pass, a little less lonely together, and they waited for the rain.



:: ::

A sighed. Heavily. Like all the air in his lungs had left him in the same moment and he was
only a hair's breadth away from gasping for more. Cirrus Central's efficiency was at an all
time high, the Seals Division was churning out so many answers to so many questions they
didn't know they had, and Bee had been keeping out of the usual trouble save for the
occasional impromptu rap concerts he managed to crop up.

He stroked his goatee as he stood on the roof of Catatumbo Penitentiary, overlooking the
village and breathing in the biting air.

Had he gone too soft? Had he lost himself in allowing those Konoha shinobi to live?

He never interacted with them long enough to get an answer for himself, as if he'd allow
himself the chance to gain that unwanted attachment—something many of his own shinobi
had forgone. Even Mabui, his trusted assistant, advisor, right-hand, had taken one of the
prisoners under her wing and mentioned him often.

A sighed again.

He had absolute faith in his people. He trusted them to do what was right as long as no harm
came from it, and he wasn't about to hover over their shoulders making sure their right was
always his right. They were good people, and for all the trouble it would have brought should
the word get out, it was clear they saw as much in the Konohans as well.

He didn't know which way this was going to turn. He didn't know how long it would be until
someone got a little too curious and found three teenagers had been holed up in Catatumbo
this whole time with bands on their forearms like a brand they would have to bear the rest of
their lives.

A thought about the seals on their tongues and the mice on their necks, and he bore a single
thread of guilt.

It wouldn't be like they didn't have practice in permanence.

He quickly wiped away his sympathetic streak and frowned.

Whatever would happen would happen, and when it did, he'd deal with it accordingly.

:: ::

Five figures whispered amongst themselves, hushed arguments hidden in the Kumogakure
night under the shadow of knowing stars.

"You heard them that day. I know we've grown to care for them but what you're proposing for
us to do—"

"Just like you said, it's sooner or later. If it's done now, if we figure out how, then we can get
it down without sweat on our brow."



'To think your recklessness would know  some  bounds!'

A sigh. A pair of hands stuffed into pants pockets. "They're doing fine here, aren't they?
They're Kumor, they're integrated as much as they can get." A considering silence. "Surely
you can't think doing this so soon is the best idea?"

"They live in Catatumbo and aren't allowed to go wherever they please without an escort,
how much do you think they can take? No matter how they've grown and what we've done
for them, at the end of the day they're the same as they were when they first came here.
Prisoners. And you know them well enough they're not the type to settle." Twenty-seven
seconds passed. "... They deserve so much more than this."

Guilt. Regret. Remorse. Shame.

"This is crazy. And you know what else is crazy? That I'm actually starting to think about
doing it." A frustrated puff of air, long blonde hair swaying. "But that day in their cell when
we didn't know what we were listening for... The way they talked about this someone they
wanted to kill—they'll stop at nothing. And the longer we keep this up..."

'Do not blame them for their vengeance. There are some things that can never be
forgiven.'

Only one had yet to speak and it was to them they all turned to, waiting, wondering, listening
for the next words to sway the jury.

Short blond hair brushed over dark eyes, a calf tattoo burned, and a mouth opened. "If we
don't give them this, after everything, how can we look at ourselves in the mirror and think
we've done nothing wrong?"

It was four in the morning.

Soon, it would be dawn.

:: ::

But March Set Us Free

:: ::

"Shino-san, I can't believe you didn't tell me!" R pouted. Shino slowly stopped writing on his
clipboard as he raised his head, his expression constructed into a perfectly blank mask he
made sure was no different than the face he normally wore on his shifts. "If we would've
known we would've thrown you a party and everything!"

Millions of scenarios ran through his head, not a single one good, and his kikai fidgeted
around his veins. "For what?"

"What do you mean 'for what'? You put in your two weeks notice, like two weeks ago! Isn't
today your last day at Cirrus Central? And mind you, I had to hear about it from Kohei-san
on the third floor because he heard from—"



Shino's eyes darted from spot to spot around R. He hadn't heard anything about putting in his
resignation. He hadn't even known putting in a resignation was possible for someone in his
position. Unless...

He glanced around for C. He wasn't there.

"—so why're you leaving anyway?"

"Ah... I suppose it was time for me. Why? I was here longer than I expected."

"Back to Imvula, right?"

"Right."

Shino forced a small smile onto his face and tried to calm the quickening pace of his heart.
He knew this would come sooner or later but a little forewarning would have been nice, and
perhaps it would all be easier to take if he hadn't liked any of the Kumor he'd met.

After all, Kumo kept them alive for much longer than they had to, hadn't they?

:: ::

Q and Airashi burst through the doors half an hour later with a farewell cake and half the
staff gathering to tell him how much they'd miss him.

With every word they said, another stone dropped in his stomach.

:: ::

His very last shift at the hospital ended at ten at night on March 28th when the sun was long
gone and the air still lingered with the cold of a harsh winter. Yugito was already waiting for
him at the back entrance, and C was nowhere to be seen.

"Hey," she smiled, and it held nothing of her usual liveliness. It was a bit wistful, maybe even
bittersweet if he dared think it. His kikai hummed louder and urged him to do something—to
run, to scream, to live like the way he'd fought for it over and over again.

But fighting the Coliseum was different than fighting an entire village. He wouldn't win.
They wouldn't win.

"Good evening," he returned. They walked down the path to Catatumbo, then they were at
Catatumbo, and then they were past Catatumbo and all the fear that curled in his chest
throughout the day broke past his ribs. Sweat shone on the back of his neck and his fingers
began to twitch.

It would be easier if his friends weren't the ones to kill him.

And if he asked... would they let him say goodbye to his pack?

Where they would execute him, would they—



Yugito grabbed his upper arm and threw them both off the side of one of the plateaus and
they scaled the side until they swung down into the alcove too far down to be seen by any of
the bridges and too far up to see what awaited down below.

"Yugit—"

"Hold on," she said. She reached into the pouch on her waist and pulled out a couple scrolls
he easily recognized as made by Kiba's hand, untied the kunai pouch around her thigh, and
yanked off the med kit hanging off the red sash on her hip.

All of it was thrust into his hands.

"Store them all tightly, make sure none of it can come loose," she demanded. Shino frowned
and drew himself up to full height, and he allowed his kikai's buzzing to be just loud enough
to be an undercurrent to his words.

"Why?" he asked. She pursed her lips, glanced up, then back to him.

"We don't have a lot of time," she stressed, and that alone was enough to stop him. "Please."

So he did. He tucked the scrolls in a hidden pocket in the lining of his coat, linked the kunai
pouch around his thigh, and clipped the med kit on his hip. All the while, his stare never left
her, and she allowed a fleeting thought about how unnerving those dark lenses were under the
blanket of a sky of blackened blue.

Yugito only turned away when someone silently slipped into the alcove with them, crowding
them all further into the already tight space.

C stood in all his gear, yet another white flak vest dangled from his hands.

And then it was in Shino's before he could blink.

"There's a lake at the bottom, deepest in the middle and more shallow the closer you get to
the banks. Aim for the center and dive either feet first or head first with your arms over your
head—it'll hurt less because—"

"Less surface area means less impact," Shino finished unconsciously, his mind drifting to all
the hours spent at the Aquatic Center in Konoha. He shook his head and ran the pad of his
thumb over the rough cloth of the vest as he looked up at C and Yugito.

Their eyes were the same. That bittersweet.

"What's going on?"

"There's a compass in your kit. When you get to the bottom head Northwest and find the red
sash tucked in the hollow of the tree by the Green River. You won't be the first one there, it'll
be easier," Yugito told him. She gripped his shoulder. "And Shino?"

He wracked his brain. Tried to think about what's happening. Pulling pieces apart and putting
them back together in different places, because they still haven't told him anything.



"Yes?"

"Promise me one thing?"

He was silent as he stared at that smile that would never reach her eyes, and it all snapped
together suddenly, like a stretched rubber band let go.

Oh.

He tipped his head.

"Promise me that we'll see each other again."

Matatabi took her host's throat for a few moments, and it was the first time Shino ever heard
the beast speak. "It was a pleasure knowing you, young one," she murmured. Her voice was
like a low song sung from the earth, everything grounded and nothing left behind. "I wish
you luck."

Luck.

It had been a long, long time since he had any.

She receded nearly as quickly as she came and his other shoulder was squeezed by C. Both
he and Yugito lean forward and press their foreheads against his for a brief moment of
warmth and quiet, and when they pulled back, Shino saw one last sad smile, and one last
assuring nod.

They pushed him off the alcove.

He fell.

:: ::

Earlier that morning Mabui dropped Kiba and Akamaru off at the Seals Division work space
in a flurry, only managing a quick hello and goodbye before she was off, probably to attend to
something for the Raikage. He shrugged off the odd interaction before stepping into the room
with the hope of combing through the few more books he found yesterday.

But he found scrolls and scrolls stacked on his desk along with ample amounts of ink and
brushes and Darui sitting by them all, his gaze half-lidded as he stared out the window.

Kiba narrowed his eyes. Akamaru made sure to keep his jaws close to Darui's legs.

"What's with all a' this?" Kiba asked as he strode around the table and towards his stool. The
man's eyes only moved his way when he sat.

"How many of the things in the cell are yours? As in yours, Shino-san's, Sakura-san's," he
questioned, completely casting aside the previous question like it was never asked.

"Uh? Like, half the books, all the clothes, the stuff we had from before—"



"How many storage scrolls can you make to fit them all?"

Kiba's face morphed into the beginning of a snarl at the interruption, but the look Darui gave
him had him shut his mouth with the click of his teeth and crossed his arms. "How much time
I got?"

"Four hours."

"Four heavy-duty scrolls, three if you want a quad-lock on each, and two if you want to add a
genjutsu layer. But Sakura's better at doin' that than me." He sniffed and found nothing
different in the room. No new scents. Nothing out of place. "Why?"

"Just make what you can without Sakura-san's help. Four hours. That's all you have."

Kiba pulled open the drawer, because if he wasn't being told what's going on he could at least
work with his favorite brush, and he's met with plain metal. All his stuff was gone, including
the scrolls they came to Kumo with. "What the fuck—"

"Kiba, please." Darui's tone ended with a pleading edge that Kiba had never heard before,
and it slowly ate away at his anger until it was a low simmer. "Make the scrolls and let me
know when you're done. And don't worry about any distractions; the rest of the division isn't
coming in until twelve."

It was nine.

Kiba got to work.

He didn't feel as the minutes ticked on, soothed at least by the crisp edges of paper and newly
opened ink. Darui hadn't said a single word and instead went back to staring out that damn
window, and Akamaru hasn't moved from his station. Kiba hadn't a clue what was even going
on or what was up with the normally chill nin and frankly, he'd only care once he was done
with all this work.

But as he touched up on the third scroll, the first Seals Division member came in for the day.

Brown hair, dark eyes, strong jaw; Yotsuki Kiyoi had come in early today, and that just made
everything weirder.

"What's up, Kiyoi-san? Department Head finally get on your ass for your late clock-ins?"
Kiba greeted. Kiyoi laughed and set his bag by his table.

"He stopped whining after I figured out that fifteen year old seal we dug up from the
Archives, but I'm makin' today the only exception. I wanted to see you before you head off to
Wind Country to continue your seal studies," he said. A brush rolled off the desk and Kiyoi
bent to pick it up, missing the sharp jerk of Akamaru's head and Kiba's widening eyes. Each
drop of the teen's blood crystallized into something heavy and cold and he glanced at Darui
who didn't look back. "I also just... I really wanted to thank you for saving my life that day."

Kiyoi walked up and leaned against the edge of Kiba's table. "If it weren't for me you
wouldn't have, well..." He gestured at the seal strips hanging from pierced earlobes.



Kiba grinned wide, all his panic expertly hidden away. "Come on, you know it wasn't a big
deal. I make these earrings look good."

A few more people who trickled in all bid him the same goodbyes, wish him luck and
congrats on the apprenticeship he'd gotten with some big-shot seals master who lived an hour
or two away from Suna and had agreed to take him on after he submitted a thesis on the
possibility of layering odd and even seals even though it was proven to be impossible.

Which was bullshit, by the way. Because he didn't send shit to Wind to some wack-ass seals
master.

He finished the third scroll with thirty minutes to spare, and when he informed Darui as
much, the nin only nodded and helped him carry the scrolls back up to Catatumbo. Enmu
wasn't even at her post when they passed and, oddly, no one else had come to take her place.

"Pack everything. Shino-san's, Sakura-san's, yours, all of it," Darui directed the moment he
pushed open the cell door.

"Are you gonna tell us what the fuck's goin' on or—"

"No," Darui cut in, and Kiba sputtered. "Take everything that's yours. Leave nothing behind."

In ten minutes, the cell had lost all it's life. In thirteen minutes, they were at the top of the six
thousand five hundred seventy two steps that led up to Kumo.

Mabui was waiting for them when they arrived, and almost immediately she pulled Kiba to
her side. She patted his arms, makes sure his jacket's zipped, and made those weird little tugs
on his hair that Hana used to do whenever she thought his head looked too messy.

"Mabui-san, what the hell—"

"Just one moment, Kiba-kun—"

It was the middle of the way and the village was at its busiest, but that didn't stop Darui from
bombarding him with the questions he'd been hearing all morning: do you have everything
are you sure have you made the scrolls are they guarded is everything in them is that all?

"What's happening right now?!" Kiba exploded in a whisper-yell when the fussing was
suddenly too much. Both Darui and Mabui back off guiltily and exchange a look that set his
blood to simmer. "What was everyone goin' on 'bout a seals master and Wind Country and a
thesis I sure as hell didn't do?! And why isn't anyone telling us anything?"

Darui, still, didn't give an answer. He only handed over half the scrolls.

"The other half we'll hand off to Shino-san," Mabui reassured, which did absolutely jack shit
to reassure him at all. If anything, it made his mouth dry and his hands twitch for a senbon.
But then her hand came up to hold his bicep, her palm against his tattoo, and she smiled
shakily. "Kneel for no one, Kiba-kun, and remember that no matter what happens Kumo will
always have a place for you."



She planted a kiss on the side of his head, and it felt like a goodbye.

The world suddenly felt small.

"And," Darui continued, "here's hoping you'll never get thrown into another cell. At least for
a while." The joke fell flat but he had nothing better, and he patted Akamaru's head a few
times as his lazy smile slowly melted off his face. Akamaru muscles were rigid, heavy bricks
at the contact as his eyes trailed the Kumo-nin’s every movement. This wasn’t a hand that
would grab his neck and shove it into a collar, nor a hand that would bring glass bottles or
cups or pipes over head.

This was the hand of a friend he knew he wouldn’t see for a long while.

The apprehension spilled out of him and he angled his nose to brush against the palm on his
head, then he edged forward to lick the back of Mabui’s hand once.

Darui’s patting stilled. "You two run fast, don't you?"

"... Yeah? I guess?"

He pressed a piece of paper into Kiba's hand and Mabui leaned forward with shining eyes as
she whispered, "Read this, get rid of it, and run. Don't look back."

And he understood. This was the moment he thought he'd one day have to take for himself
and for his pack, a moment that only seemed real through a spray of blood, broken bones, and
tears that came on so strong that he wouldn't have been able to wipe them away no matter
how hard he tried.

He didn't think this moment would simply come because someone else thought it needed to.

Freedom rang in his ears. It didn't sound as sweet as he imagined.

"I—"

"Go," her and Darui urged.

They listened. They went as fast as their feet could take them.

They didn't look back.

:: ::

Motoi nodded his satisfaction at Sakura's work, both proud and a bit saddened of what was to
come. "You've learned well," he said. "This was your last lesson and you've passed it with
flying colors." He sighed. "I only hope that one day I see it come to fruition."

Sakura stopped drinking from her water bottle and turned to him. "What do you mean?"

"This is the last time you'll be on Genbu. For a long time, I imagine." He tilted his head at her
expression and puffed out a breath of air, rubbing the bridge of his nose. "Bee-sama didn't tell



you. Though I admit I only found out about this scarcely two weeks ago, but—"

"Tell me what?"

"That we're letting you go."

Sakura turned towards Bee as he walked into the clearing and Motoi pointedly looked away,
still unable to meet his comrade's eyes after all these years. "It was easier to not let you know,
though, 'cause my bro's gonna riot when we break the quiet." He hummed at her terribly
unreadable demeanor. "What's with that face, Ibunzi? Thought you'd be jumping for joy when
you found out you get to flee."

"I... don't think I understand. Shino, Kiba, and Akamaru—"

"That Kiba kid should be ahead if it all went to plan, and that Shino'll come after you." She
blinked. "They'll have gotten all your stuff sure enough, and everyone'll do their best to come
through." Bee tipped his head back towards the darkening skies. "We'll head out soon. I'll
take you halfway before we see the moon."

Bee patted the back of her head before he bounded off, leaving Sakura with the acute
awareness that something abruptly shifted beneath her feet. There weren’t many things that
surprised her nowadays, not since that fateful day Danzo had come to mark them for his sins,
but this…

Bee once told her he would do anything for his students. She didn’t think this would be one
of them.

She shushed the rapid beating of her heart by rubbing her chest and focusing on her
breathing. One, two, in. Remember what you witnessed here. One, two, out. This doesn’t
happen to fools who think they couldn’t change the world.

Sakura raised her eyes towards the direction her mentor disappeared off to, but before she
followed she looked back and raised her arm towards Motoi.

He grasped the space just below her elbow, just at the bands he once saw and ignored, and
she did the same.

"I'll never be able to repay you."

"All I ask is that you take care of yourself," he said softly. "Live, and live well."

One final squeeze and she was off to catch up with Bee.

It was a silent journey to whatever halfway point he mentioned, and by the time they stopped
there was a strip of color on the horizon; deep and pink and orange and alive and something
she hadn't taken much care into watching until now.

"There's a red sash in a tree by the river that flows green. Make sure you keep cover below
the trees, it'll keep you unseen." Bee traced the line of the sunset. "But before you dip on this
trip..."



He pulled out a rope belt from his pack and passed it to her. It was nearly identical to his own
—the same red, just a little thinner. The tough cord was a firm weight in her hand and the
near scrape of the brand new edges caught on her callouses.

There was a small clog in her throat. She didn't know why.

"Thank you," she managed. "To you and Hachibi-san, for this—for everything." Her fingers
curled tighter around the rope. "For letting us have this chance."

Gyuuki kept silent as Bee held out his fist for her to bump, but when she lifted her right arm
to do so, he clutched her wrist and yanked her into hug. His arms were a warm pressure in the
cooler night and felt too much like the hugs her father used to give her when she thought he
was the sun, and she wrapped her arm around him too, just to hold on for a little while longer.

Then it hit her.

She didn't want to let go. She didn't want to let go.

… But she did.

"Thank you," she whispered again. She took a step back no matter how much her heart
pleaded her not to and looked up at the small smile he cracked.

"Make sure when you're out there, you change the world," he said. She snorted half-heartedly
and turned Northwest, a sting behind her eyes and the whisper of old memories in her ears.

But before she could take that first step, Bee called out to her one last time.

"Ibunzi."

She looked over her shoulder, the belt under her arm and the sunset behind her burning so
bright it almost hurt.

"Happy Fourteenth Birthday."

She smiled in the way that melted the ice in her eyes and somehow erased the look of a
thousand burdens past and the knowledge of a thousand more to come.

She smiled, and he knew he'd miss her.

And when she leapt off the cliff towards the lower landmasses, it was towards the life her and
her team had to live on. Away from the place that put those bands on their arms. Away from
Kumo.

She fell, and she didn't look back.



Molt

Two bleary-eyed chuunin guards at Konoha's southern gates—Hijiri Shimon and Akimichi
Makaro—sat up straight at the sight of the group slowly making their way up to the check-in
station. The early morning skies were at their darkest and there wasn't a single star in the sky.
Light poured from the lanterns that hung at the station and the three piked up down the path,
and when the figures close in, the guards could at least calm at the sight of what appeared to
be a weary team of teens and their animal companion. Maybe chuunin by their age and state
of dress.

And honestly, this team looked terrible. The canine stalking in the front had mats in his fur,
some of those white hairs stained a sickening green. It was a hulking mass of a beast that
stood maybe three feet tall from paw to shoulder, and if it ever poised on its hind legs there
was a very real thought that it could reach six feet.

(The Green River had been aptly named from its ungodly amounts of algae to the aquatic
plants that littered the river bed. It only took a quick soak and the few minutes of slathering
crushed plant matter all over his body for it all to stick.)

Next to it was the shortest of the group: a brown-haired boy with a grimace on his lips,
wrinkled tags on his ears, a smattering of cuts littering one side of his body, and his mesh
shirt torn at the chest. He was wild around the eyes, dark irises darting back and forth until it
landed on the guards with an almost unnatural precision like a hunter searching out its prey.

(Lightning Country was covered in hills and mountains and cliffs. A quick tumble down one
was enough to dishevel, but a couple more brought out a battered look that could be mistaken
for battle-worn.)

In the middle was another boy with dark glasses over his eyes that had orange rims one of the
guards could have sworn was familiar. Mud smeared all over his heavy fern green jacket and
his black pants and the bandage wrapped around his thigh was spotting red. His limp wasn't
noticeable, not really, but it was there.

(A month cutting himself up in a cell on his own made him used to certain types of pain. It
wasn't hard to dig a kunai into his own thigh and carry on like it hurt when it didn't. And if he
made sure to track through patches of mud and dispel his chakra through his colony, no one
said anything about it.)

And bringing up the rear was the tallest of them—a girl with pink hair and leather pauldrons
that stayed fastened on her shoulders. A sword swung at her hip, as does a chain of rusting
kusari-fundo, and a red rope is wound diagonally over her chest. Dried blood dribbled from
the corner of her mouth and it was hard not to notice the distinct lack of half an arm.

(The blood was easy. A few nicks here and there, one trip down the side of a cliff, and a
couple of trudges through thorned bushes were enough. There was no need to excess more
injuries when she knew they would all focus on the arm she no longer had.)



Shimon and Makaro stood when the team finally stopped in front of them, the glow of the
lanterns lighting up their faces with heavy shadows.

"N-Name and registration, please," Makaro requested. He nearly flinched when the first boy's
glare landed on him.

"Inuzuka Kiba. Chuunin. Shinobi ID: oh-one-two-six-two-oh. Ninken companion: Akamaru."

Shimon's eyes flashed in recognition as he pulled out a book and searched.

Then, the next boy. "Aburame Shino. Chuunin." He observed Shimon's nervous page
flipping. "Shinobi ID: zero-one-two-six-one-eight."

Last, the girl, who inclined her head down at them. "Sakura, no surname. Chuunin. Shinobi
ID: zero-one-two-six-oh-one."

Shimon turned to somewhere in the second half of the book, gulped, and raised his head. His
long brown bangs brushed against his face. "You're all supposed to be... dead."

And Kiba cracked the widest grin.

"Ya' hear that?" He nudged Sakura, fangs bright in the yellow gleam of lit wicks. "They listed
us as dead." He barked a laugh drained of all its humor and dropped a fist on the desk.
Shimon and Makaro grabbed their weapons, but that didn't stop him from leaning forward
despite the threat of injury. If anything, he looked a little excited. "Look. We've had a long
few days tryna make it here and honestly, we've had a long year and a half or whatever the
hell it was of us 'bein' dead.' And I know there's this process and all these questions we gotta
answer..." He sighed, but the grin was still plastered on his face. "Let's just make it easier for
all of us and get on with it, yeah?"

"Get on with what?" Makaro bit, eyes narrowed and his stance ready to pounce at any
second.

"Whatever interrogation you have for us. Why? It's standard procedure of any Konoha
shinobi to be admitted through the security measures required of those who have been off the
grid for six months or more." Shino raised one of his brows, as if to challenge them. "Unless
things have changed. I suppose over a year of being away some things are bound to be
different, after all."

Some of his kikai crawled along the skin of his cheek, and Shimon pressed his lips together
—at least that was further proof that this was the supposed dead heir of Aburame Shibi.

Akamaru's growl snapped him out of his thoughts, and he took a quick step away from those
sharp teeth.

"No, nothing has changed," Shimon said. Sakura hasn't said a word since her introduction,
merely watching the conversation with a cold gaze that flickered with the lantern light. He
would like nothing more than to look away from that piercing stare, but he figured it far more
polite to meet her eyes instead of staring at her left arm bandaged at the elbow instead.



Up close, he recognized her. He'd seen her once or twice outside the Intelligence Building
and she'd been friends with Aoba.

And the way he remembered her, she'd been in use of both arms.

"Then you'll comply and allow yourselves to be escorted to the T&I Building?" Makaro
questioned firmly.

"Sure," Kiba grinned, and Makaro's really starting to hate that look. "But we haven't been out
of Konoha long 'nough to forget where it is, so you don't need ta' lead the way."

:: ::

Tsunade tapped her fingers against her bicep as she stared at the team in the interrogation
room who all sat around the same metal table, wrists and ankles shackled with the chains
melded into the ground as they waited silently for their verdict.

Behind the one way glass, she frowned. "What do you have for me, Morino?"

"We questioned them each individually and their stories matched, for the most part. Got some
parts mixed up by days or hours, but that's to be expected. They also fill in pretty much all
the gaps their leader's mission report had," Ibiki said, reading through the case file in his
hands. "They were sent on their mission, got caught by the Coliseum, and participated in the
battles for a month and a half."

"The Coliseum? You mean the one where all those stuffy rich pricks were dog-fighting
shinobi and no one could find out where it was until the whole island burned down?"

"The one and only. A massive break out is what caused that fire and they were able to escape
on a boat that took them up to Lightning. Their team leader had been with them at the
Coliseum, but after was where they split due to an attack by Lightning's border patrol." Inside
the room, Kiba dropped his head into his palm and closed his eyes with a tired sigh. Shino
kept his arms on the table as he stared at a dent in the metal and across from him, Sakura
scratches Akamaru's ears. "Kumogakure took them prisoner for almost a year and half."

"Really?" Tsuande had met A once or twice when she still wandered around the nations
looking for decent gambling halls and drunk her nights away. He was one of those tough guys
she'd helped when no other subordinate could heal one of his shinobi; then, her hemophobia
had been at its peak. "And they got out?"

Ibiki huffed. "That's what I said. But they'd made friends with one of the guards and she
helped them get out before they got sent to the chopping block. We grilled them for twelve
hours—no lies detected, no mind tampering, no seals to worry about." He snapped the file
shut. "Actually, we had to grill the Inuzuka a little longer about the seals he had. The one on
his shoulder has simple summoning properties and chakra storage mechanisms, and the ones
on his ears help him hear."

"Alright, the kid's got auditory stabilizers. How'd he get them?"



"Claims he made them himself."

"And did he?"

"Yamanaka gave him a test sheet to gauge his competence," he said. Kiba's head slipped out
his hand and would have smacked against the table if Shino hadn't reached out to pillow his
fall. Ibiki looked on in disbelief. "Turns out you can learn a few things being kept so long in
enemy territory."

Tsunade continued to tap her fingers against her arm, and thinks. She'd heard of them—how
could she not? In the first week of their KIA declaration the heads of both the Aburame and
Inuzuka clan, respectively, shouldered their way into her office to demand another search.
But there were rules to this sort of business; if a shinobi didn't report back to their village
within three months of their return date, which they hadn't, an investigation would be
launched.

In the first search, two teams of jounin-lead chuunin had scoured the reported area of the
mission: the southern ports and Nagi Island with intense scrutiny around Sachiko Village.
They questioned Mayor Hano Sakiko and her wife and learned the team had planned to get
themselves kidnapped to gain firsthand account of these kidnappers and what they wanted.
The Mayor had been against the plan and she couldn't stop them.

Then three days later, they were gone, and she hadn't seen or heard from any of them since.

Tsunade scowled, wondering how the team leader even allowed a plan like this. Allowing the
entire team to get captured by enemy forces for infiltration purposes? At least one of them
should've stayed out of the infiltration team and followed at a distance so there could be an
outside source that watched the proceedings and call backup if needed.

But she would admit getting caught by those who ran the Coliseum made sense. Traffickers
employed by the establishment were best at disappearing and staying hidden when they didn't
want to be found. So those teams kept looking, and any team sent around the area were
encouraged to keep an eye out for anything strange. But nothing turned up.

After a month, Inuzuka Kiba, Akamaru, Aburame Shino, and Sakura were marked MIA with
a Presumed Deceased status but were still kept on the casual watch list.

And when six months came around the corner and there was no sign for Team Eight for miles
and miles after their leader had turned up empty handed, their files were released to the
public and every single person who'd seen it had known they were dead.

'But apparently,' Tsunade thought as she unfolded her arms to prop a hand on her hip, 'this
team just can't run out of luck.'

She strode into the room, Ibiki close behind.

"So," she started as she glanced at the teens at the table. Shino didn't move his head at her
entrance but she was sure his eye had tracked her the moment she'd made herself known.
Kiba sighed and slumped back, pulling his lips up in a tired smile that was most definitely



forced as Akamaru straightened into a rigid posture. Sakura planted her hand on the table and
turned so her left side faced the back of the chair. "Yuuhi Kurenai's Team Eight."

They nodded their heads in unison and said nothing. Tsunade cocked a brow.

"You've all been gone a long time. My name is Senju Tsunade, your Godaime Hokage. I trust
you understand your situation and the process it will take to fully integrate you back into
active forces." She paused. "That is, if you still want to participate as active forces. If you so
choose, you may be re-assigned as in-village employees or resign your shinobi status all
together to continue your lives as civilians. There will be no shame in that decision." Hazel
eyes flickered to the identical bands on Kiba's forearms. "It may be expected due to the
nature of your disappearance."

"There's no need for that, Godaime-sama," Sakura said, and Tsunade took a moment to take
in the girl's appearance. Prisoner identification on her right arm, her left ending at the elbow,
a tattoo along her cheekbone that looks like something she'd both seen once before and was
altogether unfamiliar. Her short hair left the view of the mouse brand on her neck and
Tsunade had to applaud their desire to continue their service after all of that. "We'll be
available as able-bodied shinobi at your earliest convenience."

That got two raised, incredulous brows from Ibiki.

Tsunade glanced at the two boys on the other side of the table. "She speaks for the rest of
you?"

"Yes, Godaime-sama," they chorused. She pursed her lips.

For all she knew, this could be a front. After a month and a half at the godforsaken Coliseum
and a year and a half locked away by one of Konoha's worst enemies, they should've come
back one of two ways: broken and empty with a thousand yard stare, or nervous and flinching
and unsteady from the months they hadn't seen the sun.

But this team was nothing like that. This green nosed, inexperienced, barely chuunin team
should've come back quaking. But Shino was expressionless. Sakura was cold. Kiba was
bored out of his mind.

Shino shifted his arm, his coat sleeve shifting up and exposing the pale white lines that
mottled all the skin around the brown bands that marked him.

Her eyes narrowed. "Proceed, Morino."

"The vetting process will be finished within the week, and until then you'll be kept in a
holding cell," he informed the room. "After that you may return to your homes. Another
week, and once you pass physical examinations, you'll be cleared to have your names back
on the active duty roster. Any problems with that arrangement?"

Kiba smiled slightly. "Nah," he said, and his eyes lit with a touch of morbid humor. "We're
kinda used ta' tradin' one cell for another."



Ibiki snorted as he made a few notes on the top of the case file, very clearly dismissing the
chunnin as any sort of threat. But Tsunade didn't cast her gaze away, not for a second, and
watched the humor leak from Kiba's eyes as they were overshadowed by that Inuzuka
wildness—something she'd seen in the members of the clan more often than not.

Perhaps she was wrong, then. Shinobi didn't come back from torture like that one of two
ways, rather, there were three.

Broken and empty with a thousand yard stare. Nervous and flinching and unsteady because
the months they hadn't seen the sun.

Or they came back not thinking to live, but to survive.

As she and Ibiki left the cell, she stopped in the doorway and took one last look into the
room. Kiba yawned, Shino drummed his fingers against the table, Sakura shifted back so her
left side was exposed again, and Akamaru lowered his chin back onto Sakura's lap.

All of their eyes were still on her.

"Welcome back to Konoha, Team Eight," she said. She took hold of the handle and wondered
how from everything she'd ever heard about them, no one said they'd be like this. "Let's hope
you don't get yourselves into anymore trouble this time around."

The door shut with a clang.

:: ::

Izumo blinked down at a page in the southern gate sign in book, dated about a week ago
during the graveyard shift. He blinked again. And again. Then pulled the book closer to his
face and re-read the entry ten more times before Kotetsu took notice and looked up from the
documents he was proofreading.

"What, the newbies filled out the form wrong?" he asked. He turned back to his paper for a
few seconds, but the lack of a response had his head twisting back to his partner. Izumo still
stared at the same page, rubbed his eyes, and pulled the book close then far, and then he
practically slumped in his seat. "... Izumo?"

"This entry, it's... uh, I don't know how true this is, but..."

"Oh come on, I'm on the edge of my seat."

"About a gate entry?" a new voice inquires. Familiar. Quiet. Older. Younger. Dead. "Is this all
you've been up to since we've been gone?"

Kotetsu had to give himself credit. He didn't even scream.

Izumo, on the other hand, had been leaning his chair back on two legs when he saw her,
shrieked, and fell over in what must've been the funniest puddle of chuunin he'd seen all day.



But he didn't laugh. Because his heart was pounding a mile a minute as he looked into a face
he hadn't seen in so long, a face shadowed by the sun as a pair of green eyes met his. They
were the same, but not—the same chill around the iris and darker than he last saw, but they
were lighter, too. Burdened, but alive. Alive.

"Sakura?" he whispered. And when the corner of her lips quirk, some of the weight on
Kotetsu's shoulders fell off as he jumped to his feet and knocked her side.

"What the hell, when did you get so tall?" he demanded. The top of his head barely reached
the tip of her nose as she threw her right arm over his shoulders. "Fuck I actually gotta crane
my neck to look up at you—how's the weather up there, by the way? Holy shit."

It wasn't just her height he noticed—it was really everything else. The kusari-fundo at her hip
was obviously misused and neglected though he knew she would never willingly let her
weapons get close to that state. The tattoo—man, there was really a tattoo on her face, wasn't
there—was a blue that made her eyes look endless; but none of that could compare to her left
arm.

A left arm she only had half of now, and an arm he desperately tried not to stare at.

Kotetsu held onto her forearm, afraid that if he let go she'd fade away like a memory. "Where
have you been?"

"Koinobori Island for a month and a half," she answered. Her voice was deeper. "Then Kumo
for the rest."

"Kumo got you?" he asked, a pinch in his voice as he sighed wearily. "How did you guys
make it out?"

"We got lucky."

Izumo watched his partner's face crumple at the line, something he didn't understand no
matter how much he would think on it later. But it hurt to see that wretched expression, and
the last time it'd been there had been at the beginnings of Kotetsu's realization that Sakura
and her team were gone.

He cleared his throat and glanced back down at the book. "Sakura-san, it says here you were
signed in a week ago?"

Her gaze moved to him and her eyes were just as cold as they were when she left. "We've just
been released from T&I after being vetted and cleared to be re-integrated into the village."
She smiled slightly, politely. "I was passing by and thought I'd say hello."

"So what are you gonna do now?" Kotetsu questioned.

"Kiba and Shino are making their visits and I wanted to check up on my apartment, go
through my things, see what I need to buy and if my funds have been safe." She tipped her
head to the side. "Only if my apartment is still rented out under my name."



"I'll go with you," he volunteered immediately, and he looked at Izumo with those imploring
eyes that Izumo waved off almost instantly.

"Yeah, yeah, I'll cover for you. But only this time because it's important," he sighed, but he
regarded Sakura kindly. "It's nice to have you back."

She said nothing and offered that same smile before her and Kotetsu headed down the street.
Slightly. Politely.

When she turned he saw a brand in the shape of a mouse on the back of her neck, old and
scar white.

'... Unlucky Eight, huh?'

:: ::

The path Shino took to the Aburame Complex was one he followed mostly on muscle
memory. Every now and then he'd see a stand he didn't recognize or advertisements he
couldn't recall, and even once he passed a park he knew for sure hadn't been part of the
district at least a year and a half ago.

But he reminded himself that half the village had been razed to the ground before they'd gone
on that mission. Things were bound to be different.

Along in his musings he spotted a figure peering through a shop window, older with longer
hair and a trusty bag of chips in their hands. And when that person turned at the deliberate
sound Shino made with his next step, they nearly fumbled their snack bag and completely
missed their mouth when they went to crunch on another chip.

"Shi-Shino?!"

"Good afternoon, Chouji," Shino greeted. His fellow year mate gaped at him like a fish gaped
in air. "How have you been?"

"I—I—How have I been? How have you been?" Choji closed the gap between them and
offered both a wide smile and a firm handshake. "I, well, we all thought you were..." he
trailed off meaningfully.

"Ah, yes. I'd heard of the status my team and I were given, but it's in the process of being
remedied as we speak." Shino tilted his head. "But I've been well enough. I'm not dead—
though if I were, perhaps I would have more of a crick in my neck." And Chouji blinked,
because that was kind of a long sentence for an Aburame and he just said a... joke? He'd
never heard Shino tell a joke, like, ever. "I'm on my way to visit my father."

"Oh man, I almost forgot about Shibi-sama. After your team got declared MIA: Presumed
Deceased, he didn't, um, take it well."

Shino frowned guiltily and the Akimichi quickly raised both hands and stammered nervously.
"N-Not that it was your fault you disappeared or anything, er—"



"No, it's alright. I imagine he would have been... upset, at my absence. Do you happen to
know if he's in?"

"I think so? He and Dad were talking over some things a few hours ago and he'd mentioned
something about heading back home to finish a report for Hokage-sama."

"Hm. Thank you."

Chouji couldn't help but feel his surprise climb up a few notches. They didn't really know
each other well and probably only talked because of their statuses as heirs to noble clans. He
wouldn't call them friends, acquaintances maybe, but they had different interests, different
views, were kids with not enough in common to even sit in the same sandbox. Pleasantries
were always the end of their conversations, so exchanging more than two sentences with each
other was… something.

"I'll be on my way, then." Shino tipped his head, and it was odd to see the bottom half of his
face with no high collar to obscure it. "I'll see you later?"

Chouji beamed. "Yeah! I'll see you around."

When Shino quirked a small smile of his own and headed to his family's complex, Chouji
immediately turned towards the Nara Compound.

He's got to tell Shikamaru about this.

:: ::

Shino stepped into an empty house.

For the first time in so long, he allowed all his kikai to pour from his body and re-familiarize
themselves with the house as he walked into the living room.

The couches were in different places and the table that used to be behind the longest one was
not pushed up against the wall with the window. The vase that always had some sort of red
flower that never dried had slightly wilting statices drooping off the sides. The kitchen was
the same with its dark brown cupboards and white granite countertops, but the pots that used
to hang on the left wall had been moved to the right and the green towels that hung on the
oven handle were gray.

He unzipped his jacket and placed it over one of the chairs at the dining table. Which used to
be a reddish brown cherrywood but was now replaced with some darker color. Walnut?
Brown mahogany? It looked a bit like the desk back in C's office and that for sure was oak
with an espresso wood stain, and he only knew that much because he'd spent hours listening
to R's whining about how C was so nitpicky about his desks...

Shino pulled down the long sleeves of his black turtleneck and turned his gaze to the beams
on the ceiling. At least those hadn't changed, still overrun by the insect colonies he used to
count when he was younger even if they seemed to have flourished under his father's care.
Reds and greens and oranges and yellows dot and converge around the wood like moving



decor, and he begrudgingly admitted that even Kumo couldn't have shown a grander display
of the like.

He stood below the beam with the collection of Greta Oto and extended his hand.

One of the butterflies came to land on his finger.

"You colony has nearly tripled. It seems you've been doing well."

Then, there was a shift. He paused.

"I thought it would make you happy to see them grow," a new voice said, soft and wavering
and broken, but doused in a hopeful tone Shino didn't miss. He let the insect flutter back up to
its perch. "Your butterflies. They were all I had left of you."

Shino turned.

His father stood at the entrance of the dining room, the front door behind him open and a trail
of dirt leading up to the soles of his sandals. He was breathing quicker than normal, taking in
short puffs of air like he'd come running from the other side of the village.

Shibi took one, hesitant step forward. When his son didn't disappear from his eyes—didn't
disappear like all the times he did in his nightmares—he took one more step, then another,
and another, until he was within arms' reach and held his son's face in his hands.

And Shibi only stared for a moment. His son was warm. Alive. Taller. His hair was so much
longer that it's all tied up in a bun. His jawline was more defined. His glasses were the same,
but it was no secret that they shielded an eye more different than anything else that could
have changed about them.

His son was back.

And Shibi already knew he'd never be the same boy that left a year and a half ago.

"Thank you for taking care of them," Shino said in a voice that sounded too different to his
ears.

"Of course." Shibi's eyes welled with tears as he brought his son into his arms and cried,
silent and unrelenting.

He didn't notice that Shino was tense all the while.

And he doesn't notice that even when the arms wrap around him to return the embrace, the
boy's face didn't change save for the slight softening of his brow.

(Team Eight was forged in prisons and permanence as a pack that would always survive.)

((A small part of Shino would always hate himself for never being able to acknowledge his
father as part of his pack.))



:: ::

Kiba tucked his hands in his jacket pockets and glanced up at Konoha's skies. They were so...
blue. Kind of unnaturally blue. Maybe it was from being in Kumo for so long and being
accustomed to the whites and pales and grays of their sky that he'd forgotten the colors of his
own village, but he wouldn't blame himself for the loss of memory.

Konoha didn't hold a special place in his heart like Kumo. Konoha might have raised him and
never taken him prisoner, but they'd done far worse than tattoos and shackles could ever
bring.

Akamaru barked, and Kiba huffed. "Yeah," he said. "'Course the clouds're better over there. If
they weren't, why would they be named after them?"

At the clatter of opening doors, they lower their heads away from the sky. Students flooded
out the Academy for the day, shouting and shoving each other as they ran. Kiba pushed
himself off the tree he'd propped himself against and strode past the students, Akamaru
stalking behind him like a calculated shadow.

When he reached one of the classrooms, he leaned against the door jamb and watched the
student frowning in front of Iruka's desk.

"So if i just show my work on the next quiz—"

"You'll get full credit," Iruka smiled. But it was short-lived when it wobbled and fell and he
sighed at the puppy dog eyes his student gave him. Kiba almost laughed. "Okay, how about
this? I'll let you off the hook this time, but you better show your work next assignment or all
those points are coming off!"

The kid grinned and ran towards the door. "Thanks, Iruka-sensei!" She barely managed to
pull herself back from running straight into Kiba and Akamaru. "'Scuse me. Also, your dog's
really cool!"

Akamaru's tail wagged and Kiba playfully nudged his head and leaned back into the hall to
call out to her. "Hey! If you tell 'im stuff like that he'll get a stuffy head!" He smiled at her
giggling and went back into the classroom.

Iruka had moved, standing just to the side of his desk with wide, disbelieving eyes. An ashen
hue drew out the color of his face and he said nothing, a knuckle-white grip on the edge of
wood.

Akamaru plowed forward, the great hulking mass he was, and reared up to plant his
forelimbs on Iruka's shoulders as he leaned into him with an enthused bark. Iruka stumbled a
bit at the weight, and after a moment his shocked mask fell away into delight. He grinned and
stretched an arm to pat Akamaru's head.

Kiba hopped up on the corner of the desk. "Iruka-sensei, you look old!"



Iruka laughed. A real one from deep in his belly that burst past his throat and nearly brought
tears to his eyes. "Just the stress. Can't get enough of it, it seems."

One look at Kiba's fanged grin made so many emotions well up at the same time that he
didn't know what to do with them. Grief. Loss. Happiness. Relief. His student was back,
whole, maybe a smidge taller and his hair even unruly—and somehow, he was almost a
whole other person without the Inuzuka red on his face. His jacket wasn't that signature gray
with the fur-lined hood, but a thinner black with the sleeves pushed up to the elbows to show
the brown bands that wrapped his forearms.

But once his gaze landed on the seal paper dangling from his ears, he recognized them for
what they were, and worried.

And Kiba was having none of it.

"It happened 'bout a year ago," he said with a dismissive wave. "An accident. No one's fault.
And I fixed it up just fine so it's like it didn't even happen."

"... A year, huh."

And it felt so, so long ago.

"Yeah, when we were in prison."

"Prison?!"

"Ha, yeah. There's a lot ta' catch up on, I guess." Kiba shrugs. "You got time?"

At the mention of prison, Iruka had been watching his face very carefully. Prison in an
established enemy country could have only brought on endless hours of torture and suffering.
It would've left open wounds on the mind and a thoroughly broken will, but Iruka saw none
of that. A cloudiness hadn't swarmed his eyes. A tenseness didn't grab hold of his muscles.

Instead, the word spilled off his tongue as if he spoke of work or an errand despite the veiled
darkness in his eyes that lurked even from the moment before he stepped foot in the
classroom. It was a bit too... steady for Iruka's liking, but maybe that was the change.

No broken mind. No weary will.

Just the price of a jaded shinobi.

"Of course," Iruka answered. "But I'm a little hungry. Why don't we talk at the takoyaki
stand? My treat."

"Takoyaki? Hell yeah!"

Six sealing books lay strewn on Iruka's classroom desk.

The Block Theory, Intermediates of Multi-layer Seals, Fundamentals of Stacked Linkages,
The Evens Algorithm, Through Another Ink Medium, Applications of the Curved and Pointed



End.

(Later, Iruka would write a note to remind himself to return them to the library. He wouldn't
need to check them out again.)

:: ::

Kotetsu's arms were filled with grocery bags while a bundle of new clothes dangled from
Sakura's right hand to replace the ones she knew she'd outgrown. They hung around the front
off the landlord as he dug through his horribly disorganized drawers as he spoke as much as
he could in as little breaths as possible.

"As you know, young miss, shinobi live under different rules for paying rent due to the likes
of your missions. If they're off on long term ones it's expected for payment to come through
automatic pay mailed in by bank clerks, for associates to come in to complete it for you, or
for said shinobi to pay many months in advance should they know how long they'd be gone."
He threw a stack of wrinkled paper over his shoulder and onto the floor, completely ignoring
Kotetsu's raised brow. "You paid three months in advance and you were gone—good lord, a
year and a half? Well of course there's circumstantial things that come up on your missions,
whatever they may be, that may prevent you from returning. I just about terminated your
lease before a nice fellow came in to pay off your monthly rent anonymously. How lucky!"

"Anonymously?" Sakura inquired. Her eyes flashed dangerously.

The landlord pulled out his drawer and simply emptied all the contents onto the floor. She
didn't blink, and Kotetsu dropped his face into the grocery bags and sighed. "Yes, well, I'd
asked for at least a pen name to sign off where the payments are coming from. Wisteria, he
said, though I couldn't tell you why he'd given such an odd name, but I gave up on trying to
understand you shinobi long ago." He dumped a second drawer out onto the floor. "But as
long as the rent gets paid I have no complaints. The way he pays, well, it's the same way your
neighbor's is! That boy up there has been gone nearly as long as you and he's lucky enough to
have the late Sandaime-sama's funds keeping his lease in accordance with his will, may his
soul rest in peace."

Now that was news. Sarutobi Hiruzen was paying off Naruto's rent? How thoughtful.

"Aha!" The landlord finally dug up a set of crinkled sheets he passed over to Sakura and she
took it easily, ignoring the lasting gaze on her left side. "Here you are, young miss. Records
and receipts of the payments made under your name and a form of transfer back to your own
funds. Still have your key? I'm sure I have a spare for you somewhere around here..."

"Thank you, but I still have it," she answered as she glanced at the mess on the ground.
"Have a nice rest of your day, sir."

"Yes, yes, you as well, dear. Just be sure to turn in those forms by the end of the week," the
landlord called out to them as they leave the office.

Kotetsu followed Sakura up the stairs to her apartment. "That guy's... fun."



"His apartments work with the orphanage and house any that gain shinobi status. He may be
a bit screw loose, but he does enough good work." She placed a hand on the front of her door
and flashed her chakra to open it.

"Neat trick."

"Better security than keys," she shrugged and pushed through. As Kotetsu entered after her
and scruffed his sandals against the doormat, he turned a curious eye around the apartment.

Not gonna lie, it was pretty shitty. An uneven paint job, chipped doorways, plastic chairs and
tables—

But, someone's been visiting enough to make sure dust didn't collect and kept the place as
decent as it could get.

Kotetsu set the groceries on the cheap collapsible table as Sakura went to leave her clothes in
the room down the hall. A quick look around the kitchen and down the hall threw him off.
The whole place was... impersonal. Small, plain. Somehow matching Sakura and her
moments of aloofness but jarring against the softness he knew she was capable of.

There was no dirt, no charm, no color.

When she returned, those leather pauldrons that hugged her shoulders and the kunai pouch
around her thigh was absent as well as the gear around her forearm.

Thick dark bands wound twice around the wrist and once near the elbow. He didn't ask about
them.

But Sakura must have noticed something, because as she started to store the groceries, she
spoke. "Catatumbo Penitentiary's hospitality," she explained. "You had to distinguish your
prisoners somehow and this was the easiest."

"It's permanent?"

"Mm."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be." She shut the fridge with a light tap and met his eyes over her shoulder. "It doesn't
bother me."

That was one of the things he didn't understand.

Why doesn't that bother her?

He frowned and glanced at her left arm, thinking to how many looks they'd gotten, mostly
from civilians, as he accompanied her on her shopping trip and her stop at the bank. And
she'd taken it all in stride—face blank, actions relaxed, eyes unreadable.

Suddenly she raised her left arm, cleanly cut off at the elbow.



"Catatumbo didn't do this, if you were curious." Oh. "It was my own fault. I'd gotten..." Her
lips quirked into a humorless smile as she searched for the right word, "careless." With all her
food items now properly stored, she moved back down the hall, Kotetsu trailing after. "Is
there anything else you want to do today? I have nothing else to do until a couple hours from
now."

She entered her room and he stopped at the entrance, the sight that greeted him catching him
by surprise; the floor was covered in old cushions and saggy beanbags, all mismatched and
worn and a complete clash against the emptiness of the rest of the apartment.

'Guess I spoke too soon,' Kotetsu thought.

Behind her bed hung four handwritten scrolls with phrases he didn't recognize.

Sakura ripped down the leftmost one, rolled it up, and stored it in one of the drawers at her
desk.

Kotetsu didn't ask about this one either.

And she didn't give him an answer.

:: ::

Hana walked into the house only to freeze at the sight of a huge white dog laying on the floor
as its tail lazily brushed the ground and its head faced away from the door. But as the
Haimaru burst in from behind her with inquiring growls and demands, the foreign dog turned
to them and got up to its feet.

The dog was fucking enormous. Bigger than any of the Haimaru or Kuromaru.

But its face. Its vaguely familiar scent. It's...

"Aka... maru?"

Akamaru gave a semblance of a smile and barked.

Hana's body moved before her mind could catch up and when it did she was in the midst of
diving for the dog and enveloping him in a hug. Once the scent recognition registered, the
Haimaru piled atop them, nosing their baby pack dog's fur and lapping at his face. Akamaru
barked and rolled onto his side, his ears flopping back like a halo—but he didn't loll out his
tongue.

That wasn't new, though, he hadn't lolled out his tongue for any of them to see since a little
after Team Eight became Team Eight, and it was probably more of a personality quirk than
anything, so Hana kept her questions to herself. As she hoisted herself up to dismantle her
limbs from the heap of fur, her eyes landed on Akamaru's splayed ears.

She blinked.



Tattoos were uncommon in Konoha, but not so much for the Inuzuka. There were of course
the red marks on their cheeks that signified a coming of age in the clan, and if they so chose,
they could have other tattoos along their body normally done in a traditional Inuzuka red.

Their canine companions usually opted out of the process.

Except for Akamaru, it seemed.

The tattoos on his left ear had to be symbolics of his team. The bug she guessed was Shino
and the cherry blossom Sakura, but the seal-covered senbon... was that meant to be Kiba?
How? She didn't think a senbon was his weapon of choice and she wasn't well-read enough in
seal work to even begin to decipher the meaning in Akamaru's ears.

But the design on the right...

Hana shot to a crouch. Wait, Kiba—

"Aw, why the hell're you back so early? We were gonna do, like, a surprise reveal and
everything!" Five heads snapped up towards the stairs and to Kiba who walked down them as
he toweled his hair dry. "I was gonna blow up some balloons, maybe jump out at you from
behind a corner, then—ACK!"

The towel flopped over his head and eyes as Hana barreled into him, her shoulder catching
his stomach when she hefted him into the air and spun him around. Her heart hammered in
her throat and her head dizzied—Kiba, her stupid baby brother she thought she lost to blades
and jutsu and left dead in a nameless field was whining in her arms the same dumb way she
was so used to hearing.

She felt his skin and bones and almost burst into tears on the spot.

Kiba was back. He was home. And his body wasn't in a scroll meant to be prepared for
burial.

"What the hell's goin' on in here?!"

Hana's spinning went into a grinding halt, a body still over her shoulder.

Tsume tapped her foot in the entryway of their house. A deep frown pulled her lips down and
Kuromaru silently observed the scene from her side. Hana dropped her brother onto his feet
and turned towards the front of the house as he yanked the towel off his head.

He met his mother's wide eyes.

And watched as she curled a few fingers in front of her. "Kai."

Kiba's brows furrowed. "Mom—"

"Don't come any closer," she growled. Kiba held up both hands, both palms facing outward.
His face drew itself a careful blank and Akamaru slunk onto his feet, silent and careful as he
prepared to lunge. "I don't know what fucking game you're playing here—"



"Tsume," Kuromaru warned.

"No, I'm not falling for this again—"

"Mom." Hana inched her way in front of her brother. "It's him."

"It's not," Tsume denied vehemently. "I already went through this once on the field from that
genjutsu that fucking Iwa-nin thought they could pull on me, but no." Kuromaru kept a paw
crossed over her calf to at least hinder her if she decided to run a warpath, and he studied
Kiba's face from behind Hana's bulk.

"Step away and I'll deal with him."

"I won't."

There wasn't a sniff of panic in his stance as he continued to stand there, arms outstretched
and features calm. Taller, broader, cheeks bare of red paint. He simply observed the
confrontation with shadowed eyes that held a considering light and when that gaze flickered
to meet Kuromaru's he flashed his fangs, and Kuromaru understood.

It was him. Older, wilder, but undoubtedly him.

Kiba looked back to face his mother.

"When you first introduced me to Akamaru, we didn't like each other that much. He peed on
my sandals like a dumb lil' punk," he started as he shouldered the gazes of his mother, his
sister, and all the ninken. "I think I was like seven or somethin' when you met Sakura for the
first time. On the roof of that arcade? You chased us 'cause you thought we were ditchin'."

Tsume's hands begun to quiver.

"Uh... right in the beginnin' of us bein' genin, I totally punched a mirror and you got so mad
you made me clean the whole kitchen. You know how long it took to pull the oven back,
scrub it all down, then push it back? Akamaru had a grease stain on his forehead for a week!"

"W-Was that what it was?" Hana questioned uncertainly, eyes never leaving Tsume's frozen
form.

"Yeah, we ended up having to use Shino's kikai to eat the stain off. Real A+ service by the
way. Would recommend." The humorous lilt to his tone dropped off and his hands are still in
the air, fingers splayed and above his head. "Sorry it took us so long to find our way back,
Ma. We got kinda lost along the way."

It was that that broke the dam around Tsume's heart. Because Kiba hadn't called her Ma since
he was six and chubby-cheeked ready for his first day at the Academy. And it was that same
day that he'd come back in the afternoon, disgruntled that they didn't learn any 'real' shinobi
stuff and wouldn't for a long time. At dinner he'd called her mom and she felt a small pang in
her chest that six year old Kiba made the same decision all kids eventually made: that it was
time to act like you're all grown up.



Tsume's hand shot past Hana and grabbed the front of Kiba's shirt to drag him forward into
her arms and squeezed.

Hana sagged in boneless relief and the click click click of nails on wood filled the house as
five grown nin-dogs bounded around them.

Kiba's back.

And she didn't want to let go.

:: ::

"I intend to pay a visit to Aoba-sensei, if you don't mind," Shino said from his spot at the
dinner table. He and his father had been talking for the better part of an hour with him
outlining his experiences at the Coliseum and eventually Catatumbo. He never mentioned
Oosuna Nezumi or any of their Kumo comrades by name or what they'd done, never spoke of
the boat towards Lightning or the hours spent wrist-deep in surgeries under bright yellow
lights, never once brought up the way Kumo treated them the way villages ought to treat their
own shinobi.

As if he knew what that felt like.

"Aoba," Shibi repeated, more to himself as he rifled through his memory for a name. "Ah,
yes, the one from the Intelligence Division."

"If he's kept his same shift from a year and a half ago, then it should be ending fairly soon."
Shino slipped off the chair and headed towards the door as he slid on his green jacket. He
bent to pick up his sandals. "I shouldn't be too long, either. It's..." He trailed off. "Is it almost
seven now?"

Shibi glanced at the clock. "It's... only three."

"Hm." He'd have to re-adjust to the time zone changes soon. "Then I should return well
before nightfall."

He opened the front door to Sakura standing at the entrance, and Shibi unconsciously sat
straighter.

She was quite tall and not quite whole, but one thing that surprised him the most at her
appearance was that none of his kikai had come to alert him of the visitor. Of course she has
been here before and had already been deigned as a non-threat due to her being on his son's
team, but it was strict protocol to alert him of all arrivals to the clan complex.

And he hadn't noticed her. Not her chakra, not her presence.

Though Shino had. And by the expectant look on her face, he'd known she was coming.

"Good afternoon, Shibi-sama," she greeted with a polite dip. He nodded her way.

"Sakura-san. I am pleased to see your safe return."



'Pleased might not be the right word for it,' Shibi thought guiltily as her gaze moved back to
his son. He certainly held no desire for any harm to come to Shino's teammates, but there
would always be that small part of him that blamed them for why Shino had changed so
much. For better or for worse, he had yet to decide.

But he spied the genuine smile on Shino's lips and the way both he and Sakura eased in each
other's bubbles.

The door shut, and Shibi sighed.

:: ::

"Yamashiro!" someone called, and Aoba looked up from the papers he was organizing at the
filing cabinet. "Hurry up and scram! You're getting picked up from school!"

The newbies in the division glanced up at the jibe, but quickly resumed their work with a
shrug or shake of their head. Whatever that was about was none of their business.

The ones who'd been a part of the department for the better of at least two years, however, let
those words sink in before rolling their chairs to get a better peek at Aoba, peering as his
expression blanked before he jumped up from his own seat—nearly tripping over a leg in the
process, and ran out of his station.

His colleagues watched on as he passed the check-in post and subsequently forgetting to
punch out his time card. But the division associate closest to it simply pushes their chair back
and processed his card for him, unconcerned, especially after an elated exclamation
resounded on the floor.

"Um, is there something up with Yamashiro-senpai?" Fumio, a chuunin who started working
there almost a full month ago whispered as he leaned around his desk.

"Means either his old student or one of his friends came to see him. Or both," Kameko, a
senior member, whispered back. "Kids, the both of them. Thought we lost them about a year
and a half ago."

"Mission gone wrong?"

"What other way do we go?"

Kameko vaguely remembered the days Aoba came into work after his lunch break with the
food he'd taken untouched. Sometimes he'd get other coworkers to take it off his hands,
laughing about how he wasn't hungry or he'd gotten too much to eat.

She knew better, though. The way he stopped talking about that pink girl and his Aburame
student, and they way she never glimpsed them around anymore.

And by the time she'd gotten around to finding out what really happened to them through
their published status, she'd grimaced before she'd gone about the rest of their day.



There was a reason shinobi retired by thirty. Because by then, you'd either be dead or dying,
and bright-eyed youths that perished on the field only ever eventually became a statistic.

:: ::

Just outside the doors of the Intelligence Building, Aoba let out a disbelieving laugh as he
greeted Sakura and Shino with a quick hug each.

"When did you get back?"

"A week ago, though we've just finished the vetting process and were allowed back into the
village," Shino answered. He smiled at the man's joy; real and tangible and something for
them.

It warmed him.

"Sorry we're late," Sakura apologized, a bit of a joking lilt to her lips. "There were more stops
in the road back than we anticipated."

Aoba laughed again, though it strained a little more against his throat. "Those stops can be a
little tricky sometimes, but—what matters is that you came back," he said. His shoulders
slump in relief and he breathed out. "Safe and sound."

They ambled down one of the roads away from the Intelligence Building, a teen on either
side of the jounin as they chatted amongst themselves. Or, rather, it was Aoba's bundle of
nerves that had him rambling about random things they'd missed when they were gone.

"—but, ah, there's another tournament in a couple weeks that you guys should see. Um,
hopefully you'll stay in Konoha longer this time, right?" he joked. "A-Anyway, the—"

He missed the way Shino and Sakura exchanged glances.

:: ::

Sakura, Kiba, Shino, and Akamaru stood under the gleam of a streetlight an hour or so after
evening fell. They kept no visible weapons on their persons and stared down the apartment
complex with the dark red doors.

The first apartment they'd visited had been empty—that or the person they visited didn't
answer the door knowing it'd be them. And if the latter were really the case, then ouch. The
thought stung more than they cared to admit but it wouldn't have been unexpected. Not
everyone could've been happy with the stint they'd pulled.

Kiba yawned. "Fuck. It's like, three in the morning over there."

"Quickest way to get over travel lag is to stay up at least thirty six hours and wake up when
you need to," Sakura said. She met the piercing glare Shino aimed her way.

"That's not healthy."



"But it's quick."

"At least the light's on up there, huh," Kiba murmured. The window he searched out had a
faint curtained glow, and it was definitely the right unit based on the address he managed to
snatch from a few well-placed questions from other shinobi. "Someone's gotta be home or
they're drainin' their energy bill. Wasteful."

Akamaru woofed a question.

"Uh... I think he'd be happy to see us?" He looked to his friends. "I dunno. Whattya' guys
think?"

"If he doesn't want to see us, fine. Why? It won't be our concern anymore."

"Damn. Cold-blooded."

"A year and a half is a long time. Especially when you learn to live without someone." Kiba
started the short walk to the complex while Sakura brought up the rear, and Shino continued
to speak from his position between them. Akamaru trailed along the left side of the
formation. "If it would be easier for us to keep out of his life, I would not fault him. We bring
too much trouble wherever we go."

The blunt admission wasn't a new one—they all understood it, they all took it to heart.

Team Eight was a lot of things and a problem was among the highest on the list; their
curiosity led them to Danzo, their defiance unleashed Sai, their circumstance stuck them in
the Coliseum, and their attachment brought trouble to everyone in Kumo who ever gave them
the time of day.

'We weren't worth goin' behind the Raikage's back,' was the passing thought through Kiba's
head as they ascended the steps to the third floor. 'Not worth lettin' us go. Not worth givin' us
another chance.'

Door number three-oh-five was identical to the other lines of doors, clean and crisp without a
chip in the paint. Akamaru glanced up nervously at the rest of his pack as he waited by the
railing, body angled to charge to whoever answered the door. Shino's kikai shifted beneath
his skin and Sakura's hand laid at the hilt of the katana on her hip.

Kiba raised a hand and knocked.

A few seconds later, the door opened.

Half a second after that, it shut in their faces with a resounding SMACK.

"Um." Kiba scratched the back of his head, disappointment bounding around his stomach. "I
guess it could've been worse."

:: ::



Tenzo's hands shook as sweat pooled into his palms and onto the metal door knob and he
pressed his forehead against the wood. What was that. Who were they. They couldn't—no.
They'd been dead for over a year. The search parties yielded nothing and he tried and tried,
by god he tried to put his mind to rest. He tried to get past those sleepless nights. He tried to
get past that suffocating guilt.

He tried to accept it. He couldn't.

And now they were knocking at his door? Ghosts didn't knock. Or was he hallucinating? Or
—

Tenzo stood back straight and yanked the door back. No one was there—

He stepped out of his apartment, bare feet against the concrete walkway as he leaned over the
railing and spotted them walking down the stairs, talking quietly amongst themselves. Sakura
looked up first—she always did—and he tossed himself over the rail and directly in their
path. He probably looked half mad to them the way he took the time to stare down each and
every one of them, how he gawked at how different they were and just how much they hadn't
changed.

"I'm sorry," he told them. "About everything. I didn't..."

Kiba, who'd positioned himself in front of the group to take the brunt of a first blow, lowered
his fists and retracted his sharp nails. To the side, Akamaru's lips dropped back over sharp
teeth. Behind him, Shino tucked his kunai back into his sleeve and Sakura relinquished her
hold on her katana.

"Why are you apologizin'?" Kiba asked, and when Tenzo looked back to his face he noted the
genuine confusion in his eyes.

"You—Your mission, everyone thought you were dead and I-I—"

"Being gone as long as we were, there is no one to blame but ourselves," Shino said. And
Tenzo held the dull throb in his chest because he knew they wouldn't lie about that. The teen's
tone quieted. "You look well, Tenzo-san. I hope we haven't disturbed you."

"Disturbed...?" The ex-ROOT huffed a short laugh as he pressed his palms to his eyes. All
that time away, all that time who-knows-where suffering who-knows-what and they were
worried about bothering him.

He sniffed and dropped his hands. Shino's face drew into its usual blankness, Kiba watched
on with sharp eyes, and Sakura stood at both their shoulders a head taller at the very least.

They were weary. Cold. Carried too much on shoulders not meant to carry the weight of the
world.

Just like the old Team Eight.

Tenzo offered a wobbly smile. "Would you all like to come in for some tea?"



It was silent the trip back up the stairs and to door three-oh-five left cracked open from
Tenzo's haste. The promise of tea was an attractive prospect of a quiet night filled with stories
told thousands of times by that point full of cut details and redacted names.

But.

As they stepped inside the apartment, someone was standing a few paces away from the door.
Waiting.

Sakura steeled her nerves and bobbed her head once when her friends couldn't bring
themselves to form their words. "Sensei."

Red eyes were blown wide through her curtain of dark, damp hair. She was dressed in a pair
of loose pajama bottoms and what looked to be one of Tenzo's shirts as her hands froze half
outstretched before her.

Complete silence reigned for what felt like an eternity.

Then Kurenai burst into tears.

:: ::

There was a body in the middle of the corridor.

Wounds weeping, armor cracked, curled in on itself into a loose ball as their consciousness
paddled in and out of awareness. Every so often someone would pass through the hallway,
side-stepping the red puddles and not sparing a single glance at the limbs bent the way they
weren't supposed to.

-You are not comrades. You deserve this punishment. You have failed your mission.-

The body can't help but tense when a pair of feet walk too close to their face. They were
simply a pawn, but they'd let the kunai cut too deep. They only needed to complete simple
tasks, but they had failed this one because they'd let themselves be too swayed by emotion.
By feeling.

"They are not comrades," they whispered, ripping the blood dripping from the corner of their
mouth. "I deserve this punishment. I have failed my mission."

-You are a tool.-

"I am a tool."

-You are a pawn.-

"I am a pawn."

Another pair of feet flicker in the peripheral and their muscles involuntarily run taut beneath
pale skin. Closer, closer, closer, until the blurred sight of sandals stopped just short of a
particular spit-up of blood and mucus and phlegm.



A gloved hand slipped beneath their head and tilted it up. Swimming vision, dark halls, bright
lights, then the shadowed image of a Monkey mask—blank, stoic, porcelain.

"Lion," Monkey spoke. "You are reaching completion of your Cognitive Re-evaluation. What
have you learned in this opportunity Danzo-sama has extended for you?"

Lion held no hesitation.

"I have failed my mission. I deserve this punishment. There is no room for error. Should there
ever be another instance where I have failed my mission, there will be no place for me here; I
will dispose of myself properly."

Monkey let go of their face and stood, ignoring the sound of bone clattering against ground.
"Collect yourself and report to Danzo-sama within twenty-four hours. Another mission will
be assigned to you."

"Order received. Compliance understood."

Monkey didn't linger and simply continued down the hall as if they hadn't stopped in the first
place.

They leave a broken body in the middle of the corridor.

-You do not have a name.-

:: ::

It was deep in the night when Kuromaru strode out for some air and spotted Akamaru alone
on the porch, head tilted up towards the sky. The pup and his partner had come back quite
late to an anxious Tsume sat in the dining room doing a poor job of pretending to play a card
game while awaiting their return. And once they finally came back, they'd been more somber
than when they left, more subdued and more quiet and the family had written it off as the
year worn fatigue finally rearing its long face.

Sometimes Kuromaru wondered why humans tried to seek the easiest explanations rather
than the honest ones.

"You should be resting up inside," Kuromaru said as he took a seat beside the white canine.
"You've had a long day."

"I'll have a long day tomorrow," Akamaru replied softly. "And the day after that, and the day
after that. Losing hours, gaining hours... it doesn't matter to me. I'll still wake. I'll still live the
day."

"It would be easier on your mind."

"I think I'll need more sleep for something like that."

Kuromaru turned his head to peer closer at the pup's face.



Once the rush of the reunion had settled and they'd all made sure that he and Kiba wouldn't
suddenly disappear again, Akamaru had slipped away from all the fuss and the noise to take
some solace at first in the living room before slinking off outside where no one could see
him. Hana had tried to follow and see if anything was wrong, but Kiba was quick to stop her.

"He just need to be alone sometimes," he'd said. "He'll go to Shino or Sakura sometimes too,
so if he's missing he's probably with one a' them."

Which in itself was already so odd, because since when had the Inuzuka ninken ever chosen
to spend so much time with people other than their partners? A clan member and their canine
acted as a single functioning unit where one simply didn't exist without the other, and there
was always this sort of bond that no one outside the clan could never truly emulate.

"You look like you have something to ask," Akamaru said. He turned away from the stars and
met his elder's gaze, his own dark eyes piercing in the low light of the night sky.

"Not much of a question, really. More that I'm... concerned. I haven't seen you in a year and a
half." Kuromaru stood on all four paws. "I don't expect to fully understand the hardships
you've endured or the types of things you've had to witness in your time out in the field, but I
want you to answer me honestly."

Akamaru inclined his head.

"You and Kiba... are you happy to be home?"

And this young pup, this ninken no older than fourteen summers who used to ditch Academy
classes and loved tracking dirt into the house simply smiled, the corners of his jaw stretching
just enough to show the whites of his teeth.

"Home," he repeated, "I never left it."

He pushed himself up to his feet, stretched, and trotted back inside the house.

"You should rest up, Kuro-sama," Akamaru woofed lowly from somewhere inside. And for
the oddest reason, something in the pit of Kuromaru's stomach unsettled. "You've had a long
day." 



Earthenware

Sometimes there was a comfort in knowing that nothing changed.

Because when nothing changed, there was no need for adjustment or learning or trying to
figure out what to do, and there was that awareness that there wasn't anything to do. That
there wasn't anything to expect.

So a couple weeks after his return when Shino still tended to the colonies in the rafters and
tended to keep to himself and studied up on medical texts in his free time, Shibi was relieved
to see that at least that much had stayed the same. But once when he'd come home after a
clan head meeting and spotted his son dissecting a few insects on the kitchen counter by the
sink, the boy's sleeves had been pushed up to his elbows and his glasses were set somewhere
off to the side.

"I'll only be another hour or so," Shino started, not turning away from whatever project he
was working on this time. The tweezers in his left hand were polished and silver and the
scalpel blade was flecked with exoskeleton. "A handful of kikai had reached the end of their
lifespans and there's something I need to confirm about their anatomy."

When Shibi didn't reply, Shino glanced up at his father.

It took him a few moments to realize what he was staring at.

"... Ah." Shino set down his tools and tugged his sleeves back over his arms, covering up
dark bands and the criss-cross of white scars that left no centimeter of his forearms
untouched. "They're nothing."

"What are they from? The... scars?" Shibi's brow crinkled. He didn't have to ask about the
tattoos, not when they were so glaringly made to be a symbol of captivity. "How—Who gave
them to you?"

There was no way to tell him that the scars were products of his own two hands. That sitting
in a cement block with nothing to do got to you, eventually, and it was a dangerous partner to
the constant thrumming in the back of your head to get betterbetterbetter before you end up
dead, so when he forced his fingers to burn with cutting chakra and sliced all the skin he
could so that he could better learn to heal them, all he could think of was how one day he'd
make himself into a medic that could rival the Senju Tsunade.

He couldn't tell Shibi that he saw nothing wrong with the way he practiced.

He couldn't tell his father that scars taught him more than Konoha could.

"It was my own fault," Shino settled with as he turned back to his dissection. "I'd gotten
careless."



Shibi turned and opened one of the junk drawers nearby, hiding the small frown on his face.
He knew that was the best answer he'd ever get and even the most subtle of prodding would
only get him a muted reception in turn, so he stared down at the notepads and dulled pencils
and cap pens, and thinks.

There were also a few other things that hadn't changed about Shino ever since his return. He
still stayed in the company of his team whenever he was out in the village, still trained to
exhaustion whenever he spent a day on the fields. He still walked in shadows and sat in
corners, always said nothing was wrong when obviously something was.

He still never comes home.

Shibi closed the drawer and pressed a few fingers against his forehead.

He should have expected that, at the very least. Shino had only stayed two nights at the clan
complex before he'd taken a pack and a duffel to what he'd assumed was Sakura's apartment
and had been staying over since. Every now and again he'd come by to pick up a book and
tend to the colonies or stay for the odd dinner, but at the end of the day it was only a visit and
his son would always be gone by the time the lamp lights flickered over the streets.

"I've begun to take up shifts at the hospital," Shino brought up once he started to clean the
kitchen counter of his work. Shibi drifted out of his thoughts and eyed him curiously. "I took
the entrance exam to become a part-time medic last week and they've deemed me suitable.
Five hours a day, five days a week."

"Shifts? You were only taking lessons and shadowing before, were you not?"

Shino wiped down his tools with isopropanol before he fastened them back into his case.
Kikai parts were separated into labeled vials and stored in their own sealed containers. "I've
learned much in my time away from the village," he said, and Shibi's eyes flickered back to
his sleeved arms. "The hospital believes so as well. I begin on Tuesday"

"Is there room for that in your schedule?" Shibi questioned hesitantly.

"Certainly. I train in the mornings until early afternoon, study until my shift at seven, and end
my days at midnight."

"Your clan duties—"

"Will fit whenever I'm needed."

"Breaks—"

"Taken when necessary."

"Missions, then—"

"Will be taken into account as I'll move my days around accordingly." Shino stored his things
in the brown pack sitting in one of the chairs. He slung the strap over one of his shoulders



and headed towards the door, glasses back on his face, but stopped when a hand shot out to
hold his upper arm.

"You don't have to overwork yourself," Shibi said, not quite looking at his son. He'd never
been good at this sort of thing. "You've been gone for a while and I'm even more at a loss at
what goes through your mind these days, but everything you're doing—it can't be healthy, can
it?"

Shino glanced at the hand as it dropped from his arm, but he didn't turn around.

In Kumo he worked when C worked and that was nearly every single day. He would spend
nine hour shifts that lasted well into the night, but there were days he spent sixteen hours on
the floor or in the greenhouses experimenting on parasites and bacteria and anything else his
kikai picked up but the other medics couldn't. Thirty-six hours was the longest he'd spent
awake, and that was when he and C had been stuck in a string of surgeries for the members of
a platoon nearly blasted away from a hidden explosive tag.

"I apologize for worrying you," he said. "But this is something I need to do."To feel just a
little bit normal again.

Shibi didn't understand.

"... Alright."

But he didn't stop Shino from slipping on his sandals, and Shibi's heart sank.

Night shifts meant an even lesser chance he'd come to dinner. A lesser chance of him being
home at all.

'Not that he'd ever been home much to begin with.'

"Shino."

The door swung open and the teen looked over his shoulder. "Yes?"

"I love you," Shibi said. Shino raised one of the corners of his mouth into a soft, barely there
smile half obscured by the jacket hood bunched up at the back of his neck. But his head
turned back around too quickly, too soon, and he took a step out of the house.

"I love you, too."

The door closed behind him, and Shibi was left playing the same game of counting the days
until his son was back home.

:: ::

Kotetsu braced his hands on his knees and tried to simultaneously cough and gasp for air.

Was he out of shape? Or was this a whole thing about getting old? Either way, neither of
those options were appealing and he'd actually rather die than think any of those things were



true. And he was twenty-five years old dammit, if his joints were giving out now he might as
well cut his losses and retire. Make his new bed the couch in the living room. Have a bag of
chips as his new best friend.

Peering up through the shadow of his sopping hair, he saw Sakura standing right where she
initially stopped. Sweat dripped down her neck and her katana was firm in her grip, but
otherwise it was like she wasn't remotely out of breath at all.

He didn't know whether to be impressed or to chuck a pebble at her head.

But he'd be the first to admit that he was the one to walk headfirst into this situation to begin
with. After she'd finished getting her apartment together and fixed her weapons up into
working order, he made it routine to check in every few days to make sure she was settling
back in comfortably. Can't blame a guy, right? Your student was dead and the next day
suddenly she wasn't and she came back a few inches taller to make up for the limb she lost.

Kotetsu winced as he straightened to a stand. Too soon.

"Let's take a break," he puffed, "before I die of dehydration."

Sakura flicked the blade back into its sheath at the back of her waist. On one hip was her
polished kusari-fundo and on the other sat a brand new wakizashi with its hilt bound in red.
"Sure."

He was glad she came back alright. No surface trauma as far as he could see, heavily
improved on her skills, functioning.

And not to mention that all of those things together only made him even more worried about
her.

As she picked up some sports drink and took a long swig, Kotetsu grabbed his own water
bottle and flipped open the cap.

Sakura hadn't changed all that much. She lurked around shadows and could be found tucked
away in corners of libraries or training half to death in the fields no one went to anymore.
Once he found her ambling towards the Forest of Death and another time he found her
striding out, unscathed. Every now and again he'd spot her from the corners of his eyes and
when he turned there would be nothing, and more than a few times he'd see pink in a crowd.

Then he would blink. Then it would be gone.

Sometimes it made him think she was a ghost.

For over a year she'd become another name off the roster with a bright red KIA on the front
of her file. Everyone thought Sakura, Aburame Shino, Inuzuka Kiba, and Akamaru were dead
and Team Eight became another tragedy that was so commonplace in their world that most
shinobi took the news with a stride and a solemn nod.

Dead shinobi happened all the time. Dead kids happened almost half as much.



"You've gotten way too good," Kotetsu huffed as he plonked down onto the grass. Sakura
raised an eyebrow over her bottle.

"Thanks."

"Who taught you to fight like that?" he questioned. The technique she used was almost...
impractical, in a way. Before she'd been taijutsu-focused and the earlier spar proved no
different, but her punches and kicks had no rhyme or rhythm he could follow or pattern he
could track. It was almost like there was no plan in that head of hers, but he knew there was
never a moment an idea wasn't brewing behind her eyes. "I mean, it's definitely not Konoha-
style."

"It's not," she admitted with a shrug. The blue ink under her left eye glimmered bright under
the burning sun and she was paler than he remembered, but he supposed that a prison cell
wasn't one of the best places to get a tan. The tattoo, though? Didn't take her for the type. "I
picked up a few things. Tried out a few techniques." Green eyes slid to him, and he wondered
just how she turned out this way—how she never managed to gain that same warmth as the
village that surrounded her. "I had time."

"Yeah," he murmured, and his exhaustion spread further than just the sore muscles from their
training session. "You did, didn't you?"

Sakura sat quietly for a few moments before she moved to sit closer to his side. "Don't think
about it too much."

"Kinda hard not to."

"I'm alive."

"But I thought you were dead," he said. She frowned and he sighed, running a hand through
his sweaty hair. "I didn't believe it at first, you know? We hear someone died out on the field,
we get bitter, we think about it for a bit, we cope in our own way, we move on." He rubbed
one of his eyes as his tone dropped. "... Shinobi go out one way or another, but..." He met her
gaze and smiled a small, sad smile. "Team Eight's been part of the bi-annual Death
Commemoration for a while now." Brows furrowing, eyes shining; if Sakura noticed, she said
nothing about it. "We couldn't hold a funeral without your bodies."

As with all shinobi villages, the biggest plots of land belonged to the cemeteries. If there
were no bodies for head markers, then names filled up countless mausoleums and memorial
stones.

(Sometimes he didn't know what any of them were fighting for.)

A hand came to clasp Kotetsu's upper arm. From this angle, he could see the healed over
scars and dotting calluses over the expanse of her fingers.

"I'm sorry we put you through that," she told him. Simply. Softly. Even if there was nothing
for her to apologize for and the mere thought of her believing she felt the need to say it



settled uneasily in the pit of his stomach. "But I'll let you know now that I can't be killed that
easily."

He breathed out a long sigh. "Come on, you know we can't make promises like that."

"I wasn't making a promise," she said. Sakura stood and drew the katana back out, twirling it
once. "Still got it in you for a few more rounds?"

She was hiding something, he bet. Several somethings, really, and he didn't know how much
she could pile up before everything toppled and spilled like blood on dirt.

There had always been this thing about her he couldn't quite put his finger on. She was so
closed and so off-putting that it was almost as if all she wanted to be was on her own, which
couldn't be all that true with the way her and her team were so stuck at the hip.

He glanced at the weapon slung across her back. Attached to her pauldrons was a brown
sheath with some baton-like thing strapped inside; thin, completely bandaged, probably two
feet in length, and had never been drawn in a fight.

"Psh, a few rounds? Don't insult me."

Kotetsu pushed himself onto his feet and watched as she walked over to the other side of the
training field.

But maybe.

He slipped a kunai from his thigh pouch and geared himself up for their next spar.

But maybe he would act just like her too if he had no one waiting for him to come back
home.

:: ::

Kiba washed the dishes with an open book propped against the window in front of him. It
was always one of those nameless texts, either blue or brown or green and frayed at the
corners where threads of old stitching threatened to pull apart. His eyes never drifted from the
pages but he worked the dishes like he had six pairs of eyes on them at all times, never
chipping a bowl and arranging the drying rack like a professional. Not a single drop of water
ever made it past the sink, and by the time the basin was cleared of suds and foodstuff, he
spent the next twenty minutes sitting at the dining table writing notes from everything he'd
read.

Tsume had seen him at it all three times it was his turn to clean up. Then again, three whole
times was all she ever saw of him since he'd come back from that mission gone wrong, and
she'd clung to that feeble hope that making him stay later with chores would somehow keep
him home longer.

But no. It was still a wasted effort if she ever saw one.



Tsume crossed her arms over her chest as she sat in one of the kitchen chairs. Hana was
running late at the veterinary clinic and couldn't make it to dinner which was all well and
good, but that meant she wouldn't see her brother for what, another week because of all the
time he was spending at Sakura's? She loved Sakura, but that didn't mean Kiba had to spend
every waking minute away from his family.

She shook her head and watched as he dried his hands on a dish towel.

"There's a clan meeting in an hour," she said. "I want you to be there."

Kiba turned, tossing the towel over his shoulder and back next to the sink. "Huh?"

"Meeting. At Old Kei's house." Tsume jerked her head towards the door. "I know you haven't
gone before, but it'll be good for you. Politics and stuff like that's a real pain in the ass, but
the quicker you get it down the better it'll be for you in the future." Kiba's face screwed up,
but he didn't nod his head or shrug his shoulders. Her eyes narrowed. "What?"

"Well you shoulda told me, like, yesterday or somethin' 'cause I already made plans—"

"With Sakura and Shino."

"—yeah, and I'm not 'bout to bail for some meeting that's got nothin' to do with me. Hana's
the heir." He started unrolling the sleeves of his jacket that covered the brown bands on his
arms, and that only welled a bubble of anger in Tsume's chest. He was going to brush her off?
Just like that? Who the hell did this punk think he was?!

"It doesn't matter if Hana's the heir, you're going."

"I can't skip out on this. I promised," he said. "So no. I'm not."

"Inuzuka Kiba," she snapped. Her chair screeched as she shoved it back. Kuromaru warily
got up on all fours and Akamaru merely turned his head towards the commotion from his
spot splayed out in one of the entryways. "I. Wasn't. Asking."

At this point, he would've bared his teeth and snarled and yelled like a brat on a tantrum.
Then they would've gone on a whole argument about his duty and his responsibilities as a
member of this clan and she would've told him to grow up and step up. And ultimately he'd
be forced to attend the meeting and would simmer in his seat the whole time.

He would've done all of that in that exact order. He should've.

But Kiba stared at her for a few moments, his eyes clouded and wild yet strangely calm like
an ocean on the brink or a cliff with a crack. He didn't bare his fangs, he didn't ball his hands
into fists. Instead, he never broke eye contact with his own mother as he finished unrolling
his sleeves.

Tsume couldn't fathom his gall to stand like that—like a wolf facing off with no intent to
back down.

When had she become the enemy?



"Akamaru, get our stuff upstairs."

The white canine shifted onto his paws and headed out.

"Akamaru," Kuromaru barked, his eye sliding to the pup's retreating form. Not so much a pup
anymore, but... "Come back here this instant!"

Akamaru paused just long enough to meet the elder nin-dog's gaze. Then met Kiba's. Then
continued his way up the stairs without another look back.

Kuromaru's fur bristled even as his skin crawled at the exchange.

"What the hell's goin' on with you two?" Tsume muttered. Her hand clawed through her thick
hair. "I ask you to go to this one meeting. One! And now you've got this—this attitude!" She
gestured to him and heard the faint, offended growl in his throat. Oh, so now she struck a
nerve? "You're with your friends every single day and you can't spare one of those with your
own family?! I'm not asking for a lot here, kid, work with me!"

"I already made a promise. They're my family, and I'm gonna keep it," he ground out.

"And we're not?"

"I didn't say that! You can't just put words inta' my mouth—"

"And you can spend a few hours away from them for the sake of your clan and your future,"
she bit. A sigh that weighed a million tons fell out her lungs as she pressed her fingers to her
forehead. "God," she murmured, "what's happening to you?"

(s n a p.)

"What's happening to me? What's happening to me?" An incredulous laugh burst from Kiba's
lips. "I get it. You're mad 'bout me not bein' 'round anymore. But where were you with this
lecture when I was a genin? I've been doing this for years and suddenly you're askin' what's
happening to me?" His arm swept over his kitchen—towards his mother, towards Kuro,
towards the no one else that gave a shit before. "You didn't care what I was doin', you didn't
care that I'd been at Sakura's for days, you didn't care about any of that and all of a sudden
you're making me go to meetings even though I made a promise to my pack? I've been
walkin' out that door for WEEKS, so why's it now you're puttin' me on lockdown? Sorry,
mom, we're not doin' this tonight."

"Don't make it sound like I don't care!"

"I'm not sayin' you don't care about me," he said. "I'm sayin' you don't care 'bout the rest of
me."

Tsume flinched.

"Kiba," Kuromaru hissed. The teen scowled as his gaze flashed to his mother's partner.
"We're only concerned for your well-being."



"Yeah, you could do with a lil' less."

The black dog drew himself up to his full height, shoulder blades to Tsume's hips as he stared
down one of the youngest pups in this family. God, this family. Where was all of this coming
from? When had Kiba become so, so— "I want you to take a step back and think about the
things you've said. You might be experienced, but you're a boy. You might have been doing
whatever you had to out there, but you're home. You might call this team your pack," he said
the word like he couldn't believe it and a fire surged through Kiba's every vein, "but you need
to consider your clan. This is your obligation—your burden—and you will take it up like all
the Inuzuka with you and before you."

(Kiba thinks of sour air and dust. Screams still echo in his ears when he sleeps in a haze of
fatigue and drugs and exhaustion and sometimes he forgets he's not there anymore, but when
he presses his head against Sakura's chest and hears her heartbeat it drowns out the noise that
doesn't stop. He smells blood, he smells metal, he doesn't remember the day he stopped being
able to tell them apart. He worries, too. He worries more than he thinks he needs to. He
worried when he thought Mabui had been too caring and when Darui had been too kind. He'd
been worried about when the other shoe would drop. But now he worries when Shino's hands
shake and he hunches in because of his anger and his guilt and his—and worries when
Akamaru eats more than three times a day because he's afraid he'll go hungry because when
he goes hungry he says bones pile up in corners and red stains his jaws and he's scared—)

His burden was to kill ninety-eight people in an arena for the world to enjoy like a play on a
stage. His burden was to watch Shino’s eye get ripped out because he couldn’t do anything
about it. His burden was to stop Sakura’s bleeding when they’d cut off her arm. His burden
was to make those seals on his ears when he’d lost most of his hearing to an explosion that
could’ve killed Kiyoi-san if he hadn’t stepped in.

“Pack’s always been there for me an’ Akamaru. Always,” he told them quietly. “Don’t make
me choose between them and the clan, ‘cause it’s gonna be the same answer every time.”

Akamaru silently slipped down the stairs like a wraith with a duffel bag hanging from his
mouth and a harness of scrolls secured around his middle. He wove past Kuromaru's frozen
bulk and Tsume's shivering legs until he was at his partner's side. He was quiet, he always
was, especially as he watched the color drain from the two that raised both him and Kiba.

"I know my burdens," said Kiba. He took the duffel and slung it over his shoulder. "And yeah
I'm probably bein' real selfish right now, but for once in my life I'd like to pick some burdens
of my own."

They weren't stopped as they strode from the kitchen and out the front door, and they didn't
look back as the porch lights of the main Inuzuka household grew smaller in the distance.

(Kiba thinks of burdens.

He thinks he'll take on as many as he can carry for his home in a girl with pink hair and in a
boy who named every single one of his insects.)

:: ::



Kurenai’s apartment wasn’t as warm as it used to be. The curtains were always drawn and the
oven hadn’t been used in over a year, but the cluster of bodies at the table knocked shoulders
together and bumped arms when they reached for honey and sugar and little lemon slices to
put in their tea.

‘They used to be so small’, Kurenai thought as she subtly brushed away a stray tear as she
tucked some hair behind her ear. And so, so much more whole.

"At that point, Koinobori had all gone ta’ shit. They were still puttin' out the fires, but we
were already on a boat ta' Lightning Country," Kiba continued with a light sneer. "We
shoulda' killed that bastard when we had the chance."

Sakura sipped her tea. "We didn't know."

"It was our fault for letting our guard down, but it wasn't our fault for everything that
happened after," Shino cut in. His fingers curled around his cup and the tea was still warm,
but he didn't drink out of it much. Some of his kikai crawled around the rim and some
perched along the sleeves of his black shirt. "It ended up being for the best."

Four silencing seals were tacked up along the walls, as Tenzo quietly listened to their story
from his seat beside Sakura, he can't help but glance up at them every now and again. Before,
they'd only glowed a muted blue upon their activation and would flash yellows for warnings
and reds for danger. But these new ones... shimmered. Sky blue waves of light rippled like
the sea with chakra he could see but not sense; it was different from before. Stronger.

He wondered how Kiba learned it. He wondered about the seals that dangled from his ears.

(Guilt swelled just like it did in the early mornings he could never sleep through.)

"We were caught by Kumogakure Border Patrol," Shino continued, "after our leader had left
us to die in that forest." He tilted his head. "I remember what happened. Clearly. I had been
bound, Sakura had a tanto through her ribs first before it was driven through her palm to pin
her to the ground, Kiba had been pierced through the legs and one shoulder, and Akamaru
had broken the tree he'd been thrown through."

"We didn't stand a chance," Sakura added with an untroubled nod.

"Keh. At least Patrol was nice enough to drag us back unconscious 'nstead of kickin' and
screamin'."

Kurenai, who'd been silent since they'd started recounting their story, balled her hands in her
lap. She'd cried the day they came back and stained their shirts with the tears she couldn't
stop. Through the clogged throat she tried so hard to speak through she begged for their
forgiveness, holding them close and spilling apologies into their hair. Hope and defiance and
favorite foods and dark glasses and the color pink—too much of it had swirled in her head as
she sobbed and sobbed and sobbed, their arms wrapped around her when she wasn't worth it,
the way they called her sensei when she'd never been more than undeserving.

"How can you call me that after everything I didn't do for you?"



"How? We had our... disagreements, but you have no reason to be remorseful."

"I drove you away."

"C'mon, sensei, don't say that. We... shouldn't have given you a choice like that. It wasn't
fair."

"You should hate me."

"You never did anything we'd hate you for."

(She clung onto them for the rest of the night.)

"It was about two months into the imprisonment that things started to change and Shino got
out first," Sakura said. Her head jerked to her friend who sat across from her. "They always
put you on the graveyard shift, didn't they?"

"In the beginning. They acclimatized me to the hospital and its staff before my rotations
began to include afternoons and evenings."

Tenzo's brows shot up. "They had you work in public? As prisoners from an enemy country?"

"The three of us operated under an alias approved by the Raikage. Why? It was more efficient
to align us with Kumo's needs rather than leaving us in those cells, I suppose. I practiced at
Cirrus Central, Kiba was taken to the Seals Division, and Sakura—"

"Got ta' be a training dummy!" Kiba laughed. Sakura blinked.

"How tall are you again?"

"I'm literally gonna kill you."

Akamaru snuffled a laugh beneath the table as he curled around one of the wooden legs. His
paws stretched over Sakura's feet, the length of his back pushed against Shino and Kiba's
shins and his tail flopped near Kurenai's heels.

(Kurenai almost lost herself in another onslaught of tears. They still knew how to laugh.)

Tenzo shifted slightly in his seat, their words a little more than incredulous to his ears. He
battled enough Kumo-nin in his life to know just what type of shinobi they were and
understood just the type of regard they held themselves at. They were brutish, almost—
enough that the comparison between them and the typical Konoha-nin was like a comparison
between stormy mountains and sunny meadows.

But still, to the extent that they'd come out of that village almost the same as when they'd
gone in...

"They treated you well," he said.

"You sound confused," Shino mused as he tilted his head a bit to the side.



"I just don't quite understand... how." The ANBU splayed his fingers over the edge of the
table. "You shouldn't have made it out of there alive. If alive, then not sane at the very least.
Sakura-san, with what happened with your arm, didn’t Kumo…?"

Three glances exchanged across the cups on the table for the briefest of moments before two
of them landed on Sakura and she turned hers to the side to address the two adults to her
right. She was as blank and unreadable as ever, and perhaps she'd gotten better at her outward
indifference.

"Kuhlonishwana kabili. Or, 'it is respected twice,'" she explained. It was so odd to see her hair
short enough to barely scrape against the nape of her neck. "Konoha and Kumo never
managed to get along since the Kingin Kyodai assaulted the Nidaime Raikage and almost
killed Senju Tobirama during the ceremony to formally agree to peace. Until this day, the
Kumor think Konohans are spineless dogs and Konohans think Kumor are unprincipled
beasts." She shrugged. "Things sort of fell together when we were there. The longer we spent
there the less time we spent in our cells and the more they stopped re-shackling us when we
were brought back to the Penitentiary for the day." The corner of her lips pulled up into a
small, wistful smile. "Did you know the reason why most of them don't have surnames is
because they all see each other as part of the same family?"

Tenzo didn't. Neither did Kurenai.

“I lost my arm to the Coliseum. Kumo taught me that I didn’t need it to be a good shinobi,”
Sakura said. The clawed marks on her shoulder peeked out of her shirt, still bright and pink
as the day the Kyuubi’s chakra ripped through her. “What’s one more scar to carry?”

Tenzo looked away.

Kiba pushed his hand through his hair, some of his fingers catching on a knot in the back.
The twin slips that hung on his ears swung near his still-bare cheeks as he tugged to comb
through it. Kurenai couldn't drag her eyes away from the meticulously painted seals.

"... We didn't want to leave," he admitted quietly. "It was the first time in a long time where
we didn't hafta' worry 'bout anythin'. Where we didn't have to worry 'bout anyone killin' us."
He chuckled lightly. "It's funny. All I ever heard about Kumo was that they hated Konohans
the most."

Kiba's sleeveless arms exposed the dark red tattoo on his bicep and the blue ink crested along
Sakura's cheekbone was near impossible to miss. Shino had to have a tattoo on him as well
through it was something they couldn't see, but his and his teammates' marked forearms
matched each other in perfect unity: one earthy band near the elbow, two earthy bands near
the wrist.

To anyone else, it would have been proof of shame hidden away beneath layers of bandages
and shirts and guilt.

"So why didn't you stay?"



They all turned to Kurenai whose face was still puffy after all her tears earlier in the morning
when she saw their return still wasn't a dream. Some strands of her hair frizzed and the bags
under her eyes weren’t as dark as they were just a few weeks ago. But there was love in her
gaze and a perpetual sadness in her eyes as she looked at her team. Her kids.

"You wouldn't have been hurt anymore," she continued softly. "If you stayed," her brows
furrowed and her red eyes shone, "then you could've been happy."

(Pink and dogs and glasses and favorite foods.)

It was odd to see a small smile worm onto Shino’s face. Before, it was always serious or
angry or that trademark Aburame indifference. It might have been a smile that sent a pang
through her chest because it shouldn’t have looked so resigned.

"We could have." Shino’s thumb traced over the bumps and grooves of one of the infinite
scars on his skin. "But we didn't. Why? Because we have one goal, and we aren't striving for
it to be happy."

Kurenai's bottom lip wobbled. "I wish you did."

"Yeah." Kiba grinned, but everything about it fell flat. "We wish we did too."

:: ::

"Well, looks like Shikamaru lied to me almost two years ago."

Kankuro, sixteen and sharper, slipped the bandaged puppet off his back and propped it
against the bar as he slid onto the stool on Sakura's left. He'd been to this particular bar a few
times since the beginning of his visits to Konoha every other month—one of those ones
where the only required identification for shinobi were a hitai-ate and a haunted look around
the eyes.

His head bobbed as he gave her a once over. "You don't look dead. "

She turned her head towards him. "Color me surprised."

"Hey, save your bullshit until after I'm buzzed." He waved the bartender down, eyes still on
her. "You drink?"

"No." She brought her glass of what was probably a mocktail up to her lips. "How long have
you?"

He ordered some warm sake and propped an elbow up on the bar. "Eh, sometime after the
first couple weeks of being a genin? Probably had something to do with being scared shitless
having Gaara on my team and dealing with all the fucked Suna politics. But hey, what can
you do?"

"I remember seeing Gaara-san kill those Amegakure shinobi during the Exams." She lifted
her glass in a half-hearted toast. "Congrats on your position, by the way. Did they give you a
shiny gold pin to flash around?"



"Shut the fuck up. And yeah, I remember you and your team skulkin' around the treeline."
Kankuro waved a hand. "But whatever, it was a million years ago." He pointed to her left arm
and the half that remained. "That looks like a story, though." His gaze drifted to her other
arm. The brown that wrapped her skin read like a code in his eyes. Upon his ascension to
Ambassador, he had to pore over every book about every country's customs and traditions
and practices. "Kumo?"

"Good deduction skills," she hummed. The bartender set a sake bottle and a pair of ceramic
cups between them before drifting off to another part of the bar. "Yeah. Kumo."

"Huh." He tipped some sake into his cup and wasted no time in throwing it back in one quick
flick. "But seeing that you're here and not six feet under, there must have been one hell of a
miracle for you to crawl all the way back here." He poured himself some more alcohol. "Or
you're stupid lucky."

His gaze stayed to her arms, and he was careful to keep himself from noting the blue on her
cheek with anything other than a cursory glance. As with nearly all the texts on the world's
nations, nothing he'd read about Kumo came from an actual Kumor themselves. His
background was fully Sunese like many of the Ambassadors before him, and every
annotation and warning from his predecessors came from their own travels.

"This was before Kumo. A misjudgment on my part." Sakura set her arm on the table and
leaned. "I adapt. I move on. And now I'm here."

The old books could only say so much. But in one journal he'd read from an Ambassador
working around the same time as the Nidaime Kazekage—the only one of their line who
managed to stay for a few days high up on the Kumogakure plateaus—emphasized one key
point she learned from watching the streets from a heavily guarded hotel room window.

Most of the time you can tell from which country a shinobi belongs,

she'd written with a heavy hand.

If he is Sunese, he is a thousand desert sands of browns and blacks and tans and whites with
a speckle of red in the wind. If he is Konohan, he is a field of spring blooming flowers in
brights in bolds, in sunshine and grass. If he is Kirian, he is the oceans and algae and

prickling purple sea urchins, the low grays of their mists and ashes of volcanic rock. If he is
Iwavian, he is fire and stone and clay sculpture and baths of red dye their merchants use to

color cloths on street sides.

But the Kumor? You cannot tell if one is Kumor. There is not a single hair color I have not
seen and the shades of their skin are an unending ombre. If you ask me to describe the typical

Kumor, I cannot say. They are simply so different from one another, but so cohesive.

Though as beautiful as the Kumor are, there is something I think we as outsiders fail to
understand.

Once they take hold of you, they do not let you go.



Kankuro didn't quite know what that old Ambassador was getting at, and he was pretty sure a
lot of her writing reeked of a 'If-you're-not-Sunese-you're-weird' mentality, so he took a lot of
her interpretations with a grain of salt.

But what he did know was that Sakura, even with all the luck she had, shouldn't have gotten
out of there with air in her lungs and blood in her body. They'd marked her for death with
those bands on her forearm, and Kumo wasn't known for their mercy.

'Head of a jackal, body of a man; the protector of cemeteries, the dead; a judge before the
afterlife,' he thought dryly.

Whatever happened to her out there wasn't his business. She could tell him if she wanted, but
he wasn't gonna poke and prod and squeeze her out of a story that he had no right in asking
for.

And that tattoo on her face…

Wait. What happened to her arm was before Kumo?

"I can do you one better," he said. Sakura set down her glass, and eyebrow raised. He held
out a hand. "May I?"

Her eyes flashed briefly—suspiciondistrustwariness—but she nodded slowly and lifted her
left arm. Kankuro gently grasped the end and unwrapped the bandages with a deft hand.
Cleanly cut, minimal scarring but paled and wrinkled at the worst of it; a transhumeral
amputation that had undergone optimal adjustment to the loss of limbs and a balance of
muscle distribution between both upper arms...

He re-wrapped her arm and sat back. "So I've got a proposition."

Sakura tapped her fingers against the bar. Puzzle pieces clicked together behind her gaze and
he knew she was the farthest thing from an idiot. He caught her glances at the bound puppet
near their stools and could feel the gears churning in her head, probably cycling through
everything she knew about Suna and their specialties. "What's in it for you?

He didn't tell her that when Shikamaru mentioned her and her team suddenly turned up well
and alive, he finished up his duties quicker than usual to see for himself just how well and
alive she was. He didn't tell her that the moment his eyes laid on her arm his mind
immediately went through all he knew to try and help her just because he knew he could.

He didn't tell her that even if they'd only known each other for a few months at most, she was
one of the better friends he'd ever had.

Instead, he said, "I stay on your side, you stay on mine. Remember?"

Kankuro poured more sake into his cup. It dribbled out until it filled a little more than three
fourths of the way up. But before he could even reach out for it, it was gone and off the table.

"I remember," Sakura replied like it was the most obvious thing in the world. White porcelain
was a stark contrast against her fingers, and he glowered as she downed the rest of his drink.



"So, what did you have in mind?"

:: ::

Hey, everyone! In case you haven't heard, I've been working on another story! Non-Naruto
related (shocking), MCU, Peter Parker-centric. Here's the link and summary if you're
interested!

Frostbite

Peter wasn't going to let May pay the rent all on her own. Not when there was the two of
them, not when being Spider-Man made everything that much harder.

And if that meant washing scratched up dishes and scrubbing old blood from the tile grout at
Sister Margaret's School for Wayward Girls, then so be it.

(If only his problems didn't multiply from there.)

::
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The Blood of the Covenant

"They're weird," Tsunade commented bluntly as she spun her chair around and stared out the
glass window of the Hokage office. Down below, Team Eight walked the path back to the rest
of the village after a flawlessly completed B-rank within a few kilometers of Konoha. Kiba
was waving his hands dramatically as he explained something while Sakura replied in even
words that never forced a shift in her posture. Shino watched on, exasperated, and Akamaru
trotted alongside them with a wagging tail and closed snout.

"Tsunade-sama?"

"I heard Kamizuki and Hagane talking the other day," the Godaime continued. "Called that
team 'Unlucky Eight.'" She set an elbow on one of the arm rests and dropped her chin in her
hand. "They came back from the dead. Sounds pretty damn lucky to me."

"Maybe the name was for the irony?" Shizune suggested as she thumbed through a stack of
papers that needed a Seal of Approval. "They're an interesting batch of chuunin—maybe they
had some notoriety before you came into office?"

Notorious. She supposed that was one word to describe them, but Tsunade wasn't so sure it
was the one she'd use. Notoriety required some sort of fame in the shinobi community and as
far as she was concerned, the only time there had been a buzz about them was when the news
about them going MIA on their very first mission as chuunin was whispered in hallways and
across mission desks. And like all tragedies that befell shinobi, talks about things like that
died out after no more than a week. Team Eight had been no different.

Now, if their story had been something along the likes of Uchiha Sasuke defecting to
Orochimaru, it would have taken Konoha by storm and every single person from genin to
chuunin to jounin would've heard about it.

But Eight wasn't that. Eight was just another pile of paperwork and another few names added
to memorial stones and the Death Commemoration, as coarse as it was to admit.

Tsunade's eyes flickered back to the team before they could drift out of sight. Shino with his
heavy green jacket, Kiba with his paint-less cheeks, Sakura with her left arm bandaged from
the middle of her bicep all the way down to the tips of her fingers.

The prosthesis was new. So new, in fact, that just a few minutes ago was the first she'd ever
seen it. Though completely covered without a centimeter poking out from under the tight
wrappings, Tsunade's critical eye noted how its size mirrored the right arm and its
movements were as fluid and precise as flesh-and-bone.

Konoha General Hospital hadn't provided any experimental prostheses recently, but what she
did hear was that the girl had been spending an unusual amount of her time with Suna's
Ambassador.



She spun her seat back towards her desk and frowned at the new stack of papers Shizune set
in her line of vision. And speaking of hospitals, Shibi's boy had been an enigma. Not only
was his entrance exam one of the highest scoring for newly instated medics, but he was
proving very quickly that he was one of the most efficient, competent employees Tsunade
had seen in a very long time. No-nonsense, keen, and despite his frankly unfortunate bedside
manner, he worked with an experienced hand and worked the floor like it was his second
nature.

'Experience he shouldn't have if he'd been in prison for a year and a half.'

But then again, he had all those little scars that startled the other medics when they'd
completed his physical as part of that T&I screening. Criss-crossing each other in a plethora
of lengths and depths, they were everywhere as far as his medical report was concerned.
Perhaps he'd gotten practice taking care of those whether they'd been acquired from his time
rotating cells or self-inflicted.

Besides his genius, though, came this unexpected penchant for disregarding authority. The
first few times it amused her to hear some things he'd done that earned a warning rather than
a demerit, like blatantly ignoring the attending head medic's orders or taking up his own
duties when none were assigned. He never spoke out of turn or insulted another coworker,
but damn was he racking up warning slips in his file. This sort of
insubordination, especially for some green-nosed chuunin, would have called for several
demerits and a potential firing had he not been so damn good at his job.

But maybe he was too good.

Because Aburame Shino was currently serving a month suspension from his duties.

"He's dangerous!"

"He broke almost every rule in the book!"

"He willingly put everyone else at risk for that stunt he pulled!"

Hinata had been the only one to defend him.

"If he hadn't done what he did, those children would have died!"

But majority won, and Tsunade would rather have him suspended than dismissed from his
service.

'No one in the Aburame Clan was ever as bold as that one,' she noted with a downturn of her
lips. 'So what makes this one so different?'

Tsunade plucked a pen off her desk and clicked it a few times too many as a pulsing pain
began to claw at her temples.

And then came Tsume's youngest. Loud, like his mother. Expressive, like his sister. Wild, like
everyone else in the clan. But oddly, he was also unnervingly adept at seals as demonstrated
from the tests Morino made him take, if not proof enough from the auditory stabilizers on his



ears or the storage seal on his arm. From what she'd been hearing, he'd been having seals
lessons with his old Academy sensei before he disappeared, and though she'd never seen any
of his work, Iruka had been adamant in keeping up his studies and enlisting him in every
seals-related opportunity.

And that just didn't make any goddamn sense. His grades had been mediocre at best and
appalling at worst, and his best subject had been any physical education courses except the
ones that required weapons to aim. So where the hell was this coming from? And why was
there no note of it?

Three times he submitted an application for a position in the Seals Division and once did he
apply to the Cryptanalysis Team. All four times, he was denied due to restrictions in status
and experience.

Come to think of it, that Sakura girl didn't have any defining skills or traits either, yet she was
clearly the one her teammates deferred to. Cold, apathetic, with nothing but 'average' marked
in every aspect of her file...

(She had never seen green eyes so unsettling.)

Tsunade sighed and rubbed her forehead. "Not notorious. Just weird." She pulled open the
drawer by her desk and rummaged around. "You hear anything about them, you let me know
ASAP. Keep an eye out for their habits, their routines, but don't breathe a word of it to
anyone. Got it, Shizune?"

"Yes, Tsunade-sama."

"Good. HA!" The Hokage yanked out an unopened bottle of sake, much to her assistant's and
Tonton's dismay, and popped the cap off with her teeth.

Team Eight was an enigma, and one way or another she was going to find out just what
was unlucky about them.

:: ::

Sakura stared down at her open palm. She curled her fingers inward one at a time before she
splayed them out again, each of her digits disquietingly flexible. She unbound the bandages.

"Does it hurt?"

Shino's hands slid over hers as a small batch of kikai crawled along the metal of her left
wrist. The prosthesis had taken three months of planning and sketching and construction and
while Kankuro had done most of the building and designing back in Suna, the nights of his
stays in Konoha were spent looming over blueprints in her cramped kitchen with Akamaru
under the table and the rest of her pack snoozing away just one room over.

It was a late, late night when she'd gotten a parcel from one of Kankuro's summons—a gila
monster the size of a large goat—with a tag that said 'For Tourist Guides Only.'



And inside was an ash black arm made from a mixture of wood and steel and lightweight
alloys. Smooth and sleek, the inside was mostly hollow save for the single metal bar run
through the middle to serve as a conduit for chakra. Intricate curves and spirals adorned the
surface with all the hard ridges sanded down and polished just enough that when the sun
caught it there was no gleam.

Kankuro emphasized that wood alone was versatile for their puppeteers because of their
maneuverability, weight, and easy control from a distance, but Sakura was neither a
puppeteer nor a long-range fighter so some adjustments needed to be made. Something
heavier but not too much to keep her balance, something that could latch tightly onto her
weapons but not lock on accident, something that could both benefit her when she utilized it
but not harm her permanently when she didn't.

"There are some puppet masters that have limbs replaced with wooden parts," he said to her
one night. "They see it as weaponizing weak bodies, but I guess there's some of us who take it
too far." His brows furrowed. "You ever heard of Akasuna no Sasori? The nuke-nin that
turned himself into a living puppet?"

A gravelly voice. A poison-tipped tail. A hunch that almost touched the ground.

"Once or twice," she replied.

"Genius work. Crazy dude. But I digress." He waved a hand. "In order to work a puppet limb
attached to your own body as a replacement for something lost, you need to channel your
chakra through the wood and trick your body into thinking that it's the real deal. You
follow?"

Sakura nodded.

"Okay, so basically you've got your nervous system running throughout your whole body,
taking messages from the brain telling your muscles to move. Your nerve endings got severed
where your arm got cut, but you can extend those nerve endings through your chakra
network. If you can force the chakra flow from the amputation site into the arm and back like
how it cycled before you lost your arm, you've got it in full working order!" Kankuro leaned
forward, a single finger up in the air. "But the drawback is that it requires extremely high
levels of chakra control to replicate networks that no longer exist while maintaining the
connection loops for as long as you use the arm, which is why you really don't see the
technique used outside Suna."

He stared at her arm for a few moments before meeting her blank gaze.

"What are your strengths?"

She could lie to him. Tell him her strengths lay with flashy jutsu she never showed to keep her
cards hidden or that she was the absolute worst at taijutsu and couldn't get through a kata
without a fumble. She could say anything and he would have nothing to base it off and keep it
all close to her chest so he could never have the chance to use it against her.

Or get the chance to thrust a tanto through her hand if she ever left her side wide open.



"... I'm a genjutsu type and a swordsman," she said. He cocked an eyebrow. "And my chakra
control is good."

"Good enough for what we need?"

"Better."

Kankuro whistled. "Then that's one less thing we've gotta worry about." He craned his neck
towards the blueprints, and Sakura silently marveled at how he took her truth without
question. "But teaching you how to connect your chakra's the easy part."

"Reassuring."

"Heh, thought we were done?" he grinned. The plastic chair creaked under him as he crossed
his arms and slumped back. "But yeah, the real problem's gonna be getting used to the arm
itself. I'm only going off what I've heard, but what's going to suck the most is dealing with the
nerve endings where you make the first connection. And it's gonna suck every time you put
the arm on and take it off."

A slight grimace graced her lips, but it was mostly hidden under her concession.

"Not to mention you've got to be careful about things like weather, humidity, strain. Human
bodies do all that on their own to a certain extent, but you'll need to watch that arm at all
times. Which means I've also got to teach you about maintenance, repair, upkeep..."

Screws were drilled into the bottom of her left arm under Shino's supervision for the initial
joint mechanism, and her first attempt at extending her chakra network and maintaining a
loop had been a complete success.

(The pain brought her to her knees and she bit the inside of her cheek so hard her mouth
swamped with blood.)

But it was an advantage, wasn't it? No matter how much it hurt and no matter how long it
would take her to learn to use a second arm again, if it helped her in the long run then all the
downsides were temporary.

(What's one more burden? What's one more scar?)

"Not currently," she said. "We're not doing anything else today, are we?"

"Not that I can think of."

"Then I won't need the arm."

She held in the shaky breath that wants its freedom as her right hand wrapped around the
junction where skin turned to metal. The locking mechanism slot drove a simple path of
twist-right crest-down-left-up-release for the physical removal and she smoothly removed the
prosthesis, chakra channels still connected.



Kiba draped an arm around her waist to keep her steady and Shino kept a glowing hand close
by in case she needed to numb the pain.

Three, two—

Her vision sparked at the edges as the pain grated against her brain like nails on a chalkboard.
She stumbled once to the side but Kiba's grip stayed firm, and she took a few seconds to
catch her breath before she pat his hand and he let her go with a disgruntled frown.

"There really isn't a way ta' make it hurt less?" he grouched. Shino's fingertips faded back to
its normal color as he wound around the table to pull the makings of their dinner out of the
fridge and spread them out on the counter.

"There are some ways to lessen the pain." He leveled a glare over his shoulder.
"But someone refuses to use medications or anesthesia."

Sakura lowered herself into one of her hard plastic chairs, laying her prosthesis out in front of
her. "If in any event there's an attack, I'll lose efficiency. We can't afford that, and if that
means getting used to this pain, fine."

"Literally, you're the worst."

"Literally, bite me."

Shino gnashed his teeth towards her once before he threw his jacket over the back of a chair
and rolled up his sleeves to start preparing their food. It was a thenthuk recipe Yugito taught
him during one of her recovery days between missions, and though yak was as scarce as they
came in Konoha, they settled for some Suna-imported camel for the dish. He set the melktert
they'd made yesterday out on the other end of the table, half-finished and made in the
painstaking way Enmu once described to them. She'd talked about it for an entire two hours
and drew pictures of each ingredient on little sticky notes until the pad ran out.

"Aside from Sakura's apparent lack of self-preservation," Shino began as he began kneading
a flour and water dough between his hands, "How are things with Tsume-sama, Kiba?"

Kiba stretched his arms over his head. "Eh, I haven't gone back since me an' Akamaru walked
out. I mean, Mom and Kuro haven't gone lookin' for us, so..." He shrugged. "I dunno." He
saw Hana every now and again, though. Sometimes he would pass the vet clinic she worked
at on his way to the library or to meet Iruka or pay Kurenai and Tenzo a visit, but he never
stayed too long. Hana was busy with work and he was busy with... well—

He sighed. "I love Mom. Really." He dragged out a pot from one of the cupboards and placed
it on the stove. "But I know I can't tell her anythin'. And maybe I'm bein' even more selfish
by not heading back but every time I see her... I can see how guilty she feels." His brow knit.
"She's not good at hidin' it."

But then he smiled half-heartedly before turning to Shino to ask about what to do next for the
recipe.



Akamaru wandered to where Sakura sat where she propped her chin up on her right knuckles.
The ninken dropped his own chin in her lap and whined until she was scratching his ears and
rubbing the soft fur on his head.

In the center of her prosthetic palm was the engraving of a lizard in a thinly lined box.
Kankuro's signature.

Sasori's had always been a red scorpion trapped in a red diamond.

Did you understand that, girl? You're Akatsuki's homegrown advantage. How does it feel to
be used?

"We've been back in Konoha for half a year now," she said. Her thumb caressed Akamaru's
snout and he tucked his head closer to her stomach. "It's been long enough for us to settle and
re-establish ourselves in the village, but I can see you two haven't been too content with what
we've returned to."

"The health care centers here have improved since Tsunade-sama has taken over. Why? She
is intelligent and adept and patched the systems and protocols to her best ability, so I have no
quarrel on that matter. But," Shino's knife whacked against the cutting board, the wood
splitting slightly, "You have already heard of my suspension. There was a boy I had assessed
for general diagnosis and I noticed he had an arrhythmia his file had down as a chronic heart
condition. I prepared to send my kikai into his body to confirm the source, but the head
medic demanded I keep my 'pests' away from the patients." The knife hit the board again.
Louder. "When he left, I sent in a team of kikai and discovered both him and his sister
required heart surgery that involved removing an irregularity in their system. Another two
weeks without treatment would have resulted in their deaths."

Kiba bared his fangs. "And they fucking suspended you for that?!"

"I suppose performing the surgeries of my own accord was a cause for suspension," he
admitted with a shrug. "Hyuuga-san and Tsunade-sama were the only ones standing between
me and termination. I am thankful for that." Shino's mouth curled into a slight sneer. "Though
I do not appreciate the lack of competence of my coworkers when they did not take my
concerns seriously."

When he saved Yugito's life from the parasites squirming in her brain, he wasn't met with
punishment. C had thanked him, and so had the nurses, and it granted him ever more freedom
from the cells.

Shino exhaled quietly. It was much simpler being a prisoner.

"Piece of shit system," Kiba hissed. "I can't believe you got suspended for savin' lives."

Sakura frowned. "Hyuuga-san defended you?"

"She is the Hokage's apprentice; she's bound to obtain similarities in their thinking, I
suppose." Shino shook his head slightly and focused back on the cutting board. "What has
caused your aggravation, Kiba?"



He scoffed. "What hasn't?" His fangs were sharp as they flashed in the low light, but his
shoulders hunched close to his ears as he thought back to all the time they spent back in
Konoha." Things with Iruka-sensei are cool an' all, but ta’ be in the Seals Division I need ta’
maintain an active chuunin rank for at least a year and half. The time we spent in Kumo
doesn't count since we were in enemy territory and were technically considered dead, so."

Akamaru's low growl reverberated through his entire body.

"And, like, it's stupid hard to get any good seals books outta the libraries and archives 'round
here. The real good texts are from Uzushio and anythin' that survived's locked away
somewhere in the Hokage Library. Breaking into it once was already bad enough, and I don't
think I could do it again. 'specially since we're still not trusted all that well."

They weren't being trailed, per se, nor were they barred from traffic in and out of the village,
but they saw the way the mission desks hesitated in handing them the higher classified
missions and caught the calculating gleam in the Hokage's eyes when they reported to her.

They weren't in the clear. They weren't going to give Konoha another reason to shove a blade
through their ribs.

Kiba shook his head. "But whatever. I'll find somethin' even if it means diggin' through the
black market. Whatta' 'bout you, Sakura?"

She straightened the prosthesis on the table. What about her? She didn't seek a higher
position of power in the village, instead sticking to alley corners and hidden alcoves and
watching everything from afar. She listened to whispers near market stalls and tracked
rumors from the shadows, and if not there she secluded herself in the Forest of Death where
she let kubikiribocho breathe and all her destruction was passed off as by the monsters that
lurked in the trees.

It was there she broke down the complexity of the blade. For hours she spent studying its
structure and its abilities, and it was after days and days and weeks and weeks that she was
able to carry it around with her all the time with no one else knowing any better.
Kubikiribocho had the unique power of regenerating from the blood of its victims. Its high
durability already made it resistant to many attacks and the more victims it cut through, the
more the sword was sustained.

It was an accident the day she shattered the blade. She'd been practicing Doton: Domu and
landed a direct hit on the sword; the hilt and the blade separated, and upon the ripped
connection the metal had melted into old coppery blood, leaving the hilt all on its own.

She regenerated it with creature blood to train and broke it down to keep it hidden.

The hilt she would keep strapped in a brown sheath attached to her pauldrons. It looked to be
a baton-like thing; thin, completely bandaged, probably two feet in length, and as of this day
had never been drawn in a fight.

She wished she'd been able to show Bee.



"Konoha is too close to the ground," she said. "And the air is too heavy."

There was quiet for a moment.

"Ah, fuck," Kiba sighed. "We got attached. That sucks."

Sakura stood from her chair and strode over to throw her arm around Kiba's shoulders and
leaned her head on top of Shino's who continued to butcher camel meat. Akamaru snatched
the bone thrown his way.

"We'll be okay," she murmured.

And they would. Because they wouldn't know what to do if they didn’t.

:: ::

Uzumaki Naruto took in the view of a village he hadn't seen in over two years.

"Everything's still the same, huh," he sighed as he relished the warm air. His heart lit up as he
stood in the midst of the village that made him, that raised him.

(He ignored the small part of his mind that always whispered, that never forgot the life he
lived all alone in that apartment. Here was where shop fronts sneered when he passed them
and where there was never a moment he missed a glance over his shoulder to make sure no
bottles rained down on him or hands reached out to choke his neck. This was a village that
spat in his face when it talked and shoved him into walls when he was too slow to dodge.

This was the village that made him, that hated him.

Why was he happy to be back home?)

Blue eyes wandered over the faces of Hokage Mountain, and he grinned. "They added Baa-
chan's face!"

"Na-Naruto-kun!" a voice called up to him. "When did you get ba-back?!"

Naruto looked down, and there was Hinata. Her long black hair sat in a braid down her back.
A light lavender, short-sleeved kimono shirt hugged her loosely as a wine purple sash
wrapped around her waist, and her dark navy pants cut off at the ankles as she bore her hitai-
ate proudly around her neck.

"Just now!" He leapt onto the street from his perch on a lamp post, landing squarely beside a
patiently-waiting Jiraiya. "Hinata-chan! How've you been?"

Her cheeks dusted pink. "I've been doing well. B-But!" She smiled widely. "How has your
training gone? Did you manage to learn a lot from Jiraiya-sama?"

"Hell yeah! I got a ton of super cool jutsu to show off, 'ttebayo!"



"Really?" Her inquiry was so genuine that he wasn't used to it. "I'm sure you've gotten
stronger n-now."

She was always so... nice. He didn't get it sometimes..

Naruto scratched the back of his head. "Heh heh. Hinata-chan, you haven't changed a bit."

And if Hinata hadn’t changed, then maybe...

His hand fell back to his side and brushed against the chest of his jacket, and he was
reminded of the weight in the inside pocket. It pressed firmly against his chest and it was
familiar—so familiar that he could feel the plastic bag on his fingers when he held it at night
and could recall the exact color of the twine that knotted around a stack of pristine white
envelopes.

"We should pay Tsunade-hime a visit," Jiraiya hummed, snapping Naruto out of his thoughts.
"Let her know about us being in the village and have you reinstated as an official shinobi of
the village, brat."

"Tsunade-shishou should be available for a meeting right now," Hinata offered. "I can walk
you ov-over."

The path to Hokage Tower was one that filled Naruto with an ages old nostalgia. When he
was in the kid this was the road he took the most when he was chased by shinobi after a
prank or when he ran from the older kids who wanted to beat him up for looking too much
like a fox. But every now and again this was the same road old man Hiruzen walked with him
when they had lunch at Ichiraku's.

And once they stepped through the doors of Tsunade's office, the woman in question met
their arrival with a soft smile and eyes as bright as the Konoha sun.

"It's been a long time, you two," she greeted. "I hope that all that time you've spent out there
wasn't for nothing."

Her face was as young as the last Naruto had seen her, face flawless and hair immaculate.
The same purple seal sat in the middle of her forehead and her lips were glossed with the
same peach lipstick. She was the same—exactly the same—and it stemmed a hope in his
chest that everything else was the same. That nothing changed.

Jiraiya crossed his arms, offense across the shallow wrinkles in his face. "You thought I was
going to train him all over the world and teach him nothing? What do you take me for,
Tsunade-hime?"

"An idiot."

"Well."

"Show me how much you've improved, then," the Hokage continued, ignoring her old
teammate as he stuck his bottom lip out in a pout—after all these years he was still the same
old blockhead, wasn't he—and focused on both her student and Jiraiya's disciple. "I want you



—the both of you—to showcase your skills against a shinobi of my choosing. I've even put
him on mission standby for a few days just for this very occasion."

“Aw, Baa-chan, you got us a welcome home gift?”

“Stuff your cheek, brat.”

There was a knock at the door.

Tsunade leaned back in her chair. "Come in!"

Naruto turned as the door swung open, and into the office walked a Konoha shinobi in a
standard issue flak vest and some other visitor from Suna. The former's pierced ears and
spiked ponytail was almost immediately recognizable, and Hinata takes a small, excited step
forward.

"Shikamaru-san! Look who ca-came back!"

Shikamaru blinked twice as he took in the newcomers in the room. A garishly orange outfit,
blond hair, blue eyes. "Naruto?" Two more blinks, a few more seconds of staring. "What the
—it's really you, isn't it?"

Beside him, Suna-guy's lips twitched up in incredulity. 'No way that's that little shrimp from
the Exams who went all gung-ho on that Hyuuga in the finals,' he grumbled to himself. 'Still,
if Sakura could turn into a mountain I guess he could stack up a few inches.'

"You look like you've found a few more brain cells," Shikamaru mused, sticking his hands in
his pockets.

"Uh... thanks? I think?" Naruto paused. "Wait, so does that mean you're the one we're
fighting?!"

"Fighting?" the Nara repeated. "I just came to deliver some documents."

"Then..." Naruto turned towards the other who'd come into the office and took in his pitch
black outfit and the three thick scrolls stacked against his back. Purple face paint brushed
from ear to ear and down his cheeks to curl around his jawline and peak at his chin, and his
hair and forehead were obscured by his black hood and gleaming foreign hitai-aite.

The nin cocked a brow. Naruto returned it with a sheepish grin. "Who're you again?"

Suna-guy snorted. "Yeah, kinda expected that from a dumbass like you."

"Hey! Who the hell are you callin' a dum—"

"Naruto!" Tsunade barked, though there was an undeniable fondness underlying her tone.
"Your opponent's waiting for you outside."

She jabbed a thumb towards one of the windows. Naruto rushed over to the window and
pulled it open before half his body leaned over the sill. Left and right he looked until he



spotted a silhouette in the shadows beneath some of the building’s overhangs. The figure sat
leisurely on the ledge, an orange book in their hands and their legs crossed.

Hatake Kakashi greeted him with crinkled eyes and what was surely a smile beneath his
mask. “Yo.”

Before Naruto knew it he was back on that same path towards the old Team Seven training
grounds, only this time with Shikamaru and Suna-guy lagging a few steps behind him and
Hinata. He could hear Hinata talking strategy once they faced off against their old sensei, but
her voice was faint against the thoughts that bounced around in his head. There were so many
people he wanted to see and both Hinata and Shikamaru had grown up so much—

"Wait." Naruto spun on his heel, and Shikamaru and Suna-guy stopped before they crashed
into him. "Why the hell are you guys hanging out?! You’re friends?!"

Shikamaru heaved a long sigh. "Is that really your first impression of us? Troublesome."

Suna-guy gestured around him vaguely. "It's almost time for the Chuunin Exams, and I've
been going back and forth between Suna and Konoha for meetings concerning the event."

"It sucks, but I'm in charge of them this year," Shikamaru added with a bored shrug. "That,
and I'd been assigned as the official guide for Suna's Ambassador ever since Kankuro took up
the position."

Oh. So his name was Kankuro.

"The Chuunin Exams, huh..."

Memories that dredged Naruto down like quicksand. He thought of Sasuke and all the things
he did wrong for him to leave to some bastard like Orochimaru, and of that fight between
Neji and Hinata that still left a bitter taste in his mouth whenever it managed to remind him
of how useless he'd been watching it from the sidelines.

"Are you going to do something about the Exams?"

Naruto jerked back to himself. "Huh? What do you mean?"

"You're the only one in our year who hasn't become chuunin," Shikamaru said.

A bird cawed as it flew overhead.

"What?!" Naruto's voice ricocheted up and down the street as he whipped towards his
teammate. Eyes blown wide and frantic at the edges. "Hinata-chan?! You're a chuunin?!"

She blushed. "Y-Yes!"

"Not to mention that this guy here," Shikamaru jabbed his thumb to the side, "his sister
Temari, and Hyuuga Neji are already jounin."



Naruto blanched. How was everyone already so far ahead? No, it made sense he was gone for
so long but—but everyone?

"G-Gaara!" He blurted, grasping at the straws. There had to be some things that stayed the
same, right? Anything! If everything stayed the same and no one changed then maybe
Sakura-chan wasn’t— "What about Gaara?!"

"Gaara," Kankuro deadpanned, a single brow cocked. "You’re seriously asking about my
little brother, Gaara, The Godaime Kazekage?"

Another bird cawed.

"WHAT?!"

:: ::

A sandstorm brewed in a vast desert where two figures traversed all alone. Their black cloaks
were adorned with clouds stained blood red and the streams from their conical hats billowed
in the gale.

Deidara, the taller of the two, hummed. "So we'll deal with this one before going after the
guy we sent to Orochimaru?" He clicked his tongue. "Looks like he turned traitor and leaked
some info about us, un."

"It can't be helped," Sasori replied. Wood eyes cut to the bag hanging from his partner's
fingers. "You're carrying a measly amount of clay. Has your ego gotten too big or will that
really be enough to take on a jinchuuriki?"

"Ah, Danna, you worry too much, hm," he waved off. "I even brought my specialty."

"Specialty or not, if i have to clean up one of your messes again—"

"It'll be fine."

"Tch. Annoying brat."

Sasori watched the desert of his old home, all nothing and stillness in the midst of a ravaging
blizzard. He'd never understand why their leader decided now was the time to up the ante and
let the world catch more and more glimpses of the "mysterious Akatsuki", especially when
before there had been such an emphasis on silence and subtlety.

Just yesterday, they were only a rumor. But today he was sure they would set forward a
domino effect he wasn't sure anyone could stop.

And would it be something he would even want to stop? Well, that certainly was a good
question to ask, wasn't it?

"Just do what you came here to do," Sasori sneered. A particularly strong gust cut around
them, erasing the footsteps they barely left behind. "And don't keep me waiting."



:: ::

Filth and grime clung onto every centimeter of his body as he trudged through the darkened
streets of the village that raised him.

His orange pants were torn and a shallow slash ran down from his shoulder to his elbow,
skimming the skin but by now it would've healed completely. The only part left untouched,
though, had been the right side of his torso where he kept hold of those neat white envelopes.
He probably should've given them to Ero-sennin before fighting Kakashi but—but then he
would've had to look into those damn pitying eyes that told him hundreds of times that 'you
can't keep holding onto them like you do, Naruto, 'cause chances are that your friend might
be dea—'

"No," Naruto muttered. He stopped at the foot of the metal staircase that marched up to his
apartment floor. "No, she's not."

Was she?

His chest burned. He didn't know if he wanted to find out.

"Excuse me," someone spoke up from behind him. "You're blocking the stairs."

He rubbed his watering eyes on his sleeve and shuffled to the side. "Sorry! Sorry, didn't mean
to..." His head turned and he was eye level to a neck and clashed a navy tank top, the color
striking him with dizzying familiarity. Craning back his neck, his eyes widened with each
millisecond he took in a pair of lips, pale cheeks, blue ink, green eyes that never looked at
him like a monster and pink hair that framed a face that never left him cold.

"Sakura-chan," he whispered.

Sakura's mouth quirked. "Naruto."

Hinata-chan and Shikamaru hadn't really changed when he saw them. Sure Hinata-chan's hair
was longer and Shikamaru started wearing those vests like a lot of the older shinobi in the
village, but they still looked like themselves. Not that Sakura-chan looked like a whole other
person, but... her hair was so short. She was so tall. She had a face tattoo like gangster, but
like a cool gangster.

"Kotetsu and Izumo-san mentioned you'd come back this morning when I stopped by," she
said. Tears pricked at his eyes and his face went numb as he shuffled forward an inch. "I
thought you would be gone longer, but it's been over two years, hasn't it? You left for training
a few days after my team and I—oof."

She was cut short when Naruto flung himself onto her, locking his arms around her torso like
a vice and burying his head into her collarbone. She got real tall and if it was bad before it
was definitely worse now, but the tears wouldn't stop coming and all he could think about
was how happy he was that Jiraiya was wrong.



Sakura was still for a moment before one arm wrapped around his shoulder and the other one
patted the top of his head. It was awkward, but hugs were always awkward with her and he
choked on a sob. He wouldn't have to give out late White Letters. He wouldn't have to hold
onto them anymore.

"Have you had dinner yet?" she questioned softly. He sniffed and shook his head. "Alright.
Get changed and wait for me at your apartment, I'll bring over something you can eat."

He squeezed her tighter before he pulled away. One of his hands knocked into the bandages
of her left forearm, and he startled when it made a dull thud against his knuckles. There was a
question on the tip of her tongue that he didn't know how to ask, but quickly thought better of
it and shut his mouth.

"Okay," he said. He sniffed again and rubbed his eyes with his palms. "Okay, Sakura-chan."

His hold was still on her when they climbed up the stairs and he only let go when she slipped
into her apartment and he fiddled with his keys to push into his. The first thing he noticed
was that dust didn't invade his nose—he didn't know anyone who'd come in willingly to clean
up all his stuff—and beelined straight into the bathroom for a quick shower.

When he'd scrubbed off all the dirt and sweat that clotted his hair and cemented onto his skin,
he stepped over his pile of clothes and nearly tripped over his own feet to step into his room.
Most of the clothes he left behind were too small to fit, but a quick dig through his drawers
granted him a baggy shirt from Ichiraku Ramen and over-sized gym shorts stretched thin with
age.

Naruto doubled back into the bathroom to swipe the plastic baggie from the inside of his
jacket and tread down the short hall towards the kitchen.

Sakura was already at the stove heating up something he didn't recognize.

"You were fast," she commented, her back to him as she stirred. "You didn't have to rush. The
food's not ready yet."

And Naruto... still didn't really know what to say.

He'd been gone for over two whole years, and that was over two whole years of things he'd
have to learn about what he missed. He never got to ask Hinata-chan about the latest news
and Kakashi-sensei just about disappeared right after they'd gotten the bells from him in Bell
Test The Sequel. Baa-chan had paperwork and Ero-sennin had more than likely gone off to
the Red Light District for the night, and all he wanted to do after that back-breaking training
session was get back to his apartment and sleep—well, no, that wasn't true.

He'd wanted to see Sakura-chan ever since he learned that she'd given him White Letters.

"You know... you're kinda terrible, Sakura-chan."

She glanced over her shoulder with a cocked brow before her eyes landed on the envelopes
cradled in his hands. Clean and tucked in a plastic bag, she lifted her gaze up to the sad smile



on a face that normally shone as bright as the moon.

"Ah, those. I'd almost forgotten."

(She hadn't.)

"You told me to hand them out if anything 'bad' happened and you, you gave them to me
knowing that I didn't really know what that meant." His brows furrowed and he clutched
tighter onto the letters. "I had to find out 'bout them from Ero-sennin, but that was when we'd
been out of the village for a long time already. Why... Why didn't you say anything about
what they really were? Why couldn't you just tell me?"

Sakura lowered the fire to a low simmer and turned around. Sometimes he thought that blank
face of hers was a curse. "It would have made you upset."

"I was upset anyway when I found out about them!"

"You would've tried to give the envelopes back, but I wanted you to be my keeper for the
letters." She sighed. "It was selfish of me."

"Sakura-chan, I don't understand..."

(The words that came from her lips were the first that bubbled to the surface of her mind,
thick and heavy with everything she never forgot.)

"It's because I'm not a good person," she said.

Her father smiles a bitter smile when he bends down to kiss the top of her head and tells her
he's not a good man.

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have done that to you."

But the thing was, Naruto wasn't angry anymore. Hadn't been since about a week after he
found out about the letters. And... she was right, wasn't she? If she told him her letters were
White Letters in the beginning he would've shoved them away because he refused to believe
that she'd be dying anytime soon.

"No, it's..." He shook his head and walked over to her. "I get it."

His shoulder brushed against hers as he peered into the pot. A thin brown broth bubbled
slowly and he spied some chunks of meat, strings of rice noodles, and a healthy handful of all
sorts of vegetables. His fingers tugged at his sleeves.

"Hey, Sakura-chan?"

She tipped her head to show she was listening.

"Can you tell me everything I missed?" he questioned shyly. He flashed her a grin to hide his
embarrassment. "I never really got the chance to find out much, heh..."



The smile she gave him is her usual one. Small and odd and not something she did often
enough.

He missed that. He missed her.

She turned up the fire. "Sure."

Naruto watched her stir for a few moments, eyes tracing the circles she made in the pot. It
was her left hand that did it, and his eyes glue to the bandages almost immediately.

"And uh... Sakura-chan?"

"Mm?"

"I don't know why you don't think you're a good person," he murmured. He dragged his eyes
away and nudged her side. "You've always been good to me, 'ttebayo."

She hummed, but said nothing else.

(He was back in the village that hated him, but he knew that as long as he had Sakura-chan,
he'd be okay.)



What They Should Have Known

"He's been quiet."

Kikai roved about the room in small clusters like a living wallpaper pattern. They crawled
into corners and filled cracks, undulating with their hosts' chakra and carefully avoiding the
pretty little seals that criss-crossed one another on the expanse of the chipped white ceiling.

Sakura ran a whetstone over her kunai, her left arm thrumming with chakra as she held the
gleaming metal up to the light. "He's planning his next move, just as we are. All that it'll
come down to is who makes the first one."

"It's bullshit," Kiba huffed. He snaked around the table and the rest of his pack sat around it,
jotting down seal reversal ideas and throwing down crumpled wads in frustration. The stolen
Forbidden Seals Text was cracked wide open on the countertop, its binding stained with ink.
"If I was in the Seals Division I woulda' had access to all the texts I needed right now, and
what have we just ended up doin'? Sitting! Just! Sitting!"

"Even if you were in the Seals Division, we would still need information on him. Why? Not
much is known and it is crucial to understand our enemy before making any bold statements."
Shino paused. He tapped his fingers and watched his colony swirl into a new pattern.
"More bold statements, at any rate. I suppose there's nothing more infuriating than seeing us
come back time and time again despite his efforts for our elimination."

"We need to do something."

"We need evidence," Sakura countered calmly, twirling the kunai between her steel and
wooden fingers. "I know that the longer we wait, the longer we run the risk of something else
happening, but there's only so much we can do."

Kiba sighed. "I know, I know. It's just..." He crumpled up another sheet. "Ugh. You guys find
out anythin'?"

"There are no hospital records I'd come across that would have any use—I imagine anything
related to Orochimaru's lab or its victims has been effectively removed. Granted, the
suspension I acquired delays things on my end, but nothing else has turned up," Shino
informed them. He tilted his head. "Sakura?"

Her eyes focused on a smudge on the table. "The Godaime isn't like her predecessor. Maybe
she doesn't have as many years of experience as the Sandaime, but she's not stupid. The
Hokage Library is sealed with extra security, nothing we can get into without having to
vacate the village immediately, and I've scoped out all of Konoha top-down. I haven't come
across any ROOT headquarters as of yet, but I've located areas of interest that contain secret
passageways utilized by upper-division shinobi. Some of these Tenzo-san has mentioned
before, but I've made a clear note of all the new ones."

"Sweet. You got a map?"



She plucked a folded piece of paper from underneath her shirt and slid it across the table.
Akamaru pushed himself up and set his paws near her stack of nearly sharpened kunai as he
leaned over the page. "Memorize, then burn."

"I'm still concerned about his silence," Shino brought up again as both Kiba and Akamaru
pored over the map. He pulled off his glasses and rubbed his eye, exposing the dark shadows
sunken in his skin. "We don't know when he'll attack, but when he does I fear we won't be
prepared enough for it."

Kiba pushed the map over to his friend before flipping to the next page on his notepad and
frowning down at the blank sheet. "It's nice seein' everyone again," he said. "But... you know
we didn't come back just for them." His lips twisted into an awful scowl. He didn't think
those words would ever stop tasting bitter. "You know we didn't come all the way back ta'
this hellhole ta' try and get our lives back."

He thought of his family's tears when he came back from Kumo.

He didn't think he'd ever be strong enough to tell him he wasn't back forever.

Sakura set down the whetstone with a light clack. "Something will snap one way or another,
whether he decides to finally make a move or we finally get the information we need," she
said. "We're doing all that we can, and the best we can do is not stop."

Shino and Kiba exchanged solemn glances and Akamaru whined as all four paws dropped
back onto the floor.

There was always a choice.

Sometimes they wondered what it would be like if they made the wrong one.

"Alright," Shino nodded. As Kiba resumed his pacing and scribbling, he leaned back in his
chair, long black hair spilling messily past his shoulders. "We'll try to find everything we
need. Quickly."

He held the map between his fingers and a quick burst of chakra through his nerves
consumed it in flames. Ashes spilled into the creases of his palm and drifted on the table.

All around them, kikai crawled and seals burned bright.

:: ::

Dawn barely broke through the horizon as Shikamaru and Kankuro traversed down Konoha's
near-empty streets.

Shikamaru yawned, a small tear collecting at the corner of one eye. "You know the whole
village is still asleep, right? What's got you up so early?"

"I can't leave Suna unattended for too long, especially with all the preparations we've been
making." Kankuro shrugged. "I thought I'd head back as soon as possible."



"Without eating breakfast?"

It took a few seconds for Kankuro to make sure he heard right, and when he was sure he did,
he threw his head back and laughed. "Not gonna lie, that's probably the funniest thing you
could be concerned about." Glancing up at the blue sky, he completely missed the faint pink
rising along the tips of Shikamaru's ears. "But I'll probably stop by a tea house or something
on my way back." He nudged the other with an elbow. "What are you doing up so early? I
honestly thought your body doesn't function before noon, and even that's a stretch."

"I'm your guide."

Kankuro laughed again. "Even if it's a pain?"

"It's a mission, isn't it?"

They happened upon the gates where they stopped for a brief moment, Kankuro tilting his
head towards Konoha's laziest chuunin. "You know, the next time we'll see each other is
during the exams," he said. "Maybe you should try for jounin—you're definitely good enough
for it."

"Eh..." Shikamaru rubbed the back of his head. "Sounds troublesome."

Kankuro snorted. "Yeah, maybe." He tugged on the scrolls on his back to test their security
before lifting his head in a lazy wave. "See you around, Nara."

. . .

Sometimes he really enjoyed the solace of these Ambassador missions. They let him breathe
without the council on his shoulders and it granted him reprieve from all the politics that
came with his birthright.

The job also allowed him to meet a lot of interesting people too. Shikamaru was a pretty
decent guy, yawns and drowsiness and all. He liked taking naps in fields after cloud watching
and playing shogi to pass the time; kelp and mackerel were his favorite foods especially
when together, and Kankuro could remember snorting tea up his nose after watching him take
accidentally taking a bite of boiled eggs and letting it waterfall down his chin and back onto
the table.

It was also pretty cute when—

Kankuro sighed and kneaded the muscles in the back of his neck. ‘Bad brain. Think about
something else.’

He pulled his arm away and stared down at it as he walked.

Then there was Sakura.

Sakura was… something else. When they crossed paths during their Chuunin Exams and
struck up a friendship neither of them were really supposed to have, he didn’t think it would



end up anywhere. They were shinobi from different villages with not much in common
brought together by mutual intrigue.

She hated her village, he didn’t. He would die for his blood family, there was no blood family
for her to die for.

Yet, they’d spent whole nights talking about this and that while he worked on her puppet arm
—about movies and favorite foods and the cheapest vegetables to buy each season. After
examining her right arm to sketch and replicate the same limb but for her left, he’d learned
the earthy brown tattoos were by someplace called the "Catatumbo Penitentiary" and that she
hinted her time in Kumo was a little more than just imprisonment. In turn, he told her stories
about Gaara’s rise to the Kage position and the few lurking council members who sought to
undermine it because they could never trust a jinchuuriki. But they would never blab on each
other.

He stayed on her side, she stayed on his. That’s how they worked.

He frowned and rubbed his stomach, feeling a small knot in the center that he couldn’t
manage to smooth out. He’d been feeling a bit off since leaving Konoha, and what he initially
thought was hunger or stress had traveled up his spine and into his chest to constrict his lungs
and heart. Something was off, it had to be, and the more he inched towards his village the
worse he started to feel.

Could it be…?

Kankuro straightened as he picked up something in the breeze.

“Ka-Kankuro-san!”

He turned halfway, chakra strings at the tips of his fingers and eyes instantly searching for the
source. Only when the three Konohans landed did he relax enough to stop the chakra flow
through his hands and crossed his arms as he nodded in greeting.

“Hatake, Hyuuga, Uzumaki,” he greeted. “You guys got a mission or something?”

Before Kakashi or Hinata could even think of saying anything, Naruto burst forward with
both his fists clenched until his knuckles threatened to break skin.

“They took him,” he growled. “The Akatsuki—they took Gaara!”

Kankuro’s heart stilled. “What?”

“We’ll fill you in on the way,” Kakashi said. “Come on, it’s best if we get to Suna as quick as
we can.”

Kankuro didn’t need to hear anything more; he and Team Seven immediately sprung through
the trees.

"Na-Naruto-kun!" Hinata called out mid-leap. Her teammate had propelled himself forward,
a blur of black and orange and blonde as he lurched ahead of their decided kilometer per hour



speed. "We need to stay as a unit!"

"But Gaara—"

"Jiraiya-sama told you to not lose your cool, remember?" Kakashi said. "We'll get to Suna as
fast as we can."

Kankuro piped up from Kakashi's left. "It'll take us another day and a half before we get
there. If Gaara was really taken by the Akatsuki, then no doubt Temari-nee already went after
them..."

He grimaced.

Nighttime wrapped around them like a loose shawl as they cut across the forest's darkness.
The trees had yet to thin out around them; just another sign of how much distance they had
yet to cover before even reaching Wind Country's border. Naruto still hung ahead of the
formation despite the chastising, canines minutely sharper as his irises flickered to an
unnoticeable red every few minutes before fading back to their usual blues.

"People like me and Gaara..." He ground his teeth. "Tailed beast this, tailed beast that. We
never asked to be what we are, and suddenly the Akatsuki comes to tear the demons out of
our bodies."

Kankuro blinked. Right, Uzumaki was a jinchuuriki too.

"Gaara is the last person who needs to deal with this," he continued, the Will of Fire burning
bright in his gaze. "And I'm willing to do whatever it takes to make sure he won't be in it
alone."

Kankuro bit the inside of his cheek. Most of his life he’d been afraid of Gaara and the trail of
blood he left behind him when he went on rampages within the village. He could still
remember tip-toeing down the hall past his room that he never slept in and could still feel that
same fear he felt when he watched sand crush and churn the bodies of those Gaara every
deemed were “in his way.”

It wasn’t too long ago that if he’d heard the news that Gaara could die, he wouldn’t care.

Yet two years later here he was, blood rushing in his ears as he pleaded to the gods that his
little brother would still be alive and breathing.

He hoped they weren't already too late.

Silence reigned over the team until the sun rose.

. . .

A day away from their destination, they had soldier pills for breakfast and never faltered in
pace.



Hinata pushed a bit further towards the front until she was shoulder to shoulder with her
friend. She ignored how the lines on his cheeks were slightly more pronounced and focused
instead on his hard glare.

"You've met hi-him before, haven't you? Uchiha Itachi," she mentioned. Naruto snarled.
"And he's after you." She glanced over her shoulder to meet Kakashi's surprised stare. "I
didn't just train over the past two years. I-I got into Tsunade-shishou's library and conducted
outside investigations to the best of my ability." An image of Sasuke flashed to the forefront
of her mind, and with it the memory of her trying to stop him from leaving for Naruto's sake
only to wake up on a stone bench with an ache in her neck and her reclusive teammate
nowhere to be seen. Quieter, she continued. "Sasuke-san only ever wanted to kill his brother,
an Akatsuki member, even going the lengths to join Orochimaru for power—a previous
member of the Akatsuki."

She steeled her nerves. "What I'm getting at is... the closer we get to Akatsuki and the closer
we get to information about Orochimaru, the closer we get to Sasuke-san." She looked back
at Naruto and the way he grit his teeth. "Are you prepared for that?"

When twelve year old Naruto pulled open the door of the hotel room Ero-sennin left him in, a
figure clad in a dark cloak loomed over him in the doorway. Red clouds, red eyes, his mind
immediately went to Sasuke. But Sasuke wasn't this tall and never made his muscles tense in
fear...

"Really, who'd think this kid would have the Kyuubi in him?"

Another man swept up behind the first one, and Naruto leaned back as sweat dripped down
the back of his neck. His skin was this washed up blue and his navy hair slicked up in the
shape of a shark-fin. And not only was he ridiculously tall, but his beady black eyes made
Naruto shiver.

"Just a damn kid," the blue guy sighed, a downturn to his lips. "You know I don't kill kids,
Itachi-san. You deal with this one."

"It doesn't matter if I'm prepared for anythin' or not," Naruto growled. "We'll kick these guys'
asses and get Sasuke back no matter what!"

:: ::

"You called for me, Tsunade-sama?"

Tsunade stood as she gazed out one of her windows, brow creased and hands folded behind
her back. A newspaper with the day's winning lottery numbers laid unfurled on her desk and
atop it, a lottery ticket embossed with the exact same numbers. By its side was a ceramic cup
cracked beyond relief.

It had been two days since Team Kakashi left for their mission.

"I want to send reinforcements to Suna," she stated bluntly. "The team currently returning
from the A-rank I had no choice but to slot them in for—they should be returning soon,



shouldn't they?"

Shizune thought back to all the A-ranked missions assigned since the beginning of the month.
Most were still active and in the middle of their allotted time, but the team that was due back
this afternoon—

"Tsunade-sama," she started uncertainly. "You want to send them? On this mission?"

"You think they're incapable?"

"Not at all, it's just..." Shizune trailed off.

Tsunade turned around. No, her assistant had every right to be concerned. Not too long ago
she'd pondered this team and their eccentricities, to put it mildly, and tried to puzzle out just
what about them made her so curious.

Their mission streak since returning from their absence was simply impeccable. They took on
orders without complaint, and if she factored out Shino's regular insubordination as a village-
bound medic and Kiba's odd persistence of seal work and the general conundrum around
Sakura, then by all means they might be the most capable, well-rounded squads to perform
under her direction.

But the experience they racked up under their belt during her predecessor's tenure had been...
concerning. They had more than enough D-ranks to cover the requirement for their
enrollment into the Chuunin Exams, but the more she dug into their files the more wary and
confused she'd become at all the details that compiled in the calculating mess that was Team
Eight.

A majority of their missions had been set outside of Konoha. Not too common, but then again
not too strange. But as she perused through the post-mission reports, she noted two red flags.

One, they always seemed to take on the missions that no one wanted. Undesirable missions.
The ones that got stuffed at the bottom of the assignment pile simply because no one wanted
to do them; the ones that had people averting their eyes or holding down their stomachs
because they dealt with the clean-up and dead-ends and always lowered the morale of the
shinobi that were slated for them.

Team Eight had twenty-five D-ranks and one C-rank prior to their assignment to their ill-
fated B-rank.

Twenty-three of those missions were undesirables.

Tsunade had clawed through each mission report with intense scrutiny after that realization,
citing Yuuhi Kurenai's neat hand and the footnotes from the gate guards that signed them
back into the village.

And by the Kages, the injuries they'd all sustained.

Mission twenty-two had them bring in a drug dealer that never showed up to his court date;
Kiba suffered chakra exhaustion and a pulled muscle chasing him across Fire Country for



sixty-five kilometers straight. Mission eighteen sent them to investigate a domestic abuse
case; Sakura had a dislocated and broken jaw from when one of the spouses lost their mind
and she'd step in to take the blow. Mission nine told them to disperse a low-end gang war;
Shino was put on leave for a week when a gang leader shattered his collarbone with a
crowbar. Mission nineteen forced them to search through a landfill for the missing body of a
runaway teen; Akamaru had been admitted to a veterinary clinic for an infection caused by a
fungus that seemed to concentrate in that area.

Mission twenty-six sent them to follow up on Team Seven's actions in Wave. They were
attacked by a group of mercenaries.

Mission five, they dug thirty-three graves for thirty-three dead children.

Twelve year old genin dug graves for their own.

And Tsunade had been absolutely sickened. 'Hiruzen-sensei, may you rest in peace, but what
was going through that senile old head of yours?!'

No wonder Hagane and Kamizuki called them Unlucky.

Though perhaps this was the explanation for why they were such able-bodied shinobi, and
she truly did believe that if she assigned this S-rank to them, they would be successful.

"It's just that whenever something about Team Eight comes up, you always seem to look at
them in an odd light," continued Shizune. "Not in a bad way, but it's as if they confuse you,
almost. Maybe that they don't hold your trust?"

"They haven't given me a reason not to trust them," Tsunade said as she slumped into her
seat. "They're competent, they listen, they do what they're told without kicking up a fuss."
She set her elbow on her arm rest and dropped her chin on her knuckles. "If this mission goes
off without a hitch and they receive a glowing report from Kurenai and Kakashi, I'll
reconsider my stance on them. If not, I'll investigate this matter myself."

She waved a hand through the air. "But enough of that. Tell the guards to halt Team Eight at
the gates upon their return. I'll give them my orders there and have them set off to Suna
immediately."

"Yes, Tsunade-sama!"

:: ::

Kurenai gazed at her kids as they sped through the canopies of the thickets of trees in the
diamond formation they'd arranged themselves into. Kiba took to the front and was left to
decide the speed and direction the team would take, Shino was directly behind him as
attending medic and thus the key element that need the most protection from the formation,
her and Akamaru flanked the sides to keep watch on the left and the right respectively, and
Sakura brought up the rear as the tank fighter on the team.



“I’m giving you the same mission I’ve given Team Kakashi,” Tsunade stated as she stood at
Konoha’s southern entrance. One hand braced on her hip as she scrutinized each and every
member of the team before her. “You will go to Suna and provide back-up for Hatake
Kakashi, Hyuuga Hinata, and Uzumaki Naruto against the threat known as the Akatsuki.
From there, you will receive the rest of your assignment. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Hokage-sama,” Team Eight chorused sharply. Tsunade nodded.

“Dismissed! ”

As they leapt into the trees, Kurenai surveyed their current atmosphere. Kiba clicked his
tongue once they were far enough away from the gates.

“Another mission right after our last one? And an S-rank?” He scowled. “At least the pay’s
gonna be good. I can finally get that super condensed sealing paper that costs a billion per
sheet.”

Akamaru barked, a small whine at the end of his tone, and Kiba paused for a moment before
he winced, shook his head, and stole a look at their pink-haired packmate. Shino followed
their gaze as well with a crease in his brow, but kept his silence.

Sakura’s face had iced over and she’d pressed her lips together so tightly they’d gone white,
and when she acknowledged their concern with a curt wave of her hand—a clear sign
for ‘later.’

Kurenai glanced over her shoulder at Sakura's blank face, and though to everyone else it
might seem like her typical cold facade, she could see the pensive threads streaming through
dark green eyes. "You've been thinking about something since Tsunade-sama gave us the
mission," she said. "Are you worried?"

Sakura hummed, pink hair brushing against the hitai-ate on her forehead. "I wouldn't call it
worry."

"I see. But let me know if there's anything wrong, alright?"

"Yes, sensei."

Kurenai stole a last look at her student. She wore her black pants, blue shirt, and brown
pauldrons just as she always did, except this time she wore three of Kiba's seals; one on her
leg beneath her kunai pouch, one on her prosthesis under all those bandages, and one on the
bottom of her right sandal that had only been there since the short break they took when
Kurenai broke off from the rest of the team to run a quick perimeter.

Each seal slip had P E R C E P T I O N written down their lengths, surrounded by other
sequences that completely flew over her head.

Her kids said nothing about it, so she would only ask when the mission was over.

A blip of chakra in the distance had Kiba throwing an arm out to halt their movement, and
when Akamaru landed on a thick branch and barked twice, he paused before nodding in



confirmation.

"Potential ally, mid-low defensive positions," he called out. Sakura grasped the hilt of her
katana, Shino's insects surfaced on his skin, Kurenai readied the kunai hidden in her sleeve,
and they were silent as they lay in wait.

If others saw their formation, they would turn their noses down at Kurenai for how much
control she allowed the rest of her squad to have when she was both of higher rank and the
assigned leader for the duration of the mission. But she knew what they were capable of and
just what they had to go through to be where they were now—if there was ever a mission that
didn't require her direct expertise or was understood thoroughly by one of her kids, she had
no problem passing the reins.

Eight never had the chance to learn leadership and strategy that didn't involve escaping
something with their lives or their sanity. Their time under the Sandaime was proof enough of
that. So where he severely failed, Kurenai sought to teach.

It was what she owed them, in the very least.

A small brown pug landed on a branch across from them a few seconds later.

"Pakkun-san," Kurenai greeted in surprise. She waved down her students. "Low defense, he's
one of Kakashi's summons."

"Yeah, hey," the ninken nodded as he observed the group of chuunin. He'd never met them
before and heard once or twice in passing that they'd gone MIA for a bit, but his fur prickled
at their stillness and the way their gazes never left his. Damn, what a weird group of pups.
"Boss directed us—the Eight Ninken—to fan outwards from Suna to track a scent from a
scrap of cloth that the Kazekage's sister managed to snag in her fight against one of those
Akatsuki. Akasuna no Sasori, I think his name was."

Sakura's grip tightened around her sword as she angled her head just slightly to the side.

"Turns out the scent leads to River Country, bordered between Wind and Fire."

"River?" Kiba repeated. He broke eye contact with the newcomer for the first time to address
the rest of his team. "That means..."

"That we're the closest team to the location," Shino said. "Why? River is only an hour from
where we are currently."

Pakkun nodded again. "Exactly. Now follow me, I'll explain the details as we run."

He launched himself back towards the way he came, leaving Kiba sputtering in his wake.

"Hey!"

Team Eight leapt after him, all but one unaware of the watcher hidden in the trees.

:: ::



Viscous red chakra leaked into a husk of a mouth, consuming Shukaku in its entirety and
sealing it into the belly of the Demonic Statue of the Outer Path. Its shriveled stone body
pressed against two whole walls of the summoning arena, and the fourth of all its eyes fought
to open. Nine of its outstretched fingers lifted all nine of the currently active Akatsuki
members, most of them a rainbow static in the shadows of a barely lit cavern.

Zetsu, poised atop the right little finger, suddenly drew himself back into awareness. "An
enemy is nearing the hideout."

"An enemy, hm?"

"Konoha shinobi. I recognize one as Yuuhi Kurenai. Three others plus two ninken make up
the rest of her team," he continued, yellow eyes sweeping the cavern. "I don't know whether
they're particularly strong or not, but they are young. Inexperienced, perhaps. It should not
be too difficult to dispose of them."

"Yuuhi Kurenai is an A-rank genjutsu mistress, though I cannot speak for her team—whoever
they may be," Itachi spoke from atop the right ring finger. "While she was an adept opponent
when I faced her two years ago, neither her nor Sarutobi Asuma had been able to hold their
ground against Kisame-san and I."

"The one with the red eyes who isn't an Uchiha," Kisame recalled. He pushed the confusion
threatening to scrunch his face even if he knew it wouldn't translate well to his holographic
projection. Yuuhi Kurenai, Yuuhi Kurenai... wasn't she Pup's sensei? 'Shit, don't tell me...'

Pein's eyes swiveled slowly to the side. The black rings that rippled from the pupils of his
gleaming purple eyes were like a beacon in the darkness. "There is no need for direct contact.
Use that jutsu."

"Then let me do it," Hidan bid from the left index finger. "I've been gettin' real fuckin'
annoyed at all the shit we haven't been doing, seriously."

"Nah, I'll do it," Kisame offered, perched atop the left ring finger. He suffocated his panic
beneath his typical, easy going demeanor. Though it was harder this time when paranoia
came back like an old friend, knocking against his rib cage and rattling the muscles in his
throat. None of them could see his pup and maybe if Zetsu had been too far to see that it'd
been her, if she was there, he couldn't risk anyone else finding out she was alive. "I've got a
thing against Konoha shinobi. No offense, Itachi-san."

From upon the right middle finger, Konan's face remained apathetic even as her heart
softened.

"... The jutsu is more suited to someone like you, Kisame. You have the greatest chakra
reserves among us," Pein decided. He fell into a brief, considering silence. "Even so, the jutsu
will require thirty percent of your chakra that will need to be dispatched immediately."

"Heh. Fine by me."

'Please don't let her be there.'



:: ::

The terrain grew into a rocky thing covered in hills of stone and sunk deep grooves underfoot
from years and years of weathering. Dust kicked off the path they ran, and Kiba hated the
potential attention they could attract from it. There was no one around for hours, probably,
and there were barely any shadows to keep to as the burning sun crashed down onto their
shoulders.

"Someone slap some sunscreen on Sakura, she's gonna be a lobster by the time we're outta
here," Kiba ribbed. He stuck his tongue out when Sakura raised a brow in his direction.

"Lobster is a rich source of copper and selenium," Shino commented. "Though I don't favor
it. Why? Crab is virtually the same crustacean and tastes much better."

"They're not the sa—Shino. You can't just say shit like that. If crab and lobster were the same
thing it'd be crab and crab or lobster and lobster, not crab and lobster."

"Seafood is seafood, but crab is cheaper," said Sakura. "The price for a kilogram of the
lowest running crab meat is equivalent to up to ten bottles of sunscreen, depending on the
brand."

"The hell are you gonna do with ten bottles of sunscreen?"

"Not become a lobster, apparently."

Up front, Kurenai covered her mouth to hide her laugh and Pakkun snorted. Akamaru
snuffled his own chuckle before his nose twitched and his great white head angled upward.
He barked lowly, causing both Pakkun and Kiba to skid to a stop.

"How many?" Kiba asked. Another bark. "One?"

Then—

"Back!"

The earth trembled as something bandaged—was it a pole, a sword, a staff, a weapon—burst
from the ground and zig-zagged towards them at the speed of a thrown kunai.

Five seconds from the mark and Sakura's katana was out of its sheath, four seconds from the
mark she recognized that beneath the bandages was a blade, three seconds from the mark
their opponent's chakra washed over her like a hurricane and its familiarity staked her
through the heart but it’s cold and detached and wrong, two seconds from the mark the skin
of her right arm crept blue-gray and the rest of the team scattered to dodge the impact, one
second from the mark she deactivated the perception seals all over her body.

She locked her left arm behind her katana and poised it above her as the blade rained down.

The impact split the ground but not her bones, and she let her skin fade to its normal hue as
dust collected around them. Driving her strength left, she pushed Samehada off and launched
herself to Kiba's side.



"What do you smell on him?" she asked as the dust cloud slowly began to dissipate. Her
mouth was still and he had to strain to hear her words.

"Sand. Lots of it," he replied, just as quiet. "Seems like he's been out for a while. Lotsa' dirt
and smoke—smells like he's just had a lunch full a' red meat. Camel? I got a pretty good
whiff of it when Shino made thenthuk, but this one's fresher." He glanced up at her just in
time to see her eyes darken considerably. "Why?"

"Dad's been a pescatarian even before I was born," she said, and Kiba blanched as he snapped
back to the settling dust and the figure standing in its midst. "I don't see a reason why he'd
stop now."

'Hoshigaki Kisame' poised himself in his own destruction, and when Sakura met his gaze and
failed to spot even a spark of recognition, she reactivated the Perception seals.

"You don't wanna be recognized, huh?"

"If we're dealing with the Akatsuki, then it's best if I'm hidden from them. A henge would
require too much chakra to maintain and a genjutsu would divide my focus. Do you know any
seals that can hide my appearance?"

Kiba gripped his chin. "Well, there's Perception seals. Basically, you'll still be you with the
same height, clothes, weapons, and stuff, but it changes other things like voice, eye color,
hair color. But only for those who don't already know what you look and sound like."

"Then what will strangers see when they look at her?" Shino questioned.

"Eh, it's all about perception," Kiba shrugged. "They'll see whatever they expect to see. And
if they don’t know or expect Sakura, then they won’t see her at all."

"So it's not him."

Sakura sunk into a defensive stance. "No. It's not."

Shino listened to the insects that lingered near his ears and pulsed the most minuscule of
chakra flashes that relayed the noise input received from the insects residing on his
teammates. The words Dad and it's not him rang clear in his mind as he stared down the
impostor.

"So this is the Akatsuki," he murmured aloud. Loud enough for pack to listen and definitely
loud enough for Pakkun to catch.

'Kisame' chuckled.

'Samehada' hurled into the air and blue hands slapped together into a single snake seal.
"Suiton: Bakusui Shouha!"

Water erupted from his mouth like a geyser. The rocky terrain was suddenly thin slabs of
stone in the middle of an ocean from the rushing water of a never ending waterfall that
propelled 'Kisame' meters above them. It was a testament to his chakra reserves with how



he'd single-handedly curtailed the battlefield in his favor, and he laughed as he glided down
the watery hill of his creation with a blade in his hand and a thirst for blood on this tongue.

Team Eight bounded into the air as the waves rushed beneath them, but as they landed on
some of the breaching rocks, behind them one-two-three giant waves ascended towards the
skies before surging back down over their heads.

"What the fuck's this, the Aquatic Center on steroids?!" Kiba snarled, landing on a half-
submerged boulder.

"The amount of water that appears has an exponential equivalent to the amount of chakra
allocated for the jutsu," Sakura said as she landed on a rock downstream of him. "Hoshigaki
Kisame is notorious for his large chakra reserves."

Kurenai's gaze flickered all around them. Their opponent was nowhere to be seen, lost in the
choppy waters that licked at their feet. Oceans and mountains all on the same playing field...
well, there were worse predicaments to be in.

Another wave shot in from the left and they all pushed themselves into the air again. This
wave was much bigger and streaked past only a foot or so from the bottoms of their sandals.
'Kisame' appeared from the water and swung down. Dodge, swung to the side, dodge;
Kurenai swiped her leg through his head only for her sandals to soak and droplets to splash
against her knees.

"Water clone," she bit. The physical 'Kisame' emerged from his dispersed clone and swung
down again.

Swing, dodge. Swing, dodge. Swing, dodge.

She wasn't in any position to move onto the offensive with how far up in the air they were,
but the movement at the corner of her eyes was enough of a signal to spin out of range as best
she could.

"Sakura!" she barked.

'Kisame' twisted his head to see the end result of two of the kids launching the third by
grasping her sandals and throwing her forward. The girl slammed her foot against his hand,
forcing him to drop 'Samehada', and slashed her katana.

It nicked his throat. He let himself fall towards calmer waters.

He touched down without much of a splash, but so did Kiba and Akamaru.

"GATSUUGA!"

The twin tornado attack sent him flying backwards into the direction of his careening blade.
'Samehada' was in his grasp once more and he slammed the tip into the water to slow his
momentum, whipping it back in front of him to block the barrage of kunai aimed his way.

Each one was attached to an explosive tag.



'Kisame' escaped into the water as smoke and fire spewed on the battlefield.

"Elusive," Shino noted as everything around them stilled once more. Kurenai and Sakura
landed beside him and Kiba backtracked to their location. "Pakkun-san is watching from a
distance; he believed that he would only be in our way."

"That's probably for the best," Kurenai agreed. Akamaru's head jerked somewhere ahead of
them, spitting and guttural.

"Y'all are kinda annoying, aren't you?" 'Kisame' scoffed as he rose out of the water. "It's so
bothersome... but hey, what can you do? I'll enjoy tearing all of you apart into
microscopic pieces."

Sakura almost allowed her lips to tug up into an incredulous smile. Microscopic
pieces? 'Definitely not him.'

"We'll play this one by ear," Kiba murmured to the rest of the team. "Watch his steps, catch
him off, let the rest of him spill into the water." He never broke eye contact with their enemy
who eyed them with thinly veiled amusement. "Che. Didn't even get the chance to roll up my
pants so they wouldn't get wet." A ripple of chuckles spread across the team. "Any
suggestions?"

"Rip his arms off so he can't use his sword," Sakura offered.

"When it didn't work with you?"

"Well," she started, dipping into another sword stance that Bee once made her hold for
twenty-four full hours, "not everyone can be me."

"Do you think you'll get me off guard that easily?" 'Kisame shifted 'Samehada' on his
shoulder. "I'll be quick to change your mind."

Shino held his arms out in invitation. "I suppose this is a moment where we would reply, 'do
your worst.'"

Kurenai hung near the back of their current formation, her hands blurring in a flurry of her
hand seals and both her chakra and focus locked onto 'Kisame.' He'd been so easily caught in
one of her genjutsu last time that it was bound to work again; at the completion of the final
seal, Kiba sprinted forward with his teeth bare and nails sharp.

'Kisame' stood frozen as the illusion washed over him. But before Kiba could make contact,
he jerked and moved his sword to block the strike. The teen flipped back as Sakura
descended from above. He locked her first kick and her second but the third he expected to
come in from the right but it crossed in from the left, nailing him in the side where her left
arm punched him clean across the face.

It was too hard to be a human hand and he felt the chip chip chip of his cracking jaw.

She widened the gap between them as Kiba lunged forward while Akamaru was relentless in
trying to rip chunks out of 'Kisame's' legs. There was a faint hum in the air as Shino and



Kurenai slunk around to their opponent's blind sides—not that there were many of them—
and watched the bombardment of three on one.

Kikai poured out of Shino's sleeves and mouth and the holes that tore open in his scarred skin
and he fanned them out to run the perimeter with strict direction to keep away from the
chakra-generated water. Check for anything notable, he ordered them. Anything off. Anyone
hiding.

Kurenai searched for an opening through the constant storm of taijutsu Sakura and Kiba
inflicted on 'Kisame' to keep his hands busy and prevent him from performing another jutsu.
She could thread another genjutsu in without catching her kids in it if she was careful
enough, but it needed to have the perfect timing. He'd broken through her first one quickly.
Too quickly.

Sakura threw a right hook that 'Kisame' caught with his free hand. The force he used to grip
her knuckles was enough to crack her bones, and when she yanked back he was tugged
forward with her.

Her left leg rose to slam into his face. He leaned back to dodge and her leg crested around
'Samehada's' hilt, tearing it away from Kisame's grip.

"Now!" she snapped. Kurenai shot out a genjutsu as she, Akamaru, Kiba, and Shino boxed in
around 'Kisame' to slap down matching seals atop the bumbling waters. Water seeped into the
paper but the ink didn't bleed, and the purple glow it emitted shivered and writhed as a border
of lavender light walled him in.

By the time 'Kisame' broke the genjutsu's hold, there was nowhere for him to go.

"What the hell..." he muttered.

The barrier around him was... off. Uneven. Erratic. The chakra that circuited was thrown
around at random intervals and made it near impossible to detect the pattern in the currents
running through it. And no pattern meant no gaps to break through.

"Like it?" Kiba grinned as he stepped back to observe his handiwork, his neck and forehead
slick with sweat with the amount of chakra he poured into it. His grin widened when 'Kisame'
slammed a fist against one wall and nothing changed. "Took me a hot minute ta' figure out
how to make that pain-in-the-ass sequence linker without the whole thing fallin' apart the
minute it activated. Keeps you in, but doesn't keep us out. You're trapped." He glanced over
at Sakura and wiggled his eyebrows. "Like a lobster in a cage."

She snorted as he held 'Samehada's' hilt in a loose, one-handed grip. It wriggled, waiting for
her choice, and she was almost too afraid to give it her answer.

"Kiba," Kurenai warned. "Let's deal with this first. Once we complete this mission, I'll take
you all to get lobster. Or crab," she added when Shino opened his mouth. He shut it and
nodded, appeased.



"You think you've won?" 'Kisame' spat as his burning gaze raked them all over. "You catch
me in a fancy seal and think that you've caught me? I'll overload your whole damn circuit and
gut you first, dog boy."

"Heh." Kiba's face darkened as they drifted up to meet his, yet that grin is unmoving. It was a
face indifferent to threat and hazard, and maybe 'Kisame' had walked into this battle under
severe underestimation. "I wouldn't worry 'bout that, Hoshigaki," he drawled. "Overload only
works after five minutes minimum even with your reserves, which—huh, looks like you've
never had full in the first place. We've been talkin' for over a minute, you've got less than four
left." The ninken sat atop the water with a face blank as stone and dark eyes unwavering.
"You won't last that long."

'Kisame' snarled, but stopped as Sakura walked forward.

"Shouten no Jutsu, right? The Shapeshifting Technique. I've seen it once or twice," she said.
"It makes sense. You allocate thirty, forty percent of an individual's chakra to a living human
sacrifice. The sacrifice becomes an identical copy, complete with perfect imitations of any
kekkai genkai or unique weapon, and the original controls their copy remotely. There are
multiple drawbacks to that technique on the original's end, though. Do you know what they
are?"

He was silent. She continued.

"Even if the real Hoshigaki Kisame is controlling you, and even if the real Hoshigaki Kisame
is listening to my words, he can't see everything. He won't recall my voice. He sees and
knows enough to pinpoint enemies and dodge attacks, but he can't see the colors of their
shirts or note the shape of their eyes. Defining characteristics are blurred, and that's what
makes this jutsu too flawed to use as reconnaissance."

'Kisame's' eyes dropped to her right hand on the hilt of her blade; he could feel her hesitance
in wielding it properly. "... And the sacrifice dies along with the end of the jutsu."

She tipped her head. "And the sacrifice dies along with the end of the jutsu."

'Kisame' scoffed and shook his head and raised his eyes to meet his killer's. "Get on with it,
then," he said. "I know when I've been had, and I don't need pity from some baby Konohans
who got lucky."

"Minute and a half," Kiba announced as he took a step back. The rest of the team followed
suit, and the purple barrier shuttered in static and electricity as Sakura's right foot slid back
into position.

Her right hand tightened around the top of the hilt and her left came to grasp the bottom as
she swung the enormous sword over her shoulder.

Dark blue-purple spikes flared like gnarled thorns and pierced through both her hands. The
left she was lucky would only result in scraped metal and splintered wood, but the right
gushed blood that dripped down the hilt and into the water beneath her feet.



Shino's hand shot forward. "Sakura—!"

"What do they call you?" she asked. She ignored the pain and Shino's alarm and Kurenai's
shock and Kiba's worry and Akamaru's fear and stared straight into the eyes of the man
captured in seals.

The corner of 'Kisame's' mouth curved as the hilt shoved more thorns into her flesh, through
her flesh, past her flesh. She never flinched. "Mukade."

Sakura nodded, tightened her grip even when her right hand became a mangled mass of red
and muscle, and swung.

He didn't dodge.

(Nor would he, even if he could.)

:: ::

In the far reaches of a secluded clearing near Takigakure, the real Hoshigaki Kisame opened
his eyes with a stifled gasp. Beside him, Itachi was still caught controlling the Shouten in his
fight against the Kyuubi boy and the rest of his lackeys, but his own fight... Zetsu had been
right about Yuuhi Kurenai, three others, and the two ninken.

Through his murky recollection of the battle, he assigned the oldest sounding voice as Yuuhi.
Some of the others' had their names spoken aloud at some points, namely Kiba and Sakura,
solidifying his fears. Pup's team. One of the ninken was gargantuan and the last of them—it
had to be Shino—charged the battlefield with such an incessant buzzing that it had to be the
Aburame bugs.

Though the one thing he remembered most vividly—

Hands bloody and weeping in the wake of Samehada's rejection.

He sighed, long and suffering, as he brought up a hand to rub at his stinging eyes.

'Pup,' he thought somberly. 'What were you trying to...?'

He sighed again and waited for his partner to complete the jutsu.

Morbidly, he wonders if she ever noticed her old red ribbon tied near the pommel under all
that she bled.



Reputation

Pakkun... didn't know what to think.

He was relieved their enemy had only been some sort of clone and they hadn't faced off
against the real Hoshigaki Kisame, but he... well, first of all, he had to commend their
teamwork; seamless even though he thought it was a bit weird that Yuuhi hadn't taken
command. Second, the Inuzuka brat made that seal? Seriously? A complex four-pronged
barrier that spazzed like water on hot oil but held up like an iron coffin? It shouldn't have
been possible from a pup like him.

And weren't all of Yuuhi's kids still chuunin?

He hurried back over to the team as color bled from the corpse and the terrain ran dry, blue
shifting to tan and the body shrinking in size. Navy hair diffused to muddy brown and the
face of the dead man wasn't one that Pakkun recognized; a Suna-nin that aligned himself
against his own village. 

Wasn't that a thought?

As the jutsu shed off like a snake skin, the Samehada replicate crumpled into shapeless
pieces. Sakura’s torn mess of a hand was more visible now, dripping blood and caked with
flecks of dirt. Her face was blank as she raised it to inspect the damage—unfeeling.
Unconcerned.

Her left hand hung at her side and through the torn bandages, Pakkun saw cracked wood and
the sheen of dark metal.

'Damn.'

Shino's brow creased as he observed his friend and Pakkun thought he was settling the shock
that surely had to be thrumming in his veins, but the boy took one step forward and
absolutely smacked the back of Sakura's head.

"What have I told you about placing yourself in avoidable situations? Hm? I would like to
think that injury may be avoided with a modicum of common sense but your hand is falling
out of itself. Your medical file is not getting any smaller, and I would like for it not to grow as
fast as it is."

"Ow."

"'Ow,' she says," he grumbled, and Kiba fought off a snicker as he crouched to search the
dead body. Shino held out one of his hands and Sakura placed her mauled appendage on it
without question, his chakra lighting up a bright mint green as he began to repair the damage.
"I give another lecture on her severe lack of self preservation and she responds with ow ."



Kiba upends the kunai pouch from Mukade's leg. "She doesn't wear sunscreen, she doesn't
listen ta' rules. It's a vicious cycle."

Akamaru woofed.

"See? He gets me."

"A miracle," Shino remarked dryly.

Kurenai peered over the healing with a worry that reminded Pakkun of his own mother before
she helped Kiba bury the body—wait, bury the body?

"What are you doing?" he questioned as he padded over to the makeshift grave they'd begun
to sow into the earth. "Mukade, or whoever he is, was, tried to kill you all and you're burying
his body?"

He missed the look Sakura and Shino shared behind him and when Kiba said nothing as he
upturned dirt, Kurenai smiled at the ninken summon. It was a smile that was more tired than
it should be, but not one that tried to hide discomfort. It was open and fatigued and resigned
and as she helped lower the corpse into dirt, her eyes shadowed with something he couldn't
quite pick out.

(He didn't like it.)

"This has become a... ritual, of sorts," she explained softly. "To bury the bodies of anyone
caught in the crossfire and all enemies that end up dying by our hands. It's more out of
respect than anything else, really."

Pakkun tilted his head. He could understand that. The jobs shinobi did were never easy and it
wasn't unusual to see different teams finding different ways to cope. Boss, he knew, liked to
read the first few books of his favorite Icha Icha series after particularly rough missions. The
same three books he read forwards and backwards in the darkness of his own apartment, eyes
skimming over the familiar words after he washed his hands for hours at the kitchen sink.

So yeah. Everyone had their own thing. It was just a little weird to see a bunch of pups pick
this one up.

"Why not take the body to study?" he asked. Especially if they were comfortable enough to
scavenge and bury them. "You could probably learn a lot more from him."

Shino shrugged a shoulder. "What is there to study? Everything we needed from him we
gathered from when he was living."

"Which is safe to say that his goal was to delay us and gather information," Sakura said. She
flexed her newly healed hand still fresh with pink skin. "We'll increase our speed to make up
for lost time. Kiba? Sensei?"

"We're good," Kiba said, glancing at Shino. "Your kikai?"



"Searching," the Aburame replied simply as he turned the direction toward River. They were
already falling back into the formation Pakkun first found them in, and once Kiba was back
to the head of the team, he grinned down at the pug.

"Ready?" he prompted.

Pakkun turned around. He wished Boss had warned him about how weird Yuuhi's team was.
"Let's move out."

:: ::

"Zetsu," Pein said as he turned his head, the fade of his jutsu finally reaching his senses.
"Those two should have shape-shifted back into their original forms. Dispose of them."

" Understood ."

"Itachi," he continued. "I know the jutsu clouds your perception and erases visual recognition
and other similar stimuli, but is there anything you can confirm of our enemies?"

"They're a four man squad consisting of Hatake Kakashi, Hyuuga Hinata, Kyuubi Jinchuuriki
Uzumaki Naruto of Konoha, and Chiyo, an advisor from Suna."

Sasori narrowed his eyes.

"I see. And Kisame?"

"Ah, Zetsu-san was right about it being Yuuhi Kurenai, but I don't know the names of her
teammates," Kisame lied. There was power in being one of the older members; he was never
at the end of suspicion and no one ever thought he would have any outside motive. "I know
one was a medic, one was probably an Inuzuka proficient in seals, and the last was a
swordswoman that ended up killing the clone."

Pein tipped his head. "Hm. The team with the jinchuuriki takes priority. Any other back-up
will be dealt with when the time comes."

Kisame closed his eyes. Hopefully that meant Sakura wouldn't get into trouble anytime soon.

:: ::

A red torii gate stood poised before a boulder with a single seal that read Forbidden on its
face. Rushing waters of a river ran beneath their feet and after a night's rest to replenish their
chakra, they'd made it to the heart of River Country with little fanfare and dirt scuffing the
sides of their sandals.

"So this is the place, huh," Kurenai murmured.

"The Kazekage is on the other side of this boulder," Pakkun informed them from his perch on
one of Kiba's shoulders. "But it looks like they put up a barrier."



"Definitely a barrier," Kiba confirmed as he walked closer. He considered the sequence for a
few moments before he caught a whiff of a few scents entering the general vicinity. The rest
of his team seemed to have noticed too, the way they moved to angle themselves to cover
each other's blindspots; Shino at Kiba's, Sakura and Kurenai's at each other's, Akamaru
silently weaving around their legs with his lips pulled back in a subtle snarl.

Sakura deactivated her Perception seals.

Kurenai's flickered in recognition the closer the strangers drew. "Kakashi. You're late."

"Maa, well you see..." Kakashi landed on the river followed by the rest of his current team.
"We got caught up in something troublesome along the way."

"By troublesome you certainly don't mean me, do you?" the old woman with them tittered.
By her form of dress she clearly hailed from Suna, all heavy robes and neutral colors, and her
gray hair was held back by a simple brown headband.

"Do we have a plan?" Kurenai questioned as she approached them. Her and the other upper-
level shinobi clustered together as they talked amongst themselves, leaving the rest of their
teams to fall together not too far away.

But the quick hand signal Kurenai made behind her back that both Naruto and Hinata failed
to catch had Akamaru close to her heels, ears open and ready to report what he overhears to
the rest of his pack.

"Hyuuga-san, Naruto-san," Shino greeted politely. Hinata quickly returned the hello but
Naruto—red eyes and slit pupils and darkened whiskers and protruding fangs—nodded once
before he passed them by to stare at the boulder as his nails drew blood from his palms.

"He's been ra-rather upset these past few days," Hinata murmured in way of explanation, her
lips touching downwards. "I know it's been hard on him, but..."

Sakura eyed the back of Naruto's head before she strode up to his side. She cast the boulder a
short glance and met Kiba's eyes once before the latter pulled out a small notepad from the
inside of his jacket to begin deciphering the seals that blocked them from meeting the
Akatsuki.

"They have him in there, don't they?" Naruto seethed. "Those bastards dragged him all the
way here because of his—the Ichibi ."

She'd never seen him this angry before. She'd seen him pout when he couldn't get Ichiraku's
and heard him whine when she made him eat two whole servings of vegetables, but she'd
never seen an unbridled fury in his eyes that pieces of the Kyuubi began leaking through.

But... she supposed that wasn't quite true. She'd seen that rage once. Felt its burning,
screaming claws tear through her down to the muscle that took all of what Shino and Kiba
had to pick those melted pieces from her charred flesh—but that was the Kyuubi, not Naruto,
and she knew very well there was a difference.



"Don't charge in without thinking," she said. "I know you're angry and you have every right
to be, but you'll never be able to make proper decisions without at least some clarity." No
response. She turned her head. "Naruto. Look at me."

There was a beat before pulsing red irises met her, flinching slightly when they landed on her
old scars. "But Sakura-chan, they have—"

"I know," she answered. "But you'll get him back, won't you?"

The red quivered and melted and Naruto's eyes were his again. The marks on his cheeks were
still more pronounced and some of his teeth were a little too sharp, but he managed to ease
himself down. 

"Yeah. I will."

"Hinata." Kakashi walked forward as he, Chiyo, and Kurenai broke from their discussion to
rejoin their teams. "Can you look through the boulder and tell us what you see?"

Hinata nodded firmly before thick veins shifted and pushed outward from beneath her skin.
Along her cheeks and her cheekbones and all around her socket those veins pulsed, pupil-less
eyes flickering all around the boulder. "There's a large cavern inside, but I can't see what's
going on too clearly. There appears to be several people inside—"

"And Gaara?" Naruto demanded. "What about Gaara?"

"I-I'm looking, I..." she drifted off. She was silent as she searched with those flittering eyes,
but once her byakugan faded, she turned to the rest of them. "Gaara-sama is in there, but-but
it's hard to explain in words..."

"Then that means we have to look in there ourselves," Sakura said.

"Until we can get rid of that barrier, no one's gettin' through nothin'," Kiba told them as he
wrote a last note and shut his notebook with a light snap . "It's a Five Seal Barrier. There's
five separate tags in five separate locations, all with the kanji for Forbidden on 'em. One's
here in front of us, four are somewhere else, prob'ly hidden under trees or between rocks
where they're hidden, not smushed." He tucked the notebook back into his jacket. "Luckily,
the range can't be that big. Unluckily, the only way ta' deactivate it is ta' remove all five seals
at the exact same time. Wrong timing means the defense mechanism activates, whatever it
is."

Kakashi observed the chuunin appraisingly, his lone eye cool and dark. "That's... surprisingly
astute of you, Inuzuka-kun." And odd, and suspicious, and astounding all at once. "I think
you're right on the mark."

Chiyo tipped her head. "And what would you say the range is, boy?"

"No more than a kilometer," he shrugged, a grin lighting up his face. "Think you can find
them, Hyuuga-san?"



She nodded, her byakugan reactivating after she returned a small smile. "I see... one on a
boulder five-hundred meters Northeast. Second on a trunk of a tree growing along a
riverbank three-hundred-fifty meters South-Southeast. Third on a cliff six-hundred-fifty
meters Northwest. Last is on a tree in a forest just a little less than eight-hundred meters
Southwest."

Kurenai ran a cursory look at all the available shinobi. There was no doubt that her team was
expected to be the ones to hunt down those barriers and pry off the seals for Kakashi's team
to engage with the Akatsuki. But while she understood the nature of the mission, that didn't
stop her from wanting one of her own team in the midst of that knowledge to relay back
anything the reports might redact or forget to acknowledge.

(Some part of her keeps thinking that she'd grown too paranoid.)

Her gaze drifted to her fellow jounin. "Kakashi, would it be viable to switch Hyuuga-san's
and Sakura's positions for this portion of the mission?" All heads snapped to her. "While I
have no issues with Sakura's tracking skills, Hyuuga-san's possession of the byakugan can
lead us to the seals quicker with more accuracy," she explained. Though it would mess up the
team dynamic...

"Hm. You have a point," Kakashi considered. "Hinata? Do you mind going along with
Kurenai's team for this bit?"

"N-Not at all, sensei!" Hinata exclaimed. Her pale eyes glow with spirit, and maybe her being
on Naruto's team for so long had made her too sincere. "I'll gladly go where my skills can be
utilized best!"

"It's settled, then."

Kurenai reached into her pack to hand out the wireless radios and earpieces. "Kiba and
Akamaru, head for the southwest forest. Shino, the northwest cliffside. Hyuuga-san, the
south-southeast riverbank. I'll head for the northeast boulder." She handed the last set to
Kakashi who wound it around his neck with ease. "We'll check in when we all reach our
positions."

She met Sakura's eyes and nodded slightly. No words were needed—there was a job to do
here, and they needed to do it well if Tsunade decided to suddenly put them in on this mission
when she could have picked quite literally anyone else.

Akamaru nuzzled Sakura's hand and she gave both Kiba's and Shino's shoulders a squeeze
before they bounded off towards their assigned locations. They could take care of themselves
just fine and if anything were to happen, she'd send a signal through the three kikai crawling
just beneath the shadow of her hair.

"Sakura-chan!" She blinked and turned to face Naruto, who stood next to his sensei. Even
more of his anger had receded and some of that cloudiness passed from his eyes, and maybe
some anxiety finally came to beat back his rage and instill a sort of restless energy. "This is
our first mission together, huh?"



"Hm. I guess it is," she replied, smiling a tad at his sunny face. Her expression dropped back
into its neutral apathy when she felt Kakashi's gaze on one shoulder and Chiyo's on the other,
but didn't turn to acknowledge them.

"Is this your first S-rank?"

She nodded. "We had just completed an A-rank before we were assigned as your back-up."
And Naruto pouted, because all he'd ever taken were D-ranks and that one C gone awry
before going off to travel with Jiraiya. "You'll pass any exams you decide to take. Don't
worry."

He grinned.

Another voice called out from somewhere above her. "You and the rest of Kurenai's team are
chuunin, right, Sakura-san?"

She glanced behind her. Kakashi stuck himself right above the boulder's seal, his chakra-
laden feet on either side of it. 

"Yes, Kakashi-senpai."

"Hmm. And what was a team of mostly chuunin doing on an A-rank?"

"There was no other team or suitable jounin to take on the mission," she responded smoothly
as her mind burned through everything she knew about Hatake Kakashi and just how curious
he'd looked when Kiba spoke about the seals. She hid the challenge that would have been in
her eyes if she were a lesser shinobi and donned her usual blank stare. "We were available,
and we were assigned."

Kakashi hummed again. "I see." His eye crinkled. "You and Naruto seem close."

"Of course we're close!" Naruto huffed as he crossed his arms over his chest. "Sakura-chan's
my best friend, 'ttebayo!"

"Ah, really? I didn't know you knew each other so well, Sakura-san."

"What is this, an inquisition on the girl?" Chiyo harrumphed. She hobbled closer, but not
before throwing the stink-eye at the White Fang's son. He responded with an even deeper
crinkle of his eyes. "Che." She turned to the newcomer of the team—tall and pink and cold
and nothing like the sweet, shy little Hyuuga—and lingered her gaze on the ink on her
cheekbone. "I have not made my introduction. I am Chiyo; retired counselor and on-and-off
advisor to the current cabinet. As annoying as they may be," she added mulishly.

Sakura tipped her head. "It's nice to meet you, Chiyo-sama." She offered a polite bow.
"Sakura. No surname."

"And now that everyone is suitably introduced, let's talk strategy, shall we?" said Kakashi.
"The plan is to remove the seals and break into the cavern; once the seal is ripped off this
boulder and at the four other secondary locations, it will need to be destroyed immediately
and followed up with the buttonhook entry technique. Naruto will destroy the boulder with



his rasengan. Chiyo and Sakura will wait at opposite sides of the opening to charge in first
once that opening is made. Is that clear?"

Chiyo took her position. "I understand."

Sakura followed. "Yes, Kakashi-senpai."

Naruto created a clone and readied himself to concentrate his chakra into his palms. "Ready
when you are!"

Kakashi pressed two fingers on the radio in his ear and waited. After a few minutes, he held
onto the corner of the seal. "One my count of three," he said. "One!"

Chiyo's eyes flitted to the girl across from her.

"Two!"

Sakura's left hand made a move to reach for the pack on her back hip, but instead her fingers
curled into an activation seal.

"Three!"

The Perception seals activate when the Forbidden seals break, and Chiyo thought she might
have seen more than she was supposed to.

:: ::

Kiba noted three distinct details of the seal barrier they were sent to deactivate.

One, there were more than four seals that anchored the technique, denoting the high
complexity level and warned of the possibility of multiple defense mechanisms activating
upon removal.

Two, there were more than two sequences layered atop one another; three to be precise. Three
sequences equalled two defense mechanisms that relied on two different factors upon
deactivation, which could have been anything.

Three, the distance between all seals were within two-hundred meters to one kilometer and
created a pentagonal shape with almost identical sides. According to the theory of sacred
geometry, the pentagon was the symbol of human perfection and symbolized 'the aspiration
to the sublime'. A world view. Stability.

And relating the third point back to the second, it was clear that the shape of choice would
bear reflection to the consequence. Removing the five seals in unity nullified the first defense
mechanism, probably an explosion or a rain of weapons. But the second mechanism was
trickier. More thought out. And if it were to bear a reflection of the aspiration to be a better
good...

He wouldn't be surprised if five human bodies were used as a sacrifice to increase the
barrier's proficiency.



Kiba pressed his button on the radio. "Before you take the seals off, stay calm . Be as damn
weak as you can the moment you pry that seal off. Fill yourself with fear, think you're nothin',
act like the biggest Academy student that doesn't know what the hell they're doin'."

Hinata's confused voice filtered through the radio. "I-I don't...?"

"Try your best," he stated firmly as his fingers hovered over the corner of the paper sheet.
"Seals work on intent, If you don't intend to have a bad fight, then you're in for a hell of a
time."

:: ::

When part of the cavern wall crumbled to bits and four bodies slipped through, Sasori was
pleased to note that Uchiha Itachi was wrong .

There was Sharingan Kakashi, a blond boy he assumed was the Kyuubi container, and Chiyo-
baa all accounted for.

But the girl? Most definitely not a Hyuuga. Her clothes were plain black and her hair a dull,
mousy brown pulled up in a high ponytail. She had the most commonly-shaped dark eyes, a
thin mouth, a round face, a simple kunai pouch around one leg. A katana hung at her waist
and some sort of baton was strapped to her back and stuck out over her shoulder. Simple.
Ordinary. Bland. She was nothing noteworthy—

Sasori blinked from inside Hiruko.

Nothing noteworthy?

Well, now. The girl looked like the plainest conceivable kunoichi one could pluck from
Sunagakure's midst, but he knew his old village would never send a no-name on such a high-
stakes mission.

"Now, which one of you is the jinchuuriki, hm?" Deidara drawled with an edge to his smirk.
He lounged on Gaara's body, uncaring of his blatant disrespect.

Naruto's eyes exploded in red as his nails sharpened like daggers and his whiskers dug dark
grooves into his face. " I'll kill you !" he snarled. "I'll fucking kill you both and when I'm
done with you, there'll be nothing left!"

"The first one to start yelling and screaming," Sasori scoffed. "Itachi's a bastard, but I won't
fault his way in describing others."

"Where the hell do you think you're sitting?" the boy continued to seethe. His canines grew
longer as did his hair, and what a picture this jinchuuriki painted looking more and more like
the beast sealed somewhere buried beneath his skin. Sasori's intrigue was enough to let
Deidara antagonize him further, but his attention was once more drawn to that plain, plain
girl—too plain to his eyes, so plain that something constant at the back of his mind told him
something was amiss.



"Calm down," the girl said quietly. Her voice was too powerful for the body it inhabited, and
the undertone of the authority it carried seemed to catch both the old bag and the Copy-nin
off guard.

"They fucking —"

"Remember what I told you."

Naruto ground his teeth together before straightening from his feral gait—minutely.

Deidara hummed, the fingers of his hand that hadn't been crushed off tapping against his
bottom lip. "Didn't know you could put a jinchuuriki on a leash, but it looks like you learn
something new every day, un." His arm extended to rap his knuckles against Gaara's pale
cheek. "But you know, don't you? That your mission was useless?"

Sasori watched on.

"That your friend's already long dead, hm?"

Naruto charged.

But not two full strides and the girl was at his front, her back facing him and her left arm held
out to keep him from taking another step further. Her face never wavered and not a sound fell
from her mouth, and Naruto ceased his movement.

Wasn't that something?

"Danna," Deidara started. "You'll probably get angry if I say this, but I'll take care of the
jinchuuriki."

Sasori growled, Hiruko's red-veined eyes trained on his irritating lump of a partner. Children .
"Getting a swell head, are you? One jinchuuriki each, unless you've already forgotten that
simple order?"

"An artist will start to dull unless they chase after their muses, Danna. I think it's you who's
forgotten that with your old age, hm." Deidara stuck his hand in his clay pouch and bit off a
gray piece. "Rumor has it that the Kyuubi jinchuuriki is powerful, and what better use of him
than a target for my art?"

Sasori dragged his eyes back forward. "You're calling those explosions of yours art? Spare
me. Art is something that remains beautiful forever. Eternal."

Chiyo-baa's lips curled down, Kakashi narrowed his eyes, Naruto clenched his teeth so hard
they should have chipped.

But the girl remained plain. Blank. Unassuming.

(Sasori knew for sure that there was something he wasn't getting, and he would find out what
it was.)



"Eternal beauty as art? I respect you as a fellow artist, but art is a fleeting moment of beauty
that vanishes in a singular, glorious moment."

Sasori prickled and turned this time, his younger, idiotic partner following suit. "Don't start
with me you ignorant brat—"

" Ignorant ?!"

"As it stands, you don't understand what the true meaning of art is."

" You're the one who doesn't understand, hm."

"Knock it the hell off!" Naruto howled. He whipped out a scroll from his side, and from that
summoned a fuma shuriken he shot straight as Sasori's hunched bulk. The plain girl didn't
move to stop him nor did anyone else in the room.

Hiruko's tail maneuvered to direct the offending projectile somewhere on the other side of the
cavern. But never mind that—was the brat seriously acting up now and spouting nonsense
about his misunderstanding of art?

"Are you trying to make me angry?"

"I said you were gonna get angry—"

"You know what happens when I get angry," he warned, the scorpion tail swaying and
dripping in potent poison. "And yet you lay out your bullshit anyways."

Deidara molded his clay piece into a bird that ballooned into the size of a sand dune. "Well,
you know my art is much better than your silly puppet shows, hm," he quipped. He dodged
the tail aimed at his face and leapt onto his creation's back as it lifted the Kazekage's corpse
into its beak. "See you in a bit, Danna!"

A ridiculous brat to do as he pleased. He wondered why he even put up with him.

The youngest Akatsuki member flew out, Naruto quick on his tail. Kakashi called after him
to no avail, and before he too burst from the cavern he turned to the rest of the team.

"Naruto and I will take care of the guy outside," he said. "Chiyo-baa-sama. Sakura-san. Take
care of the guy inside, and don't do anything rash until Team Kurenai gets back."

And they were gone.

Sasori eyed the two remaining at the mouth of the cavern, standing atop still waters as a
fraught tension mingled with the scent of unearthed mineral and mold. Hiruko's tail bobbed
above him. "I thought you retired long ago.”

"I had the sudden urge to see my grandson's face again," Chiyo coolly returned. 

Uppity old bag.



The plain girl didn't draw her katana, merely resting her palm on its hilt as she waited. Her
face held no expression, and perhaps it was an apathy so specially crafted that it was enough
to hide her fear and apprehension, if she had any. And if she didn't? It would be another thing
that didn't match that forgettable appearance she bore.

Chiyo angled herself such that both him and the girl were both in her line of vision. "The
Hatake boy said not to do anything rash until back-up arrives."

"They won't get back in time," the girl replied. The old hag's brows furrowed, a question
apparent in her frown. "The Five Seal Barrier was far more trouble than anticipated. We're on
our own."

She turned her head, and the sight of three beady little insects crawling near her left ear
turned over Sasori’s  curiosity once more.

"... Allow me this first, then," Chiyo said. The girl tipped her head and held back, but her
eyes shadowed over like a predator ready to pounce.

If Sasori didn't know any better, he would have said that in this moment, she looked like
Konan , Leader-sama's Angel who always lurked in the dark and never lent her attention to
business that wasn't hers. Her and the girl, their expressions never wavered. Their postures
exuded their confidence, but never arrogance, and they chose their quiet over anything else.

Konan had always been good at being a blank canvas, and even in battles did her face only
wrinkle slightly at the brow or did her pierced lips turn down the slightest at the corners.

She would have been a perfect puppet had he not held a respect for her position and her
artistic direction.

Chiyo reached into her baggy sleeves and directed a line of kunai to hover across her front.
Sasori didn't have to see the chakra strings to know they were threaded through each metal
loop and held in the hag's startlingly firm grasp.

" Soushuujin ."

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight—eight kunai were encased in chakra and flung
towards him. He barely held back a scoff. What was this child's play? He swung Hiruko's tail
forward to block the surge of weapons. One kunai slashed his cloak at the shoulder and
another at the waist but none scraped wood, and he was quick to discard the cloth to free the
puppet of its restrictions.

"Will you join the girl as additions to my collection, Chiyo-baa?"

( "If you told me the girl was already a puppet, I wouldn't have wasted my time considering
making her one of my own." )

"That's not Sasori's real body," Chiyo told the kunoichi at her side. The plain girl finally drew
her blade, its metal glinting in the low light, and he took note of the bandages that wrapped
her left arm from the tips of her fingers to the middle of her bicep.



"I know," she answered simply. Sweat trickled down the back of her neck as old memories
pressed up just behind her eyes. "His real body is on the inside."

"I wasn't aware that there were puppet masters who would grant the likes of you such
knowledge," he accused. Too much—the girl knew too much, and it only built on his theory
that somewhere under this plain visage she was hiding . Chiyo's open stare told him that she
hadn't an inkling of the girl's knowledge either, and the girl stood there in her plain clothes
with a plain blade whose hilt was bound in blood red bandages.

"They don't," she said.

Hiruko's tail swayed.

"Do you know how I make those in my collection?" Sasori questioned softly. "First, I pull out
the organs." One step forward. "Then the bodies are washed with a small cloth dipped in
water and soap. Don't drown them, they'll be too sloppy to work with. Don't bleach them,
they'll start to corrode." Another step. "I extract their blood, embalm their bodies, fill to the
brim with the weapons they failed to defend themselves with when they'd met me ." Hiruko's
head twisted to the side with a loud crick. "Environmentally sound, isn't it?"

The plain girl didn't grace him with a reply.

"You two would bring my collection to three hundred. It's art," he said, "in its purest, truest
form."

Sasori remembered his time back in Suna where they called him a master craftsman. Every
wooden puppet he'd built always drew in the highest praise, but it was never enough. The
human puppetry—it was an accident, in the beginning. It stemmed from his hatred of leaving
his dead opponents to bleed out and wither when they had the potential to be so much more.
What started out as a collection to study how to make his puppets more human had twisted
into something different far down the road. There was no use in making a wooden shell
mimic when you could have the original, after all, and only if Suna hadn't been blind enough
to see.

"The most frightening thing about a puppet is their hidden weapon," said Chiyo as the
wrinkles around her eyes sunk deeper. "If we can't figure out what they are, we won't be able
to tell where and how he'll attack."

"Of course," the plain girl hummed. Chiyo glanced at her.

"Do not take it lightly."

"I'm not."

"Then what do you call this?"

"You talk of hidden weapons like it only applies to puppets," the girl intoned smoothly. She
twirled her katana in a quick arc of silver. "People are the same."

From inside Hiruko's husk, Sasori's lip twitched. Too much.



Chiyo stared at the girl with wide eyes, and he knew that she'd caught his grandmother's
wariness. It was clear that they hadn't known each other long and there was a fairly high
chance that the cadence of their teamwork would be nowhere as seamless as Itachi's and
Kisame's. But, that only spelled trouble for him as well. The old bag knew nothing of her
partner, and he didn't either.

"His protective puppet, Hiruko, will need to be destroyed," Chiyo said after a long pause.
"But I'm afraid I don't have that type of destructive power."

The plain girl slid one of her feet behind her. "I can manage that."

Sasori's lip twitched a few more times. He'd like to see her try.

"Sakura."

The girl turned her head.

"Dodge every single one of his attacks. All of them, perfectly! Not a scratch unless you want
to be poisoned within an inch of your own life. At least Temari had that young Hyuuga pull it
out of her bloodstream." Chiyo narrowed her eyes. "You have no such luxury here."

Sakura, Sakura, Sakura.

It had been a long time since he'd met another Sakura.

"I came here knowing I wouldn't receive that luxury," Sakura replied. "Trust me or not,
Chiyo-sama, but never fault me on my capabilities. Do what you must, and I will fill in
what's missing."

Sasori growled. "Are you about done? You know I hate to be kept waiting, don't you?"

Sakura blinked once. "So I've heard."

Her and Chiyo charged at the same time.

He ripped the mask hanging off Hiruko's face and unhinged the bottom jaw like a snake. It
dropped down in three separate parts to expose the inside of its dark mouth. Senbon—
hundreds and thousands of senbon—spit out like rain on the harshest of Ame's days when
Pein had nothing for the world but an anger that would be heard.

Chiyo managed well for her age and flipped and side-stepped the steel like she was still a
shinobi in her prime. With her experience, of course something like this would be nothing. 

But this plain girl. But this Sakura .

Her katana cut off any senbon that dared come close and her face remained unchanged as not
a single weapon broke skin or tore cloth or whistled through her hair.

The stray senbon stuck up from the ground all around their feet, a purple film coating the
outsides and emitting the barest scent of bitter almonds and garlic. Among them stood Chiyo



and Sakura without having lost a single breath, the former with her fingers poised to create
more chakra strings and the latter with her katana resting on one shoulder.

They were seeing through it. It was impressive, he'd give them that. But how much longer
could they keep up?

He extended Hiruko's left arm and launched the bottom half. The pegs stuck into the limb
shot out of it the next second to break in halves and eject another stream of poisoned senbon,
more clustered and precise than his last barrage.

Once the last weapon stuck itself into the dirt, the two landed on opposite sides of the
battlefield, unharmed.

Sasori's eyes narrowed. The old bag he could understand dodging so resolutely with the
decades of experience she lugged under her belt, but the girl? She could be no more than
fifteen and had to be green around the edges, but to manage those—

Sakura looked at Chiyo as something passed through her eyes before she darted forward
faster than he expected. He shot off the last bundle of kunai he reserved for emergencies to
which she'd blocked with a quick slash of her blade.

Though... one of them did it. Not her skin and not her clothes, but it cut the kunai pouch off
her thigh and dragged across the odd little seal plastered against her thigh. PERCEPTION , it
read, though it was harder to make out now that it was bisected and deactivated.

He aimed Hiruko's tail at her head, but it stopped just short of the spot between her cold, dark
eyes, and it wouldn't move no matter how much he tugged.

Then, something changed.

Sakura's shirt shifted from black to dark blue, and brown leather pauldrons were suddenly on
her shoulders. Her skin might have gone a shade lighter and the shape of her face had become
defined, but everything else about her stayed the same.

"Girl," he murmured, just low enough for only her ears. "What are you trying to hide from
me?"

Her lips were a grim line. "Nothing less than what I would try to hide from anyone else."

She flung her katana into the air, side-stepped his tail, and he just caught the sight of her right
arm rippling into some blue-gray hue before Hiruko shattered into pieces.

Sasori clicked his tongue as he retreated to the back side of the cavern in his black cloak that
shrouded his main body. So they were smart. The hag had bound Hiruko's tail with her chakra
strings with the Soushuujin from earlier and allowed the girl an opening, though he supposed
without that opening he never would have discovered that of all things, Perception seals were
what she was concealing. But what did her appearance matter, especially now that there
wasn't that hint of blue-gray on her skin he thought he'd seen?

Unless she was someone he knew. And if she was...



It garnered an itch that could only hope to be scratched by the revelation of her true identity.

After all, Perception seals always came in threes. He only needed to break two more.

"I've come this far to see my grandson's face," Chiyo called out to him, and he rolled his
eyes. "After twenty long years, don't you think you could grant me at least that?"

His finger twitched and Hiruko's decapitated head spat out one last barrage of senbon, all of
which Sakura blocked with her sword without moving her feet.

"So you're skilled enough," he hummed, "to not need Chiyo-baa to control you with her
chakra strings." He turned to face them, his cloak still a shadow over his features. "Where did
you learn, girl? And how is it that at your age, you could predict my movements?"

Mirth rose in her irises. "Would you believe me if I'd called it luck?"

"Not at all." Sasori brought up his hand to tug down his hood and red hair sprung with the
movement. Chiyo's eyes grew impossibly wide and her mouth gaped like an unseemly fish.

"You haven't aged," she whispered. "You haven't... You're just as you were the day you left."

He chuckled, tipping his head downward. He waited and waited and waited for her to say
more, but she should know how much he hated waiting and didn't let the silence ring for
long. "What's the matter, Chiyo-baa? So filled with emotion that you have nothing else to
say?" He scoffed. Typical old hag. The longer he drew this out, the more he would have to
hear her nonsensical ramblings. "I shouldn't have expected anything different."

A scroll dropped from his sleeve and he summoned the Sandaime Kazekage—a golden pride
of his pieces. It had taken him months to fix up that body and more months after that to even
learn how to utilize the puppet. But in the end, it was worth it. An eternal beauty of a moment
frozen in time.

Chiyo released a shaky breath, and Sakura cocked her head slightly to listen. "It was over ten
years ago that the Sandaime suddenly disappeared from the village. We scoured the
countryside and the smaller villages and the borders, but we were never able to find him or
his body. Very few rivaled his strength and it was never a popular theory that someone had
taken him down..." She grit her teeth. "Sasori, you...?"

"And if I did?" he posed. "Don't tell me that a retired old lady with one foot in the grave is
about to avenge the Sandaime Kazekage."

"I might have one foot in the grave, but it was worth hauling my heavy behind all the way
over here. I'd have too many regrets if I were to keel over now," she huffed. "It's bad enough
that my grandson got himself mixed up with a bad crowd—"

Sakura turned her head back around.

"—but to think that you'd betray your own village—"



Sasori hadn't been watching the girl's face. If he had, he would have seen the crackling
darkness that befell it.

"—you kill the Sandaime, you lead Orochimaru to murder the Yondaime, lay waste to the
Godaime—"

"Whatever that business with Rasa was nothing of mine," he interrupted, one brow raised.
"My subordinate guided them."

"Your subordinate. Can you truly say you were not involved?"

"Orochimaru may have been my partner at one point in time, so I can only imagine the things
I had gotten up to back then, but whatever he'd done after that is none of my concern." He
extended his arm. "But enough of that. Why don't we get right down to it?"

The second the Sandaime surged forward, Sakura propelled herself back. Thick, heavy blades
erupted from the right puppet arm and slashed down towards her torso, and even Hiruko's tail
that Chiyo brought up to shield the girl was no match for the steel when the wood fell to the
ground in butchered chunks.

"Quick," Sasori commented. "But are you quick enough?"

The Sandaime's left arm swung to its front for six separate sections to click off the main
appendage and flay out, revealing a set of seals on each hardened flap. It had taken him
longer than he'd like to admit to figure out the locks and sequences, even with Konan's input.
Orochimaru had always had an inclination towards the seals and ever since he left—next time
he saw the bastard he'd stick a kunai through his damn neck —seals were something that took
him some time to perfect. Besides, was this not something he’d already achieved? Perfection
?

A wide grin stretched his face. "Dodge this, girl!"

Hundreds of puppet arms shot out the seals and descended upon the girl, crashing over her
entirely and flaring a cloud of dust across the cavern.

"Sakura!"

Silence.

Then, the distinct splintering of broken wood.

What?

Through wooden limbs he spotted her in the center, every arm in her immediate vicinity
snapped and destroyed like they'd crashed into concrete. Her right leg was stuck out and her
own arms were spread wide, and he spied a wisp of receding blue-gray on her neck as she
balanced herself on her left leg.

She changed again. That brown hair that was in a ponytail was suddenly short and cropped at
the base of her head and a blue tattoo bloomed along her cheekbone. Her left ear was



mangled from an injury that looked to be years old and a set of four ugly, garish scars
crawled up from somewhere from her right shoulder to end like a kiss against her jaw.
Muscles larger, a Konoha headband on her forehead, and Sasori was almost giddy.

At the bottom of her right sandal was another torn Perception seal, and he wanted to laugh.

One more seal to break. 

Show me your true face, plain girl.

A finger twitched and thick purple gas congregated on her. Choking. Suffocating. Hoping to
crave that insatiable want for her to beg for him to stop. The old bag's face dawned in panic
as she shouted for the girl to hold her breath, but he would admit to being disappointed if this
was all it took to kill her. A little poison gas was enough to kill a group of gutter rats, but a
fully-fledged kunoichi?

But to his conflicting satisfaction and distaste—he wasn't quite sure which feeling
outweighed the other—the poison was short-lived.

An explosion rocked the cavern from where the girl should be standing, dispersing his poison
into ineffectiveness and sending a body careening back for Chiyo to catch. She was banged
up but conscious, and she took a few deep breaths before she hefted herself back onto her
feet.

Chiyo reluctantly let her go when she didn't look like she'd fall over. "Sakura, are you
alright?"

"Fine." The back of her hand swiped the blood from the corner of her mouth, and she opened
her mouth for those insects to creep out and disappear behind her shoulders. "No need to
worry about me, Chiyo-sama. I've been told I'm particularly annoying to kill."

Sasori held a fist to his mouth and laughed. "Well," he sighed, lips smiling and hungry, "I
wouldn't say any of them are wrong."

A hail of kunai spewed from the accumulation of arms and arcs over them like a grand wave
of metal and descended upon his opponents. Sakura angled her katana to try and block, but
before she could move Chiyo summoned two puppets from two separate scrolls to shield
them both from the horde.

One man with red hair that matched his own and one woman with long brown hair that
spilled past her shoulders.

That sentimental old bag.

"I see you've kept those old things."

Chiyo's face softened, and it churned a pit of anger in his stomach. "The first puppets you
ever made... the Father and the Mother."



He'd wasted so much of his time making those puppets. His first designs that were shoddy at
best with their lifeless caricatures and compartments too thin and weak to hold proper
weaponry. They were simplicity at best that lacked any real artistic flair.

He should have destroyed them a long time ago.

Sakura hung back as she watched the Sandaime battle the Parent Series until their weapons
dulled and they can only meet at a standstill. For that exchange, at least, Sasori kept one eye
on the battle and not much else; he knew the tricks his grandmother hid up her sleeves and
behind her back and understood the skill it took for her to be such an elevated figure in his
old village.

But the not-so plain girl had an opening for attacks she didn't take. Sasori knew nothing of
her skill and her aptitude and until just a few moments ago, he'd learned of which village she
hailed from. Konoha; the weak, the soft-hearted.

At first glance she looked like a picture perfect pawn heeding their superior's order to stand
by and study. But the longer he observed her, the more he saw her eyes were decidedly not
trailing after the Sandaime's afterimages. They were watching his fingers—every twitch,
every command, every slight—and committed them to memory.

In this moment, she looked like Kakuzu . She looked like Kakuzu when he stood on the
sidelines and watched Hidan crow and hack at his enemies, cold and distant. She looked like
Kakuzu when he counted his pay from bingo book listings with a sharp eye and an even
sharper temper if he was ever cheated short.

First she looked like Konan, then she looked like Kakuzu, and he didn't understand.

Sasori brought the Sandaime back to his side and unhinged its jaw. "This is getting too messy
for my liking."

Iron sand poured from the puppet's mouth.

"What do I need to know about this jutsu?" Sakura questioned. Chiyo pressed her lips
together.

"The Sandaime had a special body that could apply his chakra magnetically, thus developing
a technique that changed iron sand into various shapes, creating weapons according to the
situation. Are you familiar with Godaime Kazekage and his jutsu?"

"Familiar enough."

"Then think of that when fighting the Sandaime." Wizened eyes drifted over to the girl. "My
initial instinct is to tell you to flee because this battle is far more than I could have ever
expected." The space between her brows creased. "But, you too are far more than I could
have ever expected. Your abilities, your mystery... tell me something, Sakura."

Sakura inclined her head.

"Will your secrets get you killed?"



The girl raised a brow, humored almost, and slipped her katana back into the sheath on her
hip. "They've tried."

"Too slow!" Sasori barked. The iron sand hovering in the air concentrated into small spheres
and hurricaned down onto his opponents, avoided by quick steps and foresight. Iron rose up
from the craters they'd created and warped into sharp rhombi that suspended so high above
their heads that some of the corners scraped the ceiling. "Prove to me you're not wasting my
time."

The rhombi fall, dust billowing up from where they land.

He shouldn't have been as surprised as he was to see they'd somehow managed to block the
attack. But his intrigue was spurned by the sight of three chakra shields protecting them from
the blow. The first and second came from the outward pushing plates of the Parent Series'
forearms, and the third...

Sasori's eyes positively glimmered . "Even if it's only one arm, you've turned your own body
into a puppet." Iron sand leached into every wooden joint, jamming its movement. "As fellow
puppet masters, it seems we think alike. But I wonder if it's from the blood we used to share."

More sand streamed from the Sandaime's mouth as Chiyo detached her now useless puppet
arm. One-handed and out of depth, there was no other viable way for her to move forward at
this rate. 

Sasori wondered how much of that fearsome reputation had gone with age. The hag was an
echo of who she once was, a shadow of her better self, and it was a tragedy he would never
experience—not with this new body, not with his new art, not with his new eternity.

Certainly this was where he would declare his victory.

But.

Sakura strode from behind Chiyo to block her front, not unlike how she'd done so earlier with
the jinchuuriki. "The game's magnetism now? Alright. I don't need my steel to fight." She
punched her right fist into her left palm and cracked her knuckles. "Utilize me as your
puppet."

"What? Sakura, are you sure—"

"It'll be fine, Chiyo-sama."

( "It's a shame you'll die here. You would've been such an effective puppet if you hadn't gotten
on my nerves." )

Sasori narrowed his eyes. "Tch."

The girl dove forward.

She leapt away from the iron spike he aimed at her and it dragged a chasm through the
ground with its heavy weight. His chakra strings weren't strong enough to pull it back from



slamming into the cavern wall; it crushed a hole in the rock wall near where the team had
broken through in the beginning and the earth trembled beneath them.

He sent an iron pillar careening onto Sakura. She flipped out of the way to avoid it, but then
—then one corner of her lips curl up and her eyes glint and this time he saw the blue-gray
bloom from her right knuckles down to her wrist and her elbow and she flashed forward to
slam that discolored fist into the pillar.

If his body was still human, Sasori would have choked at the sight of the pillar breezing past
his face and colliding into the back wall with a shuddering boom .

After a beat, he smirked.

The spike removed itself from the wall and started to twist like a spinning top that followed
the girl all around the cavern. She outran it like a jackrabbit from a fox, never dropping pace
as her one arm shone that unearthly color.

Her taijutsu prowess was nothing to ignore. He couldn't quite define the line between her own
ability and his grandmother's interference, but from what he'd seen of the girl she had never
been un-noteworthy. That plain appearance misdirected him from the moment they met and
really, he had to hand it to her. 

You talk of hidden weapons like it only applies to puppets. People are the same, indeed.

Sakura fired another iron prism off course, and the entire ceiling caved in over them.

"You've read my attack patterns," he said atop the rubble of rocks and boulders. There was a
smear of dirt across one of the girl's cheeks and her fingers were curved in close to her palms
as she waited in a defensive stance, ready to strike. Shallow breaths left her chest but she
wasn't tired yet, not even close.

If he peered at her face, he could see something wild around her eyes. Something exciting .

And that excitement only overflowed after he dispelled the prisms and weaved together all
the iron sand from his puppet into a web of needles like it had been spun by a widow; after
she dodged each lance and skewer aimed for every vital organ and not earning a single graze;
after tanking through the debris with that blue-gray arm and bloodlust in her grin.

After storming the Sandaime Kazekage and putting a leg through its chest and crushing its
wooden skull between her fingers.

She retreated to Chiyo's side after her carnage, breathing heavier and sweat slick on her skin.

He was irritated. Truly, utterly, annoyed .

And yet, it was still the best fight he'd had in twenty years.

Never once since joining the Akatsuki had he needed to resort to such measures and the more
bodies he collected, the less he'd needed to use the more powerful of his puppets. And as he
shucked off his cloak and let the metal coil in his stomach unwind, poison dripping off its



silver sheen, he stared down at the old bag and the not-so plain girl with a quirk of his brow
and a raspy laugh caught in his throat.

He held his arms out, metal tubes crawling out from his palms.

"Let's try this again," he growled.

The tubes howled as he cast lines of fire across the broken cavern.

Sakura and Chiyo huddled behind the same boulder that he bombarded with flames. He
couldn't hear what they were saying or if they were saying anything at all—why would he
need to? He had them at the mercy of his most powerful weapon and the only thing they
could do was run.

"I'm getting tired of your hiding."

The tubes clicked and switched to spit out a jet of water instead. It was streamlined enough to
cut through any and all boulders they could crouch behind where they could lick their
wounds. He'd upturn the rubble into shaved pieces if he had to—anything to put them out in
the open where he could watch the life drain from their eyes.

"Hey."

Sasori blinked and turned his head where Sakura perched on a higher stack of rubble. She
stared down at him with a face as blank as ever, arms crossed over her chest and her katana
hung leisurely on her hip.

"You want this fight over, don't you?"

His gaze flickered to Chiyo's dread-stricken expression as she slid out from behind the
boulder she hid behind before he glanced back. "What could you possibly presume about me
that you could pick out my thoughts?"

"It's a simple question," she said, and her sheer audacity wanted to make him crack a grin.
"Do you want this fight over with or not?"

"Say I do." Click, click, click went his hands as the tubes retreated back into his body. "But
that's the nature of battle, if a child like you didn't know. Young and naive..." He tilted his
head. "Are you naive? I still can't get a read on that."

She shrugged. "I couldn't tell you."

" Sakura !" Chiyo snapped. Her and Sasori turn to look at her and the fear and apprehension
sunken deep in the lines in her face. "What are you doing?"

The girl stood up straighter and rolled both her shoulders back that made her impossibly
taller than she already was. He was reminded of Konan again, briefly, and trailed her right
hand as it clasped the thin baton-like thing, tugging it out of its sheath and holding it close to
her thigh.



"I want to bring this to its end," she said. "No more dancing around. Bring out your best
weapons." Her eyes flashed, that sharpness winding through them stabbing at the edges. "I'm
getting tired of the mess."

Shiff.

Her left arm, the bandages starting to loosen around the bicep and the tips of her fingers,
reached into her hip pouch and brought out a small canister. It was about as long as her hand
and was absolutely slathered in seals that fattened its bulk almost double. She pressed it flush
against her baton, lid side down, and flipped it open.

Chiyo gasped as bright, syrupy blood burst out the canister, and far, far , too much came
pouring out. What he supposed were Expansion seals were doing far too good of a job... It
gushed and didn't stop and Sasori had no idea what exactly she'd been trying to pull by
spilling all this blood on the floor.

Except, it didn't spill. The blood flooded relentlessly, but it outlined some invisible shape that
grew longer and sharp and red turned to polished silver iron.

The baton was never a baton in the first place.

Sakura re-adjusted her grip on the hilt of the gargantuan sword she swung to rest on her
shoulders.

That sword... he remembered when it had been in the Akatsuki, owned by Biwa Juzo and left
to Kirigakure's possession upon his death. Kisame used to lament about its loss and how his
old village had already given up the rights to all their legendary blades when they decided to
fall to corruption.

A Konoha-nin shouldn't be in possession of that sword.

A child shouldn't be in possession of that sword.

Yet here they were.

Chiyo didn't move, but her eyes went back and forth from not-so plain girl to him and back
again. Her human hand shook and sometime in the last few minutes she'd taken back her
puppet arm to shake off the iron sand and reattach it to the crook of her elbow.

But then she released a sigh from far inside her soul, world-weary and heavy with the
acceptance of the inevitable.

"I didn't want it to come down to this," she murmured. She reached into her bag and pulled
out a weathered old scroll, purple and bound in black rope. "I told myself that once I retired, I
would never use these again. But it seems it won't work out that way."

The scroll unraveled and ten puppets clad in white garments burst forth.

Sasori hummed. "It's said the ability of a puppet master is measured by the number of
puppets they can use. Chiyo-baa's secret 'Number of Fingers.' I'd heard about it—the device



you used to bring down a castle all on your own. Shirohigi: Jikki Chikamatsu no Shuu ." He
used a chakra string to pluck one of his scrolls on his back and dropped it into his hands.
"The ten masterpieces by Chikamatsu Monzaemon, Father of the Puppetry Arts. I'm
impressed."

He popped open a compartment in his chest cavity the same time he unrolled his own red
scroll.

Hundreds of chakra strings slithered out his body, and one hundred puppets shadowed the
sun.

"But I used these to bring down a nation." He sighed and pressed a few fingers to his
forehead. "I admit, I'm appalled at myself. How long am I going to fight a little girl and an
old bag?"

"Sasori-san."

Sasori moved his attention back to Sakura—my, he would never forget about her dramatic
reveal—and he met her cold, burning gaze. The bandages hiding most of her left arm were
starting to loosen around the bicep and the tips of her fingers.

"Prove to me you're not wasting my time."

Oh, this not-so plain girl was going to be the best puppet of them all.

The hundred puppets dangling in the air all descended upon them like sudden falling angels
swathed in maroon.

Sakura twirled Kubikiribocho before she pounced with a wordless war-cry. Something at the
back of Sasori's head whispered and he paid it no mind, mostly because none of it made any
sense. The voice told him that the girl would better fit that part if she had pointed teeth and
blue-tinted skin, and what nonsense was that? She looked nothing like Kisame —why was his
brain telling him that she should ?

She mowed down puppet after puppet like they were made of melting butter. Kubikiribocho
never acted as an extra weight; her and her blade moved like water down a stream, flowing in
tandem, destroying his puppets in grace and brute force.

His grandmother sent her puppets out like they were foot soldiers in war. They pitched
forward with not an ounce of reluctance. The red puppet linked hands with the black haired
one and twisted through the air like spinning blades; the vermilion hair in twin buns bisected
and beheaded with twin swords; the one with painted blue wood shot cables out its head like
an angry kraken; those marked Dharma and Buddha and Sangha morphed a section of the
battlefield into a crushing wind tunnel.

Kubikiribocho hurled into the air as Sakura bashed in three puppets in succession before
snatching the hilt and windmilling it downwards to slice open three more. The Monzaemon
with colossal fists appeared at her back and threw her back into the air where she sliced five



more puppets and wrapped an arm around another to drive it back down into the earth with a
crunch .

They'd gotten rid of almost half of the Red Secret Series. While it was a loss reflected on
him, it allowed him more focus on each individual puppet body. That, and one of them had
yet to succumb to his poison.

'What would they do,' Sasori thought, 'when none of them have the antidote?'

His eyes scanned through the roar of the battle.

There!

One of his puppets slashed the hag from shoulder to hip and subsequently was destroyed by a
Monzaemon.

"Chiyo-sama!" Sakura called from across the way.

"Don't worry about me! Aim for Sasori—I'll keep all his other puppets in check!"

Sasori locked eyes with the not-so plain girl from across the cavern, and they stayed like that
for an instant. Her breathing, him not. Then she propelled herself forward, tearing through the
rubble like it was merely grass. Two of the Monzaemon collection flanked her sides, blue
wood and twin buns, and kept her sides clear. Any other Reds that managed to slip in the
front of either met the executioner's blade or a foot through the skull.

The last of the Monzaemons—the one with the lone eye—unhinged its purple mouth and
dropped a crinkled orb in the girl's hand after she leapt to avoid the eleven different swords
suddenly thrust in her direction.

She kept running, unfaulting, almost as if she ran faster and faster by the second. A blur of
blue and silver in dust clouds until she's close. Too close.

Too much.

He saw it, once more.

The way her arm flowers blue-gray as she slammed Kubikiribocho into the ground, planted
her feet on its hilt, and catapulted herself with chakra-enhanced feet.

Airborne, she hurled the crinkled orb as hard as she could and he watched, watched, watched
it grow into a lion's head with too many teeth—

Black .

:: ::

Sakura brushed sawdust off her knuckles as the rest of the Red Series suddenly stilled and
collapsed into boneless heaps in the rubble.



Sasori and her father didn't get along too much. Granted, Sasori rarely found himself in Ame
and when he did he was sure to keep a wide berth away from her. After their initial meeting
that would've ended up with her guts all over the floor if Konan hadn't intervened, they never
spoke to one another. She could remember one or two days where they might have caught
each other's eye through the rain with his Hiruko tail at the ready and her head always ducked
down in fear, and that's all they'd ever been.

Strangers on different sides of the street.

She caught her breath as she inspected Sasori's trapped body on one of the cavern walls. A
diamond-shaped seal surrounded his wooden frame as the Lion-Headed Kannon mechanism
pinned him to the rock, rendered completely immobile and blank and mute.

'Wait.'

" Fuuinjutsu: Shishi Heiko ," Chiyo panted. "The seal that completely suppressed all chakra.
You can't use your chakra threads anymore. It's over, Saso... ri..."

'Where—'

The old woman collapsed onto her knees.

'—is his heart?'

Sakura turned around and ran, and didn't stop.

(And faintly, she wondered if she'll ever learn her lesson.)

:: ::

Sakura was fifteen years old. And with that fact came the understanding that he hadn't been
part of her life now for over half of it.

Kisame sighed and rubbed his eyes. He couldn't recall what Sakura looked like when her and
her team fought his clone, but the one thing he could never stop seeing was the way her
hands bled as she hacked Samehada through her opponent's body without a moment's
hesitation.

It warmed him in a way to know that a kenjutsu ability had flourished in her blood but it was
never enough to fight off the chill that maybe, just maybe , she was starting to become like
him. He always wanted her to be a good shinobi, not one that mindlessly spilled blood
wherever they went.

'Guess that's not a very good dream to have.'

But all that was speculation. He hadn't seen her properly since the Chuunin Exams and he
hadn't talked to her years longer than that. Of course she'd changed from that young pup that
begged him for stories and hung from his arms and of course he should stop thinking that she
was still a baby with too many scars, but... but how could he? How could he think of her as



anything different when memories of that seven year old girl napping with her shark plush
was all he had left to hold?

He sighed again.

"Kisame-san?"

He waved a dismissive hand. "Just a bit tired."

"We could rest here, if you prefer," Itachi offered. They were somewhere in Earth Country
now, weaving their way through swamps and stone for the bounty on their list before they
made their trip back to Ame. "We are not operating on strict time constraints."

"It's all good."

Itachi frowned a bit, some concern shining through his gaze. "Are you sure? You have been...
off, since we encountered the Konoha shinobi."

"Just thinkin' too much." Kisame shrugged, flashing his partner his best grin as they passed a
particularly muddy pit. "Nothin' a fight won't fix."

He had no choice but to plow forward with the hope that his pup would at the very least be
alive and safe with only the worries that came with being a loyal shinobi to her new home.

:: ::

The sword slid through her easily—past skin, past muscle—and glided out her other side
with a nice new coat of color. A thin streak of red dribbled down the corner of her mouth and
Chiyo looked up, blood on her face and horror in her eyes.

"Chiyo-sama," the girl said, and Sasori almost couldn't believe that her voice never wavered.
Calm and collected like there wasn't a damned poison sword pierced through her body. "Are
you alright? Can you still move?"

"Oh? You're worrying about other people even with this wound?" he questioned loftily. He
plunged the steel deeper, only stopping when her left hand gripped the blade near its hilt and
held it in place. It ripped at her bandages, but her hand didn't bleed.

The wraps that had begun falling apart from the beginning of the end of their battle were
completely torn from her upper arm now and hung limply from her forearm.

Part of her elbow was exposed, and it was wood.

A puppet arm.

"It's like you're an endless bout of surprises," Sasori breathed. "I keep waiting for the other
kunai to drop and right when I think it does, I look up and you're still lording it over my
head." He chuckled, low and hoarse from the splinters in his throat. "Come now, girl. You've
destroyed all my puppets, wasted away my reserves, and you're standing there looking pretty



with a poisoned sword in your gut." Her hand clenched tighter around the blade. "I'm eager,
I'm impatient. Sakura, don't you think it's time to properly introduce yourself to me?"

( Konan placed a graceful hand behind her back and gently nudged her forward. "This is
Akasuna no Sasori. Sakura, introduce yourself." )

His eyes followed her right hand as she reached over to tug the bandages off her forearm. For
a split second he was entranced by the delicate work of interwoven wood and dark metal, and
he spotted the third Perception seal right between where the ulnar and radial arteries used to
be.

"I'm Hoshigaki Sakura," she said. Her fingers—dirt under short cut nails, ash in the crooks of
her hands—peeled off the seal slip and her plain image broke . An obnoxious pink shivered
down from her scalp to the ends of her hair and her eyes, oh those eyes he found drab were
suddenly the painful, startling green that he'd seen once or twice long ago before they'd
hidden themselves behind Kisame's bulk like a spineless little mouse. "We've already met."

The sun above them beat down on their devastation from its throne in those brilliant blue
skies. Clouds drifted lazily along its surface and the shadows of passing birds caressed them
as they passed.

It was silent in the crumbled remains of this no-name cavern with no one except a dying old
woman, a puppet on his last legs, and the little girl that Hoshigaki Kisame mourned.

Sasori threw his head back and laughed .

Because it was absurd, wasn't it? It shouldn't make any sense why a child whose body parts
should have been scattered sky high in an explosion was suddenly here and grown and deadly
—except, it explained everything. Kisame had lost himself for months, going about his duties
with the stench of guilt on his clothes; he'd sit in the graveyard for hours as he pressed his
forehead against his wife's grave, mumbling apologies in the roar of the rain.

He'd seen Konan in her eyes because she'd once been taken under the Angel's wing. He'd
seen Kakuzu in her shoulders because she'd trailed after him like a silent duckling to never
stoke his temper.

"It's so strange," he said once his laughter crested back into the pit of his stomach, "how you
look more like Konan or Kakuzu rather than your own father."

Hoshigaki Sakura's human arm blazed blue-gray as she snapped the blade at the hilt and drew
back, closer to Chiyo-baa but still ready to pounce. She reached behind her to crack the
length of the blade protruding out her back until only a centimeter of silver poked out from
each side of the wound. She braced her puppet arm in front of her, fingers splayed and ready
to attack.

No matter.

He would finish what he started.



Sasori detached the forearm of the current body he inhabited and yanked out the dagger
lodged in the elbow joint as he lunged.

"You should have stayed dead , little girl!"

Then.

Sakura curled in her left fingers.

:: ::

The swords slid through him easily—past the canvas of the vessel that held his heart—and
glided out his front with a nice new coat of color. A thin streak of purple dribbled down the
corner of his mouth, and Chiyo looked up.

"I'm not a puppet master by any means," Sakura panted, and the old counselor's jaw dropped
when she realized there were chakra strings on the tips of the girl's metal fingers. "But
Kankuro wouldn't let me keep his work without learning the basics."

The sight of Fukuro and Kawako piercing their son's heart... Even as puppets, even as
nothing more than wood that carried echoes of the memories they used to be, it brought tears
to her eyes as she choked down a sob.

She loved that boy. Her grandson. The little star that grew to hate her because she could never
bring herself to tell him the truth of what happened to his parents. Looking back at it now,
perhaps if she'd told him they were dead instead of letting him look out the window for souls
who would never find their way back home, maybe they wouldn't be scraping their knees in
rubble. Maybe she wouldn't be dying from his poison.

Maybe she wouldn't have watched him take the killing blow from a Konoha-nin, just as his
parents did.

"You lowered your guard at the end, Sasori," Chiyo wheezed. Under their feet was the Shishi
Heiko from the Monzaemon he hadn't thought to look for when trying to slit Sakura's throat,
and the girl's quick thinking and unprecedented utilization of chakra strings had allowed her
to finally trap her grandson.

To trap, to kill.

The girl fell onto one knee.

"Sakura!"

Chiyo crawled the few steps it took to reach her and assessed the wound.

And nearly recoiled at the sight.

Blood leaked from the puncture, but only slightly, as all the skin around it shone that blue-
gray color that turned her skin to the equivalent of stone. But the skin wasn't the only thing



her jutsu turned; all the torn muscle and the organ it should have pierced are the same dull
color—hardened and still.

"The other team can make it here soon," Sakura murmured, and those insects were buzzing
near her ears again. "I..." She gulped down a breath. "I made sure to solidify the area he
stabbed to stop the poison from spreading and to minimize blood loss. Hyuuga-san has the
antidote. Shino can heal the damage."

Chiyo was simply nothing short of horrified. 'Unbelievable...'

"... I see now. That jutsu you used is Kakuzu's Doton: Domu , isn't it?" Sasori exhaled
slightly. "Does the Akatsuki know you're alive?"

Sakura was quiet.

A strangled chuckle trickled past his wooden lips. "Heh. And just how long do you think
that'll last you, little girl? The moment Leader-sama finds out about you, there won't be
anywhere for you to run. Nowhere for you to hide. Those Perception seals were good, but
you know he's better." He grinned as the life continued to bleed out through his heart. "Best
find your way back home, pup . The Akatsuki had you once, and they'll never let you go
again."

Chiyo watched Sakura turn her head as she held her stomach. She couldn't see the girl's face
from here and it was probably as blank as it tended to be, but Sasori's grin went wider and a
spike of pity tumbled through her old bones.

She didn't know the full story here, but... what was there not to get? Sakura, apparently born
to the Tail-less Tailed Beast of the Bloody Mist. Sasori worked with her father on a regular
basis and for some reason he and all those other names he mentioned thought she was dead.
She wasn't working for them, not with the way she hid her appearance with those Perception
seals or with the way she cared for the other jinchuuriki boy.

Sakura drew in a deep breath and pushed herself onto her feet. Chiyo wanted to pull her back
down and force her to rest, but she couldn't bring herself to move as the girl patted her
shoulder and limped across the cavern to where she'd stuck her sword into the ground. Her
arm still darkened with jutsu, she slammed a fist into the blade until it shattered into blood.
She returned it to the sheath on her back, and once more it looked like some oddly shaped
baton.

And as she did, she reapplied the undamaged Perception seal on the sole of her sandal before
limping to her grandson's first body.

"How... terrible."

Sasori's head was tilted back, eyes trained on the sky. When Chiyo looked at him, all she
could think of was what it would have been like to see him grow old. To see him content.
Happy .



"What's terrible?" she rasped. "The outcome of this battle, or the fact that you knew you were
in my sealing range and decided not to move out of it?"

His lips quirked, and his heart spurt out the final vestiges of purple liquid. "You really are a
senile old bat, aren't you?"

And he fell in a clatter of hollow wood, bringing down Fukuro and Kawako in a heap that
stopped living a long, long time ago.

She sighed and wobbled up to her feet.

There were no winners here today.

Sakura made her way back over, all of her skin an equal hue and her puppet arm only chipped
this way and that, and Chiyo took this minute to stare. How could she expect something like
this? The girl was a chuunin , yet she had a friendship with the current village ambassador
that was enough for him to build her an arm, a camaraderie with a jinchuuriki who  listened
to her when he listened to no one else, and had so many— too many —secrets that she was
armed to the teeth in them.

The way they unraveled, one after the other and another each more uneasy than the last, they
were too many. Too many. Too much.

Just as young as Sasori the day he left.

Sakura offered out her arm. "Do you need help walking, Chiyo-sama? The poison in your
system—"

Chiyo grasped her bicep and tugged her down, lowering her voice to a whisper. "I have been
alive for a long, long time, girl. Your secrets were not meant for me to hear and thus they
aren't meant for me to tell, but understand that they are dangerous . Listen to this senile old
bat when she tells you this," she begged. "Do not drown in them, and do not let them win."

Sakura's gaze searched before she smiled, a cut on her lip and blood on her teeth. "They'll
only win when I'm dead." She held out her arm again. "It'll be better for you to walk on even
ground."

"No need to worry about me, Chiyo-sama. I've been told I'm particularly annoying to kill."

In this moment, she looked like Sasori . There was a darkness that lingered in her eyes and
shadows clinging onto her shoulders like wraiths. She was cold and distant, confident with
purpose. 

Chiyo allowed herself to be helped over the debris.

She wondered if this girl, too, would end in tragedy.

:: ::



Danzo perused the restricted section of the Hokage Library with a careful eye. Tsunade
would have wanted nothing more to kick him out and ban him from a place as powerful as
this, but he took a certain satisfaction knowing that he had a right to all this information as a
member of the Konoha Council.

He dragged a finger along the book spines as his cane clacked against the floor. What had he
been looking for again? About a past Hokage? About their allies? Perhaps—

His finger bridged a gap in the shelf, and he stopped to turn his head. The shelves were
always tightly packed with texts and scrolls and things of the like, and no one ever came to
clean it because everything would have their use one way or another. Yet there was an empty
place where a book should be.

And dust had collected in the gap, suggesting it had been missing for quite a while now.

Danzo took the time to pull each and every book from that shelf section and read the titles
inside the covers. Ah, the seals section. He was familiar with all the books provided and it
seemed...

It seemed that the missing text was none other than An Anthology of Theories and
Forbidden Practices of the Sealing Arts , one of the primary texts he'd utilized when
creating his cursed seals.

He smiled, ugly and ravenous.

Well, wasn't that something?



Safest in the Rain

Maybe I thought I knew what it was like to not feel remorse at the deaths of the innocent.

But I'd always held that guilt.

:: ::

Tsunade's eyes never once wavered when Yuuhi gave her calm, steady report about what her
and her students had done on their S-rank mission to help retrieve the Godaime Kazekage.
There were a few nicks and bruises in the general account, but that was to be expected when
working jointly with a team that included Konoha's #1 Knuckle-headed Shinobi.

But besides that? Besides being able to defeat that Hoshigaki clone? Besides the two
encountered Akatsuki members? Besides the Akatsuki meeting space completely obliterated?
Team Eight had once more delivered a flawless mission; one more clean file on the record.

"—after Chiyo-sama had given up her own life to revive the Kazekage, we made it back to
Suna and stayed overnight before coming back here," Kurenai finished. Tsunade noticed
there weren't any more bags under her eyes and she seemed to be back to taking care of
herself, unlike back then when the loss of her genin team had struck her so deep in her core
that she'd nearly become a walking corpse; at least she was making strides in her recovery.

The Hokage nodded and shuffled through a few papers on her desk. "I see. Was Sakura able
to provide any additional intel from her fight against Akasuna no Sasori?"

"She learned the Akasuna no Sasori used to be partnered with Orochimaru in their
organization, but nothing more than that. She made sure to destroy his heart as a preventative
measure to any future occurrences and scavenged the battleground for anything useful, but
nothing turned up," the jounin said. Her red eyes were bright and clear and her stance at
attention was perfect for those of her standing. A model shinobi, if Tsunade could say so
herself.

"Hm." The Akatsuki was still an unknown even though they were a bunch of slimy bastards.
No surprise that nothing new had been found out about them. She leaned back into her seat.
"Thank you for your report, Yuuhi. You and your team will be paid the standard for S-ranks
including bonus recompense for the high political nature of the mission in the following
seventy-two hours. Team Eight is assigned a mandatory recovery period of one week before
being added back onto the mission roster." She nodded. "Dismissed."

Kurenai dipped into a respectful bow. "Hokage-sama."

As she left the office and stepped out into the hallway, she didn't close the door and Kakashi
strolled in not a second after black hair swept out of Tsunade's vision. He shut the door
behind him with a quiet click .



"Hokage-sama," he greeted politely, a smile under his mask and his exposed eye halfway
crinkled. "You asked for me?"

Speaking of model shinobi, this man was a perfect example of a shinobi that wasn't .
Procrastinating on reports, an insufferable cheek, little regard for decorum when it wasn't the
utmost priority—if he wasn't such a damn good person she would have already punched him
through a hundred different walls a hundred different times. 

Minato did right by this one, but she couldn't say the same about her old sensei who stuffed
him with genin where there were still fresh scars on his mind from the trauma and his time in
ANBU.

"I want to talk about your most recent mission."

"Ah, hadn't I already given an oral report? Earlier this morning, if I remember correctly."

"Yes, yes." Tsunade waved a hand. "I brought you in again because I have a few questions on
team member behavior."

Kakashi blinked. "For... Naruto? Because I stand by my assessment that he's not ready to take
any more high-stakes missions, and if he does it should preferably be with me as his captain.
He hasn't learned how to work well with others or listen to orders from an authority since his
reinstatement as an active Konoha shinobi, and not to mention that he's still technically a
genin regardless of his current skill set."

"I already know that," she replied blandly. He opened his mouth to speak again, but she was
quick to continue as she crossed one leg over the other and propped an elbow against her arm
rest. "Tell me what you think about Team Eight."

He slowly shut his mouth, something close to pensive crossing what little there was to see of
his face.

"Kurenai just gave her report, didn't she?" he questioned. "What did she say happened?"

"They encountered the fake Hoshigaki Kisame and battled him before trapping him in a four-
corner barrier and killing him. Then Sakura and Hinata got switched for assignment
purposes, on her end they fought clones of themselves until they met up with Chiyo and
Sakura where they needed immediate medical assistance."

Kakashi hummed before he nicked his thumb by quickly scraping it with something hidden in
his sleeve and running his hands through a set of seals. A summoning matrix and a puff of
smoke led to the little brown pug Tsunade had grown familiar enough with, especially since
she'd gotten visits from the ninken when Kakashi hadn't bothered to walk all the way to the
Hokage Tower to submit his paperwork.

"Boss. Hokage-sama," Pakkun greeted curiously. "What can I help with?"

"We were just wondering if there was anything interesting you saw during Team Eight's fight
against that fake Hoshigaki Kisame," said Kakashi. "You saw it all, didn't you?"



"Oh, that. Hey, Boss, why didn't you tell me that team was gonna be so goddamn weird?" he
asked. Pakkun hopped onto Tsunade's desk and parked himself in the corner, meeting both
the curious gaze of his summoner and the waiting one of the current Hokage. "That team,
they've got this... dynamic , right? Inuzuka leads the group, Akamaru and Yuuhi flank the
sides, Aburame's in the middle, and Sakura brings up the rear. That formation all the time and
yea, that's probably one of those quirks they got which is fine and all but like I said, they're
weird."

Tsunade narrowed her eyes. "Give us a short play by play."

"Yes, ma'am. Sakura took the first blow from the fake and blocked it perfectly before he
started shooting off all these water techniques. They're good at dodging, didn't get hit once,
and the kids bombarded him with primarily taijutsu after Yuuhi caught him in a genjutsu."
Which matched what Kurenai had said. "Aburame stayed behind; he released his swarm of
insects and I thought he was gonna attack but he just... sent them all away for some reason?
To run a perimeter right in the middle of that fight?" That was news to her. Pakkun shook his
head. "It didn't matter, though. Sakura successfully separated the fake from his sword and the
rest caught him in this four-pronged barrier Inuzuka made himself. Never seen anything like
it."

"The seal," Kakashi mentioned, almost immediately latching onto the detail the second it was
brought up. "What did it look like?"

"Uh, kinda crazy? It was four-pronged like I said and placed down at the same time and
trapped the fake in these fluctuating purple walls. It flashed a bunch and there was never a set
pattern, but it held up."

"Inuzuka-kun made an inconsistent barrier that worked ?"

"Like a charm," Pakkun said. "I heard him say that you could overload it with chakra, but it
would take five minutes to break. It was more than enough time than what they needed."

Tsunade pressed her lips together. Inconsistent barriers were one of the best to utilize because
of their lack of pattern, complicated input, and delicate handling. In theory , it was the barrier
of choice. But in practice? It was notoriously difficult to work without getting the sequences
to blow up in your face and most seals masters didn't even bother. If they could work a
consistent barrier and get it to function, much like the Five Seal Barrier mentioned in both
Hatake's and Yuuhi's reports, then there was no need to waste time on getting an inconsistent
barrier to even start up properly.

"They knew it wasn't the real Hoshigaki Kisame before the shapeshifting jutsu revealed itself.
Sakura recognized it and executed him with his own blade." Brutal, but also matched what
Kurenai had told her. Sakura must have some genjutsu inclination if she had been able to see
through it. "Aburame's insects came back when we stopped for the night. He never said
anything about it, so I guess they didn't find what they were looking for."

(He doesn't mention the moments spent burying the body.)

Kakashi rubbed his chin. "Hm."



"Something you want to add on to that, Hatake?"

"I'm just wondering why Inuzuka-kun isn't involved in Konoha's Official Seals Division, or
something of the like," he said. "He's good and... well, like Pakkun says. Weird. He managed
to figure out the Five Seal Barrier, the specifications, and had an idea of how to defeat it all
within the span of twenty minutes. According to Hinata, he said he guessed that they would
have to fight 'reflections' of something based on the Sacred Geometry Theory combined with
his prior knowledge on seals."

He wandered over to one of the windows to peer out as Tsunade tapped her lip and reached
for the cup of her now-lukewarm tea. And there it was again about Inuzuka Kiba's interest in
seals. His rejected applications still sat under one of the many piles by her desk and no matter
how good this brat might really be—which was unsettlingly good—her hands were tied,
much like with Aburame Shino's hospital suspension case. Team Eight had simply been gone
for too long at too young of an age to be outright trusted in high positions of power, and as
much as she wanted to grant them what they rightly deserved, there needed to be a foundation
for them to stake their claim.

For Shino, it needed to be a certain degree of obedience to be trusted with orders he might
one day receive from his Hokage. 

For Kiba, it was the success of maintaining chuunin rank for a year and half to ensure
loyalties and willingness to take a position that required stressful mental labor and ran the
risks of dealing with highly classified information.

For Sakura... that was more difficult. Because the girl never made any inclination of pursuing
anything .

She sighed quietly and took a sip.

So many things to consider. It was almost as if Eight was in a rush for something.

'But for what?'

"I mentioned that Naruto had problems regarding authority," Kakashi started. He pulled
himself away from the window just enough to turn and rest against the ledge, both hands
stuffed into his pants pockets. 

"What about it?"

"He doesn't do well listening to others," he continued. "But he listens to Sakura-san."
Tsunade drew forward curiously. "On the mission, he was angry enough that the Kyuubi
started to manifest. Nothing that was too concrete, but some of his features were elevated—
he'd been like that the whole trip and I was afraid it had stewed enough to make him snap, but
within a few minutes of meeting up with Kurenai's team and talking with Sakura-san, he'd
almost gone back to normal."

"... I didn't know they were close. I didn't know he was close to anyone , which was one of
Jiraiya's main concerns."



"I didn't either." He looked guilty. "I asked him about it later. Turns out they've been
neighbors ever since she moved out of the orphanage upon attaining genin rank and she
taught him how to cook. They eat together a couple times a week if they're both in the
village." Kakashi chuckled a bit as he rubbed the back of his neck. "Maa, maybe I'd pried too
much. He told me to 'leave Sakura-chan alone, old man' when I'd asked one too many
questions."

They shared the quiet of the office for a short while.

All the things she'd learned today, and she didn't have a clue of what to do with it. Naruto was
just a boy with a sadness in his core that always lingered. From the moment she challenged
him to when he tried to bring her back to Konoha, that little boy with a big heart and an even
bigger hole in it... he had that want for what he'd never had (families, friends, respect, love ),
and she'd never known he'd found some of that in this girl she could never figure out.

Honestly, what was this team? Kiba and seals? Shino and his behavior? Sakura and her
influence?

Kurenai... where did she stand in all of this?

Tsunade knew she said she'd cast aside her suspicions if Team Eight received a glowing
report, but now she only had more questions than answers, and if things didn't start cropping
up soon...

She spun her chair around. "Thank you, Hatake. You're dismissed."

:: ::

Maybe I thought I knew what it meant to be "good."

But I was nothing but a villain.

:: ::

"I guess a pretty bad storm rolled in," Chouji mused as he peered outside the window. The
hot pot bubbled in the middle of the table as Shino slipped in a few more cuts of raw meat.
"Lucky you guys got back before it started."

"Lucky," Shino repeated. He turned up the flame under the pot. "It seems we've been having
a lot of luck lately, and it's not something I'm particularly thankful for. Why? Too much of a
good thing will eventually be followed by something unsavory."

"Isn't that kind of a pessimistic way to look at things?"

"I find it better to have low expectations than to be let down from my high ones."

Chouji let out a strangled hum before spooning a heap of rice into his mouth and tried not to
choke. While he enjoyed Shino's newfound friendliness and liked to hang out with him once
or twice a week, he still couldn't say that his abruptness and blunt honesty didn't catch him
off-guard anymore. His surprise still hadn't quite tided over since they started being friends.



He'd always thought Shino was a quiet, mysterious kind of guy. Turns out, he just didn't talk
when he didn't need to and didn't bother with much of a filter when he did. Who would've
thought?

"How did your mission go, by the way?" Chouji asked. He ladled some broth into his bowl.
"I know there's a pretty high restriction on it, but it seems like the rumors are all over here
and Suna."

Which were pretty wild. The rumors. He'd heard of insanely powerful shinobi and the death
and resurrection of Suna's youngest Kazekage, but he could never tell how much was the
truth. Besides, he'd only caught wind about the mission from Naruto's loud conversations and
after his father had attended a Clan Council meeting.

Shino hummed. "The only person that died was an enemy. I suppose that's all that matters."

It was, but it still left Chouji's throat a bit dry even after he drank some of his broth. He was a
chuunin just like Shino, and he was getting up in the ranks, but he still hadn't gone on one of
those missions.

Y'know, one of those . The ones where your back went a little straighter and the kunai pouch
around your thigh was a little too tight and your hands were shaking and you didn't know
why, except you did and you didn't want to talk about it. After those missions, you were in
your body but not your mind and you flinched a little too much when some got a little too
close. It was then that you usually got sent in for assessments and therapists that knew the
name of the game; because shinobi never really got better—not when they were retired, not
when they were dead—so the rules were simple and you only passed when you played along.
If you could lie your way through and you could convince them with well-placed smiles and
clever answers, you were cleared for the next mission that might break parts of you that you
never knew you had. If you couldn't lie, then it was sessions and medications that made it
easier until you were on your next mission and you were given another chance to play the
game right.

Chouji hadn't been on one of those missions yet.

He didn't have to ask if Shino had.

"Lucky, then."

"Too much luck."

"Is it really that bad to enjoy victories while they last?"

(The victories he enjoyed were never the ones on the battlefield. There was no joy when he
swelled the chakra pathways in his barrier clone and watched himself crumple and bleed out
from every orifice in his body, only a brief acknowledgement that his part was over. There
was no joy when he successfully healed Sakura of the blade plunged into her stomach, only
stuttering relief when she didn't die of poison or blood loss that day.



The victories he enjoyed were when he could feel the warmth of his pack somewhere under
the stars even just for a second, where he could close his eyes and forget the world to the
sound of steady heartbeats. Never winning battles. Never surviving wars.)

An echo of thunder rang outside as a light smattering of rain beat against the restaurant
windows.

Shino placed a piece of cooked meat in his mouth and chewed. "It's not wise to celebrate a
good thing too soon. Why? For the off chance that it blows up in my face, I wish to be ready
and waiting."

:: ::

Maybe I thought I knew what it meant to take the fall for a traitor.

But I didn't realize the cost.

:: ::

The band was made of tungsten carbide; dark gray, had a melting point of about 3422 degrees
Celsius, bolstered a mohs rating of eight to nine, extremely scratch resistant. There wasn't a
hallmark to be seen. The center stone was a purple jade that ran at a fairly soft hardness rating
of six mohs but retained its toughness through its compact composition; it was a translucent
variety cut into a non-faceted half sphere with four tungsten prongs anchoring it down. Jade
was a gem closely associated with heart chakra and held meanings of purity and harmony and
balance, and painted delicately in the middle of it was the kanji for "jewel" or "virgin," but
could also be the black king in shogi, gyoku .

Kiba blew out a breath as he tapped a pen against the plastic table.

Both Sakura and Shino were out, leaving him and Akamaru alone in the apartment until
dinner, probably. They were all supposed to make this whole dinner of fried eggplant and
whole baked sea bass that Sakura haggled down to an insane price which was an entire thing
—

But, he'd checked out tens of books on metals in jewelry making and purple gemstones and
even borrowed a few shogi strategy texts from Shikamaru. Sakura mentioned the rings had
some important link in the Akatsuki, and every member she'd grown up with had some
version of it.

Her own father's she recalled perfectly; the same dark metal, same four prongs, same sort of
gem cut into a non-faceted half sphere. Except instead of it holding a purple jade, it had been
an odd variety of yellow jade with the kanji for "south", nan , which apparently was short for
the Southern Star . Not very helpful. Which sucked.

Ugh.

Akamaru gnawed on one of the beef bones they'd gotten on sale yesterday. "Perhaps the ring
meanings are not as important as you believe?" he woofed. "Nan. Gyoku. There isn't much of



a correlation there to begin with."

"Then why go through all the trouble of givin' them different names? Like, it would make
more sense if they all had different colors but the same kanji, or—or like the same color but
different kanji 'cause organizations, y'know? But different colors and different kanji... maybe
it's like their positions in the organization?"

" Sakura never mentioned anything about the organization having positions. "

"Yeah, and she never mentioned her dad was an Akatsuki until one of his coworkers stabbed
her."

Akamaru raised his head and licked his chops. " Can you blame her? "

"... No." Kiba pouted. "But still."

He switched out his pen for a pair of tweezers and picked up the rings from the center of the
chakra-destabilizing scroll Sakura told him to make for it. Nothing too familiar to him, but
also nothing he couldn't learn after going through a few trial and errors. He even boosted the
scroll after visiting Sato Akemi-san and spending a couple hours with Iruka-sensei for a
brainstorming session. As long as part of the ring touched the sealing paper and never his
skin, he was free to examine it however he pleased.

Not that he'd done much of anything other than becoming an amateur jeweler.

"The Akatsuki travel in pairs," he said. Akamaru glanced at him. "And there's at least six
according to Konoha's intel and what Sakura's told us. Five now that Sasori's dead. They're
never all in one place but they seem to communicate so... communication. There's gotta be a
communication matrix somewhere in the gem or the kanji or the band..."

" They did also manage to extract the bijuu from the Kazekage. Do you think the rings could
have something to do with that? "

"That's... not a bad idea. It's pretty damn smart, actually. A chakra link? But how can you
make it that powerful?"

" You're the seals expert, not me. "

"Shut up."

" You shut up. "

Kiba stuck his tongue out and leaned forward to peer through the magnifying lens and once
again scanned the ring's inner band. He rolled it until the jade sat face down on the paper and
peered at the bridge—the place on the ring situated right underneath the center stone—which
would be the exact place he'd put a sequence if the link had to do anything with the jade.

"Hm..."

He slipped out a senbon and started to scrape.



Outside, it rained. And rained, and rained, and rained.

:: ::

Maybe I thought I knew what it meant to love someone.

But I couldn't put my love above my duty.

:: ::

"What is this?"

Shibi walked into the living room and almost stepped on scattered papers and nonsensical
notes, Shino in the midst of it all as he mumbled to himself and spun to regard each and every
slip with careful consideration. Sheets covered nearly every centimeter of the floor, filled
with things he couldn't fully grasp; he caught terms like body decomposition rates under
extreme temperatures and arterial air embolism and something in his chest quickly decided
to start falling apart.

When Shino told—not asked—him about becoming a medic, Shibi was surprised. The
Aburame insect colonies were not utilized with healing in mind, and though they required a
fair amount of knowledge on anatomy and chakra pathways, no one in the clan who housed
kikai also decided to lend their skills to the hospital. Not in all his years of raising his son did
the boy even shed an inkling of interest in the medical arts.

'And here is his team's influence rearing its ugly head yet again,' he thought with a
suppressed sigh. The team he could never understand. Eight.

He had yet to solidify an opinion on them. He could never thank them enough for loving his
son. He could never forgive them for the changes he knew would one day kill his son.

They walked a delicate, delicate wire with him.

"Research," Shino responded simply. He picked up a few papers to tuck beneath his arm and
laid out a few more to replace them.

"On?"

"Body disposal and stroke inducement."

"... Ah." Well that explained it. "Just something that caught your interest, then?"

"Yes." The boy never looked up from his work, the gap between his brows scrunched as he
mouthed the words he read off the papers.

Shibi stood off just to the side, almost a stranger in his own home. Awkward. Intruding. He
almost had half a mind to leave his boy to do whatever he did on his own, but it was when he
was half-spun around with the intent to retreat to his home office when a thought broke
through his head like a pin through cloth.



He felt like he was intruding . On his son's work. In their living room.

He felt like he was intruding on his son who never came to dinner, who never slept in his own
bed, who worked full shifts at the hospital, who trained with his team, who never made time
for what was left of his family.

Who never acted like his son anymore.

Shibi re-oriented himself, even more of that something in his chest crumpling. "You know I
don't see you anymore, right?" he questioned softly. "You never tell me where you go, and
you don't even tell me if you have a mission. Did you know that I have to find out from the
mission desk because they see more of my own son than I do? And I'm supposed to be your
father." The Clan Head sighed, a painful wind from his lungs, and held one of his wrists to
keep it from shaking. Quieter, he added, "I hate it."

Shino flinched.

"It's not you, never you, but..." He sighed again. "Please understand where I'm coming from.
I don't know what you do and you're always so tired—exhausted in ways you shouldn't be.
You lost your eye and didn't want to tell me, you... you came back from a Kumogakure prison
and went back to work the moment you were cleared. And you expect me to believe that
everything's alright? For a year and a half I thought you were dead and you come back like,"
he gestured to all the papers, "like nothing for you had even changed."

"Father—"

"I spend days wondering where you are and what you're doing. I wonder if you're hurt or if
you're sick of if you're even happy because the last time I was ever remotely sure you were
okay was when you first graduated three years ago. "

The silence was like thick, bubbling tar.

Thunder rumbled overhead.

Shino didn't face him. Didn't do much other than stay in that crouch among his notes on how
to kill people that might one day be under his glowing green hand. His head was turned so
that Shibi couldn't read his face, but when was the last time he'd seen the face that wasn't
masked behind secrets and silence and eyes—one eye—that was too, too tired. 

But Shibi was tired too. Of the quiet.

Of the lies.

"Every time I see you it's almost as if..." He drew in a breath. "When I heard about your
suspension at the hospital for, out of all things, disobeying authority —"

Shino began gathering all the papers into his arms. "Had I not taken that case for myself those
children would have died. Why? The staff was not thorough enough in their initial
screenings, refused my kikai scans because they believed them to be too 'invasive' when I had
proven numerous times that they may be more adept at..."



He trailed off when he lifted his head and saw the resignation in the way his father's mouth
pulled up into a weak smile. Shino pressed his lips together and organized the stack of papers
until they were all in a neat pile, his hands scrambling for something to do.

"It took me a long time to admit this to myself. Far too long," Shibi started quietly. "But I...
Shino, I don't know who you are anymore."

Hands clamp around the stack of papers until they crinkled.

"I admit my faults for that. Maybe I hadn't been paying enough attention or I refused to truly
acknowledge what was happening." He bowed his head. "I don't know when it was exactly
that we started to drift apart, but just because sometimes I don't recognize you doesn't mean I
want to lose you again. You're my son and I'll love you no matter who you become, but you
need to tell me things so I can help you."

The teen slowly straightened until he was standing. He and Shibi were the same height now,
and his long black hair was pulled into one of those flawless buns Sakura used to wear before
all her hair was sheared off. He was only fifteen but the angles were sharp, and he never wore
anything that didn't cover from the wrists and ankles up.

'The scars,' Shibi wondered. 'I suppose I'll never learn why he has so many.'

Shino tucked the papers into the messenger back sitting on the couch and belted it shut. For a
moment he did nothing, hands on the bag and his back to his father. Then, he slung the strap
over his head and rested it over one shoulder.

"I'm sorry that I can't make this easier for you." Shino tugged on his green jacket. "And I'm
sorry that can't be the son you wanted."

"That's not—"

"I know," he interrupted softly. "But you deserved to hear that from me and not from
someone else." He finally turned around, and his face... it was Shino. Shibi's flesh and blood.
But it's someone so different, so much older.

Shibi was looking at a stranger, and his heart broke.

"I love you, Father," he said. "But I..." His hands tightened about his bag strap. "I have too
many things to do."

Shino strode out of the clean living room, slid on his sandals, and ventured into the rain.

Like always, Shibi didn't stop him.

:: ::

He made it a few minutes away from the Aburame Complex when his kikai's gentle buzz
morphed into a collective scream as someone stepped out from behind one of the trees he'd
passed.



"You used to like hanging around the complex and the forests around it," they said. "Do they
bore you now?"

Something rushed through Shino's ears as he turned on his heel, and he didn't know if it was
his rushing blood or the roaring rain. "I suppose I just can't find the time for those woods," he
replied. "Can you say the same for yourself, Torune ?"

:: ::

Maybe I thought I knew what it meant to surrender my soul to a demon.

But how was I to know that it would kill me so soon?

:: ::

The rain soaked her clothes, chilling as it plastered her hair flat against her head and slid off
her skin to drip down onto the ground. Atop the Hokage Monument, the village looked so
vast but so small. The rain—she'd felt the storm's warning in her bones as they bounded back
from Suna and smelled the earthy, musky, fresh whiff in the skies when it was still bright
blue.

Now, the skies were gray. The rain was getting heavier. The thunder was a dull growl.

It would never be Ame.

Sakura sighed and pushed herself up to her feet. Water streamed down her face and her neck
and darkened the bandages around her left arm. She pooled chakra to the soles of her sandals
as she walked, the muddy dirt failing to stick and failing to leave any footprints behind. The
winding streets were mostly empty, yet she stuck to the shadows like second nature. She
hugged the walls and never kept all her sides exposed, and her eyes were restless as they
darted from this way to that and to way over there.

It wasn't long until she slunk all the way to the apartment unit with the dark blue door and a
wilting plant in the windowsill.

Izumo was on a short mission to the border. Wouldn't be back until the end of the week.

What was she doing here?

"Did you understand that, girl? You're Akatsuki's homegrown advantage. How does it feel to
be used?"

Sakura lifted a shaking hand and rapped her knuckles on the door. The words were loud
today. They were loud yesterday. They were loud in the battlefield when he gave them to her
with a smile and a bow and a promise that she would never really be free, that she would
never—

The door swung open and Kotetsu appeared in some loose long-sleeved shirt with a hole at
the bottom and a cartoon character dancing on his chest. He took one long look at her, raised
his brow, and stepped aside to let her in.



"Senpai, can I borrow a towel?"

"Sure, but—come on , kid. You're gonna get sick." His voice muffled as he disappeared down
the hallway. Sakura quietly shut the front door behind her and stood, sopping wet, on his
genkan. "Did you walk all the way here? Were you out long? You gotta take a shower or
you're seriously gonna catch something." His voice faded back in as he walked back over
with a towel in his arm, which he threw over her head. "I can get you a change of clothes
you'll fit in. Probably? Yeah, probably. "

"I'm going to track water into your apartment."

"Kid. I'm not gonna have you stand there and let you get sick."

"Rain doesn't make me sick."

"Take. The shower."

Sakura huffed in amusement and peered down at him from under the fluffy green towel. Her
prosthetic was cold and she knew that if she didn't dry and clean it soon, there would be
water damage that would take time to fix and repair. "I just came to check in for a bit, then I'll
go back out there. It'll waste the whole shower."

Kotetsu pouted, knowing just how stubborn she could be. " Fine . Will you at least come into
the kitchen for some hot chocolate?"

"Taking advantage of Kamizuki-san's absence?"

"Well if he stopped hiding my junk food, I wouldn't have to sneak around." An angry frown
marred his face, but his eyes twinkled as he beckoned her to follow. "I'll even put extra
marshmallows in yours if you don't tattle."

She smiled as she followed him.

"Best find your way back home, pup . The Akatsuki had you once, and they'll never let you go
again."

Her smile dropped. She locked her right hand on her left wrist when phantom pains shot
through her nerves. 

She said nothing as she sat at the kitchen island and watched Kotetsu whisk milk and cocoa
powder and sugar on the stove. He wasn't pushing her to say anything, which was nice, but he
did glance at her every now and again as the towel hung from her shoulders and water
dripped from the ends of her hair.

She didn't know why Sasori was bothering her more dead than alive, but he's a never-ending
tone in her ears. When tucked against Kiba and Shino and Akamaru he went faint, but he was
always an echo at the back of her mind. A whisper.

A ghost.



"Is it really that strange..." she started, and Kotetsu looked at her, "if I look more like
everyone else than my own father who raised me?"

And he stopped what he was doing to stare. One of her fingers twitched against the table as
she cast her eyes down and, well, this was the first she'd ever spoken about her family in front
of anyone that wasn't pack. Sure she wouldn't give the details, and maybe Chiyo-sama was
right she thought her secrets would claim her, but... she didn't know why she was saying this
to him. Why she keeps talking.

"I... I haven't seen my father in eight years. I don't want to hold it against him that I've ended
up here, but... I think I do. Some part of me, at least." A steaming mug of hot chocolate was
pushed in front of her, tiny marshmallows bobbing near the surface, and the ceramic burned
into her palm as she wrapped her hands around it. Shut up, shut up, stop talking, what are you
doing? "I don't want to be like him, but when I realized I'm really not, it..."

She stopped.

A few seconds of silence, then.

"... It...?" Kotetsu repeated.

"I think I'm afraid," she whispered.

"The moment Leader-sama finds out about you, there won't be anywhere for you to run.
Nowhere for you to hide."

No.

'I'm terrified.'

She snatched her hands back and stood in one fluid movement. The towel landed on the stool
and she was halfway out of the apartment and towards— an escape —the rain.

The downpour seemed a little heavier, now.

But then Kotetsu was in front of her and held her biceps, his hands as searing as that mug of
hot chocolate. He was worried, concerned, as he looked up into her panic-stricken face. "Hey,
hey," he murmured. "Kid, it's okay. Breathe. Like that. Okay. Okay, what's going on? You're
afraid of something, that's okay. We can work something out. Kid. Sakura. Look at me." She
turned wild eyes to his and saw his fear. Fear for her. "What's scaring you?"

Her skin was like ice and her breaths were shallow, and every word she forced up her throat
felt like their edges were serrated. "Everyone has a choice," she rasped. "And I'm afraid the
next choice I'm going to make is going to be the wrong one."

His grip slackened as his face scrunched in confusion, and she slipped closer to the door. "I'm
sorry. I'm sorry for wasting your time, I..."

"Kid, you're fine," he said, and he was so honest that it hurt . "You know you're always
welcome here when you need something, okay?"



She tried to smile. Really, she did. But all she could manage was a strangled nod as she
disappeared out the door and let herself get lost in the rain.

"You should have stayed dead , little girl!"

:: ::

Kotetsu was fucking worried.

What the hell was that? Sakura never lost her cool and he'd hurried to his window to watch
her practically throw herself down the stairs and to the end of the street before she vanished
in a shunshin, and he'd never seen her look like that before. Nothing had ever spooked her
before and bam , suddenly she was afraid that she was going to do something bad?

He didn't want her out there when she was so scared of herself , but he wouldn't have been
able to stop her. She was strong and stubborn and most of the time he couldn't even figure out
what was going on in that head of hers, and there was no hope for him to work with that. Not
with what little he really knew about her.

But man, when she started talking about her father . She never mentioned anything about her
past before Konoha and it was probably for good reason, but shit—

The back of his neck prickled.

Kotetsu whipped around, armed with a kunai he'd hidden in the waistband of his pants. 

Soaked clothes. Rainwater.

For one entire second, his eyes met wild green ones.

And everything went dark.

(On the counter top, a mug of hot chocolate sat steaming.

Outside, it rained.)

:: ::

Maybe I thought I knew what it meant to go back to who I once was.

But I never once changed for the better.

:: ::

Kiba turned the key in the door of Kurenai's apartment and pushed, letting him and Akamaru
inside. His sensei was gone for most of the evening to have dinner and spend some time with
her dad, a jounin who oversaw genin and chuunin training and was long retired from field
missions.



After Kumo, she'd given each of the team a copy of her key in case they needed a place to
stay or they had an emergency. It was a sweet gesture and one step in the right direction for
them to slowly meld themselves back into the unit they used to be. They still weren't quite at
that level where they were comfortable telling her everything they were doing, especially
now that there was a chance she might get too worried again...

Kiba rolled his shoulders as he shut the door behind him. 

He wasn't here to think about that. He was here to pick up a selection of scrolls Kurenai had
for safekeeping.

"Do you remember if she had anythin' 'bout seals attaching themselves to chakra networks?"
he asked. Akamaru padded over to the living room and poked his nose at the bookshelf.

" No, but I do recall there being something about chakra storage mediated by seal
concentration. Like the seal on the Hokage's forehead? "

"I could prob'ly apply some of that to the ring. Actually, I think I might be able to—"

The smell hit them almost instantly.

Coppery, fresh, overwhelming .

Akamaru barreled down the hallway first, his partner at his heels, and they trailed the scent to
the bathroom at the end of the hall.

Kiba rammed it open with his shoulder.

The window was shut, but a trail of red ran from the sill down the wall. Spilled in the tile
grout. Stained the porcelain sink. Pooled, thick and viscous.

In the middle was Tenzo's body, pale and bleeding and still.

(Rain tapped against the glass like a symphony.)

:: ::

Iruka startled out of grading his papers at the sound of knocking on the door frame.

It was only then he realized he was in his classroom rather than his office, and it was just
about as dark as it could get outside. Time really must have been lost on him today, huh? He
raised his head to see Kiba leaning against the door frame with his hands in his pockets and a
toothy grin on his face. His shoulders were a bit wet and his brown hair drooped but there
was something...

Iruka rubbed his eyes. "Sorry, sorry. I've been here a long time and I think it's getting to me."
He waved the teen in. "You looked a little—" What? Odd? Off? Not too Kiba-ish? Which
didn't make any sense, because Kiba was standing right in front of him and with the same
greeting he always gave when he came to the Academy. Gosh, he really was tired if he was
seeing things— "soggy?"



Kiba laughed. "Don't worry 'bout it, Iruka-sensei! I was in the neighborhood and wanted to
stop by."

"In the rain?" Iruka questioned, aghast. He settled back into his seat and sorted through his
papers with hands smeared in red correcting ink. Only a few more exams to grade, then he'd
move onto the book reports. "I bet you everyone's at home enjoying some good soup and
waiting for the storm to pass."

"But it never rains in Konoha!" Kiba exclaimed as he crossed the classroom to peer out the
window. Iruka looked up at the distinct lack of... something. Someone. "Ya' gotta enjoy it
while it lasts, y'know."

"Akamaru's not with you?"

"Nah, he was kinda tired today so he's nappin' at the apartment."

"With Sakura and Shino?"

"Yeah, I just came by to pick up some dinner for us," he said, and Iruka hid his mouth behind
his hand as he frowned. That was... weird? Maybe? As far as he knew, Kiba always had
Akamaru or Sakura or Shino with him if they ever went to pick up food and, didn't he see all
of Team Eight hunting around the wet market stalls earlier this week? He knew from his
student's complaints that Sakura could smell a good deal from a kilometer away and never
got take-out unless they were too tired to make their meals or if their fridge ran empty.

He sighed and rubbed his face with both hands. He was definitely overthinking this. How
long had it been since class ended?

Iruka blinked the fuzz from his gaze and saw Kiba staring out the window, pensive.

"Something on your mind?"

"... Yeah, actually. Had a question 'bout a seal I'm stuck with. Thought you could help," the
teen spoke. His tone was serious, suddenly, and Iruka unconsciously straightened at the tone.
Kiba always tended to focus more when he talked about seals and their theories or new
sequences he discovered or ruined, but he was always so excited, not—not like this .

Iruka planted his forearms on the desk and leaned forward. "Don't expect a completely
coherent answer," he chuckled. "I'm on quarter brain power right now, but I'm all ears!"

Kiba kept to the window, his face obscured. His hands slowly slipped out from his pockets
and crossed over his chest. "I have five lock positions I want to add onto a containment
matrix. I've got an even numbered seal, and I know the five locks won't work because they're
odd, and I'm close to making something if I change the facet pairings so they can latch
together better. But, it leaves me with five shadows I have to deal with. What do you think is
better? Adding a sixth shadow for stability, or knocking down the shadow to maintain the
frame?"



The teacher hummed and tapped his fingers against his desk. Well, if they were talking
containment matrices, then stability was needed more than maintenance although it required
more skill and time because it added on to the complexity. Sequence shadows were also a
pain to work with as well, especially bending them so they didn't match their lock positions
and instead matched the matrix as a whole.

"The sixth shadow, I think. It's definitely harder, but I think you can do it."

The classroom was filled with the stifled pattering of rain.

"... Nah. I don't think that's right."

"I'm sorry?"

Lightning flashed and Iruka caught Kiba's reflection in the cold window. Slitted eyes were
trained on him, so utterly blank and frozen and cutting that all the muscles tensed and a
slowly encroaching dread crept into his stomach, drip dropping like the rain from the tiles on
the roof.

Kiba...

That couldn't be Kiba.

"Knocking down a shadow is better," Kiba said. "Because it gets rid of this useless thing."

Iruka whipped out a kunai to block the three senbon aimed at his face.

But wasn't quick enough to dodge the hail of senbon that lodged into his chest.

:: ::

Maybe I thought I knew what it meant to be alone again.

But I'd always been alone from the start.

:: ::

"Naruto."

He flinched awake at the sound of his name, one hand immediately curling around the kunai
under his pillow and the other throwing an elbow out to try and clip the intruder in the side of
the head. His elbow met air and a frigid wet hand pinned his weapon to the bed, and one leg
was halfway to kicking out when he spied pink and green.

He relaxed and flopped back with a groan. "Sakura-chan, I thought you were tryna kill me!"
he whined. "Sorry, I was takin' a nap and I wasn't supposed to sleep for so long..."

He rubbed his eyes and twitched as cold droplets fell onto his face. When he looked—really
looked—at Sakura hovering above him, all he could see in the faint light of his room was that
she was completely soaked from head to toe and that her skin was deathly pale.



Naruto slowly sat up, anxiety slowly burrowing up his throat. "What's wrong?" he asked. He
took her hand and pulled her into a tight hug. The cold seeped through his old orange shirt
and the rainwater made it stick to his skin. "You're freezing." Sakura-chan didn't say
anything, but he could feel her warm breaths on his neck. One of his hands came up to cradle
the back of her head. "What's goin' on? Are you okay?"

It was silent, but he waited, because Sakura-chan was one of those people he would wait for;
one of those people he would chase to the ends of the earth for. She treated him like a person
when no one else did and he'd found a friend in her the day she moved into the equally shitty
apartment next door.

"Hey," she murmured, and he leaned his head against hers to show that he was listening.
"Will you do me a favor?"

Naruto's forehead scrunched. He drew back from the hug, his hands still on her shoulders in
an unconscious attempt to keep her warm. Between them, her left hand held out a bundle in a
crisp plastic baggie; a stack of white envelopes bound together in twine and the top one had
Uzumaki Naruto penned in Sakura-chan's handwriting—

" No ." He pushed the bag away from him. "No, no way. I'm not taking these—these stupid
White Letters!"

"You're the only one I can give them to."

"Whatever you're gonna do I swear you're not gonna die, I swear —"

"Please," she said. She looked into his eyes, her pink hair clinging to her cheekbones like
spider webs. "For me."

And Naruto hated that those words were all it took for him to crumble. The threat of tears
stung his eyes as his hands dropped from her arms to take the thing that used to haunt the
back of his mind the moment Ero-sennin explained what they were. He hated the letters—
absolutely fucking hated them—because Sakura-chan was one of the strongest, smartest
people he knew. 

And if she really thought there would be a mission she wouldn't come back from, then...

"I want you to answer me honestly," he said. "Don't lie to me. Not about this." When he held
the envelopes close, he knew he'd be carrying them in the lining of his jacket until he saw
Sakura-chan again, safe and home. "Are you in trouble?"

She huffed a short laugh like he'd told her a dumb joke, but it didn't reach her eyes. "I'm not
sure. Probably."

Naruto's voice cracked. "Sakura-chan..."

He stopped when she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and brought him into a steady
hug. Sakura-chan didn't really hug people, he knew that, and every time they'd hug he'd leapt
at her and she reciprocated, awkward but warm nonetheless. She never initiated. Ever.



"I'll... be gone by morning," she told him, and he buried his face in the crook of her shoulder.
Please don't go . "Keep those safe for me, okay?"

He sniffed. "You know you're my best friend, right?" he murmured. "Like, you're really my
best friend, and I love you."

Her hold tightened for a few seconds before she stood, and he stared up at her and her soaked
clothes that dripped  onto his bed. More than anything he wanted to hold her hand until she
promised him that they'd have breakfast outside tomorrow, when it stopped raining and there
were puddles to step in and when the gray skies washed away.

"You're probably still tired," Sakura said, nodding her head towards the pillows. "Head back
to bed?" She moved, and her hand was almost out of his before he gripped it again. "Hm?"

"Promise me that we'll go to Ichiraku's when you get back."

He heard her quiet chuckle. "I promise," she said. His hand felt empty when hers dropped to
her side and she granted him one small smile before she was gone and the envelopes were a
lead brick on his lap.

He wouldn't be able to sleep for the rest of the night.

(Tomorrow morning, it would still rain.)

:: ::

Torune smiled, friendly on all accounts, but Shino knew better than to hope.

He'd been gone for years, swept into Danzo's clutches when he was too young to know better
and probably molded to think the councilman held up the goddamn sun . Him and a handful
of other clan children had gone in a snap of Danzo's fingers and no one kicked up a fuss. The
children's questions went unanswered until they simply forgot to keep asking, and the adults
knew to keep their mouths shut and heads turned as Konoha's underbelly grew and grew and
grew.

Torune smiled, and he looked like Sai.

"I have my duties," Torune replied, unmoving from his spot standing across his surrogate
brother. A black mask still covered most of his face with the lenses of his glasses built into
the cloth. He wore a short black jacket with red straps over the shoulders—identical to the
one Sai wore on his mission with them. "But I couldn't help but notice the lack of you
adhering to yours."

"I know my duty, though I do apologize that we can't all be lap dogs like yourself."

Torune blinked. "When did you get such a mouth?"

"Woof."



" Shino ." He nearly laughed as the rain crashed into the dirt around their feet and slowly
churned it to mud. His amusement melted off his face, though, when Shino's expression
didn't waver. "It doesn't have to be like this, you know."

"I feel no need to listen to someone so obviously brainwashed by a man who deserves to
drown in all the blood he's spilled," Shino growled.

Torune narrowed his eyes. "I implore you to choose your next words very carefully—"

"Or what? You'll kill me?" the younger of the two posed dryly. "Do you think that threat is
enough to scare me?" He straightened, and impossibly, Torune thought he might actually be
taller than him. "After everything, you're the last person I need to hear this from. Why?" His
hands balled in the pockets of his jacket. "You may have been my brother once, but you
support the man that wants my pack's heads on silver platters."

Support the man that...? Torune shook his head. "Danzo-sama wants what's best for the
village."

Shino scoffed and turned, his chest constricting with the loss he'd never gotten over and the
sudden disappointment that flooded his veins. "Goodbye, Torune."

One step forward. Another. Half of a third step, then—

"Are you headed back to Sakura's apartment?" the ROOT member questioned. Shino paused
as lightning crackled. “Kiba isn't there, last I checked, but perhaps Sakura is on her way back
from visiting Hagane Kotetsu."

Shino slowly turned back around. "What have you done?"

"Ah, so this is what it takes to upset you—"

" What have you done?! " Shino snarled. Torune traced the rigid line of the teen's shoulders
and how his hands were now free of his pockets, splayed and ready to attack when need be.

(This was the boy who used to tug his shirt and ask if he wanted to go to the forest to collect
new insects, the boy Torune could never say no to; Shino had been so small before, chubby-
cheeked and solemn-faced as he whispered to his bugs and as all the other kids his age gave
him a wide berth.)

"I did what Danzo-sama knows is right," he admitted.

Shino saw red and lunged, kunai in hand, swiping sideways. Torune bent out of the way and
spun to deliver a kick right in the center of the teen's stomach, one that was blocked with
crossed arms but sent the younger skidding back, leaving tracks in the mud. Torune followed,
one hand shooting out to grip his wrist and twisting until the kunai dropped and the other
winding back to punch the other across the face.

Shino took the blow in stride, hacked out a wad of blood, and yanked one of those red jacket
straps to smash their foreheads together. When Torune stumbled, he snatched back his wrist
and retreated a few meters back to widen the distance.



Harsh breaths tumbled out of Shino's mouth as he watched the man regain his bearings.

"You've gotten brutal," Torune noted with an airy chuckle. "I didn't think you were capable."

"... You've been gone for a long time," Shino remarked.

Torune reached into one of his side pouches and pulled out a fist, whatever was in it not
visible through the thicket of rain. Water droplets stuck to both their glasses and they stared,
Torune in his impassivity and Shino in his rage.

Thunder exploded overhead.

Shino took hold of a single senbon. Held it like a kunai.

Torune drew in air and prayed to a god he didn't believe in.

(Now or never.)

They ran towards one another and Shino slashed—

It happened too quickly. It didn't register. He shouldn't have to register it because something
like this shouldn't have happened even in the circumstances even in the middle of an empty
path even in the rain and, how, he didn't know how, he can't even fathom how, because
Torune didn't dodge.

He leaned in.

—across Torune's throat.

. . .

The world stopped turning. Just for a moment. For a breath.

A soft exhalation.

Blood spurted out from the deep slice in his neck, the carotid arteries cleanly cut and the
windpipe whole and choking. Red trickled down to his black shirt, mingled in rain and sweat
and spit. Torune swayed briefly before he toppled against Shino, a statue rooted to the ground
and his arm still outstretched, his senbon clutched in a white-knuckled grip as his brother's
blood seeped beneath his fingernails.

"I... I don't..." Shino whispered. His breathing shallowed and quickened, and his vision
started going in and out. "I can heal— I can heal —"

"Do... don... n't..." Torune wheezed. "Sh... 'm... sor... rry..."

" I can heal —"

"... N... o..."



One gloved, shaky fist rose between them. When Torune unclenched it, a bright red sealing
tag that made Shino's knees buckle was in his palm. The tag had been specifically made for
Torune so that upon his death, the Rinkaichu housed in his skin would perish the moment all
his chakra fizzled out of his core and...

And Shino's muscles seized as he watched Torune press the seal against his own chest.

"Wa... nt'd... see... yo... u... h... ppy..." he puffed. "Lov... yo... s'mu... ch..." A small, broken
gasp. "Co... dn't... put... lo... ve... over... du... ty..."

Shino's glasses fogged up, scorching tears welling in his eye. " Why ?" he croaked. His hand
holding the senbon, still outstretched, started to shake. " Why would you..."

Torune fell heavier against him. "S'me... one... ha... d... to..."

The body went limp and slumped off Shino's shoulder, landing in the mud with a soft thump .

And it rained.

He didn't know how long he was frozen there, choking on both his tears and the scent of the
blood he spilled. He was sure he blacked out for at least a minute, because one moment he
was on his feet and the next he was on his knees in a puddle of mud and water and red and
the body next to him didn't move, didn't breathe, didn't speak.

Someone had to.

Someone had to.

Someone had to.

"Shino?"

He raised his head, expressionless, to the sight of Aoba at the end of the path with his hand
over his mouth.

"There was a—a report about a disturbance in this area and I went to check it out and..."
Aoba took an unconscious step back. "Shino, what have you done?!"

What have you done?!

"I..." Shino's vision went out. In. Out. In. " I —"

"Shino!" On the opposite side of the path, Sakura touched down onto the mud, geared up and
packed and panicked. She took in the scene quickly, eyes first on Torune, then Shino, then
Aoba as her lips pressed into a grim line and she was at her friend's side in an instant, her
gaze never leaving the horror-struck jounin. "Shino," she repeated, quieter, "is he dead?"

Dead.

Shino exhaled harshly, off-kiltered. Why was it so hard to breathe? "Dead," he repeated.



He wanted to throw up.

Sakura wrapped her arms around his shoulders and helped him onto his feet. But he was
numb and cold and was only vaguely aware of his surroundings—all there was were his
screaming kikai and the pouring rain and the thunder and the flashes of lightning and Sakura
said something else he didn't hear and, everything was loud. So loud.

But he heard none of it.

What have you done?!

Aoba turned to leave, more than likely to raise the alarm or get back up and he saw Sakura
leaning forward, shouting at him to stop.

Another figure dropped right into Aoba, a hand against a pressure point in his neck as they
tussled on the ground for a few moments until the jounin went limp. Unconscious, but alive.

Shino willed himself to re-focus, and the figure side-steps around Aoba's body as they ran
towards them.

"Kurenai-sensei?"

"Go!" Kurenai ordered. She urged them down the path—away from the bodies. From the
blood. From Torune. "Kiba and Akamaru have already left with Tenzo and we have to run
now before the rest of Konoha gets alerted!"

"What happ—"

"They set you up!" Kurenai directed them off the main roads. " They set you all up !"

They ran through empty streets in the pitch darkness of the night, mud on their sandals as
they scaled the high walls to avoid the gates and took to the forests outside the village.

They ran, and they didn't stop.

They ran, and Shino could only think of one thing.

When he killed Torune, it rained.

:: ::

My name was Aburame Torune.

And I know the world would never remember my name.



Team

Shino threw up.

Twelve hours after... after, he was clutching the toilet bowl heaving hot pot and bile and
everything else in his stomach as hot tears streamed down his face. Sakura's right arm wound
around his middle to keep him steady and her left hand smoothed his hair back as she let him
cry.

The bathroom door was open, its yellow light pouring into the inn room where Kiba paced
back and forth in front of the door as he muttered to himself. Akamaru pressed himself into
one of the corners, trying to shrink his hulking form as much as possible as he whined as
quietly as he could with his paws over his head and his eyes screwed shut.

Kurenai sat in a worn chair pushed up against the single bed. Tenzo laid pale and bandaged
without a single stir of consciousness, but he was breathing breathing breathing and that was
all that mattered. That was all Shino cared about until he was ripped from the body before his
chakra levels could baseline and make him pass out in his own sick.

And when Tenzo was finally out of the deepest pits of his injuries—the deep gashes in his
stomach, the holes from the caltrops embedded in his back, the kunai-inflicted cuts, the fire
jutsu-induced burns, the senbon-causing puncture wounds, the strained muscles, the shattered
rib cage, the snapped bones, the swollen eye, the bruised neck, the chakra exhaustion, the
internal bleeding, the pierced organs—miraculously, and he was able to start
that slow healing process. Shino made sure a small colony had made a temporary home in his
system to monitor his progress and alert him if any complications rose.

Well. Any further complications.

"We need to take him to an actual hospital," Shino gasped after a particularly long retch. "He
needs fluids and constant observation. I may be able to make my own saline drip for him, but
it needs to be under sterile conditions. While it's possible, I would pre... pre—" He hurled
into the bowl, and Sakura passed him a damp cloth to wipe his mouth. "Th-Thank you. I
would prefer professional-level sterility."

"Can we not take him ta' some clinic here?" Kiba asked.

Kurenai shook her head. "Meadow Country is allied with Fire and we're only an hour or so
from Kusagakure," she said, and Kiba groaned. "Depending on the severity of what they'll be
accusing us of, there could be sweeps for us, or at the very least our photos or information
will be distributed to places they may believe we'll end up." Sakura rubbed circles into
Shino's back when he shivered, pressing his forehead against his arm. "We won't know until
we can get our hands on an updated Bingo Book, but..." Kurenai sighed and reached out to
grasp one of Tenzo's hands. Her thumb caressed his calloused palms. "I don't know what we
can do."



Kiba stopped in the middle of the room and glanced at the floor. All around them were the
things he and Sakura rushed to pack before high-tailing it out of the village—clothes and
scrolls filled with his seals texts, his favorite jacket, and rolls of Kumo-red bandages to last
him a year. His hand brushed against the tattoo on his shoulder where he kept all those
forbidden things, rings and tomes and the notes that could get him incarcerated for life.

Sakura packed her trivia books, the small keychain from Naruto, all her weapons, all the
scrolls that used to stay tacked above her bed that she'd stare at when she thought no one was
looking, the rope belt Killer Bee wouldn't let her leave without. Then she’d snuck to Naruto’s
apartment to hand off that bag of new White Letters they’d only finished writing days ago.

They made sure to get all of Shino's things, too. Everything he couldn't live without; the
poison kit Tenzo gifted him, his favorite books, his entire personal medical inventory, the
white flak vest C gave him.

A weak laugh fell from his lips. "They really went and fuckin' framed us, didn't they?" He ran
both his fingers through his hair. "No, it was smart. Fuckin' brilliant. Everyone was still
dealin' with the news that an Akatsuki member got ganked and right in the middle of all the
bullshit, the motherfucker, rips the goddamn rug from under our feet!"

Shino tried to push himself onto unstable feet. "I need to check up on everyone else."

"Stay down," Sakura ordered quietly. He kept trying, but lost his footing when she tugged
and held him to the floor. Her eyes were glassy and withdrawn, trained on an invisible spot
on the wall. "Rest."

"I need—"

"Rest."

"He made this the first move, of course he made this the first move! We were so worried that
he was so damn quiet and didn't think he had the fucking balls to do something like this! He
played us like we were the whole fucking orchestra!" Kiba seethed. His nails sharpened and
his fangs poked out of his mouth as he started pacing again. "And now we're what? Rogues?
Oh, that's fuckin rich. Couldn't kill us, so do the next best thing: get the rest of the world on
our asses for some chump change! Fuck!"

The silencing seals in the room shimmered. Tenzo wasn't awake to make note of it.

"It was incredibly bold of them. One wrong move could have upended their whole plan, and
the fact they'd done something to all of you in multiple locations within the village..."
Kurenai sighed wearily and held her free hand to her face. "The whole plan to debase you
reeks of one made by a desperate man, and I hate to admit he'd done it so well."

"I bet he's had practice," spat Kiba. "How many people d'ya think he's murdered 'cause they
knew too much? Huh? All the bodies in unmarked graves or taken care of in a different
country or burned to ash and mixed in the dirt so no one ever found them, just—ARGH!"



He slumped onto the floor in a boneless heap, the fight draining out of him in an instant and a
new type of fatigue winding in the sinews of his muscles. He looked towards the bathroom
and wilted further at the sight; Shino had passed out, finally, and was getting the break he
needed after... Fuck, after Torune. They'd booked it for hours on end before making it to this
town and once they'd been able to get all in one place, Shino had three separate panic attacks,
almost sent himself into a coma, and ended with puking his guts out for the past hour.

He was curled against Sakura now, all his color gone and sweat clinging to him like a second
skin. Terrible. He looked terrible and all one hundred shades of awful and it made Kiba
himself want to throw up, because Shino had been doing so good these past few months. He
would push everything down. Everything about Torune—he'd shove all those memories and
lock them away until they bubbled up too far and he'd have another full on breakdown when
the truth inevitably shot out where he didn't want to see it.

And Sakura? She was... quiet. Unbearably quiet. She'd been so panicked and scared and
frazzled when they first collided back in her apartment after she said she bolted from
Kotetsu's apartment and after he'd discovered Tenzo's body, and she held up her fear until
they crossed the border and she simply... shut down. Her face blanked and her gaze went
distant and she talked in short, clipped sentences.

She was still responsive, at least, and calm enough to stay aware. But the fact that she'd even
been driven to that state...

'Danzo. I'll kill him. I'll kill him. I'llkillhimI'llkillhimI'llkillhimI'LLKILLHIM.'

Kiba rubbed his eyes and raised his head to the thin cut of light streaming into the room from
the gap between the drawn curtains. It was what, noon? Early afternoon? Something like that,
they'd left Konoha sometime during the night, so...

He pushed himself to his feet. "I'm gonna get us somethin' ta' eat," he said. "Scout out the
village, see if there's any Konoha-nin 'round." He grimaced, reaching up to yank the hitai-ate
off his forehead and tossing it wherever, just somewhere away from him. But his face softens
when he looks at his partner who let a small whimper escape his muzzle. "I think you should
stay in the room, at least 'til I get back. I promise ta' bring you back somethin' good, yeah?"

Akamaru managed a low woof before he crawled to lay atop Kurenai's feet. She instantly
dipped her hand to thread her fingers through his fur, and Kiba sighed in relief.

"No problem."

He retreated towards the door, made sure there were senbon in his sleeves and at his waist
and tucked in his sandals, and slipped out of the room.

:: ::

It was a bright, sunny day on this side of Meadow Country. They were in a tourist town
known for the temple at the north end of the districts and some other smaller shrines scattered
here and there and were populated by a civilian community. Kiba deliberately heavied his
steps as he walked and made a show of looking around like he was interested; he was



probably the most likely to blend in with the crowds with his brown hair and black eyes, and
he hadn’t even touched a jar of Inuzuka paint upon returning to Konoha after Kumo.

Didn't smell like anyone's overtly lurking on the rooftops. Didn't seem to be any other shinobi
around, Konoha or otherwise, but that could just mean they weren't idiots and he had to be
more careful.

After he made three different circuits around the town, every now and again asking different
locals different directions to different shops whose names he'd picked up from mindless
conversations, he ducked into a restaurant a few blocks away from the inn.

"Hello!" the hostess at the front greeted politely. "Table for one?"

"I was actually wonderin' if you do take out here?"

"Yes, sir. Would you like to see a menu?"

"That'd be great, thanks."

She handed him one of the menus from a clear plastic holder attached to the side of the
podium which he took with a smile and leaned by the door as he flipped it open. Oh, cool. It
was a curry house. Should be filling enough and maybe he'd get a light soup for Shino until
he could stomach something heavier...

His eyes flickered above the laminated pages to scan the seats, and the few people that
occupied the tables themselves with idle chatter or the latest newspaper. But just as he was
about to drop his eyes back to the menu, he saw him.

His back was facing the curry house entrance, allowing Kiba the full view of his long-sleeved
kimono shirt and pitch black hair that spiked at the back.

Kiba huffed.

What a terrible idea to hide your face when there was a clear view of your clan symbol
stamped right below your neck.

He smiled at the hostess when he walked back to the podium and ordered the curry plates.
Shrimp for Sakura, chicken for Shino and a side of miso soup, tofu for Kurenai-sensei, two
beefs for him and Akamaru, paid with some of the money they’d gotten from their S-rank.
After the hostess kindly let him know that his orders would be out in twenty, thirty minutes
max, he flashed her a grin and strode past her podium right towards that corner table.

And plopped down right across from Uchiha Sasuke.

He stared at the taut rage that lined Sasuke's shoulders as it curled up to his jaw and flashed
in his eyes; bright, red, unforgiving. They were older now, older when they saw each other
last, but back then Sasuke hadn't defected and Kiba was getting shipped off to his death.

"Fancy seein' you," he greeted, canines glinting. "Came to visit the temple?"



Sasuke was silent for a moment. "Inuzuka," he said once recognition piqued in his swirling
crimson eyes. "Did Konoha send you?"

"What, like, ta' get curry? Nah, I don't think they'd send me so far just for that." He wrinkled
his nose when the Uchiha's face remained completely impassive. "Eesh. You don't see a
classmate in three years and suddenly it's like you can't laugh at a joke—"

"Answer the question."

Kiba snorted. "Yeah, okay. Cut right to the chase, huh?" He threw an arm over the back of his
chair. "But no. Konoha and I aren't exactly best friends for fuckin' life at the moment, and
you can check it yourself once the new Bingo Book update circulates." He hummed, a sudden
thought crossing his mind. "Orochimaru here with you?"

"That's none of your business." He paused, eyes slowly sinking back to their usual murky
black as he appraised the shinobi before him. "Konoha. Don't tell me you've suddenly had a
change of heart and gone rogue."

"Suddenly?" Kiba laughed as he rubbed the back of his head. "Eh, we weren't really friends
back in the village, so I don't blame ya' for not knowin' me at all." His grin widened. "Ain't
nothin' sudden 'bout this, Uchiha. It's actually been a long time comin', if we're bein' real right
now. But that shit still pisses me off, so let's talk 'bout somethin' else." He set a forearm on
the table and leaned forward. "Is Orochimaru here with you?"

Sasuke said nothing. Never changed his face.

Kiba blinked. "Are you always like this?"

"I would ask you the same question."

"That's fair," he shrugged. A waiter came up to ask if he'd like a drink while he waited and he
declined with another grin and shake of his head, and when he looked back forward he
spotted two people walking towards their table.

He groaned, what little good mood he mustered instantly souring.

"Kiba-kun? Well, if this isn't a pretty little surprise," Orochimaru smiled as he took the empty
seat beside Sasuke. His lackey—Yakushi?—seated himself to Kiba's left and eyed him with a
cool calculation. But Kiba's gaze never left Orochimaru's yellow eyes and pale skin and never
had he wanted to be back in that inn more in his entire fucking life. "It's been years since
we've met, little dog. You've grown. Are you here with your friends? Shino-kun? Sakura-
chan?"

He was too tired to deal with this bullshit.

"Fuck off."

Yakushi shifted slightly and Sasuke grew more attentive, his gaze flickering back and forth
between his mentor and his old classmate, and Kiba knew when he was walking on thin ice.
It was already a lot to be under the scrutiny of a batshit-insane sannin, but it was even worse



when the batshit-insane sannin had him outnumbered in a country that Konoha had every
right to run investigations in.

But he was tired. Over twelve hours ago, everything had gone to shit. It was just as bad as the
Coliseum and as bad as learning that Sai was nothing but another one of Danzo's mindless
puppets—and somehow, it was a little worse. Because he and Akamaru thought that Tenzo
was dead and suddenly there was something that scared Sakura enough to shatter her
foundation and then Shino had been tricked into killing his cousin and then Kurenai found
them telling them they needed to leave and honestly—

He looked into those yellow eyes and sneered.

Honestly? He had enough to deal with right now, and he wasn't going to let this bastard make
it any worse.

Orochimaru set his chin on his knuckles, positively enthralled by the turn of events. "Why
would I do that when this looks so much more exciting?" Long, pale fingers tapped against
an equally pale cheek. "So, Kiba-kun, what brings you to this adorable little pit stop? Came
to visit the temple?"

Kiba wanted to kick himself in the teeth.

"Nah, I'm not a temple kinda guy," he said. The senbon lined all along his arms beneath his
jacket sleeves were ready for use at any time. What the fuck was he supposed to do here?
"What are the chances you'll, like, actually leave me the hell alone and we can pretend this
never happened?"

Orochimaru quirked a brow. "That would depend on my mood, but I'm sure you'll find a way
to surprise me if you play your cards right." He brushed his hair out of his face. "But Kiba-
kun, it's been so long since we've last seen each other! Right in the middle of the Forest of
Death during your's and Sasuke-kun's Chuunin exams, was it?"

Kiba felt Sasuke's burning gaze pierce through his skull.

"Yeah, can't say I've missed you since then," he huffed. "And before you ask, no, Konoha
didn't send me. Like I told Uchiha, we aren't on good terms right now."

Yakushi's observing him like he was a particularly interesting spec on a microscope slide. He
must've not known anything about the team or Sakura, at the very least. Which would have
been reassuring if Orochimaru wasn't a legitimate psychopath that always had two back up
plans and an ulterior motive every time he opened his mouth.

"Have you ever been on good terms?" Orochimaru questions, and it was sickening how
genuine he could make himself sound. Sasuke tensed and Yakushi laced his fingers together,
and Kiba really, really just wanted to eat his damn curry. "What was it exactly that Sakura-
chan said to me when I told her I'd kill the Sandaime? Kiba-kun, can you recall?"

Kiba tapped his fingers against the table. There were five viable exits he could take if he
needed to run. The back door was the farthest and was probably at the other side of the



restaurant and blocked by staff, and the front door was in his direct line of sight but spilled
into the busy street where civilians could be caught in the crossfire. The two destructive
options included either breaking through the window or blowing up a hole in the wall, but
Yakushi was in his way and he’d feel a little bad causing property damage from a place he
wanted to get food from. The shunshin probably was his best bet if he appeared on this roof
or a roof nearby, but the three of them could, would, catch up easily if they wanted to, and
that’s just another confrontation he didn’t want right now.

He shrugged. "I dunno. Somethin' 'bout makin' the bastard choke or some shit?"

"You didn't like the Sandaime Hokage?" Yakushi spoke for the first time since their arrival.

"Don't worry," Kiba grinned. Faintly, a shiver ran along the seal on his tongue that had been
layered and layered with concealments over the years, starting from Kumo and stacking them
up so thickly that they hadn’t even been found out by Morino Ibiki of T&I. But every now
and again the cursed seal burned, and so did his hatred for everyone that had been involved.
"He didn't like me either."

"Why did you go rogue?" Sasuke cut in.

"Didn't go rogue on purpose," he answered glibly. "Don't even know what I'm gettin' charged
for—didn't I already tell you ta' look for the new round of Bingo Books?"

"An Inuzuka gone rogue," Yakushi noted, his tone bland but his disbelief palpable.
Orochimaru hummed, his lips twisting back into that smile that always looked as if he knew
something everyone else didn't.

"Not just an Inuzuka, I'm assuming," he said. "An Aburame too, correct?" His eyes gleamed.
"And a Hoshigaki as well."

Kiba placed both forearms on the table and leaned forward, all traces of humor dropping
from his face. He didn't owe them any explanations, but he'd be lying if he didn't think the
reactions from that were a little funny; Sasuke's frown had gone pronounced and looked
halfway to pissed off with all the questions that were probably wracking his brain and
Yakushi had never seemed more confused.

"Are you done?"

A short laugh burst deep from Orochimaru's chest. "Kiba-kun, you're a delight. You used to
be so afraid of me."

(Blood-stained Coliseum floors. An ink lion ripping open his shoulder. Choosing pack over
Tsume and Hana and Kuromaru and the Haimaru. Sakura's fear. Shino's panic. Tenzo's body.)

"You used to be scarier," Kiba replied truthfully.

The hostess came by their table with a bag of takeout, to which Kiba thanked her for with a
grin and stood up from his seat. Picking up the bag with one hand and stuffing the other hand
in a jacket pocket, he regarded the three missing-nin still seated at the table.



"Nice chat, I guess? Hope I don't see you guys anytime soon."

Sasuke and Yakushi turned their gazes to Orochimaru, who stared a little too long with a little
too creepy of a smile.

"A shame that would be," he said. "You've put me in such a good mood that I've somehow
been elevated to graciousness." He finally broke his stare and waved a dismissive hand.
"Send my regards to Shino-kun and Sakura-chan, it truly has been far too long."

Kiba kept the look of disgust on his face long enough to shunshin the fuck out of there.

:: ::

When he got back, Shino was in the middle of chewing a soldier pill to Kurenai's chagrin and
Sakura's disapproving frown.

Kiba faltered. "I was only gone a couple hours! Why the hell's he already awake?"

"I wish I could tell you, but he startled himself awake and now insists that he'll only go back
to sleep once he runs a thorough check up on each of us," Kurenai sighed. "As you know,
each of you can be particularly stubborn when you want to be, so..." Her gaze wandered over
to their medic. "I don't want to see you with another soldier pill unless it's an emergency,
understand?"

"Yes, sensei," Shino replied.

"And if you start to get nauseous, let us know right away."

"Yes, sensei."

Kurenai worried her bottom lip, looking as if she had more to say but didn't quite muster
herself enough to say it, and hung back to watch as Shino raised a pair of glowing green
hands to Sakura, one on her chest and one on her back. Both of them were sitting in the
bathroom doorway.

"I hope curry's okay," Kiba says as he set the take out bag on the small side table and undid
the knot. "Sorry if it's not as hot, had to make a detour to make sure no one followed me
back."

Kurenai smiled. "No, this is perfect. Thank you, Kiba."

"You're exhausted, as to be expected," Shino muttered as he ran a scan through Sakura's
system. "Chakra stores are about halfway replenished, leg muscles are worn which can be
fixed with standard painkillers and cooling chakra..." Sakura turned her head away from the
side he sat on, her brows pulled together and a thousand and one things speeding just behind
her eyes.

(Nowhere to run, Sasori's voice whispered in her ear. It was mocking and taunting and held
her throat like he was standing right in front of her. Nowhere to hide. Who do you think you
are to believe that you can keep running from Leader-sama for so long?)



"—your arm."

Sakura blinked, wearily turning her head. "What about it?"

"You've kept it attached to your pathways for over twenty-four hours, and while it isn't
unusual for you to expend your chakra usage on it for missions that require it, we're currently
in a position where you can remove the prosthesis," he said. She glanced away and pulled her
puppet arm into her lap.

"I'll need it in case something else happens."

Shino linked his fingers with hers and gave her hand a squeeze before he heaved himself over
to Akamaru.

'It's almost a tragedy,' Sakura thought mildly as she leaned against one corner of the
bathroom and breathed, 'that this was how we ended up.'

And it was another tragedy in itself that her mind wasn't just dwelling on being forcibly
driven out of the village. Of course it was part of it—they wouldn't be stuck in an inn room in
the middle of Meadow otherwise—but it was far from the first time that luck turned them
away.

They’d been silenced, branded, abandoned, ambushed, left on the enemy’s doorstep like a gift
—and yet, there was still more. There was always more. Sasori and his voice that wouldn’t
leave her head, the re-ignited fear of the Akatsuki that had been re-instilled after plunging
those swords through his puppet heart, the fallout Shino and Kiba had with their families
because of what she’d dragged them into, the death of Aburame Torune by Shino’s hand
because Danzo was a brilliant coward. What else had been done to smear their names? Aoba
had seen them, he couldn’t have been there by coincidence—what did that mean for everyone
else they knew? Iruka? Kotetsu? Were they alright or did they…?

(You're Akatsuki's. How long did you think you could keep this up? Sasori grins)

Sakura tucked her legs against her chest and dropped her forehead onto her knees.

Shino placed one hand on Akamaru's head and one on his chest, and he was halfway through
his examination when his glasses slobbered off his face from the sudden force of the dog's
licks.

"Yes, I'm alright, but may I please—"

Another series of licks. His hair stuck up at the front. He sighed.

Kiba passed the take out boxes to everyone in the room, miso soup to Shino first, and
plopped down next to the bathroom doorway just on the other side of where Sakura was half
hidden. He waited until everyone had at least two bites of their food before he cleared his
throat.

"So, uh, Orochimaru's in town."



Silence.

“And Uchiha Sasuke. And Yakushi. They were at the curry house and we... talked?"

A piece of Kurenai's tofu hovered just in front of her mouth as she took in his words, her red
eyes crushed with the weight of what she just watched happen to her kids. Back during the
Chuunin Exams the mere mention of Orochimaru's name had her wary, but him in such close
contact with her kids filled her with every need to run him through if he ever decided to touch
them one more time.

"What did he do to you?" she questioned sharply, those crushed eyes now incensed as she set
her food on the side table and pushed herself up. "Did he hurt you? Threaten you? If he has
—"

"I don't think it was anythin' too bad? Like yeah, Orochimaru gets off on power trips and shit
but I think he was too busy with whatever evil bastards do, and he was being his usual creepy
self and Yakushi and Uchiha were lost the entire time. It didn't seem like they knew anythin'
'bout us," Kiba said. He shoved a hunk of beef into his mouth. "It's—I dunno, Orochimaru's
somethin' else. He said he was 'bein' gracious' when I left so I didn't think any of them were
gonna follow me—but! But, don't worry, I stayed away from the inn for like half an hour to
make sure I didn't have a tail when I came back."

"It means he'll leave you alone for now." Sakura's voice traveled softly into the main room,
her whole head obscured by the bathroom wall but her legs sticking out where they all could
see. "If he said he won't go after you, he won't." A short exhale. "That's part of his game."

Kurenai didn't know how Sakura was in-tuned enough to Orochimaru's machinations to know
how he worked, and how she was so sure of herself that she had resigned herself to the fact,
but it wasn't a discussion for today. She accepted the information with a frown. "Even so, our
location is compromised. He might not care that we're here, but he still knows we're here, and
that's a problem. We need to move—tonight, if we can."

"Which brings us back to our original discussion. The location must first and foremost be
able to provide medical access," Shino said. He patted Akamaru's head a few times before he
motioned for Kiba to come closer. "Our top priority right now is making sure Tenzo-san
makes it through the week."

(Dance for the Akatsuki, little pup, Sasori drawled.)

Sakura drew in a silent, shaky breath.

"Don't you have a friend in Suna?" Kiba asked, angling his head towards the bathroom.
"Kankuro, right? The guy who made your arm. You think he could help us?"

"Regardless if he wants to, the Godaime Kazekage's reign was the beginning of the strongest
allyship between Suna and Konoha," Shino replied when Sakura didn't. "Wind Country is just
as bad as staying in Fire Country, and even if wind is largest in terms of square meters, Suna-
nin conducts such frequent sweeps that we can't stay in the same place longer than two
weeks, at most. Not to mention we would have to traverse through near-constant sandstorms



to get from location to location." He glanced at the bed as he held green hands to Kiba's chest
and back. "Tenzo-san will need longer to recover and a less harsh environment to make the
journey."

Wrapped in swathes of bandages, Tenzo quietly breathed.

"Would it help that Kankuro's their Ambassador?" Kiba tried.

Kurenai shook her head. "Even worse. People have seen him and Sakura together, and if
we're found in or near Suna, it could start an international scandal where a governmental
authority could be accused of harboring wanted criminals."

Kiba ran a hand over his face as a few kikai crawled over his shoulder. He could feel the
medical chakra winding through his system, poking and prodding at sore muscles and
flickering under the seal on his shoulder. Wanted criminals. Right, that's what they were now.
"How... How about Kumo?"

Shino sighed. "Kumo?"

"They said we could go back—"

"Just because they may allow us in doesn't mean we should take the chance. Why? We were
prisoners and our friends... they went behind the Raikage's back to let us go," Shino frowned.
"We have allies, but we can't go to them. Not for this."

(Nowhere to run, Sasori laughed. Nowhere to hide.)

Akamaru raised his head slightly at the sight of Sakura's legs curling closer to herself.

"Besides, Kumo is too far away of a trek for Tenzo-san to make," he noted as he hoisted
himself up to his feet to walk the few steps to Kurenai's chair. One glowing hand on her
chest, the other on her back. "We need somewhere relatively close, non-Fire affilia... ted...?"

He trailed off, staring blankly at his teacher. She placed a hand on top of one of his own, her
brows creasing.

"I..." He blinked. "... I didn't know you were pregnant."

"I-I'm pregnant?" Kurenai stammered.

"She's pregnant?!" Sakura and Kiba shouted, the former throwing herself forward until she
was half-sprawled in the bathroom doorway. Akamaru squeaked out an alarmed woof.

Kiba scrambled to his feet, curry forgotten as his legs started pacing. "Okay, okay, okay,
okay." He clasped his hands together and pressed it to his mouth. "Okay. So. We need to find
a secure place for Tenzo-san and Kurenai-sensei 'cause... fuck, we're rogues. We're rogues."
He locked his hands behind his head. "Fuck. Okay. First things first, we need to pick a place."

Shino pressed his fingers against his forehead. "We'd have to lay low in a small village—"



"—where we can avoid Konoha-nin—"

"—with a viable medical facility—"

"—and stay in for the months sensei can't travel—"

"—that's both safe and secure for all of us, especially Tenzo-san and sensei—"

Sakura watched the muted chaos in this inn room in this tourist town in Meadow Country.
She could taste the desperation in the air on the back of her tongue; right where the seal lay,
right where everything started to go wrong.

Kurenai was frozen in her seat, eyes on her two boys as she held her middle. Shino and Kiba
were frenzied in tandem, speaking all obvious things but never finding the answer they
needed—Suna has friends but would turn us in, Kumo loves us but they could kill us, Taki
isn’t an option they would kill any type of Konoha-nin on sight, Tani might work but it’s
sandwiched between Fire and Wind Country and bows to both, Iwa would gut us, why the
hell did we run near Kusa in the first place—

(You're Akatsuki's, you're Akatsuki's, you're Akatsuki's, Sasori chanted.)

Sakura paled as her stomach grew queasy.

(You're Akatsuki's, you're Akatsuki's, you're Akatsuki's.)

She dug her fingers into the flesh of her right arm and Akamaru took a careful step towards
her with a low, questioning whine.

When she was three, she asked her father why she'd never seen the moon or the stars or the
sun. She asked why the rain never stopped. She asked if teaching her to throw kunai was part
of a game. She asked why she needed to protect herself from people that tried to kill him.

She asked him if she would ever get to wear a pretty cloak like his. Her father hid a sad smile
and told her, I hope you never do.

Sakura had always thought herself as a practical sort of person. Maybe it was because her
father had been her best friend and she'd never known another person her age until Kiba. Or
maybe day in and day out, excellence had been expected of her from Konan-san and Kakuzu-
san and Leader-sama. She had to be strong or else she'd die, she had to be brave or else the
monsters in Heaven's Gate Lake would swallow her whole.

Or at least, that's what her father told her happened to kids who didn't eat their vegetables.

And she had always thought she would have no one to look out for except her father who
knew about survival better than she ever would.

Then Kiba first approached her when she was seven. Shino sacrificed his eye for them and
Tenzo took their side when she was twelve. Kurenai cried for them through sobbed apologies
for hours when she was fourteen.



And now she was fifteen and they were all in the same room, terrified for the future.

And her?

Sakura huffed a humorless laugh to herself as she hauled herself onto unsteady feet.

She was terrified too; terrified that she wasn't three years old anymore, and more than
terrified that for everyone in this room, she would wrangle the moon and the stars and the
sun.

(You're Akatsuki's, you're Akatsuki's, you're Akatuski's.)

Sakura clenched her fists, and yielded.

She was Akatsuki's.

"Storm," she announced firmly, loud enough to carry over the room and causing the
conversation to fall down to a hush. Kiba halted his steps and turned around, wrinkling his
nose.

"Huh?"

"We're going to Storm Country," she said. "It's right next to Meadow, not allied with Fire, has
a hospital capable of taking care of Tenzo-san, and will have safe enough arrangements for us
to recuperate and for sensei to be comfortable in her pregnancy." She straightened her posture
and crossed her arms. "The other choices pose too much of a risk for at least one of us. Storm
will be safe, I'll make sure of it."

There was an elephant in the room, and even if Kurenai couldn't clearly point it out, she
could see it in the apprehension in Shino's shoulders and the nervous tension that hung off
Kiba's face.

"What's in Storm?" Kurenai questioned, because it was odd that Sakura hadn't mentioned it in
the beginning and, truthfully, Storm wasn't a bad idea. Fire was never friendly with them and
they never asked for help with their tail between their legs; as far as she knew, their shinobi
and Konoha's shinobi were sure to keep a wide berth of each other unless they couldn't help
it. They were heavily isolationist, she recalled. A hub of criminals and refugees.

And Sakura met her eyes, green and sure and defeated. "My father."

"Nope!" Kiba refused immediately. His arms shot up into an 'x' shape. "Nu-uh. I don't have a
death wish, I'm okay with never meeting your dad, no thank you. Any other options?"

"I wasn't giving you an option," she said, ignoring the way he sputtered.

"You father aside, have you forgotten his... management?" Shino put out hesitantly. "How do
you know that they won't kill us on sight? That they would even give us the time of day,
considering we were previously Konoha-nin?" His worry deepened. "And would they even
begin to help us if we decide not to, ah, help along with whatever aims they have?"



Sakura avoided their eyes. "I already know too much, and once they see I've become more
capable than I was when I was seven, then they'll have use of me for something. You won't
have to worry about anything—I'll make sure one of the conditions of me being reinstated is
that you all will be left alone."

"That's..." Kiba and Shino exchanged startled glances, and the former plowed on. "Sakura,
what about you?"

"What about me?"

"What—you!" he exclaimed. "When we get there, what are they going to do to you?!"

She pressed her lips together. "It doesn't matter."

"Bullshit." Shino stalked up to her. "Don't think I've forgotten that one of your father's
colleagues nearly killed you not too long ago—"

Kurenai held a hand over her mouth. Akamaru tucked his tail between his legs.

"—and you're willing to walk into a place full of them for what?" He shook his head, jerky
and short. "No, we're not going. Not if it means you're going to get hurt."

"It's for your security," she disagreed.

"It will be your suicide!"

"Sakura, look," Kiba pleaded. He grasped her upper arm and looked up into that face etched
in stone—stupid height, stupid pack member, stupid lack of self-preservation— "Storm's...
it's too risky. You never told the whole story, but based on what you did tell us? They can kill
you and not give a single shit about it. And your d-dad," he stuttered, "even if he does help us
and whatever, you've called his boss 'Leader-sama.' That's—That's a pretty big red flag for
me that he scares you enough that you won't even say his name."

Yet, Sakura stood tall, eyes cold and face blank, and they knew they were very quickly losing
all grounds to change her mind if they hadn't lost it already.

"I don't care," she said, and dropped his head in his hands as he smothered a strangled groan.
"I'm not changing my mind. We're going."

But Shino pushed. He had to, he needed to, because he wasn't going to lose someone else in
his life. Not pack. Not Sakura, especially not to the hands of the ones that ran her through or
left her to Konoha without another word.

"You won't be free," he tried. "These people—I might not know who they are, but I know that
nothing about them is good. We're not just going to sit back and let you do this to yourself—"

"You will."

"I won't," he bit. "I won't let you do this. I won't let you put your life on the line."



"I've already made my decision."

"You're going to have to rethink it, then!"

"There's nothing to rethink."

"Sakura!"

"It's our best option."

"We can find other ones!"

"We won't."

"Your freedom—"

Sakura snaps.

"If I wanted my freedom, I should have stayed dead!"

It was like everything in the room... dropped—Kiba's shoulders, Shino's resolve, Akamaru's
head, Kurenai's shock, Sakura's patience.

Everything in this tiny inn room simply stilled.

"Look at us." Sakura gestured around her, to the side table and the lamp and the old chair and
her team, her pack. She gestured to their sensei who wouldn't be able to exert herself in a few
months and to the bed with the half-dead man lying in it. "Tenzo needs a hospital, sensei's
pregnant, Kiba and I will end up running ourselves into the ground, and after you use up all
of what that soldier pill had, you'll drop." Shino looked away. "At best we have days, and I'm
not about to let everything we've done go to waste." She smiled, wobbly but reassuring, and
Kiba felt the tell-tale prick of tears behind his eyes. "And me? The longer I run away from
them, the longer I'm delaying the day they find me and bring me back."

(You're so, so afraid, Sasori whispered.)

Sakura shut her eyes for a moment.

'I know.'

She stepped back. "Right now, your safety is all that matters to me. And if that means going
back to them..." She swallowed and let her arms fall to her sides. "If this is what it takes, it's a
small price to pay." Then quieter, softer, so painstakingly vulnerable, "... I would do anything
for you. I thought you guys knew that."

Kiba squeezed his eyes shut, one or two stray tears dripping down his face as Shino lowered
himself to the ground to take a seat where he just stood about a foot away from a subdued
Akamaru.



And Kurenai—Kurenai had nothing to say. She still knew next to nothing after everything
had upturned, but one thing was clear;

Sakura had signed her own death warrant for them, and Kiba and Shino couldn't stop her.

Sakura took reluctant steps towards the door and laid one hand on the door knob. "I'm going
to step out for some air. Maybe run another perimeter," she said. "And tonight," she twisted
the knob and pulled it open, "we'll leave for Amegakure."

She disappeared into the hallway and shut the door behind her with a soft click.



The Dawning

A vast lake surrounded Amegakure. Heaven's Gate, Sakura called it.

The waters were dark and tumultuous with broken pipes and half-submerged stone statues
breaching the surface; pollution, one might say, though another might argue they had been
strategically placed for defense and footholds if there was ever an attack on the village. A
long, single stretch of a cement bridge with no barriers cut through it, dark liquid lapping at
the sides and leading all the way down to the stone entrance that looked like a castle
gatehouse attached to two short watchtowers.

All around them, it rained. By God, did it rain.

The downpour was so strong that it was as if there was a film over their vision, a little misty,
a little foggy, but it couldn't hide the view of a thousand neon lights piercing through the sky.
All sorts of colors were so blindingly bright from where they burst from the enormous
industrial buildings—steel, cement, thick wires, gray.

Kiba tightened his hold around Tenzo as he carried the man on his back as gently as he could.
They had to move at a far slower pace as to not jostle him and reopen any wounds, and it had
taken them through the night and early morning to finally push through the marshland and
dark undergrowth of Storm Country.

"So here we are," Kurenai murmured, peering into the distance from under the heavy hood of
her rain cloak. They were dark brown and warm, nothing too fancy, but Sakura had taken all
of them and sewed reflective patches of cloth onto the shoulders; simple rectangles of solid
white that refracted the rainbow when twisted this way and that.

When she'd asked why they needed something like that, Sakura simply stared down at the
patches and frowned.

It's part of the culture, she'd said. It will help convince the gate guards. I can explain
everything once we've settled.

Everything. Kurenai hoped that meant she'd learn of her father and his 'management' as well.

And not only had Sakura told them to always have their hoods up and to make sure Kiba's
chakra camouflage seals—ones that didn't mask chakra but masked the distinct signature—
were in the cloaks' lining so that their identification wouldn't be properly recorded.

Lastly, she cautioned them to never let the rain even skim past their skin unless you wanted
God to know where you were.

"Y'know, your warnings are really creeping me the hell out," Kiba said as they slowly
descended up on the entrance. Now they were close enough to see five guards waiting upon
their arrival, all of whom wore conical hats atop their heads and gripped spears in their hands.



At the head of their group, Sakura nodded. "Good. Then you'll listen."

All too soon they were only a meter away from the armed guards who each took in Tenzo's
unconscious, cloak shrouded form, the massive dog at their side, their faces.

Shino noted that their stares lingered on the reflective patches on their shoulders.

"State your business," the middle guard ordered. There was a thick mustache on his face and
ice in his eyes, and in that moment Kiba truly realized that his pack mate really did grow up
in a place that never embraced the softness Konoha was so notorious for. She had no warm
nights eating dango under the stars, just cold rain and cold people with neon lights that
mimicked the sun.

And when Kiba looked to where Sakura stood in front of them, he held back the urge to reach
out and squeeze her hand.

"We've gone rogue from Konohagakure and are looking for shelter under Tenshi-sama's
wings," Sakura replied. Kurenai staved off the questioning look that threatened to rise on her
face. It was another one of those custom things, probably, and she would have to start reading
up on the histories and traditions here. But at the mention of this Tenshi-sama, the four other
guards ducked their heads and murmured amongst each other as Mustache regarded them
with intense scrutiny. "We have one injured, four able-bodied shinobi, and a ninken. We ask
for asylum and medical care."

Mustache raised his chin.

"And what do you ask of the rain?" he posed.

"That it never ceases to be," Sakura answered smoothly.

The murmurs of the other guards grew louder, Mustache appearing both disgruntled and
surprised at the same time as he raised an arm and motioned to one of the guards. The one on
his far left stepped through the door of one of the watchtowers, Akamaru's eyes never leaving
them until they disappeared.

"And who are you to possess the correct acknowledgements of this village?"

"A former citizen leading non-citizens into the village."

"I see." The guard came back with a book that looked to be made of regular paper, but
raindrops slipped right off its pages as Mustache took it and started flipped through. "What
was your identification code, sushri?"

It was the first time Sakura hesitated. Her back straightened and her shoulders rolled back to
make her even more imposing like she wasn't already towering everyone there. Shino sidled
up to her until their shoulders pressed together like an anchor—a reminder that they could
still make a break for it, that they still had a chance to go somewhere else, that they were
there for whatever decision she made.

She breathed in through her nose. Let it go. "RA-zero-zero-eight."



Mustache froze. So did the four other guards.

A long moment passed where no one said a word; some of the guards had offense painted in
their expressions, Kurenai's hand slipped down to her thigh to hover over her kunai pouch,
Akamaru bent his legs.

"Sushri," Mustache started slowly. "You do know it's kaand... and a great disrespect to Kami-
sama and Tenshi-sama both to falsely claim the RA designation when it does not apply to
yourself, don't you? The punishment for this dishonesty is severe."

Sakura's face maintained its chilling inexpression. "X-seven-nine-seven, X-one-four-two, X-
three-three-five, X-eight-zero-eight," she rattled off in quick succession. They were codes,
though for what, none of the former Konoha-nin were sure. But whatever they meant made
two of the guards pale and one of them nervously wring their hands around their spear. "X-
zero-one-zero, X-RA." Sakura's gaze swept through the guards. "Believe me or don't. I will
see Kami-sama personally and if I am a liar, you know my corpse will be found hanging from
the Divine's Pillar with stakes through my heart and my head cut off and cast into Heaven's
Gate."

Shino stood close enough for her to hear his buzzing kikai through the rain.

"Mujhe yah pasand nahin hai," one of the guards whispered.

Mustache stared at her for a long time, his grip tight around the book as everyone waited on
his answer with bated breath. Then, carefully, he turned the pages until he reached the section
he looked for. He stared, truly stared at that one page, before he snapped the book shut and
handed it back to the guard he first took it from.

A drop of sweat ran down the side of his face.

"... I will send word to the Divine's Pillar with the message of your arrival. You have one
hour to bring yourself to Kami-sama and assert your identity. If you have not shown up by
then, you will be hunted and brought to Tenshi-sama's mercy."

He moved to the side, the other guards quick to follow suit.

Sakura strode past them all with a head held high and Akamaru pressed to her heels, Shino
and Kurenai drawing back to flank Kiba as he made sure to keep Tenzo dry and breathing.
The guards were a mix of unabashed staring or harsh avoidance, and Mustache was one of
the ones to stare them head on, colder, though almost afraid.

None of Team Eight knew what to make of that.

Unfortunately, Sakura did, and it made her insides curl.

"Welcome back to Amegakure," Mustache told her. There was no thunder to be heard or
lightning to be seen, and it might have been odd to note had it not been something so utterly
essential to the village's mystery. "May Tenshi-sama grant you good blessings."



Sakura didn't turn to acknowledge him, but she paused in her step. Her face, shrouded by
pink hair and a hood and completely free of rain, never changed. "And may yours never turn
to mud in your hands."

The bridge towards the village was long and thin, gray and cement.

'Funny,' she thought idly. 'I always thought the road to hell was paved with good intentions.'

:: ::

The sun didn't bear itself down on this village, but it was one of the most colorful things
Shino had ever seen.

He didn't understand.

Each building was tall, dark, uninviting, covered in pipes, and grasping at the murky sky, but
he wasn't shrouded by darkness at all. Above his head were neon signs of every shape and
color as they flashed the names of shops, restaurants, bars—he even spied some schools and
businesses and clinics that displayed their names just the same.

Though none quite compared to the tallest tower in the center of the village. It was an
amalgamation of silver pipes and red metal, and on each of the four faces of the building was
a metal statue—of demons? Deities? He couldn't tell— melded into the walls as they
overlooked the cardinal directions they faced with... ringed eyes?

Directly overhead were paper lanterns strewn in the same sort of brightness with reds and
oranges and yellows that danced off his hood and shoulders.The rain slipped off them easily,
never once ruining their paper make. Traditional umbrellas hung from those same threads,
and while they did nothing to shield the passersby from the harsh rain, they glowed so
brightly with intricate designs that they were there to please the eye rather than to utilize their
function.

Even looking at the ground was nothing short of amazing. Everything was cement—it had to
be with weather like this—but embedded in that gray was art that shone as bright as fire.
Cranes, frogs, flowers, battles, ceremonies, tigers, constellations, landscapes, poetry,
cartoons, everything lit up the paths they walked on.

"This place is insane," Kiba gaped quietly. His head twisted this way and that, trying to soak
up as many details as he could. "How come all the art doesn't wash away?"

"The paint is specialized and activated by the rain," Sakura said. "Years ago, some people
started noticing that the weather started affecting people's moods and mental states." She
gestured her head at a group of locals laughing with a merchant. "It doesn't rain on Sundays
but the sun rarely comes out, so the citizens came together and did this." Her head jerked
towards a general convenience store. "It's an unspoken rule to respect the art, and if you want
to make your own piece, almost every store sells the paint. As long as you never draw over
another person's work or incite violence, you're free to add your own."



"That's... That's actually really cool," Kiba admitted. He shifted Tenzo's position on his back,
frowning slightly when he noticed no one seemed to cast them any suspicious glances. "The
whole goddamn village is an art museum."

Sakura hummed a bit of amusement at that, but said nothing more as she continued to lead
the way. Shino, so focused on the art underfoot, blinked when the art slowly started to contain
more and more caricatures of, oddly enough, badgers and snakes alongside each other until
Sakura stopped in front of a large building.

Which... Well, which might as well have been its own unique form of art. It was a great-brick
building with a grand archway for an entrance and large cylindrical metal beams serving at
the supporting pillars. Bright green depictions of vines spiraled up the metal as great, glowing
artworks of flowers and trees crawled up the walls; it was the first building he'd seen that had
been painted on as if it was a landmark.

Then his eyes landed on the neon blue sign just below the apex of the arch.

Amegakure General Hospital

Oh.

"Will they treat Tenzo-san even if he isn't a citizen?" Shino asked, the consideration quietly
surfacing in his mind. "It was regulation for Konoha medics to never treat a foreign
individual unless given the direct order."

"Amegakure is a refuge village. The opposite applies here; everyone is to be treated unless
there's an order against a specific individual," Sakura replied as she stalked forward and held
one of the front doors open for them. She brought up the rear, pulling her hood off the
moment the building's heating system hit her in the face. "They'll take care of him here."

It was only a few moments after their entrance that a handful of nurses hurried through the
double doors, immediately assisting Kiba in transferring Tenzo onto a gurney.

"What's his status?" one of them asked.

"Unstable; the wounds on his back were shallow, but the gashes in the stomach were healed
just enough to stop the bleeding," Shino informed immediately. "All weapons have been
removed from his person and there was no poison, but there needs to be extra attention paid
to his internal organs. I should have stopped the bleeding and sealed the puncture wounds,
but they may have reopened on our journey here." Just as they began to wheel him back in
through the double doors and presumably to the critical care ward, he called out, "The insects
in his system—they're doing no harm! Please don't remove them!"

He expected looks of confusion or surprise, but the nurses simply nod their heads in assent
and disappear deeper into the hospital.

All of Team Eight watched after their friend until the double doors stopped swinging.



"Your friend will be listed as Patient #429 unless another designation is given," the
receptionist spoke, jolting them from their silence. "You may wait for an update on his
condition in the visitor's lounge at the very end of the south hall and to the right."

Shino didn't move, staring straight at those double doors until Sakura placed a hand on his
shoulder and nudged him down the hall.

"Thank you," she bid the receptionist as she ushered her team down the hall.

"I should be there," Shino murmured.

"You're in no condition to be on the hospital floor," she replied firmly. Upon entering the
lounge, they quickly absconded themselves into a corner away from the few others that
lingered there. "You did your best and kept him alive. Tenzo-san will pull through."

Kiba sagged into one of the chairs and leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees and
dropping his face into his hands. Shino was slower in lowering himself into a seat and braced
himself as he held onto one of Sakura's forearms until he settled into the cushion. He leaned
back and rested his head against the back wall, the water from his cloak dripping onto the
metal arm rests.

Kurenai, who had been unconsciously holding onto her stomach since arriving at the hospital,
took a step closer to Sakura and brushed a lock of pink hair away from her face. "You should
take a seat and rest, too. You need it."

She did need it. The anxiety that had built up from the moment they'd step foot into Storm
Country had only wheedled through the pores in her skin and pulsed through every vessel,
every vein. When they passed the guards and finally entered Ame, she smelt rain and spices
and cold brick and it had been so dizzying the only thing keeping her upright had been the
constant buzz buzz buzz of Shino's kikai.

Sakura shut her eyes. "I can't. I have to go to the Pillar."

Quick fingers unlatched her cloak and she whipped it off her shoulders and shook off the
excess rain before she rolled it up and tossed it into an empty seat. She was dressed in her
usual gear: Kubikiribocho's hilt on her back, katana and kusari-fundo on her hips, her kunai
pouch fully stocked, and fresh bandages wound tight around her left arm.

"Aight," Kiba sighed as he made a move to stand. "So which one are we going to? That tall
ass tower in the middle of the village?"

He blinked when a firm force on his chest pushed him back down into his chair. Sakura's
hand held him down and he lifted his head with a furrowed brow. The gleam in her eyes was
resolute and she had on that small smile she smiled whenever she told them everything was
going to be okay.

He hated that look.



"You're fucking crazy, are you serious right now? I'm not lettin' you go there by yourself, are
you fucking kidding me?" he hissed. He glanced around the lounge and lowered his voice.
"No way. It's already bad enough we're here." He grasped the hand against his chest. "I'm not
gonna let you do this on your own."

"And what would you rather do? Wait in this lounge or be restrained the moment we arrive at
the Divine's Pillar?" Her smile dropped. "It's safer for you here."

"Sakura, I'm going to kick. Your. Ass. If you go on about that 'safe' bullshit one more time," he
growled. Kiba turned to his right. "Shino, tell her!"

Shino's head lolled to the side.

Sakura's hand shot out to lift the side of his head as Kurenai ducked forward and pressed her
hand to his neck to search for a pulse. They pause for a bated breath until a strong thrum beat
under the pads of her fingers.

"Steady," Kurenai said as she lowered herself in the chair beside her student with a shaky
breath. Kiba drooped in his seat at the sudden wave of relief that overcame him, and
Akamaru slid so far down to the ground that his chin touched the floor. "Looks like the
chakra exhaustion finally caught up with him and he couldn't fight it anymore."

Sakura dragged a tired hand over her face. "I'll tell one of the nurses to run a check up on
him," she sighed. She turned and got as far as one step towards the exit when something
latched onto her pant leg and tugged.

Akamaru clamped the cloth in his jaw, stubborn and determined as timid whines poured out
of his mouth.

"He's scared," Kiba translated quietly, "about what'll happen. I'm scared about what'll
happen." Kurenai watched on, silent but ever vigilant, bright red eyes darting back and forth
between them. "You can't just tell me to sit around here and wait for you to come back. I
don't know a damn thing that's going on and—and after you threatened those gate guards
with your own death and beheading—" Sakura glanced away— "after all that... you really
expect me to believe that when you come back, you'll be okay?"

Still, Sakura couldn't look any of them in the eye. "You have to trust me."

"You're pack, Sakura. Of course I trust you. I trust you with every single fuckin' thing I am,"
Kiba whispered. His fingers cursed around the unpolished wood armrests. His eyes wouldn't
stop watering. "It's them I don't trust. They'll hurt you, they'll—"

"They won't," she cut in.

"Yeah?" An incredulous laugh burst past his lips. "You really think that?"

They locked gazes, terrified black against resigned green, and she forced another smile onto
her face. Defeated. He was so tired of seeing her like that; so tired that this one expression
stung the back of his eyes.



"No," she admitted. "But I thought saying it would make you feel better."

"Sakura..."

"We're already at the hospital, so the rest of you should get checked. Sensei, an OB-GYN,
maybe? Just to make sure everything is alright." Her fingers threaded through the fur on
Akamaru's head. "Hey, hey..." she murmured. She ran her thumb under his chin. "Come on,
Akamaru. I have to go."

Akamaru pushed his nose against her leg and held on tighter.

But after a few long moments, Kiba patted his partner's back with a mutter to let go.

"Fine. Fine. But if you're not back by the end of the day, no one's gonna stop us from lookin'
for you," he relented.

"And please take care," Kurenai added. "I understand that I'm far out of the loop from what's
happening, but I trust your decisions. I promise you that this time, you have me. So come
back in one piece, alright?"

Sakura could do nothing but nod.

She didn't say anything about how searches never worked out in favor for the ones who
looked. The rain was both a wonder and a cage and God had six bodies with the same colored
hair and the same ringed eyes, and no one hid. No one escaped. Not for long, anyway.

"I'll be back after I sort everything out," she said instead. "And when I get back... I'm sorry.
For everything." She tried for another smile, but it fell flat in the quiet of the hospital's
visitor's lounge. "They were the only ones I could think to turn to."

She began her walk back up the hall when Kiba called out to her, holding out her bundled
cloak. "Forgettin' somethin'?"

"I'm going to the Pillar," Sakura said. "It would only be insulting if I didn't let him know I
was coming."

She strode out with long, measured steps before slowing to a stop under the arch, just below
the hospital's neon blue sign.

Once upon a time her mother had worked as a civilian nurse at this hospital, not that Sakura
had been around for that, but she'd never had a reason to ever step foot in this building. Dad
made sure of it. She'd gotten yearly check ups and shots at the children's clinic closest to the
Pillar, and they always went early in the morning or late at night when there were less people
to see them and even less people to ask questions.

The rain was mere centimeters from her face.

She breathed in the scent of a village she could never forget.

And she stepped into the downpour, flaring her chakra and letting the rain wash over her skin.



(A small part of her hoped she blinded God.)

:: ::

Pein cut himself off mid-sentence.

There was another meeting in another country in another unnamed cavern that the Akatsuki
had used to host their chrome holographics and, by all expectations, it was supposed to run as
another standard meeting.

But then Pein had paused out of nowhere, eyes as sharp and ringed as they always were, and
everyone else that occupied the cavern stilled at the sudden reaction.

A beat passed, and nothing changed. Worry festered around Konan's heart.

"Leader-sama?" she prompted evenly, her settled tone never once betraying the concern she
would never bear to the rest of her comrades.

Pein dragged his eyes to Kisame, the latter responding to the sudden attention with a curious
tilt of his head.

"Kisame, return to Amegakure. Itachi will complete the remainder of your mission," he
ordered. He scanned the rest of the organization. "The rest of you know what is expected of
yourselves. Act accordingly."

Pein's hologram fizzled out of existence just as another bolt of concern shot through Konan's
chest. Her old friend always had a certain methodology when handling the Akatsuki, things
like always being the first to arrive and the last to leave or expounding on even the smallest
of details to make sure he was understood.

There must have been an emergency back in the village. It was the only reasonable
explanation.

Silence engulfed the cavern for a full ten seconds before Hidan gestured to the now empty
spot. "Uh, what the fuck just happened?"

"Aw, I think someone just got called to the principal's office, hm," Deidara taunted. "What
did you do? Forgot to bring a hall pass on your way to the bathroom, un?"

Kisame laughed, his teeth flashing clearly even through the squirming static of his projection.
"Ah, who's to say? Maybe I accidentally razed down a village in my sleep and he wasn't too
happy 'bout it." He looked at his partner, lips quirked up apologetically. "Sorry to ditch you."

"It is of no concern. There's quite a distance between Storm and the middle of Tea Country,
and it would be best if you made an immediate departure," Itachi said. "I will meet you back
in Ame."

His visage faded out.



Kakuzu's steel gaze flickered once around the cavern before he too flickered out of existence
without a word. Hidan sputtered. "Bastard! Hold on!"

He disappeared as well.

"As fun as it is to speculate, I too need to return to my current mission," Zetsu hummed. "Try
not to cause to much trouble, even if it's too much to fucking ask."

His hologram dissipated. Deidara rolled his eyes.

"Yeah, sure, blame all the shit on us, un. Damn house plant." He flicked his hair out of his
face and glanced at Kisame. "If you are in trouble, though, let me know. Sounds like it'd be
fun to watch you get chewed out."

Kisame chuckled as the blond too withdrew from the cavern, leaving him and Konan the only
ones remaining.

All things considered, Konan was still surprised that of all the friendships she could have
made with her associates, Kisame had been the one she'd forged and followed through with.
But she supposed it had all been Sakura's doing; he'd become a father as both a teenager and
an active Akatsuki member and there were consequences to that decision that perhaps he
hadn't completely thought through. It was then that he started turning to her for help—
whether it was the fact of her femininity or her sanity, she wasn't sure—and from there they
started to realize they enjoyed each other's company. The quick exchange of Sakura from one
of their arms into the other turned into chats over tea and idle pleasantries about missions and
orders became conversations about pasts and mistakes and people-watching from roof tops.

She used to do things like this with Nagato, but that was before...

Konan brushed away the thought. Kisame might not have ever met Nagato face to face or
treated him with anything other than respect for a leader and maybe the two could not have
been any more different, but she enjoyed the former's company. Truly. He always listened,
made her laugh, never thought that what she was doing was wrong.

Hoshigaki Kisame was her closest friend, and she would hold onto that for as long as she
could.

"You okay?"

She hummed and faced him more fully. "I'm simply concerned about Leader-sama's sudden
departure," she replied honestly. "He's always quick to attend to his matters, but cutting the
meeting the way he did is... unlike him."

"Then you better check what's up. Without you, I dunno how he can handle everything by
himself," Kisame grinned.

Konan smiled minutely, always thankful he always had enough cheer for the both of them. "I
will see you upon your return to Ame."

Her hologram flickered and faded.



:: ::

And the real Konan opened her eyes to find herself in the same alcove she'd sequestered
herself into before joining the meeting. A few steps to the right and she gazed through one of
the openings of the Divine's Tower. Of the four demon statues built into the tower, the
Shinigami melded into the east side had always been Pein's favorite.

Its mouth hung wide and its tongue stretched out to meet the rain. One hand of the metal
statue held a kiseru pipe and the other was pressed flat over its stomach as a plethora of metal
bars ran it through. Pipes protruded from both sides of its painted face, holding it to the tower
and showing every citizen of Ame that even a messenger of death would adhere to the hand
of God.

(How did we turn out this way?)

But Pein wasn't sitting upon the tip of that curled tongue, overlooking the expanse of his
worshipers. Worry burned hotter in Konan's stomach as she strode down the corridor and
slipped through the hidden entrance to the main office.

She ought to have been relieved to find him sitting at his pristine desk surrounded by dusted
shelves that carried all the scrolls and tomes where none were even half a centimeter out of
their place, but instead that worry sunk deeper into her core when his attention was neither on
his work or his reports.

Instead, he stared straight ahead at the closed office door with his elbows on his desk and his
fingers laced in front of his face.

"Your leave was abrupt," she greeted toneless as she stopped just to his right. "Is everything
alright?"

"Someone conversed with the rain," he said. Ringed eyes never strayed from the door. "It
appeared, suddenly, at the hospital. One bright flare that was meant to catch my eye as it
makes its way to me..." He drifted off thoughtfully. "It was a surprise."

Konan's spine prickled. The rain... Ame was a village of expectation and practicality. Nothing
should have happened to surprise him.

Her left side was already dispersed into slips of paper. "An intruder? Should I take care of
it?"

Pein's head tilted slightly to the side, his gaze ever unwavering as it kept its latch on the door.
"Why?"

"You said—"

"I recognized it," he continued mildly. "Strong, though not as strong as one might think, and
expanded to be controlled to an unfathomable degree. I always considered a developed sense
of chakra control as an option, but this exceeds me. There were expectations I admittedly
forgone considering, but this will bring change." His head righted itself. "A gate guard



delivered a report about this just minutes ago, and even I could have never predicted these
circumstances." The rinnegan glanced at her once before resuming their watch on the door.
"No, this is not an intruder. This is a second chance at a missed opportunity."

Someone who knew they could speak to the rain?

Surely it couldn't be their old teacher. Jiraiya, as much as he enjoyed playing the fool, knew
better than to step foot in this country let alone this village would never turn to them lest his
desperation served against his betterment. Sensei never came back, never cared after all those
years of training them, so they in turn thought nothing more of him.

And if it truly wasn't Jiraiya, then...?

"Enter," Pein announced, and Konan wondered why none of the other Paths led this someone
in. The Paths always served as escorts, especially in the tower where no one but the Akatsuki
were allowed to freely roam.

The door doesn't swing open; it was pushed, slowly, smoothly, in a single movement. The
figure that came through was tall and broad-shouldered, and even with their clothes soaked
and cold, not a single goose-bump was raised on their skin. A katana was on one side of the
hip, a coil of kusari-fundo on the other, and the left arm was completely bandaged and
dripping with rainwater.

Konan's breath caught.

It wasn't from the sight of their hair, pink and short and limp and plastered to pale cheeks.

It wasn't from the ugly, jagged scar that peeked up through their blue shirt and marred the
skin all the way to their jaw.

It wasn't from their posture that exuded the strength and confidence of a practiced shinobi,
even in the face of Gods and Angels.

It was from meeting the eyes that used to belong to the ball of sunshine of a little girl—eyes
that used to shine and crinkle as their owner jumped into puddles and clung to her father's big
blue hands whenever she babbled about her books or pointed out small frogs that hopped
along the lake.

But that image was quick to stutter and fall, and in its place was the shinobi that Konan
feared this little girl would one day grow up to be.

"Leader-sama. Konan-san," the shinobi greeted respectfully. They dipped into a perfect bow,
undeterred by the droplets that slid off their skin to pool onto the floor. Pein drew back into
his chair and folded his hands over his crossed legs.

"Hoshigaki Sakura."

The syllables rolled off his tongue for the first time in eight years, jarring and sudden, its
serrated edges glancing Konan's consciousness as the realization fully hit her. Rooted her to
the floor.



'Kisame will be so happy,' was the first thought that came to mind.

'The Akatsuki will never let her go,' was the second, and it flushed away the small lightness in
her heart at seeing the child again.

"Sir," Sakura returned. Her face... She had that same heart-shaped face. But gone were those
chubby cheeks and gummy smiles that Konan dug through a clear memory of; that little girl
with no gravestone whose threadbare red ribbon was still tied around Samehada's hilt to this
day. All of that softness of a child raised to know no better was gone, and in its place were
strong jaws, stark tattoos, eyes so cold and closed and so like the ones Konan saw every time
she looked into a mirror.

'I'm sorry that this was what we made you.'

Pein eyed her searchingly. "You invoked codes X-797, X-142, X-335, X-808, X-010, and X-
RA," he listed. MIA To Be Presumed Dead, Survived A Presumed Dead Situation, No In-
Ame Contact, Eight Years Absence, Request for Identification Reactivation, and Level RA: a
rank only given to members of the Akatsuki, respectively. He gestured towards the girl—no,
not a girl, she would be... fifteen years old, wouldn't she—with a slight nod of his head. "Tell
me about X-142."

"Yes, sir."

Sakura kept her feet shoulders' width apart as she clamped her hands behind her back. Konan
had been the one to teach her that stance; legs straight but not locking knees, the right hand
over the left with the palm facing outward as she pressed her knuckles into the small of her
back. Sakura had been four or five years old when she first learned, and back then it only
looked like a child playing pretend to make her father smile.

She'd always been a good kid. Everything she did she'd done for her father, and Kisame only
ever showed his regret of turning her into someone like him when he knew she wasn't
looking.

"A sweep was being conducted in Amegakure at the time and, from what I assume, all the
Akatsuki members had been ordered to relocate for a few weeks," she started. Calm,
collected, succinct. Her eyes were level and her chin stayed raised, and Konan saw nothing of
the frightened girl that used to hide behind her cloak. "My father made sure that I memorized
a cover story in case I was found with him: my mother died when I was a baby, my father
was a merchant that I had not seen in a year, and Hoshigaki Kisame took me because I was a
distraction that no one would miss."

Konan glanced at Pein. Bright ringed eyes never left Sakura's expressionless face.

"We stopped for the night in Fire Country while trying to cut through it. It had alerted shinobi
to his presence and while my father tried to lead them in a different direction, he told me to
hide in an abandoned warehouse and wait until he came to get me." Green eyes flickered with
something she couldn't quite catch, but it was gone before she could decipher it. "A shinobi
found me and, under the assumption that I had been kidnapped, took me back to Konoha as
they blew up the warehouse."



"That's where Kisame thought you'd died," Konan said, stepping out from behind the dark
wood desk. The teen turned her gaze over to the only other person who'd done more than
tolerate her, who'd taught her to fold origami cranes and butterflies and wiped her tears from
her cheeks when she cried. "He's hated Konoha-nin ever since, thinking that they'd killed you
in the crossfire."

Sakura maintained her posture and tensed up until the woman stopped short a few paces
away from her, close enough to reach out and touch. "It... would have been easier if that were
the case. Konan-san." She looked back at Pein and squared her shoulders. "I have no desire to
upset your plans, sir. I am here on behalf of my team to plead asylum."

Konan blinked. "Asylum?"

"Name your team members and your reason," Pein prompted. The metal bars embedded in
his body shone under the soft yellow light of the office. There were lit candles on the corner
of his desk and the chill in the room was as suffocating as it always was—

(Corpses had no need for warmth.)

—and the crescendo of rainfall was faint, but constant. A steady reminder.

Sakura drew a quiet breath. "I arrived with Aburame Shino, Inuzuka Kiba and his ninken
partner, Akamaru, Yuuhi Kurenai, and Tenzo. They are currently in the care of Amegakure
General Hospital; Aburame Shino and Tenzo are currently incapacitated, and Inuzuka Kiba,
Akamaru, and Yuuhi Kurenai I had last left in the visitor's lounge."

There was no doubt that one of the Paths were currently on their way to the glowing green
building.

Konan had a million things to ask, but she found it odd that it was hard for her to come to
articulate them. It had been a long time since she'd gone through things
like worry and relief and shock so quickly in succession, yet seeing Sakura again had stirred
up the warmth she'd thought she'd lost.

"You were the swordswoman in the Konoha back-up team that came to intercept Sasori and
Deidara in their acquisition of the Ichibi," Pein announced suddenly. Konan's eyes rounded as
she looked at him, then back to the teen whose jaw had strained with the force of her
clenched teeth. "You were part of the unknowns as our focus was on the team consisting of
Uzumaki Naruto, Hyuuga Hinata, Hatake Kakashi, and Advisor Chiyo."

Sakura swallowed. "Yes, sir."

"This was the team that managed to dismantle the Five Seal Barrier set up as a protection and
overcame the defense mechanisms put in place."

"Yes, sir."

"But according to Zetsu, there was no swordswoman fighting one of the seal clones when the
defense was activated. It had been the Hyuuga." Pein stood from his seat at his own leisurely



pace, the wrinkles in his cloak smoothing themselves out as he took slow, deliberate steps
towards his visitor. It wasn't until he was directly in front of her, staring up at her blank face,
that Konan began to see the quiet terror pulsing just at the edges of green irises. "You were
there alongside Advisor Chiyo to fight against Sasori."

"Yes, sir."

"You participated in the battle."

"Yes, sir."

"You were there when Advisor Chiyo killed him."

"No, sir."

"No?"

Konan flexed her fingers at her sides.

Pein and Sakura. She had about half a head in height over him and possessed her father's
intimidating quality, but that was nothing compared to the power he exerted by simply
standing there. Her presence was physically imposing, but it was like she was a child again
when she stood before God. It was said enough in her fear and her unwillingness to speak
unless spoken to, and even now soaked in rainwater Konan knew there was sweat beading on
her brow.

"Am I incorrect?"

"... Yes, sir." Sakura forced herself to keep their eyes locked as a sudden intensity overcame
hers. "Because I was the one who killed Sasori-san."

:: ::

When Nagato first felt her chakra in front of the hospital, he thought it had been a mistake.

For one, why at the hospital and not the front gates? The moment she stepped foot in
Amegakure he should have recognized her signature and at their time of entry according to
the guards' report, he had detected a few new bodies walking through the streets. They had
felt dull and civilian, and he'd figured it must have been the return of non-shinobi citizens or
traveling merchants. Yet instead, it had been her and a team of defected Konoha shinobi and
surely their chakra would be distinct to each individual body.

Somehow, she circumvented recognition, and he was already thoroughly intrigued.

Then the realization of that chakra's owner started to sink in and he found himself running
scenario after scenario in his head.

Hoshigaki Sakura died eight years ago in a warehouse explosion, just as she herself had
detailed, where a Konoha-nin had taken her and inducted her into their own ranks.



And did Kisame know about it?

Nagato mused on the possibilities before settling on no, he couldn't have. He'd never been the
same since she'd gone and any other person who knew suffering could see how guilt had
made a home in his heart, no matter how much he didn't let it show.

But now here she was, breathing and grown and powerful.

She killed one of his most valuable members, and he couldn't bring himself to be angry.

"You?" he pressed.

"Yes, sir." The rinnegan granted him the ability to note the chakra flow shift that came with
speaking lies, and a quick scan of her network proved her truth. "But had it not been Chiyo-
sama's help, I—"

"That was not my question."

Sakura's mouth snapped shut and she lowered her chin just so, though not enough for him to
consider her chastised. Nagato walked the Deva Path around her in a languid circle, taking
note of her weapons, her dress, her stature. She was a close range fighter for sure with her
build suggesting a favor of offensive attacks rather than ones that defended or evaded. Her
style was taijutsu heavy, perhaps, as her reserves could not sustain the same sort of ninjutsu
her father employed.

"How did you kill him?"

"I utilized two puppets he had momentarily forgotten and pierced his heart with his own
coated blades, sir," she replied. Nagato stopped directly behind her where his gaze was drawn
to the back of her neck.

The mouse brand on her skin was raised and white. Years old, maybe, and looked to be a
mark of ownership.

He wondered about her story.

"Why should I grant you and your team asylum?" This was not a time for his intrigue, and
that would be a discussion for another time. But now? Now was something else entirely.
"You come here claiming you have no desire to disturb my plans, yet you've removed me of
one of my subordinates. You, who have broken away from a village like Konoha, thought it
best to come to me in your time of need?"

He watched Konan's face contort ever so slightly. Of course. She had always had a soft spot
for the girl and he would be a fool to blame her for it, and as long as she didn't interfere, there
was nothing erroneous about her concern.

"Konoha has framed us for crimes we did not commit," Sakura spoke suddenly. "We don't
know our charges yet and are currently waiting on an updated Bingo Book, but we were set
up and we deserted before we could be thrown into another prison cell."



There were multitudes of questions just waiting to slide from the tip of his tongue. He wanted
to prod about the framing, what the village thought they deserved it for, how they knew it had
been the village itself, the list of crimes, the sudden departure, the fact that she'd implied
more than one stint in prison.

It was maddening, compelling, fascinating.

He kept his mouth closed and allowed her to continue from where he could not watch her
expression.

"I have no other reasoning behind Sasori-san's death aside from the fact that we were shinobi
in battle with one outcome, but if you decide that my actions are unacceptable, then kill me.
Hang my body from the Gashadokuro on the west side of the Pillar for my insolence and cut
off my head to feed to the creatures in the lake."

That caught his attention quite unlike any of his subordinates could and he waited, and
listened, and thought that this Sakura was far more interesting than her younger self had ever
been.

"But if you do, I ask only one thing of you, Leader-sama."

"And what is that?"

Straightened spine, shoulders back, chin leveled. Without spying a look at her face, Sakura
still stood as the perfect picture of everything she had no choice but to learn.

"When you kill me," she said, "spare my team. They've done nothing wrong."

When, not if.

"And you have?" Konan countered. Her eyes flashed, the indignant look about her face only
visible to Nagato from the years and years he'd known her.

"I must have if I've ended up at your mercy," Sakura replied softly, almost in jest.

The corner of Nagato's mouth ticked upwards.

But he wiped back down to a bearing of indifference and completed his circuit around her. He
ended up right back in front of her, only a couple paces away.

"Then it is with my mercy that you and your team will be granted sanctuary." Nagato took
account of her eyes one last time—green, accepting, determined—before he turned to walk
back to his desk. "Konan will discuss your possible living arrangements, procedural
registration, and the like. You alone will report to this office in three days' time where you
will receive your new orders."

Sakura nodded once. "Yes, sir."

"Dismissed."



She bowed at the same perfect angle as she did when she first arrived and retreated towards
the door, Konan close behind. For a split second she was a child again, bright-eyed and
grinning and her dark cloak fluttering about her as she tottered as far as her short legs could
carry her.

"Sakura."

She stopped, her hand hovering over the door handle. She forced herself to turn to
acknowledge him fully. "Yes, sir?"

Then, the child was gone. 

All that was left was a composed shinobi with the weight of all the worlds on her shoulders.

Outside, the rain grew heavier, and Nagato couldn't keep the self-satisfied gleam in his eyes
at bay as he bid, "Welcome home."

:: ::

The gate guards stared up at the Divine's Pillar, its surface slick with rain and its
magnificence ever unmarred. No blood, no carnage, no bodies.

"It's been over an hour," one of them noted nervously.

Mustache's brows knitted together. "... Yes."

"What do we..." Another guard gulped. "What do we do?"

Mustache ripped his eyes away from the grand tower and addressed the rest of the shinobi on
this rota. "Spread the word. Let all Ame shinobi and locals know that there is another
Akatsuki-affiliate in our ranks who has been blessed by the rain."



A New Perspective

"I don't want to hear it," Izumo snapped. He set his mug on the countertop with a sharp clack
, the coffee inside sloshing close to the rim. "First I go to the hospital to find that you've
checked yourself out while you clearly still need to recover—"

"I—"

"And then right when I get back home you're telling me that what? That Sakura wasn't the
one that did this to you?" He rubbed his forehead and sighed. "I know you don't want to
believe it, but what other explanation is there? You said it yourself; she was the last one that
saw you, she was scared she was going to do something, and she ran off. Next thing you
know, someone's in your apartment and you turn around and see her just before you lost
consciousness." His mouth curled up into a snarl, incensed. " She almost killed you . If
Makaro hadn't come to check why you hadn't shown up for your shift, you would've..."

Kotetsu pressed his lips together and looked away, one of his hands coming up to brush
against the bandages wrapped around his head. They said they'd found him on the floor of his
apartment, everything around him untouched but his skull fractured and a pool of blood
around his head from the thick gash on his scalp. 

When he'd woken up to find himself in the hospital, a shinobi from investigations had come
in shortly after to take his account.

Did you know of any intention to inflict harm on your person?

Who was the last person you saw before your attack?

Would Sakura have any reason to attack you?

Who? No, we wouldn't know.

Why?

Yuuhi Kurenai's Team Eight consisting of: Aburame Shino, Inuzuka Kiba, Ninken Akamaru,
and Sakura, have fled Konohagakure. They have been charged with two counts of assault
against you and Umino Iruka; one count of theft from the Hokage's Library; two counts of

first degree murder for the deaths of Aburame Torune and Operative Tenzo, where the latter's
body had been taken for the assumed purpose of kekkei genkai acquisition. They have

committed treason against this village by failing to uphold both their loyalties and the title of
honorable shinobi. They are wanted dead or alive.

Thank you for your time, Hagane-san. Please get well soon.

The thought of Sakura being involved with anything like that left a horrible taste on his
tongue. No matter how many times he ran it all through his head, all the suspicion and
accusations against Sakura felt... felt justified . She was indeed the last person he'd seen and



she'd been fidgety and lost before her hasty departure and then—then fleeing right after she
knocked him out and helped kill an Aburame and that Tenzo guy?

None of that made any sense. What the hell did Team Eight have to prove if they did
something like that? What the hell could they have possibly achieved by becoming wanteds
in the Bingo Books?

"None of this sounds weird to you?" Kotetsu asked. "She was my student! A kid !"

" She is—was—a Konoha chuunin who helped take down Akasuna no Sasori. She's not a kid,
'tetsu, she's a goddamn shinobi." Izumo took his hand and squeezed. "I don't know why she
wanted you dead, but—"

"She didn't want me dead. Doesn't. I just... I just don't know what the hell was going through
her head, okay?" Because her getting the drop on him like that didn't explain why she'd come
over to the apartment in the first place. If she was trying to trick him into some false sense of
security—which he severely doubted—she wouldn't have huddled in that seat and talked
about her father.

"Is it really that strange... if I look more like everyone else than my own father who raised
me?"

"Whatever scared her must've been pretty bad," Kotetsu murmured, pulling his hand back and
tucking it under his other arm. Izumo sighed from across the counter and looped his fingers
around the handle of his mug. "Don't—Just listen to me! She came here because she was
scared of whatever got to her!"

"Did you ever think that she, I don't know, might have been scared because she knew what
she was going to do to you ?"

"No. Because she wouldn't."

"Everyone has a choice." Big, green, fearing eyes. "And I'm afraid the next choice I'm going
to make is going to be the wrong one."

Kotetsu shook his head at the memory and glared at his partner. "Sakura's not like that."

"Neither was Inuzuka Kiba. Neither was Aburame Shino," Izumo countered. "And look what
happened—" he gestured in some nonsense way— "one of them stole a Forbidden Book and
another one murdered his own cousin in the middle of the street!" He spread out his arms,
some of his lukewarm coffee spilling onto his hand. " Shit . Whatever—'tetsu, look." He
sighed again, and if Kotetsu heard that sound one more time, he'd lock his partner out of their
bedroom. "I know you two were close, but... have you considered that maybe something
happened to Team Eight when they were out on their own for that year and a half?"

Kotetsu snorted derisively. "Oh, you mean the whole prisoners-of-war thing they had with
Kumo? Yeah, sure, maybe it was only a little traumatizing. The hell are you tryna get at? That
they got brainwashed or something when they were out there?" Izumo didn't say a thing, his



shoulders stuttering in a weak imitation of a shrug. Kotetsu slowly sat up. "What the fuck.
You think they're brainwashed? That—That doesn't make any sense —"

"Not brainwashing. What am I, six? I'm just saying that when they came back from Kumo,
they were... different."

"Different," Kotetsu repeated dryly.

"Don't tell me you didn't see it, come on. You know better than that." Izumo jerked his head
in the general direction of the village's southern gates. "Aburame sweeps himself up in
hospital work until he gets suspended for insubordination, Inuzuka practically gets disowned
from his clan when just last month word was getting around that Tsume's son had stopped
showing up at their compound, and your kid's practically a ghost with how much people don't
see her around. They changed, and you can't tell me that maybe along the way that change
was for the worse and we didn't see it."

"Shut up."

"You haven't noticed? They've got a spotless mission record, they barely interact with other
shinobi, they aren't really seen with anyone except each other, and they aren't even getting
along with their families—"

"I said shut up !" Kotetsu barked. He winced at the sudden pounding in his head and slumped
against the counter, his hand over his eyes.

How could Izumo treat him like he was willfully blind? Kotetsu knew Team Eight was
cautious and withdrawn and quiet, but he knew that they'd always been that way. After
answering those chuunin exam questions the way they did, after completing soul-crushing
mission after soul-crushing mission the Hokage assigned them to, after going through the
Konoha Crush, after living through Koinobori Island, after Kumo .

Team Eight deserved the right to be cautious and withdrawn and quiet.

And now even that was being used against them.

"I'm gonna take a nap." Kotetsu's shoulders drooped as he stood up from his stool and
shuffled into the hallway. He waved off the hands that reached out to steady him. "You can go
back to work. I'll be fine."

Izumo's brow creased. "'tetsu—"

"I said I'll be fine . I'm just... tired."

He slipped into their bedroom and leaned back against the door when he closed it shut behind
him.

:: ::

The nurse jotted a few things down on her clipboard before she readjusted it under the metal
clip and hung it on the foot of the hospital bed. "I'll be back in a few hours with something



for lunch, but if you need anything, please press the call button to alert one of our nurses,
alright, Umino-san?"

Iruka sat propped up in his bed with a weak smile and a sickly pallor to his skin. He was
shirtless, but strips of bandages covered his torso and all the wounds from the tens of poison-
tipped senbon the medics had to extract.

The flowers on the nightstand were from his coworkers and the small get-well-soon cards
surrounding it were from his students, an adorable gesture.

He sighed and tucked back loose strands of his hair behind his ear. As he set his arm back at
his side, IV side up, a fleeting thought cruised past his temple. He wanted to rip out the
needle and sneak out the window like so many of his other shinobi friends were infamous for,
wanted to barge past the gates and dive into the country to pick apart just what happened,
why it happened, how it could've happened. 

What Kiba had done.

"Knocking down a shadow is better because it gets rid of this useless thing."

Iruka's fingers twitched. 

No, not Kiba.

Because whoever had been in that room with him was not the same boy that could go on for
hours on seal theory while stuffing his cheeks with chips and beef jerky until Akamaru came
to snatch the snacks right out from his hands. He remembered laughing as he watched the
two chase each other around like the world hadn't wronged them and like they hadn't
disappeared, but he also remembered the weight on their shoulders and the darkness under
their eyes as they pulled themselves further and further away until it was easier to find them
hunched over texts in the library instead of being out with others that weren't his team.

He shifted, a dull jolt of pain wriggling up his torso, as he settled deeper into the pillow a
nurse tucked behind him just a couple hours before. Apparently he was supposed to be dead
with the amount of poison in his system and the corrosive effect it had when it slowly began
to eat away at his veins. Lucky, they told him, that his coworker Suzume-san had come back
to the Academy after forgetting a stack of papers. She'd found him slumped and strangled at
his classroom desk with over three dozen senbon digging in past his flak jacket and
puncturing skin.

A sweltering hot anger steadily built in his chest. Someone had approached him wearing
Kiba's face with the full intent of murdering him and putting the blame on the one person
who would never dare.

And the worst part was that Iruka knew no one would believe him.

(Did he truly believe himself?)



A headache started in the middle of his forehead and gradually spread to the rest of his skull
as he laid his head back. The EKG at his side flickered with the measures of his constant
heart beat.

"Is... um, is this a bad time?"

Iruka raised his head back up and looked at the door with a startled blink. "No, it's alright," he
said. He leaned forward a tad, pushing down his wince at the ache that thrummed up his
abdomen. "I just... wasn't expecting any visitors today."

Inuzuka Hana's lips quirked up before she took a seat by his bed, all three of the Haimaru
Brothers taking spots around her feet.

For a moment, there was quiet. Her and Iruka had never quite been friends with him being a
few years older and their specialties taking wildly different directions, and they'd only ever
seen each other if they happened to pass one another on the streets or if she ever came to pick
up her little brother from the Academy.

"Was it really Kiba?" Her face screwed up and her eyes were fixed on the wall opposite her.
She didn't look at him. "That he..."

"Yes." No. It wasn't. Could it? It couldn't. Not Kiba. Not Kiba. "What... Could you tell me
what's been happening? The nurses aren't forthcoming and everyone at the Academy has only
heard the rumors."

Hana's face crumpled. "I guess rumors spread quick about something like this," she
murmured. "It's a mess. Investigations' got most of what they needed, but the fallout from
two clan members defecting —" Her teeth clicked with the force of her shutting mouth and
her jaw strained as she took a few moments to collect herself. Iruka waited patiently as one of
his fingers fiddled with the IV. "It's a mess," she repeated blandly. "They're saying Sakura
attacked Hagane Kotetsu, Kiba stole from the Hokage's Library before going after you, and
that Shino killed another Aburame. The attacks were confirmed by you and Hagane-san, a
few notes taken from the missing text in question were found at Sakura's apartment with
Kiba's scent all over them, and the murder had been confirmed by an eyewitness."

Iruka pressed his palm onto the bottom half of his face and exhaled through his nose. 

Another silence shrouded them, thick like syrup stuck to the walls of their throats.

One of the Haimaru whined. 

"I don't know why they did it, Kiba and Akamaru. They were so, so different after Kumo,
you know," she said. A crease in her brow and her fingers so tightly interlocked that the
pressured skin grew white, it was like she was trying to find her own explanation in the
wreckage. That if she talked more, picked out all the possibilities, she could try to rationalize
Eight; with what they'd been accused of, with the turmoil they left behind. "You heard the
other rumors about Kiba, right? The ones before... before this."



Iruka nodded hesitantly. If Kiba ever had any problems, he never talked much about them.
They met a couple times a week to go over seals and theories and every now and again, he
managed to rope the teen into helping him grade tests and assignments. But all those times
there was never any talk of problems even if Iruka could glean some red flags in their past
conversations.

Once, Kiba had mentioned he hadn't seen his mother in months. 

Another time, he heard some whispers that Kiba should be lucky that he wasn't the heir.

A month back, he realized he didn't remember the last time Kiba wore red paint on his
cheeks. 

Iruka would have pressed, but he knew the only answer he would have gotten was a clever
deflection.

"Well," Hana sighed. "A while back Mom and Kiba got into a pretty nasty fight. I was out
and didn't see it myself, but apparently Kiba made it clear that the clan's no longer his
priority. Mom thought he'd get over himself and he'd come back to the compound with his
tail between his legs on his own time, but the days turned to weeks and weeks turned to
months and..." She wrung her hands and sighed again. "He's my baby brother. I should've
done something when he started acting different."

"I don't think there was anything you could've done, Inuzuka-san," he answered gently.
Morning rays poured through the thin curtains drawn across the windows, but the light was
anything but warm. "Kiba and his team... There's a wall between them and the rest of the
world. What they've been going through is something only they can understand."

"But even with what they've been through, you're saying that's enough of a reason for them to
betray their own village?"

Pang.

Iruka stopped himself just short of rubbing his chest where the phantom pain sparked. For all
the times he replayed the sight of senbon sinking into skin, he never once considered the
consequences Kiba would suffer from it.

Attacking another Konoha shinobi ensured prison time. Theft of information and records
could mean suspension and demerits on the lower end of the spectrum, but theft from the
Hokage's Library meant being stripped of rank and being barred from ever returning to
shinobi services. All of that including defecting the village?

If Kiba and his team were ever caught, it meant either life imprisonment or death.

His eyes shut for a brief moment and he drew in a long, slow breath. "I don't know why Kiba
did the things he did." Because it wasn't Kiba, it couldn't be Kiba, because Kiba would never
look at him the way the stranger in the classroom did. "But for his sake, I hope he got what he
wanted."



But stranger or not, he couldn’t deny her words about the real Kiba. The Kiba who never told
him what happened to his hearing, who never told him why he’d gotten that tattoo on his
arm, who never told him why there were heavy scars lashed in the skin of his back.

Hana bowed her head, pressing her forehead against her clasped hands as her ninken
whimpered softly.

Iruka glanced back at the EKG and its steady measurements, his being much heavier than he
remembered.

Another bout of pain slithered over his stomach, his ribs, his chest, the phantom prick of
senbon lodged against his muscle as the cool metal did nothing to soothe the burn. He
remembered Kiba’s face, that blank and shadowed expression, and thought how much that
face didn’t fit.

But his wounds tingled again and his eyes slid shut.

Maybe more rest would clear his head.

:: ::

The thing that didn't make sense to him was the fact that Shino ran. 

Aoba's elbows were on his desk as he took off his glasses and rubbed at his eyes with both
hands. It had been hours since the start of his shift and he had yet to get a sliver of work
done, but every time he opened a folder and tried to delve himself into his work, all he could
think about was Aburame Torune's dead body and Shino standing over it.

The rainfall had been heavy that day when a new chuunin came into the Intelligence building
for their first day of work, shaking water out of their hair and hanging up their raincoat near
the door. They passed their would-be coworkers with polite greetings on their way to the
superior's office, and in Aoba's own greeting to the young shinobi did he learn about a
'disturbance' near the Aburame Compound.

"Yeah, I think I saw the Aburame medic there," was the offhanded comment. "He looked
pretty upset."

That had been enough for Aoba to clock in an early break and drop in to see if his student
was in any trouble.

Yeah, what an understatement. 

A few coworkers passed his desk. The 'IN' box had about ten times the amount of folders
than the 'OUT' box and no one had said a word about it. He appreciated their consideration;
upon Eight's 'death' declaration a while back they'd been kind enough to give him space for a
week before he had no choice but to catch up on his work.

Though compared to their previous 'death' status, this was far worse. Deaths received
sympathies; the realities of the shinobi life was something that needed to be swallowed down
and understood early on in the career. There was never an easy way to say that one way or



another, a shinobi would lose a friend on the battlefield. Never an if, always a when. The
lucky ones lost as many comrades as they could count on their fingers.

But now? With treason, murder, assault, and defection of the village they'd pledged their
loyalty to?

They were traitors, and no one ever dared to spare a kind word about traitors.

Torune's body slid off Shino's shoulder and met the muddy ground with a squelch, blood
weeping from the long line across his neck. Shino stood, shaking, fingers clenched around a

dripping senbon.

"Shino?" Aoba croaked. No way this was happening. Shinobi didn't just get their throats cut
in the middle of the street—

His student looked up with that blank face that Aoba had fondly come to know, but there was
not an ounce of calm in this rainstorm and he watched the teen's carefully constructed visage

crack. Shock spilled through first, then fear, revulsion, anguish, distress.

"I..." Shino inhaled unsteadily. " I— "

Aoba knew then that whatever this was, Shino didn't mean to do it.

But if Shino didn't mean to do it, why would he run?

There were certain processes to things like this, especially if Shino had been prompted into
some sort of self-defense or if Torune had been aiming to provoke. Now with one party dead
and the other who knows where, the only conclusion that could be drawn was that a high-
ranking shinobi had been murdered and his killer had escaped before facing the
consequences.

He remembered that when Sakura arrived on the scene, she was frenzied.

(He learned later that she was implicated in the assault and attempted murder of Hagane
Kotetsu.)

Kiba hadn't shown up, but he had gone too.

(Inuzuka Kiba was charged with the theft of a forbidden text from the Hokage's Library and
implicated in the assault and attempted murder of Umino Iruka.)

Before he could turn to see if anyone else was on the street, hands wrapped around his neck
and he met Kurenai's frantic, furious eyes before he succumbed to darkness.

(Just yesterday, the report on Yuuhi Kurenai had been released alongside her students'. An
ANBU operative's blood had been found flooding her apartment bathroom. The body was
never recovered, but there was enough blood to deem the operative dead.)

Aoba slid his glasses back on and tried to re-focus on his work files.



(All he could think about was how scared Shino looked.)

:: ::

Ino's chatter filled his ears as he ladled pork broth into his bowl.

Team Ten had gone to this hot pot place on a majority vote, and luck would have it that it was
the same hot pot place Chouji went to with Shino the day his friend killed his cousin.

Chouji repressed a shiver as a bland remark from Shikamaru sent Ino on another tirade,
Asuma-sensei's easy laughter blending in with the rest of the restaurant's atmosphere. It was a
sunny day today—which was kind of insulting, really—with the clearest of clear skies and
not a single streak of white clouds to break the blue.

Outside, Konoha's citizens walked around without a care.

But how could they be so at ease when the village's missing-nin count racked up four more
names? That was an astronomical jump considering that the last missing-nin who'd sent
tremors through the ranks upon their defection had been none other than the Uchiha Itachi
himself. And Uchiha Itachi was one man! One man who slaughtered his clan in cold blood,
yeah, but one man.

Team Eight was gone. A third of his graduating year.

And Chouji felt like he was the only one who felt bad about it.

Not that everyone else in their year was supposed to feel bad—Team Eight was a pretty
secluded bunch. Even if Yuuhi sensei got along with Asuma-sensei and Hatake-sensei and
even if Gai-sensei had come along with his year-older team, Shino and Kiba and Sakura
didn't hang out with them much.

Sure, he had lunches with Shino on a regular basis and sometimes he crossed paths with
Hinata while working at the hospital, but other than that? Him and his team always seemed to
have plans during group dinners and group training sessions that everyone else sort of
gradually... stopped trying to invite Eight to things.

Shikamaru thought it was too troublesome to seek them out when they didn't want to be
found, and Ino had stopped trying to get Sakura to come along to girls' night the third time
Sakura told her she had to make dinner that day. Even back in their Academy days when
Sakura and Kiba spent more time out of the classroom than in it, none of her attempts at
small talk had ever gotten them on a single shared wavelength. Hinata was too polite to not
say hello to any of Eight if she saw them, but she was also too shy to do anything more than
that, and Chouji's not even sure any of them had properly met Team Gai!

Chouji munched on his rice, his head down as conversation swam around him.

And truthfully, if he hadn't reached out to Shino after hearing him say see you later instead of
goodbye , maybe he'd be acting the same as everyone else: shocked, disappointed, and not as
hurt as they would have been if they'd been... well, friends .



He chewed on the ends of his chopsticks. When Sasuke left the village, Naruto had gone on a
rampage, rallied most of his friends, and went after him. After they failed he never stopped
trying, fighting tooth and nail just trying to get his teammate back even after learning Sasuke
had ended up in Orochimaru's clutches. 

Nobody knew Team Eight well enough to know where they'd gone or why they did it.

But Chouji wanted to understand—god he wanted to understand—why perfectly capable
shinobi and good enough people like them had up and done something like that .

He felt even worse when he thought about him being one of the only ones who cared enough
to think it.

He stuffed a few slices of meat into his mouth and ordered another plate, wondering if he
should pay a visit to Shibi-sama.

(Much later on he would realize that three years after Sasuke’s defection he had yet to be
labeled a missing-nin while Konoha had not hesitated in calling Team Eight criminals less
than twelve hours after they’d fled. It’s unfair, all of it, that everyone would work so hard for
one man when they turned a blind eye to an entire team.)

:: ::

Tsunade slammed a sake bottle on her desk, spindly cracks twining up the dark glass as her
desk shuddered at the force. A couple slips of paper shifted off the stacks by her elbow and
drifted onto the floor as Tonton oinked pitifully from her spot wrapped in Shizune's arms.

"None of this makes any goddamn sense!" the Godaime growled. Almost ten files lay open
on her desk, each in a different state of scrutiny and disarray. The official identification
photos of Yuuhi Kurenai, ANBU Operative Tenzo, Aburame Shino, Inuzuka Kiba, Akamaru,
and Sakura stared up at her—the last four had been re-taken after their passing of the
reintegration process for shinobi who spent extended amounts of time in enemy territory—
straight-faced and blank-eyed for the camera.

There weren’t enough words to express how much she hated this case.

"Yuuhi's Team Eight has never handed me a single failed mission since I took office," she
said. Chic red nails rapped against the wood in sync with the tap tap of her pounding
headache. "Had they been a normal team, I would have recommended all the chuunin for the
Jounin Exams after hearing of their success on the missions surrounding the Kazekage's
retrieval; they've passed every psychological examination, proven their skill in their
endeavors, and would've become one of the prime teams for either
Infiltration/Reconnaissance or Rescue/Capture."

"Maybe it's not something they wanted?" Shizune posed. "You mentioned once that they've
never had a complaint for any mission assigned to them, but that doesn't say anything about
whether or not they liked the missions assigned to them."

"That's not a strong enough reason for them to turn traitor."



"No," she relented, "but it opens up the avenue of trying to search for a motive. I think it
would be safe to cross off 'career-oriented', though. If Shino-san had become upset with the
hospital or Kiba-san finally had enough with being rejected by the Seals Division, then the
staff in those environments would have been attacked, not their own teachers."

That was another thing that made no sense. Tsunade had no real gauge of their full
capabilities except what was shown on C and B-ranking missions, but if she was told they
were strong enough to overpower most or all of the other chuunin, she'd believe it. But why
go after Hagane and Umino in particular? If following the pattern of teachers, Yamashiro
Aoba would have also been a victim, not a witness.

And if going after Hagane and Umino was just their personal choice, leaving them to die by
either bleeding out or by poison for others to find was a stupid move. When Eight went on
their missions they were quick and efficient, killing when they needed and making the bodies
disappear. Hagane and Umino being left alive meant even more eyewitness accounts with
solid stories from the victims themselves that proved that yes, Inuzuka Kiba and Sakura
committed their accused crimes.

They were the closest to the team, after all. Being put in a position where they couldn't lie
made the charges airtight. Between the witness, the surviving victims, the notes found on the
forbidden seals text upon its disappearance, and the pool of blood found at Yuuhi's apartment,
it was all clear-cut.

Team Eight had done this and fled the village. It was all so... so...

Convenient .

Tsunade narrowed her eyes. Yes... How lucky for her that this was such a convenient case.

"I want a motive," she demanded. "I want the investigation to extend to all of Eight's haunts
—question the people wherever they hung out, dig out what you can, find out why the hell
we don't know more about them."

"Yes, Tsunade-sama."

As Shizune headed out the office to update Investigations, the Hokage leaned back with a
sigh and spun her chair around to face the window.

This better just be a coincidental convenience or this headache was going to turn into one hell
of a bitch .

:: ::

Konoha nights were humid. The hotter the day was, the stickier the nights would be, and after
that huge storm a couple days ago and the achingly sunny days that followed after, the village
at all times was warm and wet and gross.

Yet Naruto sat on the roof of his apartment building, hidden far behind the lights that dotted
the street.



His orange pants were rolled all the way up to his knees and both his jacket and hitai-ate were
haphazardly thrown down onto his balcony, leaving him in a black tank and Tsunade-baa-
chan's necklace. His black sandals were tossed somewhere inside his apartment—where
exactly he didn't remember, next to the fridge maybe—and his kunai pouch laid open right
beside him, open and a few of his weapons gleaming in the moonlight.

He tried not to think about the plastic baggie of White Letters he cradled close to his
stomach. He tried not to think about the apartment next to his that was marked for
Investigations and barred from entry. He tried not to think about pink hair and green eyes and
his best friend in the whole world looking at him like she's tired and resigned and shaken and
he wants to tell her how much he loves her and that everything would be alright and he'd help
her of course he'd help her he'd do anything for—

He tried not to think. It didn't work.

Naruto's face fell into the hand that wasn't anchoring the letters close to his body as tears
burned his eyes. He tried to wipe the tear tracks, tried to will himself to lighten up, tried to
sniffle himself back to better thoughts. 

Tried, tried, tried. 

Trying was so much harder when he didn't know if Sakura-chan was okay.

Through his mess of tears he cracked open the bag, took the envelope at the very top of the
bundle, and pulled it out of its twine confines. The name Uzumaki Naruto glared up at him
plain as day in Sakura-chan's neat handwriting, and he held it away from his face to make
sure tears didn't smudge the ink.

(It was one of the only things he had left of her after she—)

He turned the envelope over and pried the gluey flap from the paper, careful not to tear, and
pulled out the crisply folded paper as he set the envelope on his knee.

I'm sorry.

Whether I'm dead or otherwise, you reading this means that something's happened to me. I
probably told you everything was alright or told you not to worry, and maybe I gave you a

little too much hope that I would come back after this.

I'm sorry.

A fresh wave of sadness crashed through his chest as he reared back and ducked his head into
the collar of his tank, furiously soaking up the hot tears that streamed relentlessly from his
eyes. A few hiccups caught in his throat and he sat for a minute or two, breathing in and out,
in and out, until he could look at the letter in his shaking hands.

I know you have questions, but I can't give you any of the answers. If I'm dead, most of my
secrets died with me. If I'm alive somewhere and I can't come back, we won't stop working

until we'll be able to speak clearly again.



I'll admit I'm not very good at this letter thing. I'm not sure about the words I can say that
would make this better, but you already know how bad I am at this kind of stuff.

Naruto smiled a watery smile. Yeah, Sakura-chan could get pretty bad at that.

Just be careful and take care of yourself, okay? Try to eat three times a day and make sure
there are vegetables somewhere in there.

'Vegetables' was underlined three times. He could see her standing in front of him, holding
out an entire uncooked carrot and telling him to eat it or she'd make him, and his bottom lip
started to wobble.

Remember, you never did anything I'd hate you for.

I'll miss you.

Sakura

P.S. It's a good luck charm.

What?

His knee moved and the envelope tilted, something sliding out of the opening and landing on
the roof tiling with a quiet plink .

Naruto blinked and picked it up. It was a... keychain?

He stared at the little cherry blossom in his palm with its big pink petals and deep yellow
center, and he held the back of his hand to his mouth to try and hold back the next onslaught
of tears.

(Just like the frog keychain he'd given her when they were twelve. He didn't know she
remembered.)

"You promised me we were gonna get Ichiraku's when you got back," he whispered. He
brought the Sakura blossom close, holding it right over his heart. "You promised me you
were gonna come back."

No one answered him in the middle of the humid Konoha night.

:: ::

"There's been a significant update to the International Bingo Book that I thought you'd like to
know about," Zangei told one of his most frequent clients. As one of the Bounty Exchange
Officers that ran one of the Bounty Stations that dotted all around Fire Country, the news had
been huge. Few missing-nin dared to defect from Konoha so boldly, but the few that did were
always formidable. "Four whole entries in one day. An entire team. Albeit, three of them are
chuunin, but two are from renowned clans."



Kakuzu grunted as he counted the wads of cash tucked neatly into the suitcase placed on the
metal table. "Which clans?"

"Aburame and Inuzuka."

Quick fingers paused briefly before continuing to flick through each individual bill.
"Aburame is a noble clan, isn't it?"

"Which makes the news all the more interesting," smiled Zangei. The scar across his right
cheek stretched. "Konoha isn't too panicked; they were rather low ranking in terms of what
they had access to and what missions they went on. Their full dossiers have yet to be
released, but I have their pictures and general information. Would you like to add them to
your Book?"

Kakuzu grunted again. The officer crossed to the other side of the room and picked up the
newest folder. 

"Young, too," Zangei mentioned as he slid it across the table. "No one has tried to collect yet
so there's no measure of their skill, but tentative bounties have been assigned based on rank
and name. Ten million for the jounin, five million for the Aburame, four million for the
Inuzuka, two million for the girl."

After counting through the last three wads of ryo and confirming that every last bit of his
owed bounty had been handed over, Kakuzu took out his personal Bingo Book from inside
his cloak and opened it from the back to slot in the next four bounties he could run into. They
certainly weren't worth enough to go out of his way for, but if he ever came across any of
them they would make good for some quick change.

The first picture was the jounin. Yuuhi Kurenai: 30 years old, 5'5", black hair, red eyes,
specialized in genjutsu.

Next, the Aburame. Aburame Shino: 15 years old, 5'9", black hair, tended to wear glasses,
right eye was a prosthesis, has the clan kekkai genkai.

Then, the Inuzuka. Inuzuka Kiba: 15 years old, 5'6", brown hair, black eyes, wore seals on his
ears as auditory stabilizers. Ninken companion was large with white fur.

Last, the girl. Sakura—

Kakuzu stared down at the picture.

Chilling green eyes stared back.

"You recognize one of them, Kakuzu-san?" Zangei questioned curiously. The Akatsuki
member said nothing for a moment, but did end up adding the last picture to his Book before
tucking back into the recesses of his cloak.

"The girl, Sakura," he said. "She won't only be worth two million for long."

He shut the briefcase, pulled it off the table, and took his leave without another word.





The Weak Never Forgive

When Sakura closed the office door behind them, Konan saw the trembling fingers in her
right hand. The hand—it was a large hand, larger than the little chubby ones that used to cling
to her side—had small scars that crossed over her knuckles and calloused skin that poked into
sight from the skin under her joints. They were working hands, swordswoman hands,
wrought from endless hours of fighting and training and killing.

The trembling only continued for a moment longer before they flexed and curled into a tight
fist.

Konan's eyes softened. "Sakura."

The teen's shoulders stiffened as she turned her head. "Yes, ma'am?"

"Let me look at you."

Little Sakura would have smiled and spun sharply on her heel with the best approximation of
a soldier as she could mimic. But this older Sakura didn't know what to do with herself, her
spine going rigid as she slowly turned until they were face to face, though not quite eye to
eye. Up so close and away from Nagato's intimidating air, Konan could clearly see the dark
bags beneath those big green eyes. The swipes of blue ink along her left cheekbone were
almost harsh against the tan cold of her skin, and the pink scars that peeked up the right side
of her jawline were ragged, rippling things that stretched down her neck and disappeared
under her shirt.

She was sure Kisame had a shirt the same color.

Konan reached up to cup one of Sakura's cheeks, her thumb brushing away a few pink
strands of hair.

Sakura flinched, her glacial gaze staring straight ahead. Never meeting amber eyes. Never
trailing to the woman's face. Instead, they were frozen and unfocused and chilling and
defiant.

Mera bichara bacha.

"You look tired," God's Angel murmured.

"Main theek hoon," the girl replied almost instantly. The Amek dialect was rough on her
tongue from the years it wasn't used, the eight years it hadn't needed to be used, and her
mouth clicked shut quickly after. Her jaw tensed. "Leader-sama said you were handling
everything. What do I need to know?"

Konan drew her hand back and Sakura finally met her eyes.

You look so, so tired.



Konan started her walk down the hall. "Come."

Sakura followed. Immediately, she matched the pace but lagged half a step behind the woman
who, by all intents and purposes, had been the other person besides her father to raise her.
God and his Angel were revered by the people; to walk shoulder to shoulder and assume
equal standing was one of the higher disrespects. The Akatsuki were elevated in this village,
yes, but just because Sakura had the designation didn't mean she earned it.

(When she was younger she wanted to wear the same pretty cloaks Dad always did. Now she
could barely look at them.)

The halls in God's Pillar were empty and gray as they wound the sharp turns and descended
the floors on metal stairs, and the only light that lit the space were strips of neon red and
white that ran parallel along the ceiling.

"Tell me about your team," Konan said.

"... Ma'am?"

"I would like to hear your thoughts before I meet them myself." Her heels touched the ground
rhythmically, but not a sound echoed. "You brought them to Ame, after all. You must trust
them a great deal."

Konan could only imagine what life in Konoha was like for her. Sakura was a bright child—
always had been—and that meant that she would have known to hide the Hoshigaki in her
from the very beginning. While Kisame had not been directly correlated with the Akatsuki
back then, his name was still well-known for his reputation as one of the Seven Swordsman.

Had Konoha known she was his daughter, they would have immediately leapt at the
opportunity to sink their fiery fangs into her skull. Had they known, she wouldn't be standing
in the Pillar pleading asylum for her teammates (not herself) as every centimeter the
weathered shinobi her father wished she would never get the chance to be.

He would be thrilled, though, to see who she'd become. Poised, confident, calculating. And
Konan knew him well enough to know that he'd wanted nothing more in his life than for her
to be happy.

"I came here with my genin team," Sakura started quietly. Konan took a moment to listen to
the low rumble of her voice, to the underlying strength and command that a younger Sakura
would have never even thought to dream of. "Shino, Kiba, Akamaru, Kurenai-sensei. Tenzo-
san was an ANBU member we'd befriended." They climbed down another set of stairs.
"Shino's loyal, hard working, dedicated, and someone you can depend on for anything. He's
willing to sacrifice whatever it takes for the sake of the team." Orochimaru's fingers digging
in, blood staining his nails. "Kiba's more clever than you'll first take him for with sharp wit
and a sharper tongue, and for him, the team is the most important thing." A forbidden seals
text stolen in the midst of an invasion; pack before the village, pack before
anything. "Akamaru, his partner, is a steady presence. Even if he's a ninken, it doesn't make
him any less than us." A head held high at the abusive hands of one of the Coliseum's
rampant CEOs.



Outside, the rain seemed lighter. Almost... indulging.

It didn't matter if Sakura had been trying to steel herself into a toneless explanation, but
Konan could clearly hear the fondness in her voice. It wasn't like the times Kisame positively
gushed about his pup, rather, she spoke about her team with a quiet pride.

"Kurenai-sensei is brave," she continued. "I'll admit that we've never given her an easy
decision, but she always comes around for us. Her courage protected us in the beginning, her
daring pushed us out of Konoha before they could apprehend us." Choosing cursed children
over the only home she'd ever known. "And Tenzo-san believed in us when we did nothing to
deserve it. In the... beginning—" her tongue twinged in warning— "we were just some genin
who jumped into the deep end of things without considering the consequences. Even
knowing that, he stuck by us and gave us his support no matter what." Paper lanterns and
names no one thought to remember.

They slowed to a stop at the north side of the Pillar where great glass doors granted them the
view of rain and gray and neon cranes that swirled around the building like a feathered
hurricane, stunning white and black paints twisting in avian grace while the blood red spots
on the birds' heads shone like warnings.

Konan watched as Sakura wrapped a hand over her left forearm, running her thumb over the
bandages and along the length of her ulna. "And what of yourself?"

"Myself?"

"You speak so highly of your friends," she noted, "and you've grown since the last time we've
seen each other. What good word will you put in for yourself?"

Then, Sakura's expression did the strangest thing.

The little warmth that had been in her eyes leached out, leaving them hardened like the cold
steel punctured through Nagato's Six Paths. Spine still straight, chin still raised, she held
herself like the sky weighed heavy on her squared shoulders.

"I have a genjutsu affinity and specialize in close range combat," she said. "I've signed a
summoning contract, studied and implemented the Disturbance Taijutsu style, and wield one
of the Seven Swords of the Bloody Mist."

Konan took a moment for herself. The genjutsu affinity she'd suspected the day Sakura had
accidentally been attacked in the cemetery as a child, and the summoning contract she would
expect out of any high-ranking shinobi. The Disturbance style, though, she had never even
heard of and coming to wield one of the Seven Swords?

Kisame would be pleased. Nagato would be pleased.

"And?" she prompted.

"There's nothing more to say about me," the teen answered simply, and Konan couldn't help
but feel there was something off about her thinking the world of her teammates and nothing



much of herself. "Whatever Leader-sama expects of me, I will deliver."

"How can you be so sure?" slips out of the woman's lips before she could fully think it
through. She would never allow herself to make such mistakes in front of the citizens, of
course, but back in the company of the Kisame's pup, something inside her eased itself. It
relaxed and softened and warmed at the familiar presence at her side.

(A little ray of sunshine.)

Sakura faced her fully, and spoke. "Because I will be an exemplary shinobi or I will be
nothing at all."

She stepped forward first and held open the door. Konan stepped through with nothing more
than the incline of her head, but the rushing sound of rain was lost to her as her ears rang with
the words she thought she'd forgotten.

::

Akamaru's jaw was pillowed atop his crossed paws as he laid on the ground, his eyes staring
straight down the hall from the hospital visitor's lounge. His partner was curled up in one of
the chairs with his arms over his chest and his head against the corner wall, and he couldn't
be anymore thankful that he finally convinced him to get some sleep.

Shino had been taken to one of the recovery rooms to rest up on his almost-severe chakra
exhaustion and Kurenai had left for the Reproductive Health Ward shortly after, him and
Kiba promising to stay behind to wait for an update on Tenzo's condition.

Akamaru lifted his head to latch his teeth around the raincoat blanketed around him and
pulled it more over his shoulders. Sakura's scent drifted off the material and he pushed down
a whine.

He should've gone with her. The village was filled with scents he didn't know and the rain felt
wrong: too sharp, too cold, too full of something that shouldn't be there. It might have been
her home way back when, but he'd felt her fear in the way her fingers shook when she ran her
fingers through his fur. They'd only come to Ame because there really was nowhere else to
go and even if everything looked beautiful, if Sakura didn't like it she shouldn't be forced to
come back.

He pressed his jaw closer to the ground.

It hurt when Sai betrayed them to Kumo, but at least they met so many wonderful people
because of it. But here? Here there was rain and the Akatsuki, and he didn't think they'd be as
lucky this time.

He sighed quietly and got up on all fours. Carefully, he tucked Sakura's cloak on the chair
next to Kiba before he silently tread up the hallway to the main reception area. No one was
around save for the occasional nurse walking one way or another, and the receptionist gave
him a quick once over before nodding his way and resuming their work.



Akamaru blinked.

Even though the Inuzuka were an old clan in Konoha, there were always those who worked
in healthcare centers that were skeptical of accompanying ninken. Civilians would ask after
them like they were common household pets that could contaminate operating areas or might
act out and disturb other patients.

He bared his teeth just thinking about it. Every time their human partners would have to
convince the workers for them to stay and every time they were allowed with obvious
reluctance, as if they didn't understand that ninken were ninken for a reason.

But Ame was already interesting; they didn't question Shino and his kikai, they were letting
him wander the hospital without a chaperone. From what Sakura said, this village was one of
refuge. Criminals and missing-nin and wanderers made their homes here and as long as they
didn't cause any trouble, they were allowed to stay.

He didn't blame her for not telling them much. He would be scared too if he had to come
back to the place he was running away from.

His ears perked up as he peered out one of the front windows, his gaze piercing through the
rain and the mostly empty courtyard. Two figures approached the hospital and grew less and
less blurry the closer they came.

Sakura!!

His tail slowly started to wag.

She had no injuries as far as he could see, but her face was pulled taut and her stance was
rigid as she took perfect strides behind and beside a woman he didn't recognize. Akamaru
didn't see color the same way people did but Kiba was good at explaining the colors
he could see, and the one that bit at him the most was how blue this woman's hair was.

At the entrance, Sakura took the first steps forward and held the door open as the woman
stepped through. A piercing on her bottom lip, the origami flower in her hair—a quick glance
at the receptionist and their eyes were glazed in awe staring at this stranger—and almost too
late he took note of the clouds on her pitch black cloak.

(This is where it starts.)

"Ah," the woman said tonelessly as she looked at him. Her eyes were... her eyes
were Sakura's, cold and blank as they regarded him with a subtle curiosity. "A ninken?"

He nodded shortly, warily, as a sopping wet Sakura came towards them. She didn't
immediately reach out to pet him like she always did, instead she retook her spot half a step
behind the stranger that bore her eyes.

His pack mate dipped her head. "This is—"

"Akamaru! Is—?!"



Kiba skidded into the reception area with two rain cloaks bunched up under his arms. His
teeth clicked together with the force of his shut mouth as he quickly took in the situation, his
gaze going from Sakura to him to the clouds on the cloak before finally reaching the stranger.

She was formal and apathetic and her skin shone the pallor of someone who the sun didn't
spare the time to bear on her back. When she stared at them she was equally parts cool and
curious, and even with her relaxed stance there was something screaming at him to never let
down his guard.

"Then you must be Inuzuka Kiba," she told his partner.

"Y-Yes." Kiba glanced at Sakura once more before he lowered into a respectful bow.
"Ma'am."

Akamaru dropped his head and upper body as well, and never took his eyes off the stranger.

"I am Konan," she introduced. She raised a hand and placed it over her heart as she inclined
her head, "Kami-sama's Right Hand, though I am more widely regarded as Tenshi-sama. I
enact Kami-sama's more public endeavors."

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Tenshi-sama," Kiba greeted stiffly. It was the same stiffness he
and pack tended to use whenever reporting to Tsuande-sama and other likewise authorities,
but the way his partner forced himself to slow his tongue and enunciate every syllable sent an
unpleasant shiver down Akamaru's spine.

He woofed, echoing, even thought he knew this Angel wouldn't understand. "It's a pleasure
to meet you, Tenshi-sama."

Konan acknowledged them both with a short nod. "Amegakure mein aapaka svaagat hai,"
she said, her words twisting in an unfamiliar form. Akamaru didn't quite know how to
describe it, but it wasn't as tall as the Kumor dialect and not as round as the Sunese dialect.

This was Amek, now, and he and pack would have to learn it just like they had to learn
Kumor.

Was this going to be their home now?

"Where are the rest of you?" Konan questions, and the ninken minutely cocked his head.
From the snatches of Sakura's past he heard, he'd never known much about the Akatsuki. Her
father she barely mentioned, Orochimaru he'd witnessed by accident, and Sasori he'd only
heard about after his death, but Konan? There was never talk of a Konan or even a woman
that had been a steady presence when Sakura was a kid.

And Konan was a huge part of her upbringing. He was sure of it.

Sakura wouldn't have looked so much like her otherwise.

Kiba's arms tightened around the rain cloaks as his throat bobbed with his swallow. "Kurenai-
sensei's at the Reproductive Health Ward, Shino's in Recovery for chakra exhaustion, and



Tenzo-san should be leaving the ICU if he isn't already out." Sakura's mouth twitched, and he
caught the movement. "Uh. Ma'am."

Konan didn't spare another moment in walking over to the dazzled receptionist. The way this
receptionist looked at her wasn't quite like a fan to a celebrity, but more a worshiper to the
divine. They looked as if they were halfway to kneeling in prayer—in reverence or fear, he
didn't know, it was probably a mix of both—but as she stopped at the counter the receptionist
was already on their feet with their hands pressed together as they bowed.

"Shubh sundhyaa, Tenshi-sama."

"Shubh sundhyaa," she returned. "Status update on patient number—"

Behind her, Sakura seamlessly filled in her sentence. "Four-twenty-nine."

"—full detail."

"Yes, ma'am." The receptionist sorted through the stack of folders they had been in the
middle of processing and selected one with a blue tab. "Patient #429. He wouldn't have
survived had it not been for the healer that tended to him prior to his admittance. Caltrop
fragments have been removed from his back, his halfway-healed burns have a minor
infection currently being treated with antibiotics, and he has undergone an operation to
remove bone shards from his organs and to repair his rib cage." They flipped a page. "He's
responding positively to his care and is in Recovery still under heavy anesthetic in room
326."

Akamaru almost sagged. Good. That was good.

"There was also a colony of insects residing in his body cavity," they continued. Konan's eyes
lit with intrigue. "They had been imbued with healing chakra and maintained system activity
until our medics took over, then retreated to patient #564 residing in Recovery room 353."

"That's Shino," Kiba mentioned quietly.

"And that patient's status?" Konan prompted.

"Chakra exhaustion, fatigue. We've been informed that Patient #564 was Patient #429's healer
and had expended himself on the journey here, ma'am."

She accepted the information like it was just another day, and maybe for her, it was. But then
she lifted a hand and gestured her index and middle finger forward. Sakura stepped up, her
hands held behind her back as she stood straight and poised. Akamaru knew her well enough
to see that her ease wasn't real, and underneath all the layers of calm and indifference and
discipline she was barely holding herself together.

Akamaru's jaw tensed.

"This is Hoshigaki Sakura, ID RA-zero-zero-eight."

Sakura tipped her head in greeting. The receptionist went white.



"Patient #429, Tenzo, Patient #564, Aburame Shino, the ones standing in this lobby, Inuzuka
Kiba and his ninken Akamaru, and recent Reproductive Health Ward patient Yuuhi Kurenai
will be supplementary to her designation. Adjust to this accordingly and distribute this
information."

"At your order." The receptionist pressed their hands together once more and bowed. "It will
be taken care of swiftly, Tenshi-sama."

Konan moved her heavy gaze away from the citizen and strode forward through the double
doors and deeper into the hospital. Sakura quickly followed, taking that half-a-step behind
the woman as she'd been doing before, and with a swift sign from her bandaged hand, he and
Kiba trailed after them at a third of a step behind Sakura herself.

Quietly, Akamaru began to wonder.

Konoha had a system of ID numbers that were to be assigned to shinobi upon their Academy
graduation, but other than it being written in their file and used for instances of registration, it
was never a big part of the workings. But the RA ID meant something here, whatever it may
be—he watched as doctors and nurses and patients alike made way for this Angel with
respectful bows and reverent glances—and until he could figure out what, he'd have to
blindly follow, wait, and see.

They entered room three hundred twenty six, and Akamaru almost looked away from the pale
body tucked in white sheets, intubated and hooked up to the steadily beeping EKG by the
curtained window.

Kiba immediately headed for the foot of the bed and picked up the clipboard hanging on the
metal frame. Akamaru saw that Sakura wanted to look too, to stand by Pack's shoulders and
see for herself what those slips of papers had to say about their friend, but she was still beside
and behind Konan with her lips in a grim line as she stayed firmly planted.

He hated it.

He hated that no one in the world could hold her back—that the seal on her tongue never kept
her quiet, that the brand on her neck never kept her on her knees, that the arm she lost never
kept her from adapting—except this one blue-haired woman.

"Looks like he'll recover physically, but he's been out for a long time and they don't know
how long it'll be 'til he wakes," Kiba sighed as he flipped through the pages and scanned all
the notes, his relief loosening his tongue. "He's stable, though."

Konan observed the unconscious man with a keen eye. At her distraction, Akamaru slipped
close to Sakura's side and nipped at her wrist until he managed to get her to glance down. Her
and Shino would never get to understand the words that came out of his mouth, but they
always tried their best, and when he stared and stared and never dared to break away, she ran
a couple fingers up and down the length of his snout.

Delighted, he nosed her side.



She lifted her eyes to meet Kiba's worried stare and quirked a small smile.

A lot of those sorts of her smiles were supposed to allay their fears. She was stability and
comfort and it was unfair that it was her, he thought, that it was always her. It was Sakura that
made sure they didn't fall apart, it was Sakura that held them up so they never fell, it was
Sakura that tried to sneak off with all their worries because she's stupid and selfish and she
loved them more than she loved herself.

"I would do anything for you. I thought you guys knew that."

Akamaru did know. He'd known when they were nine and Sakura spent her days helping
Kiba learn to read the math word problems without once making him feel like an idiot. He'd
known when they were twelve and Shino still had night terrors about Orochimaru and she'd
stay up all night to chase his bad dreams away.

He'd known when Sakura confided in him some late nights when no one else was listening,
telling him things he thought she was too scared to tell the others.

"I hate how upset I make you guys when I get hurt," she whispered to him once. "But I would
die a thousand times over if it meant one more day where you're safe."

She did so much so often that half the time, Akamaru felt like he didn't deserve it.

And, it wasn't hard to imagine dying for Pack.

He would do it any day, moment, second. But the fleeting thought of Sakura sacrificing
herself for their safety never felt more bitter on his tongue; not when the threat was so real
now that Ame had her now.

She was only fifteen like Kiba and like Shino and they shouldn't be here. They should be safe
and happy and warm and the more he thinks, the more he wondered what good it did to fill
his head with hopeful nonsense like that.

Konoha couldn't love them, Kumo couldn't keep them, and Ame—

Sakura reached around the bed, grasped Kiba's hand, and squeezed.

"Now that Tenzo-san is supplementary to my RA status, will I receive regular updates on his
condition?" she questioned. Her hand slipped out of her friend's hold and returned to its place
behind her back.

"Once you and your team have become fully registered within the village, updates may be
arranged through missives and messengers." Konan assessed the three of them for a brief
moment before her eyes drew back to Tenzo. "The Akatsuki will grant you living spaces,
privileges given to citizens, and orders when they are decided." Her gaze flitted up to Sakura.
"Am I correct in assuming you will be staying with Kisame-san?"

Sakura froze.



(The thought of her father had slipped from her consciousness until the sound of his name
jarred her to the pitter-patter of rain and the sharp scent of antiseptic. Her father. He was here.
Blue skin, pointed teeth, arms that shielded her, a promise that he'd always come back for her
—)

"No."

Konan, curiously, pinned her stare on Kiba.

"We stay together, no matter what," he continued firmly. He stared straight into her eyes like
a challenge, because he wouldn't let Sakura suffer even more, and if Orochimaru no longer
plucked the chord of fear in his heart, neither should this Angel. "Kurenai-sensei and Tenzo
would pro'bly appreciate their own place, but Sakura stays with me, Akamaru, and Shino."

Konan's face never changed, but when she looked at Sakura there was something else in that
mix of expressionless steel. Something... softer?

Sakura didn't notice, her jaw clenching and her knuckles threatening to break skin behind her
back. "Kiba's right," she added. "I'll be staying with them."

"I see," Konan replied simply, and Akamaru didn't quite know what he'd been expecting.
Anger? Authority? But she's nothing but calm and cool and collected, and it only unnerved
him even more. "Then two housing units will be granted for your use. They will be prepared
for you by tomorrow morning."

Kiba's stance betrayed his defiance, but he still bowed. He knew where they were—who they
were surrounded by. It wouldn't do them any good if he got himself killed in the middle of
the hospital. "Thank you, Tenshi-sama."

"Thank you, Tenshi-sama," Sakura followed.

Her back went rigid when orange-painted fingers lightly settled against her cheek. Akamaru
lowered himself, ready to spring forward, and senbon appeared in the gaps of Kiba's hand.

But then those fingers turned her head, bringing them face to face.

"It will always be Konan for you, Sakura," she tells her. She lingered for a scant few more
seconds before she stepped into the hallway and tilted her head to address the room over her
shoulder. "Come. We will visit your Aburame Shino next."

Sakura's eyes were wide and unseeing, locked on the place Konan had been standing until
she'd dragged herself out of her frozen state and raked her eyes over to the other side of the
room.

Kiba stared back at her, eyes just as wide.

Her jaw tensed as she sighed, pained and helpless, as she looked away and ducked in the
hallway to follow.



Akamaru could only watch as she disappeared around the door jamb with no other
explanation, no other reassurance, and he nudged his partner's knee.

"We'll lose them if we don't hurry," he woofed softly.

"Yeah I..." Kiba shook his head. "We'll figure this out later. Let's go."

:: ::

Kurenai sighed, her student stubbornly refusing to fall back asleep. At least he was staying in
bed this time.

Her trip to the Reproductive Health Ward had been a... lesson in culture, she supposed; some
insight to everything she didn't know about Amegakure. The ward sat up on the north wing of
the grounds and wrapped around an open courtyard in a perfect circle. The halls that faced
inward were seamless glass from floor to ceiling, and that very courtyard that could be seen
at all angles all day was a slab of concrete with a neon white angel painted in the center,
holding a bouquet of lilies while her wings spread out to greet the skies. Short hair, eyes
peacefully shut, an origami flower pressed against her hair—Kurenai would have asked about
it and about the cots and positioned about the courtyard, but maybe that would have been too
telling.

But then she thought about how the nurses who registered her only asked for her name when
she couldn't provide an ID # and helped her along for an appointment anyway.

Kurenai tucked a lock of tangled black hair behind her ear as she patted Shino's hand from
her seat at his bedside. "You can rest up, you know. We're safe for the time being and
I know how tired you are."

Shino shook his head. The IV attached to his arm swayed slightly at the movement. "My
kikai have conveyed that Tenzo-san is recovering well, but you said Sakura had gone off on
her own. What if something happens?"

"If something happens then Kiba, Akamaru, and I will take care of it." So many questions, so
many possibilities, no one to give her an answer. Her kids obviously knew more than her if
their reactions had anything to say about it, but if she remembered correctly, this had been
Sakura's home once upon a time. Perhaps she had some family that the boys didn't trust?
"You won't manage ten minutes out of that bed in this state."

"I—"

"You're a medic," she reminded him firmly, and he shut his mouth as he reluctantly settled
against the bed. "You should know your limits better than anyone else."

"I understand, but..."

"Shino." She wrapped her hands around his colder ones and held them tight. "Konoha won't
get you here."

I won't let them. Not again.



He exhaled through his nose and shut his eyes. His glasses she'd cleaned of the blood and left
on his bed stand with the rest of Kiba's scrolls that kept their belongings and his jacket she
hung on the back of her chair. A trembling breath crawled its way up her throat but she batted
it down.

A part of her still couldn't believe she'd left.

Kurenai remembered the orange tree that grew by her parents house and the scratches on her
knees she'd gotten from climbing all over it for most of her childhood. She remembered the
hidden drawer where she'd kept her snacks at her desk at the Academy, learning her first
genjutsu and learning she was good when she never got found out. She remembered baking
in the apartment she'd had for years and her weekly visits to her retired father on the other
end of the village and her unending excitement when she first found out she'd be given her
very first genin team.

Home. It was a strange word to think when her home tried time and time again to kill the
ones she loved.

She ran a hand up and down Shino's forearm, feeling every bump of every scar that raised
along his skin.

She thought about Kiba's indignant shouts and Shino's snark and Akamaru's tail wags and
Sakura's half smiles and Tenzo's arms wrapped securely around her and wondered how no
one else in Konoha realized that the Will of Fire burned so brightly that it blinded them.

"I can hear you thinking," Shino murmured.

"And I should've known that you won't let yourself sleep until you know everything is
alright," Kurenai sighed. "Is there a way for your...?"

"Not in this village." His brows furrowed as he glanced out the window, mismatched eyes
tracing gray skies. "Why? There's something about the rain that my kikai keep managing to
get caught in, immobilizing their wings and never making it past a few meters away from the
hospital."

Another mystery to add to the list, then.

At her own glance at the window and down below, she watched the passersby stride this way
and that, many covered in dark rain cloaks of their own but all of them with different
reflective patches on their shoulders—like the ones Sakura had sewn into theirs—in endless
colors and designs.

The door handle turned.

Kurenai swept her attention to the other side of the room as Shino moved his hand to rest
against the kunai he hid under his thigh.

And in slipped the angel painted in the cement courtyard.



Her expression was just as calm as her neon visage, the same origami flower in blue hair,
hazel eyes blank as they took in the room and the ones in it. She was a poised, stoic woman,
and maybe it was the mix of her composure and knowledge that she had to have some sway
over the hospital that Kurenai had just managed to stop herself from warping the room into a
genjutsu at the sight of the same clouded cloaks she'd seen Hoshigaki Kisame and Uchiha
Itachi wearing when she fought them a few years ago.

Sakura stepped in after her, then Kiba, then Akamaru, but the sight of them didn't ease her
unfurling apprehension.

"Yuuhi-san and Aburame-san, then," the woman acknowledged. "I am Konan, Kami-sama's
right hand. The citizens address me as Tenshi-sama."

Sakura pressed her lips in a line.

Kurenai pushed herself up to her feet and lowered herself into a bow. She could recognize
authority as they come and had never been one of those shinobi who'd been flippant or
eccentric in their mannerisms, but she didn't lower her eyes. "Tenshi-sama."

Akatsuki.

Shino forced himself upright and bowed as well as he could, repeating the sentiment.

Konan nodded once and hesitantly, Kiba stepped away from the door and to the end of the
bed, silently thumbing through the clipboard with Shino's updates. Kurenai spied the taut
muscles in his neck, his head held high with his chin slightly jutted out like he was holding
himself out on a wire and trying not to fall. It was a look similar, but not quite, to the ones he
wore around the Sandaime whether it be standing in his office, reporting at the mission desk,
or seeing the old man greeting civilians on the street; this one held none of the anger or
bitterness but every ounce of caution like he was ready to flee instead of fight.

Akamaru, on the other hand, didn't sit at attention with the look of the marble statues he'd
grown to gain the likeness of over the years—calm and sturdy and patient and stone. Instead,
he glanced from Shino to his partner to Sakura to Konan then to Sakura again, and settled
with his head lowered slightly and his eyes raised to watch the side of Konan's head. Waiting.
Listening.

"You are their genin sensei, correct, Yuuhi-san?"

The deep melody of Konan's voice broke the quiet of the room, words drifting through the air
like a stream of paper cranes. Kurenai straightened and met that glowing, calculating gaze.

"Yes, I am."

That gaze traveled to Shino for a moment, taking in his pale skin and his dark bags and the
way kikai were emerging from his skin, looping circles along his collarbone and settling in
perches on IV tubes.



"The Aburame and Inuzuka are prominent clans," she said. She glanced at Kiba as he
stiffened. "To what purpose would shinobi of such high standing have, coming to a refuge
village? We have once been ravaged by your wars, overlooked by your forces, ignored by
your authority." She tilted her head. "Or perhaps those are your reasons for turning to a
village I am sure you have never previously spared a thought for."

The room fell several degrees.

Behind her, Sakura grimaced.

She was tall, just over six feet and broad shouldered and present, and this was usually the part
where she'd stand up for her team and speak for them all. There had always been leadership
and defiance in the way she moved, talked, killed, and Kurenai knew she didn't back down
for anything or anyone regardless if they'd made an attempt at her life or not.

But now, it was... she was quiet. Still. She was holding her tongue and holding back and
holding herself tight as she stood behind Konan like she knew and understood that she
shouldn't talk this time.

What was going on?

"Konoha tried to set them up," Kurenai said. All eyes in the room drew to her, her kids'
especially with their wide, attentive eyes. The only thing they'd concretely known was that
they had to run and not look back, because— "At the very minimum. I was on errands and
returned earlier than I expected, and came home to my colleague fatally injured and Kiba
trying to save him." She clenched her jaw and drew in a deep breath. "There were blood trails
on the walls, meaning he'd come in for refuge, and he was only supposed to attend in-village
duties that day. There was no other explanation other than putting the blame on them."

"What makes you so sure it was your own village that plotted this?" Konan questioned. There
was no accusation, no condescension, just... intrigue. As much as her cold visage would
allow, anyway.

"This isn't the first time," Kurenai admitted, and the undivided attention the other was gracing
her with spurned on her explanations. “The Sandaime Hokage sent mercenaries after them
when they were twelve, tried to block their entrance to the Chuunin Exams, and had them
held captive by Kumogakure for over a year.”

“To what end?”

“Silence,” Shino added quietly. “We had become aware of things we were not supposed to
and—” twinge— “there were those who were not content with our knowledge. Ma’am.”

“Corruption,” Konan mused, though she wasn’t completely surprised. “I would have
imagined Konohagakure would be more subtle.”

"The Sandaime Hokage was a coward,” Kurenai stated tightly, her years of disillusionment at
the back of her mind and rage bubbling as she sat in the middle of a hospital soaked in rain,
“who deserved worse than his murder."



His kids were stunned to even further silence.

Hired mercenaries, cursed seals, deception, subterfuge—a shinobi's life was never meant to
be a good life, and it was unfortunate not many of them knew what that meant until they'd
already been gutted of their innocence and left with all the guilt they had no choice but to
learn to live with.

But there was a difference between living a shinobi's life, and living this one.

"I see." Konan surveyed the room, cataloguing Kurenai's assured expression and the
exhausted weariness that clung to the atmosphere.

(She refrained from turning to look at the one face she'd been itching to observe—at the stony
facade she knew she'd see. But she knows there won't be much else, not initially, because of
all the things Sakura could have inherited from her, it had to be the chill in her bones that
never quite went away.)

"As I have mentioned to Inuzuka-san, two housing units will be assigned for your use
tomorrow morning. I will come gather you from the hospital, explain to you the laws and
privileges you may operate under, and any possible orders Leader-sama may have decided
upon overnight."

At 'Leader-sama', Sakura's eyes flickered. Kurenai noticed.

"I will leave you to rest until the morning. This room is where I will meet you," Konan
continued smoothly. She politely tipped her head. "It was a pleasure meeting you all, Yuuhi-
san, Aburame-san, Inuzuka-san, Akamaru-san. May the rain watch you over your shoulders."

Kurenai's brows furrowed as the woman turned to step out of the room, Sakura stepping to
the side to allow her passage.

Her student, one of her kids, drew up her green eyes to glance around the room. There was
resignation there, maybe some fear and shame as well as her lips parted to say—

A voice drifted in from the hallway. "Sakura."

Sakura's shoulders dropped, and she mouthed, I'm sorry.

"Coming, Konan-san."

She turned to leave her pack in the hospital room and just as protests began to slip off the tips
of their tongues, the door closed shut behind her.

:: ::

There was a stranger in his apartment.

He felt it the moment his hand hovered over the door knob. They weren't even trying to mask
their intrusion and he bared his teeth—how cocky did they have to be to invade his space?



How'd they get past the seals without setting off the traps?

What did they have to gain snooping around him?

But it didn't matter the reason. He'd make them pay.

His hand reached over his shoulder as he shunshinned into the hallway and looked towards
his room. The door was open and dark, just as he'd left it the last time he'd been around.
When he glanced to the other room at the other end of the hall, a room that had been locked
and sealed for years, he saw the soft yellow light glowing beneath the door.

White hot anger rushed him like nothing else before.

He didn't think when he crashed through the wood, nearly knocking it off its hinges with his
weapon already halfway out its clasp. They could take his money, his sword, all the dignity
he had left as a disgraced shinobi, he didn't give a shit—no one touched his pup's things, no
one could ruin what he had left of her, no one could—

Then he saw the pink hair of who stood in front of the shelves of books he couldn't bring
himself to put away.

Kisame stopped.

And Samehada slipped from his fingers.



Reinvention in the Roaring Discord

She couldn't count all the times she thought of her father since the day he left her.

She tried not to. When she stood alone in the middle of a training ground, when she secluded
herself in the Forest of Death to hide Kubikiribocho, when she passed flower shops and
seafood markets and watched bodies of water—she tried not to think because she didn't want
to imagine what it would have been like to make him proud.

Her memory was a gift and a curse, because when she could recall information from stacks of
scrolls she could also envision all the times her father looked down at her and smiled and told
her he loved her.

She wanted to forget it all.

But she knew this was the life that would never give her all the things she wanted.

Maybe she shouldn't have come. Forget she ever came back here. Avoid her father for as long
as she could possibly get away with.

Then the door burst open, and something hit the ground with a resounding thud .

Sakura closed the book in her hands and quietly tucked it back on the shelf. There wasn't any
dust on her fingers or the book spines or the spaces between the pages, and it was all still
organized just as she'd left it eight years ago—first by color, then alphabetical order by title.

"... Pup?"

A white hot pain lanced through her chest.

Pup. Right, that's what he'd called her when he tied her hair, made her breakfast, taught her
katas, colored with her, made her memorize, made her laugh, told her he'd never leave —

"I'm... sorry if I tracked water into your apartment," she said when nothing else lined up on
her tongue. Her throat strained and her mouth dried, and she didn't turn around to face him.
Won't. Can't. "I just stopped by to see the old room."

The silence slowly started to strangle her as she waited for a response. Maybe it was only
thirty or so seconds she had to wait, but those thirty seconds turned into thirty lifetimes when
everything finally settled at the back of her head.

She was back in Ame, standing in the room she grew up in, and her father was here and real
and the first thing she said to him after eight fire-filled years was nothing that had plagued
her every time she went to sleep at night.

"Ours."

She blinked, but still didn't turn. "What?"



"It's still our apartment," he answered softly. "Doesn't matter how long you've been gone, it's
always been ours."

Something hot pricked the corners of her eyes, but she took a deep breath and willed her
breathing to even. One of her fingers came up to trace the junction between her upper arm
and her prosthetic, a steady reminder of all the days she'd spent without giving her connected
chakra pathways a break as the wood and metal soaked in infused rain. She'd have to do
maintenance soon.

"Pup, I..." A long sigh. She could imagine him running a hand over his face. "How're—
How're you here?"

It was tempting to bite back with snark. She almost gave into it, but.

"There was nowhere for us to go. Ame has always protected her criminals and refugees as
long as that respect is returned to her." She exhaled shortly through her nose. "I pled asylum
and it was granted, and my team and I will be staying at the pangolin complexes at the west
side of the Pillar." Not that she'd been to their assigned complex yet. She heard that Kiba and
Kurenai had moved in the morning after she saw them last, and Shino had moved there just
yesterday and—how many days has it been? She'd been lost in a sea of paperwork and
cataloguing every alleyway, every shrine, every drop of neon paint and their hidden
meanings, all while Konan requested her accompaniment on her duties until she was to report
back to the Divine Pillar to receive her full orders. "I thought I should let you know."

And finally, finally , she turned and met her father's wide eyes.

She committed his fresh face to memory and noted all his little changes, like the small scars
that criss-crossed just above his right eyebrow and the one or two weary lines at the corner of
his eyes. His forehead was creased and his beady black eyes shone under the warm yellow
lights—

He was so much older now, but... but she never noticed how young he was. Is .

He was seventeen when he had you.

He was twenty-four when he left you.

Kisame took a small step forward and on instinct, Sakura took a measured step back, the heel
of her sandals bumping against the bookcase and her hand flexing over the kunai pouch on
her thigh. He froze, brows pulling together as he started to speak, but at the last second he
thought better of it, shut his mouth, and swallowed.

Another trail of silence wound them by.

She felt his gaze burn into her, lingering on her claw marks, her face tattoo, the bandages
wrapped securely around her left arm so that only skin could be seen. She remembered
always craning her neck up to see him and raising her arms so that he'd swing her around and
drop her on his shoulders; she'd felt like she was so on top of her small world, just her and
her father and the rain.



It had been a long time since then.

She didn't have to look up to him anymore.

A new resolve built up from the pit of her stomach, cold and bitter and furious that flooded
her veins and left her angry .

She'd been safe in the Akatsuki, hadn't she? It wouldn't have mattered that what they were
doing and it wouldn't have mattered if they were all criminals. If she stayed she wouldn't
have met Kiba or Akamaru or Shino or Kurenai or Tenzo or Kotetsu or Kankuro or Naruto—
she wouldn't have grown to care for them, she wouldn't have grown to love them. If she
stayed, she wouldn't have ruined Pack's lives because she was a foreign kid who knew just
too damn much. If she stayed, she could've been stronger here and not have to remember how
Bee-sama and Motoi-san took her under their wings and told her to run before the Raikage
could catch her. If she stayed, she wouldn't have spent sleepless nights watching Kankuro
build her a new arm because he wanted to, not because he had to.

If she stayed, everything wouldn't have hurt so much, and she wouldn't be standing in this
room wishing she was anywhere but here.

"Pup," he tried again. She shook her head, green eyes piercing.

"Don't," she said, forcing the shakiness out of her breath and holding her ground. "Don't call
me that anymore."

How can you still call me that after everything?

Kisame's brow scrunched up, pained for a split second before a humorless smile tugged at his
lips as he glanced to the side. "Yeah, you're not a little kid anymore, huh?" He was quick to
turn back to her, though, like she'd disappear if he spent too much time looking away.
"You've... You've grown."

"... Yeah."

And it was back to silence.

Sakura stared out the window and at the rain tapping against the glass. So many things were
building up in her throat, threatening to burst at the seams, but she didn't know why she
couldn't say any of them. Why couldn't she? They were there and she wanted to scream ,
demand all the answers to all her questions and all she was doing was standing there like a
damn idiot trying not to cry.

The clock that constantly ran at the back of her head—a clock that manifested itself in that
Coliseum counting seconds between food, quotas, dead bodies, sky cycles—chimed faintly,
and that selfish part of her couldn't have asked for a better excuse.

"I have to go," she said, and he shifted. "Leader-sama is expecting me, and I'll be receiving
my orders."



"Wait, you're receiving orders from him?" When she didn't immediately answer, his jaw
strained. "Leader-sama never gives direct orders to refugees, even the mission assignments
get handled by the R4s—"

Right, the R4s. The shinobi that rank directly above Jounin, the R3s, as the ranks went so on
and so forth to the civilians who held the R0 designation. No one ranked higher than the RAs,
of course, considering how only Akatsuki-affiliates were granted that ID, but...

Sakura watched as the gears turned in his head as he kept talking until he realized, then as he
trailed off until his lips were pressed into a thin line.

Silence, and rain.

Then he cast down his eyes, and whispered, "I never wanted this for you."

When she was young, there'd been something... somber about the man in front of her. He
always smiled and grinned whenever she was around, but when she peeked up at him through
her hair when he thought she was reading, his eyes grew shadowed and faraway as the
lingered on the orange candles he kept around the house but never lit. He hugged her every
day he saw her—a bit tighter on the days he left for and came back from missions—and
never once raised a hand or his voice or his doubts. But, he had this heaviness around his
shoulders he always tried to hide, but that she'd seen anyway.

All these years later, it was still there. She was older now. She was stronger now.

And now that heaviness was on her shoulders, too.

It must run in the family.

"I know," she said. She glanced out the window again; she really needed to go. "I never
wanted this for me either."

Sakura forced herself to take one step forward, followed by another, then another, and she
was striding across the room with her chin held high and her eyes straight ahead. She brushed
past her father without another look—she won't she can't she can't —and made it just out of
the doorway before she heard him speak again.

"I never wanted you to turn into someone like me."

Pretty cloud-covered cloaks. Too many promises. Too many secrets.

Her fingers curled into her palms. "You're the last person I ever want to be."

She shunshinned out of the apartment—

(—and just like the last eight years, he let her go.)

:: ::

He'd been looking forward to today.



There weren't many things that either caught him off guard or garnered his singular attention,
but the events that unraveled over the last few days had captured both and now here he was,
papers on the desk in front of him and his mind floating elsewhere.

Utilizing a body that wasn't his to begin with had been a novel experience for a long time. It
was disorienting at first, grappling with the morality of puppeteering corpses and looking
through the eyes of a dead dear friend, but thoughts like those faded with the years of rain
and gray and red-lined clouds. He'd gotten used to the detachment. The separation. The
disjoint.

For so long it had been nothing but Konan's melancholy eyes and the cold wash of overhead
storms—when Sakura had first been born, she had been a small shift in his plans, a side
thought to consider. Nothing more. And when she died , he'd simply gone back to the plans
that pre-dated her. Her loss was a blow to his ranks, but an obstacle was only ever meant to
be overcome.

Then, eight years later, the grown up ghost of a little girl returned with a request, a spine of
steel, and a bowed head.

Nagato hummed and considered the rain.

He felt old. Perhaps this was one of the reasons why this unprecedented little occurrence was
so...

He tilted his head, gaze flitting over to the office door as he laced his fingers across his front
and settled in his chair. "Enter."

And in came the tempest.

She looked so much like he did upon her first appearance a few days ago—black pants, navy
shirt, swathes of bandages around her arms, pink hair short and framing those dark green
eyes. Water clung to her clothes and shone on her skin, dripping down old scars as she
walked to the center of the room.

"Good morning, Leader-sama," she greeted with a bow. Strong posture, strong voice. That
confidence she'd surprised him with that first day was a constant, then. Very good. "How may
I be of service?"

But with that strength came her undeniable tension. With a locked jaw and squared shoulders,
she was rigid as her gaze never dropped like those cowed, reverent gazes the rest of
Amegakure saved for God and His Angel. The Akatsuki knew how to treat him with respect,
even Hidan with his mouth and Kakuzu with his temper, but their fears didn't stem from the
organization they were a part of.

Nagato wasn't blind, unknowing, nor willfully ignorant. What sort of Leader was he if he had
been? Everyone had their own poisonous fears. He saw it in Deidara's hatred of the Uchiha,
Sasori's obsession with preservation, the way Itachi pressed a hand to his chest when he
thought no one else could be looking—these were things that could be manipulated and



tugged on, led around his plans to ensure a well oiled machine that was loyal enough to listen
regardless if they truly believed in his vision or not.

But Sakura?

It was him she feared, and she didn't hide it well.

He nodded towards the divan bench about a foot away from the other end of his desk, its
deep orange cushions embroidered in gold marches and its dark wooden frame carved with
images of cranes devouring toads.

Sakura wordlessly took a seat. Her back remained ramrod straight as her feet planted
themselves shoulders-width apart.

"You have been attending to Konan well," he said. He moved a sheet of paper aside and ran
his ringed eyes across the lines that required his approval. "You follow instructions quickly,
precisely, and your RA status has been fully reinstated and recognized within the village."

Her jaw clenched tighter.

He moved his attention to another sheaf of papers. "Does that displease you?"

"No, sir."

"Your body language would suggest otherwise."

"I... would rather not be seen as a figure of higher standing, Leader-sama," Sakura answered
as she kept her palms pressed against her knees. "I had only come here as a shinobi to be
utilized under your command and to plead asylum for my team. The recognition comes with
being recognized as an RA, I understand..." She drew in a short breath and let it go. "I prefer
to complete my duties quietly."

"But you will complete them regardless of this circumstance?"

"Yes, sir. Whatever is necessary."

Nagato looked up.

He remembered the days she spent in his office when she had yet to understand the gravity of
who she was and who she would have to be. As a baby she'd crawl atop her blankets or gnaw
on plastic toys, or there were those times when she'd whimper until he would relent and let
her sit on his lap as he worked. As a toddler she'd occupied herself with the books on his
shelves, whether or not she actually understood them wasn't something he concerned himself
with. As long as it kept her busy.

He would admit to seeing her so different—so much older —was just as jarring as it was
fascinating.

There was just so much for him to pick apart piece by piece.



"Your return, while not unwelcome, has brought many questions," he told her, and watched as
one of her fingers twitched against the material of her pants. "You were taken to Konoha at a
young enough age that if your loyalties had been swayed, it would have been one of the
realistic outcomes I have come to expect. Yet you have no love for it, and now you've fled
them with their false accusations on your shoulders."

Nagato pulled out a nondescript journal about the size of his hand. The covers were some sort
of black leather and the spine spiraled with an equally dark metal, and he felt her eyes tracing
his every movement as he turned the waterproofed pages.

"Sakura, no surname," he read off once he found his place. She stiffened. "Affiliation
currently unknown, swordsmanship and taijutsu specialty. Aided and abetted in: two counts
of assault and attempted murder of Konoha chuunin, two counts of first degree murder, one
count of theft of the confidential level. This shinobi has committed treason against the village
by failing to uphold their loyalties and the title of honorable shinobi. Wanted dead or alive."

When his gaze flickered back up to her, fascination swirled just beneath the dead skin he
wore. He watched that fear and hunched energy drain from her face, leaving a stone cold
mask in its wake and green irises he'd never seen so empty.

"This is careless work, and you were never trained to be sloppy ."

Something deep within her snapped back into place.

"If something is careless work, then it isn't mine, sir," she answered respectfully—with
Konan's eyes, with Kakuzu's reserve, with nothing of her own father—and those rivulets of
fear that had run through dark irises had faded so much that if he hadn't been so keen on her
unease, he wouldn't have noted it to begin with. "I know nothing of the two counts of assault
or the theft, and I suspect Tenzo-san is one of the listed 'murders.' If I had committed any of
those crimes—" cold, assuring confidence leaked into a shadow of a smile— "then I would
have never been caught."

He had no backup for her claim, but he had no reason to doubt her. Lying about her skills
would only get her killed, as distasteful as that may be to both Konan and Kisame.

But Sakura had already died once. Should it happen again...

Nagato tapped the page with a finger. "The counts of assault were against two chuunin:
Hagane Kotetsu and Umino Iruka. What is the significance of those names?"

And just like that, that small smile was gone.

"Hagane Kotetsu was my other mentor aside from Kurenai-sensei. I visited him the night we
left." She frowned. "And Umino Iruka is an Academy teacher who helped Kiba with his seal
techniques. If Tenzo-san was supposed to be one of the murders and Aoba-san had
coincidentally witnessed the murder of Aburame-san..."

One of Nagato's brows raised. Framed for crimes we did not commit , he remembered her
saying the day she arrived. It was nowhere near the most outlandish thing he'd ever heard,



and the great nations had always been rife with corruption and underhanded politics and
inflated self worth; Konoha being the softest of the five largest shinobi villages didn't mean
they were any less rotten, but he couldn't quite pick out how she fell into this ever-unfinished
puzzle.

Her bingo book entry was clear that they'd never learned of her roots. She was a Sakura with
No Surname, probably figured to be a wanderer's daughter or a civilian or someone in
between. On paper she was nothing special, and that alone had already proven how much
she'd hidden from whom she was supposed to serve.

She was only chuunin rank and all the names she had mentioned save for Aburame didn't ring
a clear bell in his head. By all accounts she shouldn't have been capable of doing anything
requiring drastic rebuttal, yet whoever had pulled the frame job had been so careful to only
pull in those from, in what he was assuming, was her and her team's inner circle.

Earlier, Konan informed him of the information Yuuhi willingly gave: this Tenzo had been
dying in a bathroom, the Sandaime Hokage sent mercenaries after genin and failed, then tried
to nullify their participation in the Chuunin Exams and failed again. If true, this team's
resilience made it easier to note their survival during their long-term captivity under
Kumogakure.

" And I believe, " Konan brought up after, " that if Orochimaru had not murdered Sarutobi
Hiruzen, Sakura and her team would have done it themselves. "

So that left the question,

"Why you?"

Sakura ripped herself out of her mutterings, her back still straight but her attention solely on
him. "Sir?"

"To whom Konoha decided was worth the trouble of framing."

Because when he looked at all the details from her story, Yuuhi's declaration, Konan's
observations, there had to be very few people that recognized the source of the rot. In the
midst of all the commotion and alleged crimes, witnesses had been left—specifically
witnesses that had clear ties to Sakura and her team. Mentors attacked by their students, an
Aburame unknown to him that had ended up dead.

It was convenient. Perhaps at this very moment, Konoha was spinning a story of chuunin
rampaging on a psychotic break. They were shinobi after all, so far gone in blood and deceit
that they simply hadn't been strong enough to push through; it happened to enough of those
who weren't cut out for the life.

But if they had known Sakura as well as they should have, they would have seen that this life
was the only one where she was meant to thrive.

"If I had committed any of those crimes, I would have never been caught."



"Because I was the one who killed Sasori-san."

" When you kill me..."

"We've never been lucky, and we could never stay dead," she said. There was that we again,
so attached to this team when not so long ago her whole world would fit in her father's
shadow. "That was enough of a reason for them."

Nagato shut the book and set it aside. People have been killed for less.

"You say you will do whatever is necessary to complete your duties," he mentioned as he
stood. He held out a hand when Sakura moved to follow and, reluctantly, she resumed her
rigid stance to remain seated on the orange cushion. "But I wonder what duties you align
yourself with in regards to your ethics, morals, ideas of the like. You have spent many of your
developing years in a village much different than this one." He clasped his hands behind his
back as he stared out one of his arching windows, the rain taking a heavier turn. "You will
answer me honestly."

"Yes, sir."

"Being born into this organization is a... unique circumstance. You were neither scouted for
your skill nor your beliefs, leaving you bound by blood rather than choice. An interesting
predicament, but a predicament nonetheless."

He turned back toward her, sure to have his ringed eyes in full view. She met them with little
hesitation, and it made him curious to see if she would have such a mannerism if Konoha had
never taken her.

"We collect the tailed beasts, and by extension, the jinchuuriki," he stated. "If I sent you on
such a mission, is this an order you would be willing to follow?"

She was silent for a moment.

And.

"No, sir."

Then, she waited.

Her muscles tensed and fingers grasped her knees until her visible knuckle grew white. It was
obvious to her that this wasn't the answer he wanted; she waited for a reprimand or a spike
through her chest, eyes raised and chin level and it was like she was on death row with
enough pride still intact.

Nagato was the God of his village. Divinity will always inspire fear, though he wasn't too
sure that was what was turning her blood to ice.

"I will not allow for you to interfere with our goals," he started, and her jaw locked in
anticipation for a strike, "so you will be utilized elsewhere." Sakura's brow scrunched
together instantly. "You will continue to follow Konan's orders the majority of the time, but



your duties would include, but not limited to: mediating disputes, gathering information,
representing the current authority."

Her eyes darted across his face, her disbelief mingling with the dark bags just above her
cheeks. He was never known to be accommodating, especially with something as
frustratingly simple as the Akatsuki's main operation, but again she never had the chance to
learn the true idea of peace. She'd been too young and too caught up in basic training and
above-average textbooks to try.

But she had come home to Amegakure to plead asylum, not join his ranks. She'd been
chewed up and spit out by Konoha's corruption—whatever the definition—been locked up in
Kumogakure, had been handing him a knife over and over as she stuck out her neck from him
to drive down the blade if it meant keeping a flock of Konohans safe.

Hoshigaki Sakura was an unknown on the playing field who'd been strong enough to witness
the life leak out of Sasori's wooden body. If she had no desire to uphold Akatsuki's goals,
then fine.

Nagato walked half a circle until he stood where the brand on the back of her neck sticks out
in all its raised silvery-white glory. Back when she spent time in this office as a child, she'd
always been enamored with the books on the shelves and their crisp, clean pages. She loved
reading anything that could count as a story, and now she was made up of a thousand of her
own.

He wondered. 

"Aside from your obligations to Konan, you will return to this office on Tuesdays and
Wednesdays. Evening, when the downpour grows its heaviest." Some muscles in her neck
tensed further, but she kept her gaze ahead. "Expect to offer a few hours of your time."

"Yes, sir."

(Nowhere to run.)

"Emergencies and assigned missions are your only excuses for an absence."

"Yes, sir."

(Nowhere to hide.)

"And Sakura."

This office had always been rather dark. The black ash wood of his desk was polished and
neat, matched with the shelves that lined the wall to its left as it faced the floor-to-ceiling
windows that shot up and curved down one, two, three times to let cloud light pour in
through the rain darkened glass. Yellow bulbs burned behind his desk, light spilling through
the wrought iron that twisted and curled out from the walls.

Sakura's fingers twitched against her leg as she inclined her head. "Yes, sir?"



(I am Akatsuki's.)

Never lucky and never dead. How terrible a fate for the one Kisame loved most.

"May the rain bring you peace." Nagato brought one hand up to her unscarred ear and pressed
his fingers against palepaler paling skin. "And may this blessing I bestow upon you,
Hoshigaki Sakura, lead you far off the path of your sorrows."

:: ::

He hadn't seen Sakura the last couple of days, and it'd been quiet.

He, Akamaru, and sensei had been the only ones to check out the housing unit they'd been
given that morning with Shino still bedridden and Tenzo recovering, and he was sort of...
surprised with their accommodations. Konan arrived looking just as she did the day before,
blank-faced and poised and alone , and led them through the downpour to a pair of dark
walled buildings in a rather secluded neighborhood where only one or two shinobi had been
around to bow as they passed by.

The attached units were tall and thin with a pair of polished red doors on opposite ends of the
front, and the windows he could see were too dark to peer through.

"The residence on the right is for your use," Konan had first informed Kurenai before
glancing at Kiba and Akamaru. "And the residence on the left is for you. A key will be
granted to Aburame-san upon his dispatch, and Sakura is already in possession of hers."

"And where is Sakura?"

"She is currently on assignment," Konan answered smoothly, staring straight into his eyes. It
took all he had in him not to look away. "I cannot say when she will be available, but she will
return soon."

She'd better, else he'd upturn the entire goddamn village to make sure she was alright.

The woman continued, gesturing down the path they'd just walked and toward the tower.
"From your housing units, facing the Pillar is facing East. South you will find the
commercial, market, and civilian districts, further east is the business district, and North
contains training grounds and other sorts where shinobi tend to congregate." She glanced
back at them. "We are currently in the Pangolin Complexes, populated solely by shinobi and
scattered this West side. And, as you all are now supplementary to Sakura's RA status, you
will be granted certain accesses and clearances. This is a privilege, do not abuse it."

The concern in Kurenai's face was pinched and confused, but she held it all together for her
own sake.

Kiba had accustomed himself to the scents around him, committing to memory the rain musk
and brick and paint of the neon orange pangolins that ran about underfoot. Konan hadn't said
much, handing him and sensei each a ring of keys before she'd excused herself and



disappeared between droplets of rain. He and Kurenai had looked at each other then, before
breaking off to sweep each unit and agreeing to get back together in fifteen minutes.

But whatever he was expecting, it wasn't this.

Akamaru stayed right at his hip as he pushed open the front door and took a cautious step
inside. Immediately, they were met with a soft cream colored entrance hall that led past a
large, open living room. Ornate wooden benches cushioned in browns, oranges, and yellows
lined the walls and in front of the amber colored curtains.

Kiba's brows rose as he stepped up to the wooden bench that boxed in the space, suspended
from iron chains attached to the ceiling. A golden rug embroidered with elephants was laid in
the center atop the red floors, and on it was a low, dark wood coffee table with four rust-
colored sitting pillows half-tucked beneath it.

A small angel statuette was poised on the table. There was an origami flower in her hair.

"Uh... this is... nice?"

" Nicer than I expected ."

" Way nicer than I expected," Kiba agreed. When he walked further into the house, he saw a
section of white tile just a bit smaller than the living room itself. Devil's ivy lined the border
and directly in the center was some large marble bowl about as tall as his thighs and as wide
as half his arm span, filled with crystal clear water and lotus flowers—an indoor courtyard?
Up above there lay a skylight framed with seals and allowing a perfect view of gray skies and
rain. "I mean, I guess we're not prisoners, so...?"

" We're still criminals, " Akamaru reminded dryly as he nosed at the devil's ivy. Fresh. Well-
taken care of. " Though I suppose that doesn't matter much to them, considering. "

Kiba poked his head into the kitchen where the red floors continued. It was easily at least
three times the size of the clunky kitchen in Sakura's old apartment, and the dining set wasn't
the foldable white plastic he'd gotten used to. The table was a circular glass top surrounded
by traditional solid wood chairs, and it sat next to the matching wooden staircase with a
raised base and a landing filled with stones and another metal statuette, this time of a
pangolin not unlike the ones painted outside.

He scratched the back of his head. "You're tellin' me."

Upstairs, the floors were made of the same wood as the stairs. Three rooms, identical beds
covered in dark reds and orange-browns and so much space he didn't know what to do with.
Their things, everything they scrapped together before running from Konoha without looking
back, had been neatly piled on the wooden window seat at the end of the second floor hall.

"Okay so, nice place. Can't smell anythin' off. And we're in the middle of the village Sakura
grew up in because we had to ask for the Akatsuki's help. Y'know, the one with the world's
most dangerous criminals," Kiba mumbled as he headed back down the stairs while rubbing
his forehead. He sighed and slumped onto one of the last few steps. "Great."



Akamaru padded over to his partner and plopped next to him with a bone-tired sigh.

They let the silence overtake them for a moment as gravity finally hit and dragged them
through the weight of the past few days. Days. It had only taken days for everything to fall
apart and explode into millions of pieces that they couldn't have a hope of trying to pick back
up. Not that they'd have a chance of doing it anyway; whatever that bastard Danzo did,
however he managed to even do it—it probably worked because it was so different than all
the ways he tried before.

"He was so fuckin' smart about it too," Kiba sighed. "Everythin' before it was... was all
underground. Secret labs, mercenaries in the middle a' nowhere, Kumo." He huffed and
rubbed a hand over his eyes. "God, Kumo . Remember that?"

" Of course ," Akamaru sighs. " We were almost happy there. "

He wished ‘almost’ was enough for them.

All of that felt so far away now the moment the other shoe dropped. In an instant, everything
they knew was gone. Aburame Torune was dead and Unlucky Eight probably was to blame
because of course they were. A public death witnessed by one of their allies who couldn't
dispute it—what a goddamn play. He was going to tear that motherfucker limb from limb,
strip every muscle from every bone, carve his screams into the white of his ribs.

Danzo was going to die. 

But he would think on it later when his brain wasn't mush and his heart hurt less.

"I'm worried. About Sakura."

" I'd be worried if you weren't, " Akamaru bowed his head. " The way she followed Tenshi-
sama's orders and how Tenshi-sama allowed her to call her by her real name... She never
even listened to the Academy teachers like that." His tail swished as he pawed at the polished
gloss of the red floor. "I... think Tenshi-sama is her mother. "

"What? She said she never met her. She died giving birth—"

" I know, but her father's been in the Akatsuki since before she was born, right? Before
anything was known about the organization itself, it had never been correlated with
Amegakure because of how little they were actually seen coming in and out of the village. "

"So what you're gettin' at is if Hoshigaki Kisame was out doin' business and Tenshi-sama's
practically the face of authority that rarely leaves Ame..."

" It makes sense if Tenshi-sama helped raise Sakura, " the ninken said. " They look too much
alike. "

Kiba pinched the bridge of his nose. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck .

"Tenshi-sama is sort of kind, isn't she?" Kurenai walked over to them with her arms crossed
tightly around her middle and a small, comforting smile on her face. Her hair was damp and



she must've left her cloak back in her unit. "I think she fitted one of the rooms on my side
into a nursery."

He blinked. "Oh, wow."

"Yeah."

He scooted so she could lower herself down on the same step, and another bout of silence
engulfed them. She glanced at their courtyard and the flush green plants around it as she took
his wrist and gave it a light squeeze.

"I know you have a lotta questions, sensei, but I—we all have to be here to answer 'em.
'specially Sakura."

"I understand." Kurenai squeezed tighter. "As long as you're all safe, I'll wait as long as you
need."

If only she knew exactly how long, because Sakura didn't come the next day. Or the day after
that.

When Shino was finally released from the hospital, Kiba hugged him and didn't let go for
what seemed like an eternity. They sat on a cushioned bench that didn't have its back to the
window, squished against each other as Akamaru stretched over their laps, as they spoke in
low tones. Had the perimeter been scouted? What were the best escape routes out of the
village? Have there been any other Akatsuki sightings? Have they come up with the code for
the art? Was Tenzo stable?

Where was Sakura?

They talked for hours.

She didn't come back that day either.

But it was sometime in the next early afternoon that something finally shifted. Kiba and
Shino were at the dining table with stacks of books between them as they ate, the former
bouncing his leg and the latter half-watching his tea grow cold, when the front door clicked
open. Akamaru lifted his head from his spot laying near the stairs, and after a second he shot
forward towards the door with a high-pitched bark.

The teens exchanged startled glances before pushing themselves out of their seats and
rushing to the hall just in time to see the door wide open and Sakura kneeling down to catch
Akamaru, wrapping her arms around his neck as she buried her face in his fur.

Kiba was the first to react.

"I'M GONNA MURDER YOUR ASS!"

He collapsed on her left and wrapped an arm around her neck to tug her close and bring her
head under his chin. Relief flooded through him like nothing else, but a softer anger was
quick to come after.



"Do you know how fuckin' worried we were?" he whispered into her hair. Shino settled down
to her right, and it was only because his glasses were off that Kiba saw his eye widen before a
hand flared green against her right ear. "You've been gone for so long and I know you were
with Tenshi-sama, but she wouldn't tell us where you were—"

Akamaru whined, and he looked down at Sakura's right hand.

She was shaking.

"Sakura?" Shino murmured. His healing chakra died out and he inspected her ear with a
ginger touch. There was a black metal bar stuck in the cartilage of her ear, an industrial
piercing he believed they were called, and a black plug of the same material in her lobe.
"What happened?"

"... I'm sorry."

Akamaru whined again and pulled away, and Shino tucked some of her hair back. Her eyes
were glassy and wide and unseeing, some rain drops slipping from her hairline down her
face.

"I'm sorry," she repeated. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes bruised with sleepless bags.
" I'm sorry ."

The first time Team Eight saw Sakura cry, harsh rain echoed on painted concrete.

:: ::

Konan found him in the soft glow of newly-changed ceiling lights, slumped on the floor of
Sakura's old room with Samehada at his side and his arms propped up on his knees as he held
onto a small plush shark. She tucked her legs under her as she took a seat right beside him.

"She's so big now," he said.

"And quite intelligent," she added. "I've only spent a few days with her, but all her work is
carried out quickly and efficiently. She's strong, confident, deadly." Her voice softened. "You
should be proud."

"Proud, eh?"

"You're the last person I ever want to be."

"No need to tell me somethin' like that. I'll always be proud of her no matter what." Cold
green eyes, a level chin, a back held ramrod straight— "For years, I dreamed what it'd be like
if I ever saw her face to face again. My first instinct woulda' been to lift her up and swing her
'round like I always used to." His smile faltered. "She hates me."

"She doesn't hate you."

"She's got every right to. Maybe back then it was easier to keep her out of it, but now?" He
ran a finger across one of the shark's beady little eyes. "We didn't talk much, but she said she



came to plead asylum. She prob'ly knows all 'bout the Akatsuki, what we do, what we've
done , and the only reason why she came back's 'cause she's a missing-nin who needs to keep
safe."

Just like her old man.

Konan placed her hand on his bicep, her warmth seeping through his cloak. "You believed
her to have died in that explosion, Kisame. How could you be held responsible for her ending
up in Konoha?"

He bit the inside of his cheek and shut his eyes to soothe the burn behind them.

:: ::

Hey everyone! If you guys haven't seen, I made a one-shot called (s)hell to accompany the
art frostmarris on tumblr made of Sakura Haruno and Dean Winchester (I know, I know, don't
look at me).

https://archiveofourown.org/works/28600548
https://frostmarris.tumblr.com/


These Weary Bones

Kurenai was surprised that her cup didn't shatter in her hands. A brief, selfish thought ran
through her head that she wished it did so that its pieces would have embedded themselves
into her palms and made her bleed, just to ground her down with further proof that everything
she just heard was real.

Because it all started to make a lot more sense when they told her that Sakura wasn't just a
Sakura, but a Hoshigaki Sakura.

There hadn't been a thunderclap in the distance upon her admission nor an explosion of
emotion that brought Kurenai to her knees. Instead, it came quietly around the dining table in
her kids' unit, all of them settled in the seats that had enough room around them that their
elbows didn't have to touch but chose to practically squish into the same seat anyways.
Sakura spoke in low tones from between Kiba's and Shino's bodies, eyes red-rimmed and
downcast as they traced over the prosthetic laid out to dry on the table. Akamaru laid across
three pairs of feet, attentive as he always was. 

She spoke about a mother she only knew as a gravestone, a young father half-gone on
missions, a somber angel who taught her what it meant to be exemplary, a leader she couldn't
mention without fear. All she'd known was rain and streets under the cover of cold nights
when there were less people out to see her so no one could know of her; she spent her days in
her room, the training grounds, the library in the Pillar—always the Pillar—and not much
else. She never made any friends but she always had Dad or Konan-san so it hadn't bothered
her then, and she'd known a Kakuzu, Orochimaru, Sasori .

" He told me Leader-sama would find me, " she said. " He'd laugh if he saw that I was the one
to seek him out before he had the chance. "

Sakura's story ended at the warehouse the day she met those Konoha-nin who took her away.
No need to be redundant, right? Except now Kurenai was left with the knowledge that
Hoshigaki Kisame hadn't kidnapped her, no, he was a father who tried to keep her safe when
the enemy came swooping down from above. 

A hand came up to unconsciously brush against her stomach. She'd drink something stronger
than tea if she could.

"I know it's a lot, sensei," she said. "I'm sorry."

"It's alright," Kurenai said, eyes softening further when the teen hunched her shoulders a bit
and turned her eyes away.

"I know it's not."

"Sakura—"



"This isn't something you can just forgive me for. None of you." Sakura clenched her jaw. "I
was young when I was taught about the Tailed Beasts, their last known locations, their
assumed hosts. I'd known about the Kyuubi before I knew of the laws that forbid speaking of
it."

(If it weren't for her, the first stone would have never been cast.)

"And how is that your fault if you couldn't have known?"

"I have been, am, and always will be Akatsuki's." She was sagged and defeated, a pillar
crumbling, a foundation cracked. "If they don't do good, how could I?"

A couple moments passed and then she straightened in her seat, letting go a deep breath as
she wiped the remnants of tears off her cheeks. Kiba opened his mouth and closed it the next
second, pursing his lips and tugging the prosthesis toward himself to no doubt poke around
the seals he etched in when Kankuro first gave it to her. Shino turned his head slightly to the
side, eyes still dead ahead, and Kurenai knew this conversation was over.

Her kids have always had this sort of cohesion, and maybe now it was easier to see where
they'd been melted down and stitched back together. Secrets, sabotage, prisons, prices—
sometimes it was hard to see where one of them started and another one of them ended.
Kurenai knew this couldn't be good for them; they were one person split into three and a half
bodies because the world failed them and they had no one else to rely on but themselves.

"Tuesday and Wednesday evenings I'm required to report to Leader-sama. All my other
responsibilities are whatever Konan-san deems fit," Sakura said.

"What is it you've been doing these past few days?" Shino asked as he knocked his knuckles
against hers. "Granted, we've yet to venture away from the west side of the village, but we
haven't heard anything about you."

She shifted. "Konan-san is... a very public figure in Ame. She has the final say in legislative
processes, leads the council, works on events like ceremonies, festivals, and village-wide
celebrations."

"A Kage all but in name."

"Someone has to do it, and Leader-sama tends to keep to the Pillar." She tried not to think
about the burn of fresh piercings in her right ear, but the chakra that hummed through was
heavy and hard to ignore. "But I've been sorting through the non-classified paperwork for the
council, attending meetings with Konan-san, accompanying her on public visits, and with the
spare time I was given I spent re-familiarizing myself with the layout of the village. I'll make
a detailed map for you all to memorize and burn."

"Alright. In the meantime, I will apply for a position at the hospital," Shino said, much to
Sakura's quiet dismay. Her brow furrowed just so and she knew her team couldn't just wallow
around with the rain over their heads, but the thought of the people she loved working under
the people that raised her didn't sit very well in her chest. "Why? I may as well learn new



skills and build upon my current ones; perhaps here I won't be spurned for practices that may
be the deciding factor of a life saved or lost."

Kiba perked up, wood and metal fingers in his hands. "Is there a Seals Division I can apply
to? 'Cause I wanna see if they're gonna reject me or if Konoha was just tryna piss me off."

"There's a Division here, but there's not a lot of traffic. You're better off learning from
Leader-sama's personal library," she sighed, relenting, and he leaned forward to bump into
her, which made her bump into Shino, who grunted and tossed a stink eye to the side.
Kurenai's lips quirked. "You're supplementary to my RA designation now. That grants you
access to all their texts forbidden to the public."

Akamaru whuffed and stretched, his huge bulk poking out both sides of the dining table.

And Kurenai?

She hated to admit it, but she was the most out of her depth here. Konoha had been her blood
and bones for all her life, and she wasn't that young anymore. She was a missing-nin of a
village she used to love; a rogue, a criminal, a traitor.

But for her kids, she thought as she drew a feather-light touch over her stomach and gazed
softly at the ones sitting across from her, the title was only a lesser burden.

"You have some options too, sensei," Sakura mentioned. "Though I think for the time being
it's best that if you choose to continue as an active force, it should be something within the
village."

"Right," Kurenai said. No doubt word had already circulated throughout the other villages
and cities within Fire Country, and no doubt its allies also had some inkling to the newest
updates to Fire's Bingo Book. It was, after all, so rarely that defectors came from Konoha. "I
understand."

"I'll get some documents for you," Sakura offered, the thread of apology still clear in her
eyes. "But I should show you all around the village first. It'll give you a better idea of the
layout when I draw you the map." At the murmured agreement that flooded the room, she
stood. "Okay. I brought cloaks better suited for our stay—let me get them, and we can leave."

She swept out of the room with little else as the dining table started to lose its occupants, the
prosthesis left in pieces on the table.

:: ::

Sato Akemi had a crease in her brow as she wiped down the display case when someone
stepped into her shop. She turned to give a half-hearted greeting, but stopped short when
none other than Umino Iruka stepped in.

Akemi's heard. Of course she'd heard—her number one customer, who'd been lost
somewhere he couldn't tell civilians and non-actives, had suddenly gone rogue, his and his
team's faces plastered in warning articles with the words WANTED: ALIVE PREFERRED,



DEAD TAKEN tacked onto the ends of their names. She'd seen the news after shinobi had
come to question her; the Investigations Unit, she could see from the maple leaf insignia
stitched into the collars of their flak jackets.

Inuzuka Kiba, implicated in murder and assault charges of his fellow shinobi. She couldn't
believe it.

Ever since he first stepped into her shop as a green-nosed genin, she'd been charmed by his
wide grins and explosive passion about the sealing arts. Before he went MIA he came into
the shop religiously, Tuesday and Friday mornings, and after that almost year and a half he'd
been gone he'd limited those visits to Wednesdays before closing, a darker glint in his eyes
when they talked shop with Akamaru by the window on guard. Waiting. Watching.

Maybe something had always been wrong. She just didn't think anything of it because he
was, well, Kiba. The rowdy second heir of the Inuzuka clan.

She offered a kind smile when Iruka stepped up to the counter. She didn't comment on his
pallor or the bags under his eyes or the white plastic band that was still around his wrist.

"Sensei," she greeted softly. "What can I do for you today?"

"Just thought I'd stop by and see your new inventory," he tried to smile. It was a weak excuse
at best, but she wasn't cruel to call him out on it.

The day she lost her daughter still ran through her sometimes, like a chronic pain. Losing a
kid was losing part of your own heart—you carry them in your arms, tuck them in bed, love
them and watch them grow until you can't do those first two things anymore while you'll
always love them— should always love them.

Your kids were never supposed to die before you, but if they do, but if you lose them... it'll
always kill you.

Maybe it wasn't quite like that between him and Kiba, and yet...

"We have new ink compositions that came in this morning," Akemi said as she moved over to
the back drawers to check her shipment slips. "There was a compound some Konoha
scientists found in Kumo seal paper remains brought in from a mission a few months back,
and the preliminary tests from Materials Development were promising enough for
production."

He winced at the mention of Kumo but moved to study the seal paper spread anyways,
carefully reading through the descriptions that came with each one and channeling a bit of
chakra through each to test their reactions. Normally he'd be more than interested—ecstatic,
even—at the prospect of new types of seals he could develop, but.

But if Kiba were here, he'd be just as excited, poring over the possibilities as his mouth ran
with the seemingly endless ideas pinging around in that head. But his absence left a cold
feeling in his side and Iruka took a small step away from the counter.



"Not interested in any wares today, I take it?" she prodded softly.

"I'm sorry, Sato-san," Iruka sighed. His whole upper body slumped and he rubbed a hand
over his face. "It's not your fault, it's just..." He sighed again, and then, quietly, "Have you
heard?"

Akemi channeled a smudge of chakra to a finger pad and ran it along the seal tag stuck to the
underside of the counter top. From there, the several other tags hidden between shelves or
under the first layer of wallpaper activated and locked down the shop. The small doodle on
the corner of the sign on the door flickered briefly as the letters O-P-E-N shuttered to C-L-O-
S-E-D.

She may not be a shinobi, but she did sell shinobi products and she did know a thing or two
about the things she sold. She'd be a fool not to. It was easy enough to slip under the radar as
a civilian, with the usual disconnect that came with the two populations. Shinobi always
tended to look down on civilians even if they didn't mean to, and civilians always
remembered that no matter how young or naive or kind a shinobi could be, they would
always win.

(But that wasn't a discussion for now, just another truth to be skimmed over.)

"I don't know how much I believe it, to be honest," she admitted as she re-gathered the seal
papers. Iruka's eyes rose to the joint between the wall and the ceiling, tilting his head almost
appraisingly. "Even with how much he's changed..." She stashed the papers back in the
drawer she pulled them out from. "Looking back, it almost seems too obvious that something
was eating him away. I might not have known where he'd been or what he's done, but I know
he's good. If you pardon my assumption," she added quickly, "I know he attacked you and
you almost—"

"It's alright," he interrupted, waving it off. "I would've had a hard time believing any of it if I
wasn't the one he—" He stopped, shaking his head slightly as he swallowed. "It's a lot to
think about. And if I'm being honest, I'm... I'm still trying to convince myself that he's really
gone."

Sensei, like many other active shinobi, was still young, but his exhaustion wore him and it
broke her heart.

A sudden thought struck her head as her attention shifted to what she kept stored in the
backroom. With a murmured one moment , she brushed past the curtained doorway behind
the counter and approached the ink-ridden crate tucked along with the rest of the store's
stock. She ran through the unlocking mechanism and popped the lid; inside were several
scrolls all of different makes from all different makers, and she reached for the one hidden in
the middle.

It was a fairly simple scroll an inch thick and two hands length with a dark red tassel
dangling from each end. The paper was cream-colored and unblemished and well, it ought to
be. This paper was of her own supply, and she would rather give up her shop than sell less-
than-quality products. But the one thing that truly held this particular scroll aside from the



rest was the tag that sealed it shut. It wasn't a sequence or a matrix or a lock or layered
genius, but a picture.

One single picture of a white conch shell that coiled to the right.

She headed back to the counter where Iruka waited patiently, curiously, tiredly and she
handed him the scroll.

He hesitated for a moment before reaching out to take it. "Is this another inventory...?"

"It was Kiba's," Akemi said, and everything about him froze. Then his head bent and he
started to search every part of the scroll, and the longer he stared at the conch the paler he
got. Every seals master had their hallmarks and quirks, and the shell could've only been
drawn in Kiba's hand and no one else's. "A few weeks ago he and Akamaru came in just like
every other Wednesday, and he always runs out of ink and not paper, or paper and not ink. It
was an ink day, I think, so I had my best compositions prepared for him."

She brushed a few strands of hair behind her ear.

"He came in wild around the eyes, but I didn't think much of it. After coming back from that
year and a half of being wherever he was, I knew he'd changed. Or maybe he grew up? I don't
know, but there was something else about him that felt... heavier." She watched his fingers
tightened around the scroll. "But then he handed me this, told me it was important that if
anything were to happen, I should open it or find someone to open it if I couldn't. Paranoia's
as common as breathing out there, so I figured I'd keep it safe for him until he swung back on
another Wednesday and asked for it back." Her gaze lowered. "Then he defected, and every
day since then I've tried everything to crack that scroll, but it's unlike anything I've seen
before." She chuckled. "That little brat. He's been holding out on me."

Iruka's lips pulled up in the smallest of smiles, but it was the most genuine one she'd seen
since he'd come in. "Maybe a bit."

"I haven't got a clue about it, but it must mean more than anything if he's developed a brand
new seal type to hide whatever's in there." She thought of her little Aki. "It's something he
left behind, sensei, and you might be the only person in Konoha who knew him well enough
to figure out why this was so important that he couldn't take it with him."

He looked back up, still so utterly beaten and drained, but with a renewed glint in his eyes.
"I'll do whatever it takes."

"Good," she sighed, a weight lifted off her weary shoulders.

Because how could Konoha bear to lose more of her children?

:: ::

He didn't expect to get used to it with how short of a time they'd been here, but Shino couldn't
stave off the feeling of displacement and wrongness that dug into his back as he returned to
the brightest, greenest building in the village.



The hospital was fairly bustling with the quiet sway of nurses in the halls and the occasional
person lingering in the lounge. As a criminal sanctuary, he supposed there wouldn't be many
public appearances, but as a refugee safe-haven, there were quite a few civilians and low-
ranking shinobi milling atop the dark tiles.

"Have you returned to visit four-twenty-nine, Aburame-san?" a receptionist questioned
without a single glance upward, and Shino drifted to the counter with an uneasy rigidity to
his shoulders and the lightest of buzzes under his skin. "You may enter the hall towards his
room as long as you sign the visitation chart as you come and go."

"Yes. Thank you." Days. He'd been here for days. With the gravity of Tenshi-sama's
announcement of another Hoshigaki, the receptionist must've spread the word like a lit match
creeping down to scorch fingertips. He hadn't ventured farther into the village because he'd
been too focused on Sakura's absence and Kiba's concerns and the fact that the Akatsuki...

The Akatsuki . Anything about them was like a shadow in Konoha and lived as a whispered
phrase here and there. No one really knew about them, they were never explicitly warned of
in documents or mission assignments, and the Hokage would dismiss any inquiry of the topic
with a sneer and the order to keep the name out of your goddamn mouths .

Shino still didn't know what being an Akatsuki entailed, nor did he know their dreams or
ambitions. What he did know, though, was that they scared Sakura enough to break and bow
her head.

(She left again after showing them around the village because there were some things to do,
and no, she wasn't lying, and yes, it was something she had to do and she promised it wasn't
going to get her killed. But even then as they watched her depart they wondered which was
heavier, the rain or their chests.)

"But before I pay my visit, I came to inquire about any available positions at the hospital.
Why? I seek to apply and approve upon my medical skills," he said. The receptionist slowly
lifted her head, wrinkled around her mouth and a small scar down one eye that blew her pupil
milky white.

"You have trained as a med-nin in Konoha?"

"I refined most of my skill in Kumo."

A brow raised and she leaned forward. "We have note of the insect technique you used to
sustain four-twenty-nine until he could receive off-field medical care. On that alone, you may
be granted a trial period without prerequisite." She pulled out a notebook from her stacked
files and papers and began to write. "Shall I book an appointment with the committee?"

How could this be so easy?

Shino nodded once. "Yes, please. If you would."

She wrote down a few lines—half in a dialect he should start learning soon—before glancing
up at him with the scrutiny of a seasoned shinobi, probably retired, at least half-inactive.



Carefully, he wound some of his kikai along his arms beneath the sleeves of his jacket the
longer she stared, and right as he catalogued the quickest movements to dodge any attacks
from any angle at this particular spot of the hospital lobby, the receptionist dropped a stack of
documents into the 'out' pile on her desk.

"Your first weeks in Amegakure will be confusing," she said, casual but firm. "We are not the
most traditional of villages and those immigrating, especially from the shinobi-dense
populations, take an adjustment period to get used to their surroundings. Do you know the
type of people who come here, Aburame-san?"

He slowly shook his head.

"Survivors. People who, despite the circumstances that chased them off from their homes and
their families and their fondest memories if they have any, decided that they want a part in
making their own futures." She laced her fingers together and set them atop her papers. "It
always rains here in this vibrant village, many of us think that it is what it takes to wash away
everything we run from." The already raised brow raised a tad higher. "And you are running,
are you not?"

"... For the time being," Shino allowed. "Why? Because Konoha made their mistake."

And maybe this receptionist had sprouted from the same branch as them, because when she
did smile, it was slight and full of honest empathy. "They all do, and they will never
apologize for it no matter how many die." She tipped her head. "And for everything that
Amegakure is, she welcomed all with open arms."

His forehead wrinkled and moved his gaze to the clean, disinfectant-smelling counter space.
Konoha certainly preached their openness and he was now more than aware about how
countless others regarded them as 'soft,' but he would have to admit to himself that Ame
shared no such pretenses. They were cold and colorful and neutral , and they were giving him
a chance.

"Here," the receptionist said, sliding a few forms across the counter. "I will need to document
some of your basic information such as age, blood type, address of your current residence,
and ID number." Her voice lowered. "If you were unaware, you are supplementary to RA-
zero-zero-eight. The highest designation before Kami-sama and Tenshi-sama themselves."

Right. If the Akatsuki were going to have any standing here, they were going to be
untouchable. 

Half the kikai that rest atop his skin he sent back into his body, and the remaining half he kept
on low guard. He plucked a pen from the little metal cup at the corner of the counter and
started to fill in the blanks.

In Kumo, the hospitals were loud and always felt like the AC was turned down low, but never
low enough. Break room chatter floated into the halls, nurses greeted each other with fist
bumps and handshakes as they passed one another, medics yelled at each other from down
the halls whether it be a teasing quip or a salute or an order—it was busy. Always. And
maybe Shino fell a little bit in love with the chaos.



Here there were only soft footfalls and an entire staff that knew what it meant for a village to
hate you.

He filled out the papers quickly.

:: ::

Aoba sat on a bench on the street where Shino killed his cousin.

Maybe it was a little morbid but he hadn't had trouble eating like the last time Shino
disappeared, which was a plus, but comparing those two incidents was like comparing
lightning and earth where the death of an Aburame was like a striking bolt against Konoha's
shinobi foundation.

The noble clans were in an uproar.

Aburame, Akimichi, Hyuuga, Uchiha; four clans total, technically three clans now after the
decimation of the Uchiha, and since then there had always been a precarious understanding
between the remaining nobles. Something on that scale couldn't be allowed to happen again
no matter how troubled in-fighting could become or how unhappy their members could grow.
From there, clan children were raised with the understanding that they needed to maintain
appearances and never stray from blood.

There hadn't even been an inkling of conflict that could go too far too fast.

Then the heir of the Aburame Clan murdered another member of his own without even trying
to hide it, and left nothing but devastation.

Aoba's seen a string of Akimichi and Hyuuga going in and out of the Aburame Complex for
the past several days and there had been a collection of Aburame and Inuzuka lingering
around the Hokage Tower, yet no one had said anything about anyone since the initial
announcement that four Konoha shinobi have defected at the same time for treason.

He sighed.

The higher-ups had done their best to keep the information in its most basic form, citing
Team Eight's crimes as succinctly as possible before refusing to provide any other statements.
Suna would make their inquiries eventually and it was only a matter of time before both the
Aburame and the Inuzuka made enough noise about tracking down and hauling back their
missing members. Regardless if they were going to be brought back to re-integrate or to
imprison, there were clan secrets at stake that they couldn't afford to lose.

Maybe it wasn't on quite the same level as Uchiha Itachi and the sharingan or Kirigakure's
acquisition of a byakugan, but there was the precedent of Konoha techniques falling into the
wrong hands. 

Aoba pushed up his glasses with a hand and rubbed his eyes.

"Shino," he whispered. "What have you done?"



He couldn’t bring himself to be angry or betrayed like all the other shinobi that riot against
those who turned their backs on the Will of the Fire, not when the only thing that welled up in
him was worry, worry, worry . He was worried when he started hearing rumors about Shino's
habitual disobedience at the hospital, when he saw all the scars running up Shino's arms,
when Shibi-sama once approached him to ask about his son because he hadn't seen him in
person for weeks.

The way that Shino had been changing, especially after coming back from Kumo, it was
actually a lot like the way he'd seen Sakura grow up over the years. He didn't know what she
was like before taking her from that warehouse he found her in, but she'd always been a bit of
an anti-social bookworm. She was always planning and thinking and considering her next
move even if her opposition had yet to make theirs, which—

He blinked.

Which would make no sense to why she panicked. That had to be the panic he saw before he
got knocked out, right? She picked Shino up before shouting at him to stop and Aoba, don't
—!

Shino was scared. Sakura was frantic. He hadn't seen Kiba that day, but he imagined that he
can't have been too far off from his teammates.

Still, whatever plan unraveled that day didn't make any sense, not when that team didn't have
any enemies in the village. Sure they were off-putting at times and others didn't tend to
associate with them outside of assignments, as depressing as that sounded, but he couldn't
think of anything they'd done that warranted that type of attack. Their mission record was
flawless, and besides the whole behavior-problem thing Shino had going on and Kiba's
constant rejection for the Seals Division, what reason did they have to do what they did?

Killing a person in the middle of a street didn’t just happen; killing a reclusive shinobi no one
saw much of didn’t quite fit into the puzzle either.

He knew Shino. He knew Sakura.

At least, he hoped he knew them.

Aoba's gaze traced the length of the street, since cleaned of all traces of the murder spilt upon
it.

He bit his lip as one of his legs started to bounce, his gaze trailing towards the direction of the
Aburame Complex.

But what if there was more he just wasn't seeing?

:: ::

When the girl was young and roamed the cold halls of the Divine's Pillar, her feet weren't
quiet and she had yet to learn to mask her chakra so there would always be this fresh blip in
this fortified tower, flitting from Pein's personal library to Pein's office to wherever Konan



just happened to be at the moment. It made her easy to track, easy to predict, easy to keep an
eye on during the hours he spent balancing books and writing up financial reports.

Then she died. Just one less concern.

Kakuzu's gaze tipped up to the Amegakure skyline as he and Hidan stride past the guards
with nothing more than a flare of their chakra and a flash of their rings. Hidan was
complaining about something again, about what he'd tuned out before they even reached
Storm's border, and he almost didn't notice when that stream of blabber tapered off and they
stopped by a cluster of empty benches beneath a black gazebo.

Rain resounded each time a drop pinged the metal overhead.

Pitter-pat, pitter-pat, pitter-pat.

"So?"

He turned toward his partner and saw the quiet suspicion on his face. "What?"

"Don't 'what' me, asshole. You've been thinkin' since we left that filthy fucking bounty
station." Hidan raised a finger to point accusingly, and he very nearly brought it upon himself
to cut it off. "Are you gonna spill, or is it another one of those things that you've shoved so
far up your ass that I have to wait for you to deal with?"

"Stay out of my business, or I'll kill you."

"Like you ever could, dipshit."

Magenta eyes rolled—Kakuzu loathed it when he did that—and he raised a pale hand to
adjust the conical hat atop his head, fingers brushing against white tassels and the red rosary
beads that hung from its edges. He angled his body North towards the training grounds and
the small, hidden temple he'd made for himself a few years ago when he'd first arrived.

"Whatever," Hidan dismissed with a careless flap of his head. "Just figure it the fuck out
before we leave for our next mission, seriously."

And he sauntered out from under the gazebo and into the rain. Kakuzu watched him leave,
half annoyed at having been read well enough, though he figured that having an unkillable
partner proficient at being both an imbecile and an irritating pest was enough of a price to pay
to not have a new replacement every handful of months. Still, the moron was lucky to have
left before he'd lost his temper on his already frayed nerves as he went back to considering
the new pages in his Bingo Book.

But just before Hidan disappeared from his line of sight, someone walked in the opposite
direction, toward Kakuzu, nearly brushing shoulders with Hidan himself but kept pace
without breaking their stride.

Ah.

That answered one question.



She wears a deep gray cloak, hoodless and buckled close to the neck to keep the rain from
soaking past the collar bone. On her shoulders were rainbow holographic patches in the shape
of moose antlers, one on each side, and with each step she took a flash of black sandals
peeked out to the rain. The closer she got, the more apparent just how much time passed by
that the little girl who roamed wasn't so little anymore, that her feet were silent, that her
chakra was suppressed by highly advanced control.

Hoshigaki Sakura stepped under the gazebo and stopped a courteous distance away. She was
tall enough that they quite literally saw eye to eye.

Pitter-pat, pitter-pat, pitter-pat.

"There's only a base two million to your name," he said in lieu of a greeting. The soaked hair
that hadn't been cropped close to her head stuck to the sides of her face, but even then it didn't
manage to hide the ragged scars that crawled up the right side of her neck and licked her jaw.
"It's a pathetic amount for your projected progress and skill-set; has your worth been
underestimated, or are you as insignificant as they've declared?"

Her lips twitched slightly and a small bubbling of mirth gathered around her eyes before it
quickly dissipated. "Underestimated," she answered, and he heard echoes of Konan in her
voice. "In my last meeting with Leader-sama, he read me the list of crimes attached to our
names: two counts of assault, attempted murder of Konoha chuunin, two counts of first
degree murder, one count of theft of the confidential level. Treason."

He ran the numbers though his head. Assuming the counts of assault were against more
shinobi, he'd bump it up half a million. Attempted murder’s another half. The first degree
murders a little trickier with the factors the victims bring in, like strength, standing, if they
already had Bingo Book entries as the general rule for offing other entries was that the
bounty would be cut in half, divided by three, and a third of the cost would be added to the
killer’s own bounty. Assuming a generous ten million total for both victims and rounding up,
that was two million more. Confidential-level theft, one million in the least but could
multiply exponentially depending on the content of the stolen item. ‘Treason’ was the
encompassing word, but the add-on itself added an extra million for the flair.

"That would make you seven million, at the very least," he said. "Chuunin rank does you no
favors, but when word spreads that Kisame's your father, that adds twenty-three million."

Kisame was a Top Twenty with the 200 million cap. Applying the same rules as one Bingo
book entry disposing of another was probably the best estimation for blood relation, but
docking it down an extra ten million made it so it wasn't too absurd.

Sakura glanced at the streets, and he noted the weapon grip poking out from her back.
"Konoha didn't know, but I came upon possession of Kubikiribocho as a genin. It adds five
million."

"Akatsuki association would add five more." He stared at her face and at the achingly
familiar tattoo across her cheekbone, and kept staring until it clicked. "Blatant affiliation with
the jinchuuriki of the Hachibi is another five."



Her gaze shot back to him.

Kakuzu wasn't the type of person to claim to know everything, but in order to accurately
estimate costs that ranged from missions to bounties to things as mundane as groceries
required a wide berth of knowledge. Seafood imported from the Water Country islands
always carried a brand under the gills to refute false claims, face paint made in Wind Country
could corrode a shinobi's visage upon their death and thus could nullify the facial recognition
required at bounty stations, Lightning Country shinobi displayed their apprenticeships
through matching tattoos. 

"It was during my imprisonment in Kumo," she started, and he could unconsciously feel the
weight of the ink on his own arms, "that I learned under him."

He was certainly curious about why she was captured, and she must have spent a long time
on Kumo soil to get picked up as a student by one of the most infamous shinobi—a tailed
beast container no less—but he chose the things he knew with a critical eye. He'd been alive
for a long time and he'd seen and done far more than any person needed to, and he could see
that these past eight years had left her a collection of story pickings. There was Konoha and
Kumo and the fact that she wasn't dead to begin with, but if there was one thing he learned
besides the cold truth of money, it was that there wasn't any use in getting caught up in the
past. It changed for no one, and the only thing that mattered now was what she was capable
of and what she could do with it for the foreseeable future.

"Forty-five million," Kakuzu corrected. "Better."

He couldn't shake the familiarity he felt, the two of them standing there in the rain. Dutiful
little Sakura who always listened and never looked like she'd become anything, still with that
mangled ear she suffered in his company. But all children were soft, he supposed, and
Kisame loved her too much to raise her to be like them.

"I was also the one who killed Sasori-san."

He regarded her again with the shortest uptick of his brow. Her blank expression never
wavered. 

"The official story was that Chiyo-sama was able to hold off her grandson with the aid of an
unnamed Konoha shinobi. I destroyed his heart with his own puppets." She sounded
respectful but aloof, attentive but detached. There was an obvious care in bringing up his
dead associate, but he also had the feeling that she would kill him again if there would ever
be a time for it. "You've known him a long time. I figured you would've wanted to hear the
truth."

"He went out the same way we all will, inevitably. You won, he lost, another thirty-three
million should be added." He frowned behind his mask. "What a waste. You could have
nearly doubled your bounty should you have been accredited where credit is due."

Her lips quirked again. "You flatter me, Kakuzu-san."

Cold, indifferent, a touch of humor in apathy.



It was disconcerting to see yourself in someone that should've taken nothing from you.

(The thought barely ran through his head before he snapped its neck and cast it out.)

This time it was him that guided his eyes toward the streets, as bright and vivid as they
always were drowned in rainwater.

It was a shame, really. How all of Kisame's efforts made no difference when Sakura turned
out just like them anyway.

Pitter-pat, pitter-pat, pitter-pat.

:: ::

The first thing Kiba wanted to do when he stepped into the Divine's library was to start
walking through every single aisle to read every single book title at least once, if there was no
title he'd pull out the book and skim the first few pages. It would take weeks—months if he
didn't hole himself here for hours on end, but he was finally in a restricted section he didn't
have to sneak into and he was going to milk it for all it was worth.

" The seal section is near the back, right before finances, " Akamaru informed as he padded
up the widest walkway space in the middle of the library. " There are also entire sections on
the main chakra natures and combination releases. "

"All of us have an Earth nature, so that wouldn't be too bad of a side project ta' get into."
Kiba weighed his options for a moment before spinning right and starting from the very end
of the first length of shelves closest to the door. He'd work his way down the line and wind
through all the books like a snake. Or, at least until the itch to get his hands on the available
seal texts got him scratching too much. "Shino's secondary's Fire and Sakura's Water, right?
Gives me more wiggle room t'work with, 'specially since I figured out ink implementation
against a nature background. Any ideas 'bout what I could do with it, though?"

" Chakra storage ?"

"Wouldn't need the nature specification." A finger traced over a title-less book and he pulled
it out to open the cover. "Plus, ain't that already the Godaime's thing?"

" It doesn't mean it can't be altered. "

"Yeah, I'd rather not get into that territory. Suppressors and silencers are gonna be my
specialty, and I'm gonna make it work even if it kills me."

Akamaru's head popped around the other end of the row, jaw open and a retort on his tongue,
but he froze. Then very, very slowly, dipped his front close to the ground and waited. 

Unease rippled across Kiba's shoulders. Smell, touch, sound—in the split second he extended
his senses he felt nothing, noticed nothing, couldn't pinpoint anyone or anything in the room
with them besides the accumulation of books stored on their dust-free shelves. When he
turned it was with the same slowness as his partner, so filled with dread that he didn't think
anything would surprise him.



He took in the bars that pierced the newcomer's face, the unhealthy pale of skin, the saturated
orange hair, the high collared cloak, the Amegakure hitai-ate with a defined slash through the
center.

Ringed purple eyes stared him down.

"Inuzuka Kiba." They flicked briefly over his shoulder. "Akamaru." They settled back on the
teen. "I trust you've been indulging well in what this library has to offer?"

Kiba's knuckles grew white as he clutched at the book. It wasn't that hard to piece together
just who this was, not when the statues all around the Pillar had the same eyes and the bars in
his skin looked just like the ones Sakura came back with, her ear bloodied and raw. This
wasn't a physically imposing man nor was he trying to be one, and he hadn't even been able
to tell that someone was standing directly behind him until he'd seen it for himself. But the
moment they met eye to eye, there was this pressure against his head he couldn't shake off
and a strain in his muscles that wanted him to sink.

Whenever Sakura mentioned him, terror rattled in her throat.

He was starting to see why.

"I, uh—I just got here, sir. I was going to spend the next couple of weeks cataloguing
everything before researching."

"Yes, your seals," The Leader mentioned, ignoring the way Kiba's eyes widen. "I overheard.
Is Seals Master your aim?"

"So-Something like that, yeah."

"Seals are a complicated branch of jutsu. They require creativity, innovation, a certain
ingenuity to prevent your enemies from dissecting your work and leaving the pieces out to
fizzle and burn." The overhead lights glinted off each metal bar through his nose bridge and
one half of his snake bites. There were even more pieces in his ears, one, two, three, four,
five, six on each outer shell. "You must be very talented."

"I..." Kiba swallowed, his gut flopping restlessly. "I'm good, but I'm getting better. Sir."

The Leader hummed shortly before raising an arm. And Kiba, rooted to the floor and lead in
his bones, held himself taut as a hand brushed past his face just enough that they didn't touch
and claimed a spine on the shelf right by his head. In the short breeze, he strained to catch the
near imperceptible scent of something chemical.

He pulled his arm back, red-painted nails stark against the navy cover of his chosen book.

"Your progress will be noted," the man said. "But otherwise, feel free to peruse any text that
draws your interest. Knowledge is meant to be shared, after all."

Without much else, he strode past Kiba and Akamaru and straight out of the library. It was
another moment before the pressure against his head eased and all the weight siphoned out of



his limbs as he slumped onto the ground. A damp nose pressed against the back of his neck
and he tossed a hand back to anchor his fingers into white fur.

:: ::

"Kotetsu?"

Kotetsu's head jerked up and there, silhouetted by the sun, was one Uzumaki Naruto devoid
of the usual bounce in his step with a nervous frown in place of the grin he usually wore.
Traffic at the gates was slow and Izumo had just left to make a delivery for Tsunade-sama
and aside from the passing caw and the gnats bothering patches of grass, no one else was
around.

"Oh, hey. What's up?"

Naruto bit his lip and thought for a bit before he reached into the inside pocket of his jacket
and pulled out a white envelope that he handed over with the utmost of care. When Kotetsu
peered closer, he saw his name written on the back.

He blanched. "Is that—?"

"Yeah." Naruto's expression wobbled and his eyes began to shine. "Yeah, it's from her. She,
uh, I've been her person for this for a while and 'cause she's gone —" His voice cracked— "I
gotta do my job. I think it'll be a while before I can bring her back, so."

An overwhelming wave of grief and pity slammed into his chest. He wanted to be the one to
tell this kid that he couldn't think like this, that he couldn't hold on to this same hope he held
out for Sasuke because—

Kotetsu took the envelope and ran a thumb over dried ink.

(Because he didn't want to hope, too.)

"Thanks."

Naruto gave a jerky nod before he turned around to head towards wherever he was going
before making this detour. As he walked away, a cherry blossom keychain swung from his
hip pouch.

:: ::
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Fortitude

Sakura truly wasn't much for attention, Konan noted as she watched the teen from the corner
of her eye.

She breezed through reports in the days spent at the Tower, gathered information as easily as
breathing as she weaved through the streets like she'd never left them, and put forth practical
suggestions in answering reports and concerns filed by the citizens.

Everything she did was with pin-point precision and efficacy from information gathering to
threat neutralization, yet when it came to the acknowledgment of the things she'd done, she
politely deferred credit to 'only completing duties under Tenshi-sama's jurisdiction' and
retreated to that spot half a step behind Konan's left shoulder while the people bowed and
prayed their thanks.

Little Sakura basked in affection. She had always leaned into her father's embrace, beamed at
praise, held on tightly to Konan's own hand out of sight and out of the rain so that he would
never see—

"You're upset."

"She could be happier. She could have friends her age, mentors that would gently correct her
mistakes, a life outside this endless battle for peace."

—and with no one but a swordsman and an angel to raise her, there was little comfort in life.
She read and studied and trained until her legs gave out and she could no longer force herself
to smile.

This Sakura barely let any emotion slip by her impassive mask unless it was just her and an
Akatsuki, then there were brief flashes of fear or confidence or something darker.

Konan hummed under her breath. They were in her own offices within the Ameonna situated
at the north of the Pillar, as opposed to Nagato's spaces along the spine of the Shinigami
statue. Here, she sorted through the paperwork that God didn't have the chance to attend to.
The other Paths lent their aid every now and again, but it was mostly her with the meetings
and the inspections and the problems not just anyone could take care of.

Sakura sat at the main desk, brows drawn and gaze flickering through a twenty page
document requesting approval of the updated legal information pertaining to the village's
chuunin level shinobi. Konan had already gone over it once and it never hurt to be thorough
—and it gave her time to sit here. Observe. Mull over this little girl who was no longer little
and who could pull a man out of the street and shove a kunai under his ribs without a single
person to notice something amiss.

"She was born to a rogue who's giving his life to this cause. This was never a choice for her
to make."



"Then maybe it was a choice we should have given her."

"This job doesn't suit you," she said, and Sakura raised her eyes once in acknowledgment
before they were back down at the papers. "Your work is wonderful, but you're stiff and
dismissive. Unhappy." Konan took a seat at the corner of the desk, one knee crossed over the
other, and folded her hands in her lap. "Though, you could also be unhappy simply because
you're here."

Sakura's jaw tightened as she set down her pen. "I made the choice to come here, and both
you and Leader-sama have our gratitude for granting us asylum." She still didn't look up. "If
this is where you need me, this is where I'll stay. I have no objections."

Konan reached out to brush pink strands behind the teen's right ear where her new piercings
glinted in the light, and in that moment, she wished for nothing more than to take out every
single metal piece and cast them out into the streets below. Material was important here:
Akatsuki members wore their rings as a show of loyalty and as a means of communication,
the rain monitored all that it touched, and the piercings directly connected Nagato to his
Paths. He'd pulled them from his own body years and years ago, warping them into receptors
for high-frequency chakra signals—for his own use, it was a brilliant tool to push chakra into
other bodies like the perfect puppeteer Sasori once strove to be.

Placing a receiver into a living body could disrupt chakra and throw off physical movements.
At a close distance, she was sure that Nagato could order her to do whatever, pulling her
body along like she was just another one of his corpses.

She would follow Nagato to the ends of the earth, but even she could admit that sometimes
he went too far.

Silence, and rain.

"You truly love her, don't you?"

"She..." A small, shy smile. "She asked about godparents today. Specifically godmothers, and
in her words, even if she didn't know her mother, a godmother would be just as good. But I

couldn't be her godmother, of course, because you were already God. So she asked me to be
her angel-mother instead." Her expression goes impossibly soft. "There was nothing else I

could say but yes."

She caressed Sakura's cheek with a thumb, the girl tensing in her seat.

It made Konan grieve for the love she'd never been able to give.

Because when Kisame had his little pup, he never realized what that meant to the eyes of
Akatsuki. He happily listened to Sakura's rambling, picked her up in a hug whenever he saw
her, kissed the top of her head when he tucked her in at night. He protected her with all he
was, but even still his missions could take him out of the village for weeks—a handful of
months at times. In that time, it was Konan who made up for the gaps in her training and
lessons; she'd taught her katas, cleaned up her cuts and bruises, raised her to understand



Amek dialect and to embody their culture and... that was the problem, wasn't it? That it
wasn't just Kisame who raised a little girl under red clouds and rain.

Nagato watches her for a brief moment before turning to face a window, his voice a weak
rasp rattling up past the hollow of his throat. "Then this job will be easy for you."

"... Job? This—Sakura isn't a job—"

Konan cupped her cheek. If it'd been her choice, she also would've happily listened to little
Sakura's rambling, picked her up in a hug whenever she saw her, kissed the top of her head
when she tucked her in at night.

If only she'd been that kind. No, she never gave things like praise, only things like
expectations. She hammered in perfection that it was the only lifeline in this world and
looked away when this small, sad little girl practiced punches against cement pillars until the
skin tore on her knuckles.

There were specialized training grounds where Kisame refused to bring his pup. They're too
dangerous, he'd said, and I don't want her more hurt than she gets. Too dangerous, maybe,
but they taught something the dirt covered, tree-thin grounds in the village couldn’t. The
constant rain created a constant muddy traction, and the shinobi here seemed to have a knack
of more precise chakra control and higher sickness-immunity.

The specialized training grounds, though, were temperature controlled spaces scattered
beneath the lake made up of layers of harsh metal and jutsu-induced rock. Platforms and traps
and hazards and obstacles were common in these man-made "cages," and access could only
be granted by R3s or higher.

Konan took her there to train whenever Kisame was gone.

But she could never tell him why she had to build an asset—why she had to harden that heart
as quietly as she could.

His next words would never leave her for the rest of her life.

Because she didn't know if she could live with herself if she didn't.

"You will make her into an exemplary shinobi or she will be nothing at all."

But now that little girl had grown up, tired and scared and weary and everything they wanted
her to be—so maybe now things could be different?

Konan leaned in and pressed a soft kiss against damp pink hair. "I will always do what I can
for you," she murmured. "I'm sorry I couldn't tell you that sooner."

(She doesn't hear the sound of something in Sakura breaking.)

::

"Ichizokugoroshi."



Itachi's eyes narrowed minutely as his steps slowed to a stop. Behind him, the newcomer let a
leg dangle down from the railing, their upper body shrouded in shadow.

"The Clan Killer. Nickname's got a better ring to it than Sharingan no Itachi, though, so I
'spose none of them are any polite, are they, Uchiha-san?" The rain poured on either side of
the open walkway they occupied, and they were lucky the metal overhang above them was
just enough to keep them dry. "But y'know, I've always wondered what type a' person you'd
be."

Itachi finally turned around, eyeing the stranger's black outfit and the calloused hand poised
atop one bent knee. "Truly?" he inquired softly. "And from whose opinions have you
garnered this insight from?"

"Well honestly, I started thinkin' 'bout it after bumpin' into Sasuke in Kusa." Itachi almost
flinched, and he inwardly berated himself for the slip. Did the stranger notice? "Still as
grumpy as I remember, but I think he's still out for your head. I guess Naruto's tryin' real hard
to get him back but eh, there's a lot going on in there."

Unease started an unhealthy creep up his spine. He couldn't remember a time he'd felt so off-
kiltered inside Amegakure. If people didn't know him by his face they knew him by his cloak,
and no one dared to speak to the Akatsuki unless directly spoken to. His sharingan spun to
life, the unease cutting him deeper when he couldn't see the face of his accoster through the
dark.

"But I dunno, I don't think you're that bad of a guy," they said. "All those files Konoha's got
and man, they really shit on you. It's gotta suck with the way they keep talkin' 'bout the other
Uchiha."

Itachi flexed his fingers. Three shuriken appeared in each hand. "What do you want?"

"Like I said, just came here to meet you." There was a smile in their voice, lips appearing in
the low light where he could read their next words very, very carefully. "I mean, leavin'
Konoha's hard when it's not even your choice to go, right?"

Projectiles pinged off the railings as they glided through the stranger, the image stuttering
upon impact and falling to pieces to reveal a paper tag stuck onto the metal. For a moment,
there was a rush in his ears that didn't quite fit the sound of the rain, and the ink bled from the
seals etched in abnormally thin lines.

Itachi turned.

The stranger stood at the edge of the rain cover with his hands stuck in his pockets and his
jacket sleeves pushed up to his elbows. This, Itachi found, was someone the same age as his
foolish younger brother; messy brown hair, seals dangling from his ears, prisoner
identification on his forearms, and an enormous white canine that slunk in and pressed itself
against the back of his legs.

Itachi didn't recognize him.



But after that display, he figured he ought to.

The corner of the stranger's lips quirked up. "My bad, shouldn't've bothered you with my
problems." There was something Itachi couldn't quite pick up about the look he was getting
—at this point, both by the teen and the ninken—but the strangeness of this encounter
dragged memories through his head. He sorted through the information of local clans and
prominent Heads and if this person truly was from Konoha, there was only one clan that had
ninken for partners. "Didn't mean to be too forward, Uchiha-san. We're new 'round here an'
supplementary to an RA designation, but we're still tryna figure out what that means."

He almost frowned. He hadn't heard of any shinobi being granted the use of an existing RA,
much less to recent defectors from Konoha.

"Again, my bad," he continued, apologizing with the shrug of a shoulder. "I'd gotten
careless." He grinned, sharp and knowing, and Itachi didn't trust it. "My partner here's
Akamaru," he patted the head of his ninken, "and I'm—"

"I know you can handle yourself, but can you at least pretend you're not out to cause
trouble?"

Itachi's gaze flickered behind the stranger as another stranger wandered up to stop by his
shoulder. She was another younger one with a shock of pink hair and a height that had him
glancing upward. Her demeanor was completely different; colder, blanker, observing him
with a stare that didn't betray a single thought. Dark circles bruised the skin under her eyes
and she stood tall and unbending, and he knew he would have to worry about her too.

"I was just introducin' myself," the first stranger grinned. "I haven't run inta' any other
Akatsuki, y'know." One look at the newcomer and his brows scrunched. "Damn, you need a
nap."

"I have a list I need to get through."

"Yeah, that's what you said yesterday."

"I'll be back in time for dinner."

"Shino's makin' bobotie tonight and if you're not back before I go in for seconds, I'm not
apologizin'." Itachi pressed a kunai into his palm when the attention shifted back to him, three
gazes burning. "And I'm Inuzuka Kiba, by the way. Native Konohan, missing-nin, you know
the drill."

Dark Circles crossed her arms over her chest. "Hoshigaki Sakura," she introduced. It almost
didn't hit him at first with neither sharp teeth or blue skin or a menacing sword on her back,
but when it finally did, he couldn't put the numbers together. "Ex-Konoha citizen, missing-
nin." Her expression remained blank. "You know the drill."

Kiba laughed.



Itachi tried to piece together how a Hoshigaki was in Konoha only to end up in Ame, but all
he drew were blanks. Kiri politics and census data left a sizeable hole in his Water Country
knowledge, but from the bits Kisame had chatted about over the years, the Hoshigaki were a
decently sized clan that didn't have a kekkei genkai, but churned out bloodthirsty shinobi
after bloodthirsty shinobi for the village's ranks. Their chakra reserves tended to run larger
than average and the blue skin was a recessive gene thought to appear in particularly talented
generations, but the clan wasn't as tight-knit as, say, the ones in Konoha; there was no shared
living compound, no head of family, nothing in common besides blood.

"I'd stay longer, but there are a couple appointments I have to make. It was nice meeting you,
Uchiha-san," Sakura said as she politely inclined her head. Itachi simply watched her, tipping
his head once, bright red eyes wary for any sudden movement. She turned to the ninken—
Akamaru—and tapped his nose. "Save me dinner."

He woofed and licked her hand, and Kiba stuck his tongue out at her before she shunshinned
away.

"I'll let you get back to whatever it was you were doin', Uchiha-san." Hands still in his
pockets and mouth still stretched into an easy grin, Kiba stepped into the rain. The ink on his
earring seals didn't run. "See you around?"

If Itachi was honest, he hoped he didn't.

:: ::

"You never told me 'bout this. I can't believe you never told me 'bout this. You're—You're
disowned. A disgrace. Y'know, I was actually gonna give you back your green hoodie but
now your green hoodie privileges' revoked 'cause you never told me 'bout this."

"You mean the green hoodie you 'borrowed' a month ago and never gave back?"

"This isn't 'bout the green hoodie! This is 'bout you never tellin' me Ame did bull
riding with giant salamanders!"

Shino sighed with all the air in his lungs and bemoaned his future of having to listen to Kiba
talk about this for the rest of their lives. On the row of seats directly below him and leaning
leisurely against his legs, Sakura quirked a small smile. To her left, Akamaru wagged his tail.

About a kilometer out the village where the Ameonna faced was the old factory half taken
over by the swamp. Some years ago it had re-fashioned into a stadium that hosted cricket
matches from summer to storm season, ice hockey in the winter, and giant salamander
riding in the spring. The closest sport they'd ever come across to it was the yakfighting in
Kumo and even then there weren't any huge money prizes or bookies who wore origami
paper bills in their headbands.

"Did they choose to gamble here because it's illegal within village limits?" Shino asked.
Sakura shook her head, the group's gaze following the man flung into the bottom stands.



"Casinos are legal here because they get taxed high and are one of the country's highest
revenues," she replied. "Amegakure is their management, and there's little intervention as
long as every venue inside the border is registered." One of the salamanders screeched as it
tried to eat one of the riders. "And an old factory is just better for a salamander to destroy."

"Giant salamanders," Kiba repeated. Shino rolled his eye. And it wasn't just the giant
salamanders either—the only reason they even knew about the bookies was because Sakura
directed Kiba straight to one knowing full well he would do something like putting down a
hundred ryo win bet on Rider #14. And just to add on to Shino's future headache, she
followed up with her own hundred fifty on Rider #2.

"If I'd known betting makes your forehead wrinkle like that, I would've done it more often,"
Sakura remarked.

"My forehead doesn't wrinkle."

Kiba slapped the forehead in question, eyes never leaving the arena. "I dunno, feels pretty
wrinkly to me."

Shino smacked the hand away and glared. "When you lose your bet, it will be the most
satisfying thing I'll see all day."

Sakura's shoulders eased a little bit more.

They'd been in Ame for a little over two weeks now. Kiba and Akamaru spend a lot of time in
the Archives and on the glowing village streets, scouting out all the seals and weapons shops,
memorizing dead ends and shadowed walkways. He already stained their living room floors
from neon paint practice and started to add his own little pieces between almost-alive
brushstroke tigers.

(He thinks he's seeing a lot of orange hair in his periphery. But that can't be right, right?)

Shino worked one of the graveyard shifts at the hospital, a ten-ish at night to six-ish in the
morning with Tuesdays and Wednesdays off. He never liked to sit still. Never had. At the
Academy, none of the teachers noticed the way his jacket hid the kikai that circled his desk
until the day ended. In Kumo, he cut into his skin until there was no more skin to cut and
learned he loved being swept away in the bustle on hospital floors. If he wasn't working or
training or studying or experimenting, he stayed with pack to keep them close and breathe
and make sure they were always warm.

(He dreams of cutting open Kiba's and Torune's throats. He blocks it off and keeps working.)

And Sakura?

Her eyes slid to the side, each metal piercing weighing heavily in her ear.

She didn't know how much longer she could go on like this.

(Would Shino and Kiba be okay without her?)



Movement to the left caught her eye and she glanced towards the front entrance. The
chuunin-level security tasked with checking IDs immediately stepped aside for the man who
strode past. Cloak-less, long, loose brown hair, and that black mask still covering the bottom
half of his face, Kakuzu immediately began to note the current standings and the number of
bookies in-house today if his flickering, precise gaze had anything to say about it.

Then that gaze finally met Sakura's. He held it for a moment before turning to speak with
someone.

"Which one's that?" Kiba asked. Akamaru whined.

Shino frowned and set a few kikai down into the metal grate flooring. "And what do we need
to know?"

"Kakuzu-san. He's native Takine, does some work for the Treasury when he's not out on
missions, and he's the one with the skin hardening jutsu." She stared at him for another beat
before the arena noise rose and they all watched the angry salamander thrashing around.
"He's killed every one of his partners."

He was easier to read than Konan, but that didn't mean it was better. Konan's expression was
always distant, but she'd put a nursery in Kurenai's house. Blunt, rough, and exacting were
the nicest things about him, but it was his coarseness that built her thick skin that kept her
standing.

Without it, she would've never made it this far. She could at least thank him for that.

She heard the beetle by her ear buzzing.

"And this one never shuts up even when I rip his spine out his throat."

:: ::

Kakuzu sat to Sakura's right, one seat away with his arms crossed over his chest and his
attention completely on them.

He didn't know what to think when coming across her in the factory one of the game days,
but then again it wasn't like he really knew her. Ever since the incident with her ear, Sakura
spent her time with Kisame and Konan and every now and again, with their Leader. But with
everything that came with his missions and responsibilities, there were the blue moons where
Kisame had no choice but to leave her with him. Sasori was out of the question, Orochimaru
was never a consideration, and Zetsu was absent so often he was sure he and Sakura had
never met.

But the things he did know about her were just the small things he happened to notice.

She was the first Akatsuki kid, and Kisame used to train her until she completely wore
herself out. He coddled her too much, never getting too physical and focusing on discipline,
forms, and all the other things where the worst injury she could get was a pulled muscle or a
sprained ankle.



But when he left on missions, Konan trained her through black and blue skin, bloody noses,
cracked bones. She accepted nothing but excellence, and more than once Kakuzu had passed
her by while this small waif of a Hoshigaki walked out from the cages under the lake,
shaking.

(She always smiled at him when she saw him, though, and greeted him through bloody teeth.)

((Kisame knew. Of course he did. But it wasn't like there was anything he could've done.))

"I heard this one follows a god named Jashin, and he's immortal because of it," Sakura said.
Kakuzu scoffed.

"It's a delusion."

"But he's good?"

"Not enough for me to deal with his shitty attitude."

He angled his gaze higher, staring directly at the row behind them. Just another thing he
didn't know was anything substantial about her team, and he honestly didn't care outside of
their skills and how many brain cells they had, and how the prices on their heads were
probably grossly underestimated as well. But he'd listened in to a few rumors about them—
new arrivals always brought about new whispers and sometimes eyes liked to trail from
behind the thick glass panes, so it hadn't been long until he heard of the Konoha kids.

Until now Itachi had been the only notable shinobi to make his home in Ame, and there was a
high level of scrutiny on anyone immigrating from one of the Great Nations. Storm Country's
history ran like any other swept away in the Great Wars; they served as battlegrounds,
collateral damage, struggling just because they were locked in something out of their control.

It built a healthy bitterness among the minority nations. There was hatred for Konohans and
their jutsu that spat fire and fire-red eyes over ravaged lands; hatred for Kirians and their
drownings of crops and villages in water and blood; hatred for Iwavians and their bombings
and battles that erupted in the lands sandwiched between Fire, Stone, and Wind; hatred for
the Sunese and their sands crept past their borders until someone noticed too late that the
country that doubled in size in the past fifty years was still growing; hatred for the Kumor
and their reputation they built for amassing an incredibly diverse population by stealing and
kidnapping and was slowly deepening their foothold in the world. Was this all a
generalization? Sure, but it didn't change the fact that no small nation could ever amount to
the power of the Greats.

One way or another the rest of them had to survive—Yu dabbled in cults, Taki cultivated
chakra-enhancing sources, and Ame welcomed criminals and refugees, just to name a few.

So when a shinobi turned rogue and walked across Heaven's Gate, they needed to prove
themselves. How powerful were they? How did they acclimatize to the populace and the
culture? Was their level of respect enough?

If they needed to be removed, how much longer would the Angel let them live?



"What the hell's the deal with immortality?" Inuzuka sighed as a few earth-jutsu users
repaired the arena before the next rider went out. The boy and his dog spent a lot of their time
at the Pillar, specifically on the private library floor, and Kakuzu's been hearing about what
an energetic, likeable young man he was. A seal specialty was already rare, but a seals
specialty in someone with a family like his meant he was a little more interesting than he let
on. The Akatsuki didn't have someone like him, and one couldn't deny Leader's bouts of
taking opportunities. "Everyone who believes in it gets cracked one way or 'nother, I mean,
look at Orochimaru."

Aburame's lips curled in distaste. An efficient medic who was steadily gaining rank at the
hospital, his unusual approaches and level of skill had earned him the staff's respect and the
approval of a handful of veteran employees. One of Kakuzu’s contacts—a hospital admin
who occasionally fronted as a receptionist to gauge persons of interest that came through the
hospital—had nothing negative to say.

"You met Orochimaru."

"He recognized me right before the Konoha Crush,” Sakura said, and he took a moment to
observe her grace in being at ease and how she still managed to exude a certain sureness in
herself that was never apparent in the little mouse she used to be.

Sentimentality, he scoffed at himself. He really must be getting older.

Inuzuka reached out to pat the ninken's head. "Don't know why he's suddenly up in our
business again after the past couple years of quiet."

"It's most likely because he's at the tail-end of Sasuke's main training and he's moved on to
his next project. Why? Because he's never going to forget we owe him for killing the
Sandaime." Aburame pushed up his glasses. "Imagine thinking Orochimaru is the lesser of
two evils," he drawled, and something like amusement twinged deep in Kakuzu's core, "truly,
what kind of people would they be?"

"Ugh, stop remindin' me." Inuzuka half-heartedly kicked at Aburame's legs, in turn jostling
Sakura whose face never moved a muscle. A couple salamanders were starting to eye the
workers like they were pests, and it wouldn't be long until one of the walls was trampled to
pieces and the tournament moved to outdoor viewing.

"Killing a Kage would've gotten our bounties maxed," Sakura said. "But lucky for us, killing
a councilman will cap us just the same."

Kakuzu's brow cocked, but only just. "Ambitious."

"Not impossible."

Then, in an action reminiscent of the collection of birds that populated the Makiling forests
back in his old country, three teens and a dog glanced to the left in perfect unison.

A figure hopped up the last few bleachers towards them with a shit-eating look he knew
irritated his partner to no end. The idiot still never wore a shirt despite the drastic weather



change from Yugakure and, like a majority of the Akatsuki, tended to not wear his assigned
cloak within the village.

"Hey now, the fuck we got goin' on here? Kakuzu, you didn't tell me you were out here
makin' friends," he pouted. Kakuzu could feel his future headache creeping in from a
kilometer away.

"Hidan."

"Wait, wait, wait—I know these fuckin' kids from somewhere." He squinted at Inuzuka, a
few wet strands flopping over his forehead. Sakura bandaged hand flexed in her lap and
Kakuzu caught a few scuttling shadows at the corner of his eye. "Shit, where've I seen you
before?"

Inuzuka twirled the few senbon that appeared between the gaps of his fingers. "The hell
should we know?"

Hidan completely ignored him, snapping his fingers as he actually managed to wind the gears
in his head. It was annoying how there was actually a microscopic sliver of intelligence
hiding under his usual nonsense, so when his thoughts made their complete little circuit, a
devious spark lit up his gaze. He snapped a final few times and reverted back to his loud fool
self.

"You're the Konoha brats in that last update! It was like, clan kid," he pointed at Aburame,
"clan kid," he pointed at Inuzuka, "a dog, I guess," he pointed at the ninken, "and the other
kid...?"

Kakuzu could have reached over and ruptured his trachea then and there, but the idiot would
be too satisfied at the reaction. "Kisame's," he answered gruffly. Hidan blinked.

"What, the dead one?"

"Yes."

"Seriously? And Kisame's not gonna parade her around—"

"I'm Hoshigaki Sakura."

Hidan finally glanced back at the girl in question. From his seat at her side, Kakuzu couldn't
quite parse out the look she was giving him, but whatever it was caught his partner off guard.

"It's nice to meet you." She spoke in an even tone, crisp and cold and firm in their place.
"Isn't it more polite to address the person you're talking about when they're right here?"

A few insects crawled along one half of Aburame's face as Inuzuka's excitement bled back
through and the ninken watched everything unfold quietly, suddenly un-doglike in its
behavior.

Hidan's lips curled into that grin he gets when he finds the 'perfect' sacrifice—the ones that
put up more than just a fight.



And Kakuzu, still sorting through all that he learned, started to give in to the curiosity of
what sort of bloodbath this would turn out to be.

'So, Sakura.'

She stood up and straightened to her full height. The other attendees had already given them
a wide berth on the bleachers and he could already see the whispering and the musing and the
bill hand-offs of a new betting pool that was going to have nothing to do with riders or
salamanders.

"You got a lot of confidence for a bitch that's supposed to be six feet under."

She tilted her head.

"I think I have the right amount of confidence for a bitch that's not going to have any
problems handling you."

'Let's see if you're worth a capped bounty.'

:: ::

Kurenai stepped out of the house and drew in the mingled scent of iron and rain before taking
a seat on one of the dark cushioned chairs on the porch. Tenzo was alive, still in a coma, but
he was breathing and she hoped she never had to see the day he stopped. She lowered her
mug of chai tea onto the low octagonal side table and pulled her sleeves over her fingers. The
unit attached to hers was empty, as it typically was when the rain clouds were brighter, and
she understood a little better about why Shino and Kiba had problems at home.

Far back just before Team Eight when she received the files of her prospective students, she
saw that Shino was a quiet Aburame, that Kiba was a wild Inuzuka, that the team gap was
filled in with an average student who was projected to slip by as a career chuunin. Check,
check, check. The three of them met the usual expectations, and it was then Kurenai's goal to
get them to live long enough for a promotion before picking up another genin team to mentor.

Though from day one, she'd seen this team could be called anything but usual. But her
getting to know them and getting used to their strangeness was something that came at about
the same rate, so save for a few mistakes, she could now tell anyone in confidence that there
was nothing about her kids she couldn't accept. Their ally in Kumo, Konoha's corruption, the
lengths they took and would take just to survive—no, she'd seen them go through so much
they didn't deserve.

With all they lost, she couldn't bear to see them lose even more.

Shibi and Tsume... She didn't think she'd lose her guilt over them anytime soon. They had to
live with their children constantly gone who-knows-where, and the few times they did have
them at home or on a break that happened to sync up, they spent time with sons they couldn't
recognize. What right did she, a short-term sensei, have in knowing things about Shino and
Kiba that their own parents didn't?



And the clan heads were far back in Konoha, choking on their worry while that short-term
sensei had bobotie with those same kids last night. How awful was that?

Kurenai sipped her tea and sighed, its warmth seeping into her fingers. Sure, it was a little
lonely nowadays with how busy they all kept themselves, but she saw them enough to see
that Ame already treated them far better than Konoha ever did. And besides, her kids were on
a mission. Revenge was something poisonously precious to shinobi; it wouldn't be fair for her
to get in their way.

As she lowered her mug, her eyes darted towards the road and to the figure striding over the
painted pangolins. Tall, cloaked, bulky—oh.

Hoshigaki Kisame slowed to a stop in front of the kids' unit, his hood brushing back as he
tilted his head up and frowned.

"They keep a lot of odd hours," Kurenai spoke up, clutching the handle of her mug a little
tighter when his head turned to her. "Sakura has a lot of late nights, so I can't promise she'll
be around if you come looking for her again."

"That so?" Striding the short distance to her and taking the couple steps up to the covered
porch, he pulled down the hood of his plain black cloak. White holographic shark jaws
glimmered on his shoulders. "I'm a lil' surprised she told you about me."

"Ah, I'll admit that I only found out after we'd been granted asylum."

"And you stayed?"

"Why wouldn't I?"

His mouth quirked and he leaned back against one of the pillars. There was no overwhelming
flood of intimidation as he stood a couple meters in front of her, not like a few years in
Konoha when he and Uchiha Itachi came to scout for the Kyuubi. He was a lot more at ease
—friendly, even—and it almost made him seem like he wasn't one of the deadliest nuke-nin
out there.

"Sorry for being rude," he said, and that was pretty polite of him? "You're Yuuhi Kurenai-san,
right? Konan filled me in a bit ago, and I've been meanin' to pay you a visit."

If that was meant as a threat or just regular conversation, she didn't know, but she noted the
ten separate weapons she had hidden on this porch alone and kept her free hand on her lap,
close to the kunai tucked under the cushion.

He was a seasoned shinobi, more jagged around the edges by profession with more blood on
his hands than she could ever carry. He was someone who rose past the stories told about him
and had a Flee on Sight tacked onto his name.

"I just wanted to say thank you," he said, his voice soft and heavy, "for takin' care of Sakura."

She blinked.



"From the looks of it, you're important to her. I'm happy she's got an adult in her life she can
trust." He seemed to chew on the inside of his cheek, taking a moment to mull over his
thoughts. Which was fine, because she needed a minute to process that he'd come to thank
her. Thank her.

"If I wanted my freedom, I should have stayed dead!"

Kurenai looked down at her mug and at the steam swirling up from it. "You could wait for
her here, if you'd like."

The first few pages of Sakura's file was the mission report that detailed her transfer-of-care
into their forces from her hostage status, taken from one of Kiri's most dangerous. Orphans
had the highest rate of getting shuttled into the Academy and it padded their forces, as much
as it left a terrible taste in her mouth to admit it, it made sense to bring her back with them
under the guise of doing "the right thing."

But they took Hoshigaki Kisame's own daughter.

And a small voice at the back of her head whispered, did he let them?

"No need to be so hospitable, Yuuhi-san. I know she doesn't want to see me." It didn't matter
how leisurely he stood; no matter what happened here, he could kill her at any moment, for
any reason, in a village where he didn't need to worry about the law. "'Sides, aren't I bad
company?"

He grinned, but it couldn't quite hide his melancholy. She bit the inside of her cheek.

Whenever Hoshigaki Kisame crossed her mind, it was always in the realm of remembering to
check the updated Bingo Books to avoid all areas with his recent sightings so she wouldn't
die, or trying to find a way to counter or avoid his attacks so she wouldn't suffer before she
died. Two unprompted meetings with him were already bad enough for her heart, even if that
second meeting wasn't necessarily him, but... here in her chair with her cooling mug, she
wondered if maybe he wouldn't have just let Sakura go.

Kurenai's eyes shot out back towards the streets and darted there, there, and there, a sharp
uptick of chakra rattled her spine before there was another figure on her porch. Just as her
finger threaded the loop of the closest kunai, Kisame lifted his brow.

"Somethin' you need?"

"Not from you." The newcomer glanced over at her for a moment, unnaturally bright green
irises on unnaturally dark sclera, and she was struck with the same uneasy feeling she had
meeting Tenshi-sama for the first time.

Akatsuki, then.

"Good afternoon," she greeted, her hand slowly curling back around her mug.

"Yuuhi Kurenai." His voice rumbled lower than Kisame's, blunt and sharp like an old knife
that wouldn't stop grating in. "Konoha jounin, genin-sensei, genjutsu specialty."



"... Yes?"

His stare weighed heavy for a few more breath-holding beats before his attention turned back
to his associate. "Here."

He held out the hand that had been carrying, the deep gray color poking familiarity like an
itch under her skin.

This is Kakuzu-san, by the way," Kisame informed her drily as he took the bundle. It
unfurled in the exchange and it was a cloak Kurenai wasn't hoping to see in the hands of a
stranger, longer than the average cut and moose antlers prominent on the shoulder stitching.
She didn't see the other cloaks there—one with an eclipse of green moths on one shoulder
and another with a dip of raindrops along the upper back interspersed with simple seals. He
reached into one of the pockets in the lining and pulled out the yellow envelope that was
tucked in. "And I'm not his hanger."

"Sakura left it when she fought Hidan."

Kurenai's fingers twitched as a chill crept onto the porch. One of Kisame's thumbs ran across
the rainbow patches. It was either he wasn't the best at masking his expressions or he didn't
care who saw, but his mouth twisted like he just chewed a wad of tamarind.

The envelope crinkled.

"Why the hell was she fighting Hidan? Did Leader-sama sanction it? What happened? Is she
alright? Did—"

"She was at the factory, I was checking the bookings, and Hidan followed me to whine."
Kakuzu brushed off the worried ramblings like he'd heard them before, an unconcerned
response towards a more-than-concerned father. But the concerned father part was what got
Kurenai most—there was no reason to play it up if he didn't mean it. There was no point in
playing 'a good guy' or 'an ally' or plain 'nice' when everyone here knew who he was, what
he'd done, who he stood for.

Or at least she thought he was a pillar for the Akatsuki, and the Akatsuki alone.

"That doesn't explain why they even fought."

"If you want an explanation, ask Sakura yourself."

Kisame's jaw clacked shut, and Kakuzu tracked the movement the exact same way Sakura
would've done.

Which is odd, because if Sakura never explained her past and put Konan, Kisame, and
Kakuzu in a line and asked which one of those people raised her, Kisame wouldn't have been
the first choice. And Kisame, who looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here just to see
if his daughter's okay, stretched the cloak to get a clearer look at the antlers.

"... You don't make deliveries for anyone, and you've never bothered with her when she was
little."



"No," Kakuzu agreed. "We made our own stakes. If she lost, she would comb through the
west end of Storm for the group of B-ranks encroaching the territory, but only after she
picked up her guts Hidan would scatter all over the swamps."

A raging bloodlust gripped the air so tightly that the taste of iron swelled over Kurenai's
tongue.

"And if she won?" she asked after wetting her dry mouth.

Kakuzu's gaze flitted to her, then down to her mug, and up to her face again. "Then I would
collect Inuzuka's bet winnings and drop them off, because none of them expected to come
home tonight."

Their eyes trailed down to the envelope.

Her shoulders eased almost immediately and she pressed the mug to her lips to try and drink
away the last of her tea's warmth. At least they were alive somewhere with another story she
wanted to hear, oh, she hoped that when they stopped by tomorrow it'd be around when she
finished trying to bake samosas.

(But Kisame feels like the envelope is burning his fingers.)

((And maybe his heart hurt a bit too.))

:: ::

"ARGGGH!"

Yoriko stabbed the patchy training grounds behind the Secondary School. She flew through
the three years of Shinobi Primary and she was on top of the world—but then the first month
at Secondary was already shaping up to be the start of the worst four years of her life. She
was eleven years old, darn it! When she finally graduated at the end of this, she was going to
be one of the best kunoichi Ame's ever seen!

The kunai glinted mockingly at her.

"I know!" she shouted at it. "Kunoichi should be able to throw kunai at easy targets—and—I
—AGH!!"

She grabbed the handle, twisted, and flung it as hard as she could towards the neon-red
targets on the other side of the field. But in her frustration she pivoted too far and the weapon
veered towards the path and at the shadow—shadow? Oh no—

"Watch ou—!"

She blinked and nothing was there.

"Huh?"

She... Where did it go? It was right there in her hands, then in the air, then—



"Be careful."

And suddenly she was there.

She knelt in front of Yoriko's crouched form and was still a whole head and more taller.
Bruises mottled the skin along her arms and deep scars warped parts of her shoulders, neck,
face, and man, Yoriko's never seen pink hair in the village before. Even redheads were kind
of rare, and the one time she swore she saw someone with red hair wearing Clouds. But pink?
Paired with dark eyes, a stony face, and the stray kunai between two fingers—

"I-I'm so... so sorry," she squeaked. She was dead. So, so dead. "I wasn't aiming—I didn't
mean—I promise I won't—I'm so sorry!"

The stranger stared at her for a moment before standing, wow, she was really tall and really
scary looking.

"Thank you?" Tall and Scary said, a quirk to her split lip. The girl flushed, but kept her eyes
up. As much as she wanted to dig herself a hole to hide for the rest of her life, she couldn't let
herself look any worse!

"Clear your head. If you let your anger make your decisions for you, the more you'll be prone
to mistakes." Tall and Scary flipped the kunai and held the blade as she handed it back to the
shaky hand that reached up. "Show me how you normally stand to throw."

Yoriko's fear slowly ebbed into confusion as she did as told, and that confusion only
multiplied as Tall and Scary stood to the side, telling her all these adjustments to her form. By
the end of it her arms were straining a bit keeping up her position, but there was no way she'd
say no. And besides, she was a lot nicer about the corrections than the nasally Aya-sensei.
But why was she even taking the time correcting...?

"You already knew a lot of what you should be doing, so this is about refinement. Breathe,
and remember what you practiced." She tipped her head at the target. "Try throwing now."

Yoriko flung it.

It hit the second circle from the center.

"I... hit it?" She blinked. "I hit the target. I hit the target! Hey, Tall and—er, I mean, uh,
what's your...?"

Dark green eyes stared at the target, unblinking, piercing through the light rain, and Yoriko
gulped. Was the second ring not good enough? She thought it was because she'd barely been
able to scratch the very outer ring, but—

"Good job." Tall and Scary finally looked at her, and that coldness that made her pretty scary
was gone. There still wasn't much to her expression, but it made Yoriko brighten up
immediately.

"Thank you so much!" She grinned. "I'm Yoriko, no surname!"



"I'm—"

"SAKURA!" Someone barked in the distance. "LET ‘IM FINISH HEALIN’ YOU,
DAMMIT!"

A pause.

"Keep practicing," Sakura said. "You're right on track to being a great shinobi."

And then Yoriko was left staring at just another empty space on the training grounds. That
kunai was still stuck in that glowing second ring, proof that she'd finally done what it'd taken
her a month to do, and a really cool kunoichi told her she was doing good!

"Alright, Sakura-sensei!" She cheered. "Just you wait! I'll get that bullseye in no time!"



Bonus: Skeletons in the Window

Bonus Chapter!

The first chapter of a future fic called The Wolves Will Eat You

::

Story Warning: This story contains dark themes surrounding the fictitious religion Jashinism.
There will be multiple depictions, both graphic and not, of blood, gore, sacrifice, ritual, self-
harm, suffering, and death.

For the sake of the reader, each chapter will begin with short warnings of what the chapter
will contain. Please heed those warnings.

::

Kötü Kalp:  The Written Word of Jashinism's Teachings

{Excerpt 01: From Tenets}

Tenet 8

Two Holy Days are observed; the birth and death of Jashin's human experience.

To celebrate The Birth, worshipers must participate in celebrations from sunrise to nightfall
on the second day of April. This signifies our elation for our God to have been brought into

this world to expound on the understanding of true suffering.

To celebrate The Death, worshipers must embed a needle in the palm of their most dominant
hand from sunrise to nightfall on the twenty-eighth day of March. This signifies our small

sacrifice in our understanding of when our God's human body had been found with thirty-five
stakes driven into Their body, ending Their earthly inhabitance.

::

Six-year-old Haruno Sakura swung her legs back and forth, back and forth, as she perched up
on one of the fences that surrounded a nearby sheep farm. She giggled as they grazed on
green grasses; they've been getting really big! It was going to be warmer in a few weeks and
soon she couldn't wear her favorite green sweaters unless she wanted to be sweaty all the
time, and that meant all the farms would be covered in wool stacks.

Her and all the other kids waited for the farmers to make wool piles so they could climb onto
barn roofs and jump into them. They were chased off those properties all the time, but she
could always hear the farmers laughing behind them.

A sheep bleated and a lamb pranced by her feet, and Sakura looked up into the bright blue
sky and breathed in the crisp, Yugakure air. It would be her birthday in a couple days and



Mama and Papa said they were going to take her down for a day at the coast! She was going
to splash in the water, make lots of sand castles, and watch the fishers catch her favorite
anchovies!

The same lamb passed by her feet again, and she watched as it sniffed at a broken part of the
fence post.

"That's not food," Sakura frowned. She gasped when it started to squeeze itself through. "No,
no, no—M-Mr. Farmer!"

She whipped her head up at the distant house. They probably couldn't hear her from so far out
in the grazing pastures, but maybe if she yelled loud enough—

The lamb tumbled out the other side of the fence, shook itself off, and pranced across the path
and into the wilderness.

"No! No, baby sheep! Come back!" Sakura threw her legs over the post and slid her way
back onto the ground. Once her shoes flattened the grass and she caught her balance, she
dashed into the woods. "Baby sheep! Mama says not t'go inta' the trees and your Mr. Farmer's
gonna get mad!!"

The trees in Steam Country were nowhere near as thick as they were in the bordering country
of Fire with their lighter woods and thinner trunks, but the land was uneven in its rocky
terrain and staggering plateaus. The underbrush scratched against her already scabbed knees
as she hopped over big rocks and skidded over dirt, and right when she could see that fluffy
white behind, she pushed herself faster and faster and pitched herself forward.

Dust sprayed in her mouth and tiny pebbles dug into her skin through her shirt. She's lucky
the lamb was a couple-week-old runt that was small enough to wrap her arms around as she
rolled, landing on her back with a short oof as the animal sprawled on her front.

"Baa!" the lamb complained. Sakura sat up, shaking the hair out of her eyes and spitting a
strand out of her mouth. The lamb shifted on her lap, its amber eyes bright and its rectangle
pupils unsettling.

"You're very bad," she berated. "Your Mama an' Papa are gon' be very upset you ran away!"
Her tongue stuck out. "You're very soft, but you're a bad baby!"

"Baa—a!"

Sakura huffed before she glanced around her. Maybe there weren't that many trees, but the
ones around her were... tall. And she could see the mountain ranges in the distance. And she
didn't recognize any of the bushes around her. And she didn't know what direction she came
from.

Oh. She was lost.

Green eyes glared down at short curls of wool. She'd never been lost off-path before,
especially since Mama told her to always watch her feet and Papa said that if she wanted to



catch lizards, she had to be with him or another adult at all times. And it wasn't like
she tried to get lost—what would've happened to the baby if she didn't go after it? Its Mama
and Papa would be sad and so would Mr. Farmer if it didn't come back or was hurt by snakes
or wolves or brown bears that her Papa told her weren't nice like her stuffed ones in her room.

But... But she'd find her way back to the farm! She would! She'd give the baby to Mr. Farmer
and tell him it was a bad baby that went through the fence when it wasn't supposed to, and
then she'd head back home all by herself because she was a big girl, and big girls were strong.

In the distance, something crunched.

Sakura tensed as the little lamb stretched out its neck to chomp on a patch of grass,
unconcerned with the following sounds of shuffling rocks. She scrambled back as quickly as
her feet could propel her and once she collided with a tree trunk, she frantically searched
around her until her eyes landed on a bulk slowly making its way towards her.

"Wolfie, please don't come closer," she whispered. She clutched the lamb close to her chest.
"Please? Please, Wolfie, please, please, please..."

The wolf crept into the streams of sunlight, bright beams of yellow white Sakura had only
ever known the easy warmths of. Wolves she'd only seen as flashes through trees or shadows
on cliffs when she could hear their howl-songs at night, but she'd never seen one close
enough to pick out the pretty colors of their eyes. At least once a week Mama warned her:
stay out of the woods, stay on the path, never venture into the dark on your own, or kurtlar
seni yiyecek.

But... But what if this wolf was a good wolf? Its nose was wet like all the Akbash doggies the
farmers' had, but its ears were pointed and its head was bent down low on the dirt. Its eyes—
bright, bright yellow eyes—weren't big and didn't ask for lots of head pats, instead pinning
her in place and froze all the blood around her bones.

She liked the farmers' doggies. She didn't like this one.

The wolf took another cautious step towards her and she whimpered. She hoped the lamb
would run away fast if the wolf went after her first.

Kurtlar seni yiyecek.

"You're a good Wolfie, I know it. Mama says the Wolfies don't go after people 'less they go
off the path. I was bad and I went off the path. 'm sorry." She sniffed. "I don't want to get
eated. Please don't eat me."

Kurtlar seni yiyecek.

Her bottom lip wobbled. "But you're gonna eat me, huh?"

The wolf took another step, and something flung itself down into the space between the girl
and the beast and screamed.



Sakura nearly ended up screaming herself at the sound—the tension in her throat building,
building, building, caught—until she spotted the backs of two legs right in front of her face.
The human feet were bundled in those special black shinobi sandals and when she looked up,
up, up, there was a shiny kusarigama swinging at the hip with a metal skull at the end of the
chain, and up, up, upper she saw a head of messy pale hair that shook as the scream got even
louder.

The wolf reared back before turning tail and darting back through the underbrush from where
it first emerged. A few seconds passed in the silent forest, the only noises being the shinobi
catching their breath and the lamb nosing the ground, unconcerned at almost becoming dog
food.

Sakura gulped. "U-Um..."

The shinobi turned around to glare down at her. He was a boy older than her but not old
enough to have lost the baby fat in his cheeks, and his Yugakure hitai-ate was tied loosely
around his neck for all to see. "What's the big idea, kid? Don't go into the forest or kurtlar
seni yiyecek!"

She puffed out her cheeks. The wolves will eat you. She knew that, chanted that to herself the
hundreds of times she ran into the forest—"But the baby!"

"Hah? What ba..." The boy trailed off once he finally noticed the lamb wrapped securely in
her arms. A loud sigh burst out his mouth as he pushed a hand through his hair to stop the
strands from tickling his forehead. "Lemme guess. The lamb, like, ran away or something and
you went after it."

"Uhuh."

"And when you got into that forest you didn't know how deep you went until you got lost."

"Uhuh."

"Then you almost got eaten by a wolf."

Sakura bobbed her head. "Uhuh."

"Jeez," he sighed again. He bent down to pluck the lamb and tuck the offending animal under
one of his arms. "Alright, alright, get your butt up. We gotta get you home. Where d'you
live?"

"My house is green!"

"... Okay. Uh, is there anything around your house that's there and nowhere else?"

"Mm... uhuh! We live by the big cherry farms with the sourest cherries that make my face go
like this when I eat them!" She scrunched up her face as much as she could, earning herself a
huff of amusement from the shinobi. "But don't forget 'bout the seeds. Mama said you're not
s'pposed to eat the seeds or else they'll grow in your tummy."



"Oh, the cherry farm with the orange scarecrow? What the hell was his name... Pump...
Pumpkin Face?"

"Pumpkin Head!"

"Yeah, I know where that is. First, we're gonna drop the lamb back—" he jostled his arm a bit
and earned himself a miffed BAAA for his troubles— "and then we'll get you back in one
piece, kid." He held the top of her head with his free hand, turned her in one direction, and
gently tossed her forward. "This way. Don't trip."

She had absolutely no idea which way they were going, but Mama told her not to talk to
strangers unless they wore the metal headbands with the country's symbol in the center.
Shinobi were very strong and were supposed to protect the citizens, she said, and the ones
with the pendant were the ones to trust the most.

"I'm gonna be seven soon! That's a big girl number, and that means big girls don't trip."
Sakura hopped over a rock as big as her foot for emphasis and looked up at him like it proved
all her points in the world. It must have, since it made him laugh again. There's a silver chain
around his neck, but whatever was at the end was tucked under his shirt and out of sight. "But
when I'm bigger I'll be able to carry the baby sheep too! Mama's full Yuan and Papa's from
Ishi, but Mama says I got enough Yuan t'carry the big big sheeps when I'mma grown up!"

More hair flopped over the shinobi's forehead and he pushed it back. Wasn't he annoyed that
his hair wouldn't listen?

"Yeah?"

"Yeah!" she parroted excitedly. "And when I can carry big sheeps that means I'm strong, and
when I'm strong that means I can follow the bones." When her head raised, a flutter of pink
hair swayed around her face. "Do you know 'bout the bones?"

"'Course I know," he answered. Any natural born in Steam Country knew about the bones in
the hidden ghost town, home to a single shrine and uninhabited for over a hundred years. The
town was in the country, somewhere, said to only be accessed by Their hand-picked
worshipers, whomever they may be. It was one of the country's best kept secrets right beside
the truth about the country's roots in religion.

(The people never talk, so the outsiders never learn that children are told bedtime stories
about skeletons in the windows and the lingering scent of iron in the air.)

Sakura smiled. "I like the stories 'bout the skel-tons," she said. He did, too. "But I think
Mama's telling them wrong."

"How come?"

The ones about the skeletons were the most famous ones; at one point or another believers
had dreamt of white bone against a pitch black backdrop, had been shown pristine skulls with
empty eyes and sharp edges, and were told how to break each one cleanly and quickly and
beautifully. But walking, waking skeletons weren't real—



"I saw a skel-ton once," the little girl said. "Mama was working in her work room, Papa was
out, I was coloring with crayons, and the skel-ton was in the backyard. It was real big and
wore a pretty kimono, and-and the head looked like a daddy sheep with big horns!"

The shinobi sort of... stopped, and glanced down at her. Curious. Confused. They were only a
little bit away from the main path now and the trees had begun to thin out and to be honest,
he was getting tired of carrying around the lamb, but, "You saw a skeleton wearing a
kimono? And it's head was a ram skull? Did it... with black horns?"

"Uhuh. And it looked like the swirly desserts at Matsu-san's bakery."

"Was there anything else weird about the skull? Scars? Breaks? Symbols?"

Sakura nodded at the last question and pointed to the middle of her own forehead. "It was on
the skull right here! The circle with the upside down triangle in really bright red! I told
Mama, but she said it wasn't nice to make things up." She pouted. "But I wasn't making up.
S’not nice to tell lies."

(He doesn't tell her he'd seen it too. Once, a couple years back when he'd chalked it up to a
couple of his dumbass classmates. He hadn't seen the ram skull skeleton again after that.)

The main path peeked out at them from the start of the treeline, and Sakura hurried to breach
the full sunlight. Up and down the old cobbled path she looked, the one that snaked through
Yugakure and around all the farms surrounding the village, and hurried farther down the path
to point at the spot on the fence she'd been sitting on earlier.

"The baby sheep got by right here!" she pointed. The shinobi wandered over and squatted
down with a sigh.

"Yeah, the fence looks pretty busted. Hold this for a sec," he said. He handed over the lamb, a
task that Sakura jumped to with only a bit of stumbling. By the time she'd looped one arm
under its stomach and the other under its shoulders and through its front legs to hold a hand
against its neck, the shinobi had whipped out a shiny knife from the pouch on his thigh and
was fiddling with the loose fence post.

She stretched her neck to peer over fluffy white wool. "Dont'cha need nails? An' hammers?"

"Ain't my fence, ain't my problem."

"But you're fixin' it."

"Temporarily."

"What's that?"

"Means it'll be enough to keep the lamb from leaving again. Now shut up," he said as he
cocked his head at the definitely lamb-sized gap the broken post made. Sakura pouted. What
a meanie.



He held the wood plank parallel to the ground and against the vertical post it had once been
attached to and slammed the kunai through the spot where the nail used to be. "Perfect."

Sakura was decidedly unimpressed. "That's gonna work?"

"It's good enough." He took the lamb back and deposited it on the other side of the fence. It
collapsed in a heap, a bewildered baa-a-a bursting from its mouth as it staggered back onto
its hooves and trotted off to where most of the herd was grazing together, not once glancing
back at its saviors. "Ungrateful bastard," he grumbled. "Shoulda left—"

Something blunt butted into the side of his stomach. When he looked down, the brat's front
bangs were mussed and she held an offending fist close to her face. Not that the fist was
anything close to offensive when getting hit by it felt like getting whacked with a bag of
marshmallows.

"Don't say bad words!"

He leaned over her, a more-than-provoking grin twisting his lips. "Or what?"

"Or! Or!" Sakura puffed out her cheeks and bunched her fists at her sides. "Or when I'm big
and a shinobi and strong I'mma kick your butt!"

::

Haruno Mebuki was in the middle of opening a new bag of soil when the front door rang. She
wasn't expecting any visitors and whenever her little troublemaker came back home from her
'adventures' she always came in through the back, so when she tugged off her gardening
gloves and crossed through the house to answer the front door, she was a little surprised to
see a young teenage boy standing on her welcome mat as said little troublemaker hung from
his side, one of his arms around her middle like she was a sack of potatoes.

"Is this yours?" he asked.

"I'm a big girl!" Sakura declared with the biggest, cutest pout on her face. "My legs work!"

"You're too short to keep up with me!"

"You're too tall t'be nice!"

Mebuki bit the inside of her cheek to hold down her laugh.

"She got lost in the woods," the boy told her as he finally let go. But Sakura lunged at him
immediately and swung her tiny fists. He held her head and pushed her out of arm's reach.
"There was a lamb that ran away and she went after it, but I was training in the area so I
heard all the commotion."

"Sakura," Mebuki admonished. Sakura finally looked up to her mother with those big doe
eyes and blushed. "You know you're not supposed to go into the woods or kurtlar seni
yiyecek."



"But I didn' want the baby hurt," the six year old replied. "It went out the fence and it was all
alone so I got it back. And the meanie helped!"

Mebuki sighed, exasperated, but she knew she was more amused than anything. Sakura never
went out of her way to get into trouble and aside from the scrapes she got from playing
around the farms with all the other kids, she was a smart little darling that liked drawing
impaled skeletons and putting together jigsaw puzzles on the living room carpet.

And if she only went into the woods because she wanted to save an animal, then, well...

"Alright, you won't get into any trouble this time," she gave in. Before her daughter could
cheer, however, "but you know we shouldn't call other people 'meanies'."

The boy grinned. Sakura was horrified.

"But he is!"

"Sakura."

The girl reluctantly turned towards the shinobi and looked up. "'M sorry I called you a
meanie," she apologized mulishly. "Thank you for taking me back."

His magenta eyes shone with mirth as he tousled her hair, sending pink strands tangled and
flying as she sputtered. "Just don't get into any trouble until you're able to kick my butt."

Sakura stomped a foot. "I will! One day I'mma kick your butt and you can't stop me!"

"Well for now, no one is kicking anyone else's butts in front of my house," Mebuki
announced firmly as she ducked back inside for a moment, "meaning that you're done playing
for the day—" Sakura nodded and stepped through the door— "and for you, young man—"
Mebuki came back out the door with a white paper bag that she handed over. "I'd like to
thank you for bringing my baby home safe and sound. Take some şöbiyet for the road."

"Whoa, sweet! Thanks, miss!" He opened the bag and shoved one of the pastries into his
mouth. "Uh, have a nice day!"

Sakura popped out from behind her mother's legs and thrust out a hand to wave. "Bye bye,
meanie!"

"Sakura!"

The shinobi laughed, bits of pistachio sticking to his bottom lip. "Stay outta the woods,
Pinkie!"

And he was down the street before they knew it, his kusarigama swinging, his hitai-ate
gleaming, his—Mebuki gasped quietly—his white gold necklace mostly hidden under his
shirt.

She shook her head and shooed her daughter inside and followed her into the kitchen. She
smiled as her little girl hoisted herself onto a kitchen stool and started to talk about her day,



going way back from when she first decided she was going to hang out by one of the sheep
farms for the day.

She listened as she picked up the green gold necklace on the table. The chain was thin and
worn from keeping it close day after day for the past twenty or something years, but the
pendant was just as polished and intact as the day she'd received it as her first blessing.

"—can't wait 'til I can carry big sheeps!" Sakura exclaims. "Just like you and Papa can!"

"We only carry the sheep if they've run off from the farms," Mebuki reminded her. One of her
fingers traced the lines of the pendant, first the flipped triangle, then the circle encompassing
it, before she clasped it around her neck and slipped it under her collar. "Oh! Your papa will
be back from his merchant route tomorrow! Are you excited to go to the coast?"

Sakura smiled, toothy and free, as she jumped off the stool with stars in her eyes and clutched
the material of her mother's white dress. Those eyes were so green—a green unlike both her
own and Kizashi's. Somehow they were darker and richer and so full of promise that Mebuki
just knew those eyes would come to mirror blood and iron and prayer.

She bent down and pressed a flurry of kisses on Sakura's pink cheeks. "I'm excited too! But
for right now, will you help Mama take care of the garden?"

"Okay!"

"Thank you, baby." Mebuki pressed another kiss on her forehead and headed for the
backyard.

(She doesn't see Sakura catching sight of pitch black horns disappearing behind the window
pane.

She doesn't see Sakura running towards the window, popping it open, and leaning out.

No one's there.)

"Sakura!" she called as she tugged on her gardening gloves.

"Coming!"

(And she doesn't see the frown on her little troublemaker's face as she hopped back into the
house, leaving behind an open window and the shadow of a ram skull looming amidst the
sunlight pouring into the kitchen.)



Onto the Son

Shino's mornings had been running on routine since they came to Amegakure.

The times he gets up usually varies from day to day. If he's working that night he'll get up
around three in the afternoon; Kiba and Akamaru would be snacking in the kitchen and
Sakura would already be out on whatever orders Tenshi-sama had for her. If he went
overtime he would get the next day off, and he spent those hours mutating his kikai
generations in the living room while Kiba sketched seals and theories in the Archives and
Akamaru skulked in overhang shadows. Every now and again, an insect would then wander
in with one of Sakura's updates about the area in the village she'd be frequenting.

It was reminiscent of their Kumo days—these prison cells masquerading as homes.

Water dripped from his face as he braced himself against the sink in the upstairs bathroom.
Routine was what kept his mind running in the absence of Pack anchoring him
down; routine shackled his thoughts to work, to healing, to experimenting, to figuring out
how he was going to live in the second foreign country he had no choice but to call home
within the last few years.

(Kiba's throat cut open and weeping.)

He raised his head, eye meeting eye in the mirror.

It hasn't been long since everything started. Three years since their tongues burned, two years
since their necks branded, one year since leaving Kumo. He was sixteen now, and he didn't
think he could grow any more weary. Every day his bones felt like they were lined with lead
even though every day he ran medical chakra down to his marrow to make sure they really
weren't. Sunrise to sunset and all through the night it was the same, keeping Pack close as
their pulses lulled him to sleep because one of the only things he could hold tight was the fact
the people he loved most were still alive.

And he'd keep them alive. No matter the cost.

(Torune's blood crusting under his fingernails.)

Wanted dead by their own Kage as genin, pursued by one of their own councilmen
throughout their chuunin career, Orochimaru in the far distance, rumors clinging to their
backs, the Akatsuki looming—

Scarred fingers trembled against the edges of the sink.

Who sends ANBU into the Forest of Death to murder their own? Who hires mercenaries to
attack shinobi on a C-rank mission? Who sends an operative to lead a team to the middle of
enemy territory and leave them to die?

Who makes someone kill their own cousin in cold blood?



"Shut up. Get it together," he growled. His reflection bore an ugly sneer, and the faucet kept
running. "Why are you falling apart now? Why are you letting this get the best of you? Pack
needs you, but Pack doesn't need you worthless."

He swallowed past the dryness in his throat and covered his face with a hand. In the minute
darkness he forced his breathing to even and didn't think about how close his vision was to
blurring. His panic attacks were less frequent than they were when he was younger and there
was little now that could bring him to his knees in a haze of phantom screams and blinding
rage, but...

("S'me... one... ha... d... to...")

Shino's hand slumped back to the edge of the sink where his water-splashed glasses lay, and
he shut off the faucet and headed straight for the hospital.

It was almost time for his shift.

:: ::

Deidara wandered almost aimlessly across the hospital's dark tiled hallways, flecks of crusted
blood on his neck and one of his pant legs torn at the knee. He was far from any serious
injuries and could've waved off his sprained ankle with a cap full of painkillers and a twelve
hour nap, but Leader's words were simmering at the back of his head.

He flagged down a passing nurse.

"Shubh prabhaat, Deidara-sama," they greeted politely. "How may I offer my assistance?"

"What can you tell me about Aburame Shino, hm?"

Ash streaked his clothes here and there and none of them smudged across the clouds on his
cloak. He'd been around Ame long enough that now his face was enough for recognition, and
it still off-put him a bit at how high of a position he had just because of the ring on his right
index finger. It was kind of an excess in trust on Leader's part, honestly, but he supposed all
the other ring-eyed bodies that slunk around the skyline was threat enough against anything
stupid.

"Aburame-sensei started his work here a month ago after becoming supplementary to RA-
008 some weeks prior to that," they said. Deidara cocked a brow. "He passed the hospital
entrance exam with one of the highest scores to date and is usually assigned cases in either
Surgery or Research. He has a desk in the shared office on the upper levels."

He rubbed his chin. RA-008 had been inactive as far as he could remember, but it wasn't like
Leader went around announcing all the things he did. It was his village or whatever, but a
heads up would've been nice.

"Is he there now, yeah?"

The nurse checks the time on their pager. "I believe he's currently making his rounds in the
Recovery Ward."



"Hm. Thanks."

"Of course, Deidara-sama. May the rain look over your shoulders."

"And may nothing other come to look back, hm," he returned absently as he headed off
towards a different floor.

"Aburame Shino will be Akatsuki's new attending medic," Leader says as he accepts the
report handed across the desk, eyeing the old blood that spots Deidara's forearm. "Hidan
was torn apart in a way Kakuzu could not sew him back together, and Shino healed him to

functionality in four days when it would've taken the average medic a week. He works
primarily at Amegakure General. Look for him if any medical needs of yours arise."

Supplementary to an Akatsuki ID and skilled enough to reassemble Hidan's scraps? Who
even was this guy? Extremely talented medics were few and far in between and all of them
would have made a name for themselves one way or another. And Aburame... Had he heard
that surname somewhere before? Not from Iwa, he was sure, and it was even less likely he'd
be from a Great Nation if he was going to end up in a place like this.

Like, he was here too. But that was different.

Polite acknowledgements followed him until he reached the nurse's station in Recovery
where he leaned against the counter and plucked a pen from one of the stationery cups.

"Is Aburame Shino here, hm?"

The nurse closest to him gestured down the hallway. "He'll be the young man with the dark
glasses finishing up his duties in room 326, Deidara-sama."

"Right."

"Um, sir—"

His feet were already carrying him towards the private recovery rooms, pen twirling between
sweat-dried fingers as his eyes roved over each room number until he was peering through
the half-open door of three-twenty-six.

The man in the bed was pale and still and sickly, short brown hair brushing against his
forehead as he lay utterly dead to the world. An oxygen tube up his nose, an IV drip out his
arm, a catheter attached to a hanging bag—if this was a shinobi in a coma, good fucking luck
to that guy.

But he wasn't here for the patient. He was here for the medic flipping through a clipboard by
the EKG. Rust orange frames accompanied black lenses and it looked like he opted for a slate
gray turtleneck under his white doctor's coat rather than the v-necked scrubs everyone else
was milling around in.

Young man my ass, he scoffed as the medic lifted his head when he stepped into the room. He
brushed his sore side at a faint tickle. He's even younger than me.



It was impossible to track his eyes through those damn glasses and Deidara's sure this guy
knew that too, but he imagined it was the cloak, not his face, that got him recognized this
time.

"Correct me if I'm wrong, but you must be Deidara-san," Aburame said. "I'm assuming you
aren't here for a social visit."

"And here I thought hospitals were one of the perfect places to hang out. Get to know each
other, yeah." Deidara ambled over to the chair by the bed and dropped into the seat, kicking
his legs up over the armrest as he flipped some grimy blond strands over his shoulder. "Just
kidding. You're Akatsuki's resident medic now, you know, so I'm here to check out the fresh
meat."

The medic frowned but otherwise his words didn't pull any other reaction, and he narrowed
his eyes. The weird get weirder and this one didn't even have a slashed hitai-ate for him to
ogle; he was too calm to be a civilian and too practiced to be run-of-the-mill. So maybe
he was part of one of the Great Nations whose defection was understated—typical in cases of
low-rankers or those with confidential crimes—unless he was a talent picked up in the middle
of nowhere? Akatsuki wasn't currently in active recruiting, and the task was typically left to
everyone except Leader himself.

"So you didn't come to me so I could heal your sprained ankle, two broken ribs, and pulled
bicep tendon?"

Deidara's gaze snapped back up to Aburame who had gone back to whatever he was reading
on the clipboard.

"How the hell—"

"—did I come to know of your injuries? You favored one leg as you came in here, your
breathing is slightly off, which suggests an ailment somewhere in your torso region, and
you're careful in positioning your right arm as you move so as to not aggravate it further. As
for how I know your injuries down to their specifics..."

There was a faint flare at his injured ankle and suddenly itchy and tickly and crawling and
Deidara saw the thick ring of insects circling the white guard on his calf.

"What the fuck—!"

Aburame extended an arm and the insects lifted off in one, single-minded swarm. Thirty,
maybe forty of them wiggled and writhed before they retreated into white coat sleeves and
Deidara almost set off an explosive right in the middle of the hospital, almost, but then he
stood up.

And felt no pain.

"... What the fuck," he repeated, staring dumbly at his used-to-be-sprained ankle.



"I will heal the rest of your injuries if you wish." Aburame walked around the bed to stand
between him and the patient and took the pen he'd forgotten he was holding. There were more
of those black insects on the other's neck and face, buzz buzz buzzing as they tinged the
distinct minty green of healing chakra. "But it will have to be after the surgery I have
scheduled."

Deidara huffed and peered at him a little more closely. "... I'll live. It's not like my arms are
falling off, yeah."

Aburame signed the bottom of the last page on the clipboard before tucking it into the file
holder on the wall and leading them both out of the room. "If you require my skills again,
stop by the hospital, as apparently I am to operate as your resident medic." He muttered the
last part more to himself. "Ah, forgive my rudeness. I'm Aburame Shino, formerly of
Konoha, since that has been a common question asked."

He held out the blue ballpoint in front of Deidara's bewildered face.

"Thanks for the pen."

:: ::

Even after all these years, she still couldn't quite pin Leader-sama down.

He'd always been a distant figure in her life, though he'd had too heavy a hand in her
upbringing to say they were strangers. One just didn't begin to know a self-proclaimed God
who eradicated the remnants of the last era so thoroughly that anything even remotely related
to Hanzo felt as if it were from a thousand years ago.

A tale of triumph and red skies led by a God and his Angel.

Sakura sat on the left end of the wooden divan with her hands in her lap and her shoulders
pulled back in her perfected posture, a wary gaze on the man standing by one of the windows.
He'd already been turned away when she took the exact same spot she had been these
evenings and acknowledged her customary greeting with a quiet hum. Last time he'd been
reading through what she guessed were stolen scrolls and their meeting before that he'd
suddenly quizzed her about the village's security before she fully lowered herself onto the
dark orange cushions.

Each day, it was different. Each day, it was something she couldn't predict.

Her fingers curled around a link of her kusari-fundo.

"You've been settling in well," he said, eyes trailing along the streets below. "Konan has
deemed your work well done and I've seen your signatures on the documents under Kakuzu's
oversight.” He stepped to the other side of the window, but still didn't look her way. "You've
always been particularly diligent. I expect nothing less."

She knew. She could still remember working through the haze of questions from all the tests
he used to give her.



"But your diligence does not automatically equate to your capability," he continued. "It
proves your intelligence, your wits, your competence, and though all those things lend to
what you can provide to our cause, it doesn't quite meet all the necessities for survival.
There's also your physical prowess to consider, and I've mulled it over once or twice. When
you were a child you displayed none of Kisame's Hoshigaki attributes. He never cared much
for them, but I imagined if they would manifest somewhere later in life."

Her fingers toyed with the metal links.

"You died, lived, killed Sasori, escaped Konohagakure, found your way back home." She
dropped the chain, hands folding back in her lap even if he had yet to look at her. "Then
Hidan challenged you, and I was able to see for myself that I imagined right."

Of course Leader-sama's reach snaked past the marshes to that abandoned factory. It was
outside Ame's limits where the rain could never get too heavy and the locals didn't mind the
muddy trek for a quick gamble. She thought Kakuzu's bookies would be enough oversight,
but at least she knew for sure these piercings were doing their job. Not actively, not like his
other bodies, but enough that sometimes she wished she'd stayed "dead."

She never told Pack about what the piercings really meant. They would never stand for it.

"You're efficient, yes, yet there's something else. Even when he was downed and your victory
was clear, you didn't stop there, did you?"

Sakura's lips pressed together.

He clasped his hands behind his back and observed all the different sorts of patches the
citizens wore on their shoulders. Animals are common with people's favorites drawn from
bubbly caricatures to precise brushstrokes, or there'd be patterns that could span shoulder
blades or necks or hoods. Many got as creative as they'd like and Sakura didn't mind
admiring the view if she ever took breaks in the taller buildings. Leader-sama must have
some appreciation for them too, with all the time he spent looking out into the rain.

He turned and strode past the bench to stop at a section of his wall somewhere between the
two wrought iron lights that hung behind his desk and tapped his right hand against it. A
stutter and a displacement, and there was a small passage that connected to another corridor.

Leader-sama glanced over his shoulder as he passed through.

Sakura's fingers twitched, and she followed.

The corridor wasn't anything special, but as metal and gray as the rest of the Pillar, but its
wall of metal pipes stained with rainwater and puddles gathered all along the edge of the
hallway. The air seeping through the cracks bit lazily at her with every quick stride she took
towards the only place where cloudlight could pour through, and she found herself at the
mouth of Leader-sama's favorite Shinigami.

He was already sitting at the tip of its red metal tongue past the warping braid of metal caught
halfway between warning and artistic poise, orange hair soaked and rivulets sliding off the



waterproof material that wove those red-clouded cloaks. One leg hung off the edge and the
other propped up an arm—he was too comfortable.

Everything in her was screaming itself hoarse.

Leave, it begged her. Leave before he makes you lose more—

"When you look down at a village from its highest point," he said. "What do you see?"

She swallowed and stepped out until she was only a couple paces behind him.

"Its people," she answered after looking out for a beat. "Its art," she added in the endless swirl
of colors from every street and corner and wall the downpour touched. "Its safeguards," she
noted at last, as she recalled every hidden alcove she'd seen his other bodies stationed.

"All significant elements in what keeps Amegakure whole. To help maintain its peace."

Sakura pushed the wet strands out of her face. "It'd be nice if something like that existed."

Leader-sama stilled.

She ducked her head. She'd always taken care in not overstepping so she wouldn't end up
with more metal in her body, and maybe she would end up hanging from the westward
Gashadokuro statue, but he simply rose and finally, awfully, horribly, finally, he turned to
fully face her.

"Peace will never come smoothly," he said, ringed eyes bright in the gloomy backdrop.
"Motives for war are of no concern. Religion, ideology, resources, land, grudges, love, or just
because. No matter how pathetic the reason, no matter how right the reason may be, war will
never cease to exist. Human nature pursues strife."

He looked at her like she was five again and she didn't know it wasn't normal that everyone
she knew had their faces plastered in the high profile pages of the bingo book, which she'd
memorized so thoroughly even now she could see the print burned on the backs of her
eyelids.

"Even a foolish child can grow up the right way, when she learns what pain is." Leader-sama
took her chin in one hand and tilted her head towards the village skyline, all their points and
wires and neon signs that cut through the dark clouds. "Even when she hasn't known peace
because all the world tried to do was hollow out all the good she tried to keep." His voice
lowered just as her heart jackrabbits against her ribs. "She has yet to realize that the one thing
they can't control is her power."

The rain was a dull roar in her ears.

"And I," he told her, and there was a faint chime in her right ear, ringing, ringing, ringing, and
it was like his voice was the only sound in her head, "will not allow her to let it go to waste."

:: ::



"How did your interest come to lie in seals, Inuzuka-san?"

Kiba paused in the middle of turning the page of a particularly hefty seals text, its title
scrubbed off and the corners worn down until they rounded. Its excruciating attention to
initial property formulations down to how much pressure needed to be applied to the brush
had him on the edge of his seat, but three days since finding it he'd only made his way
through the first quarter and his stack of notes and theory proposals was thick enough to
make an echo every time he dropped it on the table.

So nestled in one corner of the private library out of sight from the single entryway among
his book clutter and caffeine, he stood as Konan emerged from behind a narrow row of
shelves.

"Tenshi-sama," he greeted, bowing politely as he mentally checked off every weapon he'd
hidden and every escape route he'd planned. From his current position, Akamaru could either
be at vantage point 3R, 2I, or 8F, but which one exactly he couldn't guess.

She motioned him to sit, her face ever unchanging. He did so. Slowly. And once he was back
in his seat with his spine a little straighter and his gaze a little sharper, she lowered herself in
the chair opposite him, folded her hands in her lap, and waited.

Kiba's leg started bouncing beneath the table.

Damn, what he wouldn't kill to have Shino and Sakura's calm under the heat. That wasn't to
say he couldn't bulk up under pressure, because he absolutely could as was proven by his run-
in with Orochimaru and his merry band of followers in Kusa, but this was a whole other
level. Orochimaru was a text book bad guy with a slimy tongue paired with even slimier
morals and it wasn't too hard to stare down those greedy eyes hungry for power, for control,
for more, and metaphorically spit on everything they stood for.

Konan was different. She was the second highest rung on the Akatsuki ladder who told soft-
spoken commands and had an entire village that prayed to her, as iron clad as the statues that
towered over them. She was like a Kage, but Kages weren't as big as he used to think they
were when he was small and his legs still dangled when he sat at the dinner table. Especially
after the shitshow that was the Sandaime he'd taken every interaction with someone that
powerful with a grain of salt, never to be trusted until proven otherwise.

But like he said, Konan was different. She was a Kage and an Angel and an Akatsuki all at
once but it was none of those things about her that scared him the most.

She raised one of his most important people.

And she was still sitting there, cool and collected as she kept waiting.

"I uh, I like puzzles," he answered lamely. He waved his hand in front of his face, like he
could somehow brush away what he'd already said. "Er, I'm just really good at them, turns
out. I never did too well in school but for some reason seals were just somethin' else, and I
ended up gettin' interested in inventing, designing, modifying." He bit the inside of his cheek.
"Breaking."



Konan peered at his note stack and gestured to it. "May I?"

"Oh—um, sure?"

Akamaru slunk back into everyone's line of sight from vantage point 3R and planted himself
by Kiba's legs. He was large enough that just sitting had his head peeking over the lip of the
table and he'd be cautious for the rest of this weird visit. Check-up? Observation? He still
hadn't gotten a clue as to what she wanted, but he doubted it was like, dismemberment.

He watched as she shifted through his half-thoughts and crossed out scribbles. Even if he
couldn't catch a read on her yet, he also had to consider the Pein problem. The Sandaime was
a bastard willing to sacrifice anyone not part of his own interest for a "greater good" that was
only sometimes good, and Danzo was a different breed of asshole who might be doing
something for his own "greater good", and that was a real strong fucking might when he had
nothing to show for it. But Pein? He was younger than those two, calmer, shouldering an aura
so thick it choked. There was no wise-ol'-grandpa persona to see through and he didn't wear
his darkness on his sleeves as he crawled around the roots of the village, he was just... a
figurehead. A God that Kiba's never seen away from his tower with eyes no one else had and
a name Sakura wouldn't say.

No way he could blame her for that. It took a certain type of crazy to head one of the most
notorious criminals in the world.

"Breaking seals seems to be the most focal point of your studies," Konan mentioned as she
continued to peruse his work. "Your notes are very... extensive. Thorough." She lifted her
gaze, and for the first time she was close enough to pick out her small details. Impeccable
make-up, infallible expression, one or two fine lines around the eyes; a dreadfully
experienced shinobi with too much power up her sleeves. "What are you currently trying to
break?"

Akamaru huffed softly.

"... You know anythin' 'bout the Cursed To—” His mouth burned, and his teeth clicked when
he shut his jaw. Fucking— "Er, just cursed seals in general?"

"Not about that particular one, but cursed seals can be designed for anything in the realm of
control. I know Orochimaru had been pleased in fine-tuning his Heaven and Earth seals," she
said carefully. "Removal is practically impossible, but sealing seems to work just as well."

(Kisame's never had any issues as far as she knew, and there was little now they didn't talk
about.)

"Yeah, sealing's the best workaround to cursed seals, but the only conclusive removal is to
kill the caster. I mean hey, at least there's an out, but that one out's just not good enough." His
fangs glinted in one of his self-deprecating grins and he let the concealing seal he attached to
his earring seals ripple and fade. Konan's eyes flickered to the dark lines that appeared on his
tongue, trailing their ink as he spoke. "So the one I got’s kind of annoying 'cause killing the
caster's the only proven way to take care of it, so I'll find another. It's been a while, but I'm



closer than I've ever been to solvin' this for us. The library's a great help by the way!" He
cleared his throat. "Uh, thank you for the access, Tenshi-sama."

She met his gaze and prompted, "Us?"

"Ah—Akamaru n' I. Shino." He admitted. "Sakura." He also admitted, but after a short pause.
He averted his eyes for the first time since she'd gotten there. "Some things happened when
we were genin, this seal won't let us talk about it, and here we are." His tongue twitched with
a phantom prickle, and his jaw tensed. "Sakura probably didn't say nothin' 'bout it, but getting
rid of this solves a lot of our problems."

And she'd kick his ass if she ever found out how much he was telling Tenshi-sama, but... but
the nights they collapsed bone-tired on the bed in Shino's room because it was the closest one
to the stairs, Sakura's face would be buried in either one of their shoulders as she stayed silent
during their usual nighttime murmurings. She hasn't been the same since they'd stepped foot
in this village and when he wasn't busy worrying about her he'd be worrying about Shino and
how he hasn't looked like he'd even given a thought about leaving Torune's body in the street.

They were dying here. And for Pack, figuring this out before gutting Danzo was the least he
could do.

All while at the mercy of the Akatsuki. Fucking insane.

He couldn't tell the types of emotions quietly flitting across Konan's face, but the few of them
that came in quick succession softened the edges around her eyes as she stood back up with a
graceful swish of her cloak. "Then I'm glad you are able to find a true refuge here in
Amegakure. Please, don't hesitate to let me know if there's anything you need for your
research. Supplies, space—I can also provide shinobi should you have need for an
information recovery mission."

Kiba stared blankly. A couple of his pencils clattered to the floor. Akamaru was too stunned
to pick them up.

"Th-Thank you? I mean—" He stood and offered a short bow— "Thank you for the offer,
Tenshi-sama. I promise I'll only use it if I get really desperate."

Her lips quirked up, barely a shadow in the lamp-lighting. "And if you decide to do it before
that, it would be no issue at all. Inuzuka-san. Akamaru," she bid. She nodded their way and
began her retreat, but she cast one last look at them before she disappeared behind the narrow
bookshelves from where she first appeared. "Shubh kaamnaayein. I truly hope you find what
you're looking for."

And she was gone, her and her fading scent of lightly perfumed paper.

Kiba looked at his partner. "She seems nice but in, like, the most intimidating way possible."

"She's Sakura's mom," Akamaru replied. "I don't know what we expected."

:: ::



She's pinned him to the dirt with his own scythe and crushes her knee through his chest, and
her arm—darkened with the jutsu she could've only ever learned by watching him—reaches

past the skin, vein, muscle of Hidan throat to grip his spine and yank—

"Is there something you want to say to me?" Sakura asked, her gaze never lifting from the
paperwork Konan delegated to her. He raised a brow. It was an interesting question, he dryly
admitted, considering she'd forgone the spare offices at the Pillar and the pangolin complexes
entirely to sit and work at the black lacquer table in his home office.

Kakuzu considered her. No, that wasn't quite the right wording. An hour ago she'd knocked
on the capiz windows along the wall to the left of his desk with a stack of accounting
documents kept dry by a seal the Inuzuka no doubt created. Konan usually dropped them off
herself, asked for the soonest time he'd have them finished by, then took her leave. But
Sakura had already gone through the papers that didn't need his signature and made short,
neat notes for each one. He couldn't be bothered to go through them himself if she already
knew what to do, so he waved her off to fix them herself before giving them to him.

It took about fifteen minutes for him to realize she was doing exactly as she was told, just at
his other table.

It took about thirty seconds after that to return to his own work and finalize all the Akatsuki's
numbers for this quarter before he raised his head once more to blatantly regard the teenager
across the room.

First, he thought, was that she wanted something.

Second, he knew, was that he had nothing she could be here for.

"Your kenjutsu is proficient even in the absence of Kubikiribocho and Hidan wasn't
thrashing," he said, paper-clipping together related documents and setting them in a neat pile
on the corner of his desk. "What did you do?"

Sakura slotted one of her papers into a folder and looked up. "Hidan-san is a close-combat
fighter, he needs to be in order to draw blood regardless of how he's extended the range on
his scythe. Him moving would've made it messier," a trace of humor slipped through her
tone, "so there were enough opportunities to attach chakra strings to his person without him
noticing. He's not a sensor."

Chakra strings. You've taken after Sasori too.

"Besides," she said as she turned back to her work. "He wouldn't have died no matter what I
did, and Shino would've wanted to see how well he could put Hidan-san back together
again."

Bones ripple out in a splash of red chunks that soak through the bandages wrapped around
her left arm, and Kakuzu thinks he's surprised as her eyes gleam through the rain, the grass

darkening around her.



Aburame tilts his head like he's observing an experiment, Inuzuka watches like they're back
with the salamanders, the dog never perks at the gore.

Her violence was peculiar.

Konoha had their Will of Fire and self-righteous perceptions of goodness—as if being "good"
meant anything to people paid to kill—and indoctrination worked best the younger they were.
He could easily imagine preaching teachers in sunlit classrooms who simultaneously told
their students never disobey an order while never abandoning a comrade, and their teachings
would have never let Sakura get this far.

Chuunin. Un-noted. Not a "promising" shinobi of interest.

"Huh," she says. Hidan spits and garbles and chokes through a mangled body and exploded
vocal chords. Her shirt is stained. The rain is cold. In the distance, a giant salamander roars.

"You really don't shut up after all that."

Completely hidden in plain sight until it was too late.

"I told you, didn't I?"

"I wanted to see for myself."

Sakura lifted her pen close to her face and it took a moment for him to notice the tiny black
beetle sitting on the cap. It spun in a circle before fluttering down onto her papers and
continuing to skitter about in a pattern he couldn't decipher. When he raised his gaze back up
to her face, there was a slight pinch to her expression. Her eyes briefly met his and turned
away just as quickly. The beetle's movements grew more insistent the longer it took her to
reply.

"Okay," she murmured. "But let him know I'm only giving it a day."

A fang-shaped trinket hung from the red corded rope around her waist—another blatant call
to whatever affiliation she had with the Hachibi's jinchuuriki—made of white stone that
refracted the same way the patches on her rain cloak did. An inked array covered its surface
in no doubt another one of Inuzuka's designs, and she unknotted it from its place and set it
flat on the table.

Then.

She reached for the top of the bandages on her left bicep and began to unwind them.

Kakuzu had no grand expectation of the things she'd been hiding since returning to
Amegakure. All he needed to know was that she wasn't that same little girl who smiled while
the skin on her knuckles were torn, so it was curiosity that left him watching as the bandages
loosen and loosen and loosen until he saw wood and metal in place where skin should be.

It was strikingly human in its artifice that matched her other arm in almost identical fullness
and build, and he tried to skim through all notable Konoha-nin that could've aided in its



making. None come to mind, and by the time she pulled the last of the bandages from her
dark alloy fingers, he spied the engraving of a lizard in a box in the center of the palm.

A Suna master's signature.

Sakura was an amalgam of knowledge, or traits, of lessons she only cared to keep half-
hidden. Scars, brands, tattoos, prosthetics, rage and bloodthirst that ran her through
battlefields all wrapped together into what he assumed was Leader's approximation of the
perfect, homegrown soldier. And it was true, at the very least displayed in the way she tore
Hidan to ribbons because of the simple fact he couldn't die.

But he wouldn't have thought all that could culminate into this one, unusual position.

Konoha.

"It was during my imprisonment in Kumo that I learned under him."

"I was also the one who killed Sasori-san."

"Where you've been puts you in direct contact with four separate jinchuuriki. You've lived in
a village with one, defended another, and became a student of the third in a village that holds
that one and a fourth," because wasn't Uzumaki around her age, and weren't both of them part
of the convoy Kisame and Itachi were sent to intercept after the Ichibi's extraction? She'd
willingly gone against Sasori whether it was to genuinely protect the Godaime Kazekage or
not, and if Leader knew all that— "Which jinchuuriki have you been assigned to?"

Sakura splayed her hand on the border between flesh and not then twisted, the office filling
with a soft, mechanical schnick.

The muscles in her neck seized as she lowered the arm atop the fang ornament. "I told
Leader-sama I would abide by his orders except for any in regards to the tailed beasts. He
acknowledged my request." Pale, calloused fingers curled tiger-bird-ram before she drew
blood from her thumb and streaked it against one of the prosthesis' metal cylinders. A short
wisp of smoke and it was sealed, and she looped the fang back on her waist with another
inked line on its surface. "Don't expect any help from us if it comes down to it."

"Your ethics aren't worth the trouble."

"It's not trouble."

"Really?" He questioned. "Even when you've become everything they've wanted?"

Sakura propped her elbow up on the table. She was at ease and unconcerned like she hadn't
just cracked one of her secrets wide open in the office space between them, and he had to
commend her.

Years ago when he could still speak of Takigakure without a vile hatred in his chest, he
tended to the tayabak that grew along one side of his childhood home. Each year their reach
would further, those insufferably resilient vines fortified by rich waters cultivated by chakra



and time. Bright, turquoise, unyielding, they dug their roots in stone and wood foundations
and never withered.

It was easy to look down on flowers.

Especially the small pink ones that never looked like they stood a chance.

"If I had become everything they wanted, then I would already be out there with my sword
through a jinchuurki's gut," she said. "But I won't be ripping a beast out of anyone—not Bee-
sama, not Naruto." Her jaw tightened. "I can't stop the Akatsuki from doing what they want
so I won't waste my time trying, but I'm not going to sit here and pretend to root for you."
She paused. "No offense."

Resilient. Unyielding.

And so damn fucking bold.

He blamed the relative comfort of his own home for the amusement that bloomed and pulled
against the stitches on his face.

"None taken," he replied, and his honesty probably surprised them both in equal measure.

They worked in silence for the better part of an hour before Kakuzu opened his mouth again.

"You speak highly of the jinchuuriki you know. While I don't share your sentiment, I know
you won't change your mind just as the Akatsuki won't change theirs," he started. Sakura
looked up. "Adding you to the equation has made things more... interesting. There's no reason
not to make it moreso."

She narrowed her eyes, yet, "What do you have in mind?"

"Hidan and I have been assigned to obtain Nii Yugito."

Her jaw ticked.

"If we manage her capture or the capture of other jinchuuriki, I want you to take Sasori's
place during the removal. Without him it'll take longer, and I have more important things to
do than waste my time in the extraction chamber because Sasori couldn't handle himself
against you."

Her lips twisted. "Your terms could span years and would have no benefit to me."

"Within the next month, then," he allowed. "The conditions will last over the duration of the
next full thirty days starting at midnight tonight."

"What do I get if you lose?"

"What do you want?"



It was out of his convention to prompt these sorts of games, but it had to be the lack of decent
players that the thought never occurred to him, especially since he was the one who
constantly kept track of the betting. Her violence drew his curiosity, her daring kept his
attention; she was splashes of red in the rainy backdrop of a gray and neon village from the
tips of her fingers soaked crimson to the ends of her hair damp and tea rose pink.

There was a raging fire in the rain, and it fascinated him that it wouldn't snuff out.

Sakura took a few moments to think.

Then with the same hardened resolve he saw in her when she stopped Hidan's scythe with her
left hand and didn't bleed, she told him—

:: ::

A narrowed his eyes at the updated Bingo Book dropped smack in the middle of his table. He
didn't budge from his relaxed posture on the couch, but it didn't seem like Bee expected him
too with that suspiciously happy smile. C and Darui regarded the interruption warily—
because when was the last time anything ran smoothly when he waltzed into the Raikage's
Office looking like that—and Mabui sighed quietly as she finished writing up the last of her
notes, shut her notebook, and resigned herself to watch.

"I took a new book to cast a look at the catches of the day," Bee said, his giddiness
overflowing to the point that the Hachibi was probably already grumbling his protests. "And
you wouldn't believe what I've seen and what it's supposed to mean." He poked the cover.
"First couple pages. Brand new entries."

That only served to convince A even less, but he sighed and flipped to those first few pages.

Then paused.

Mabui peered over his shoulder. "Is that...?"

"Bringing your misjudgments back under to my attention is the last thing your pighead
should—"

"Ah, come on, don't tell me you're still up in arms about that? Sit back and relax, get your
head outta that spat," Bee waved off. A rolled his eyes and pushed the book towards C and
Darui. "And don't tell me this ain't the least bit interesting because you just wouldn't believe
that out of all places you get missing-nin, it's Konoha that they'll leave."

"Not that we're that surprised," Darui muttered. A glared at him, and he held his hands up.
"Sorry, sorry, I didn't say anything."

"What are our orders?" C questioned as he turned a page, the attentive guard he was, but A
knew that even the best of his shinobi had their loyalties. His brother might be the worst
example of that.

"What orders?" A scoffed and turned back to his work. "This is Konoha's problem, so their
dogs can handle it themselves. Kumo won't have any part in it."



And if that was Bee grinning as he kicked his feet up on the other end of the couch, he was
just going to punch him out during training later.



Be Brave

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

It was on a Sunday the world learned Nii Yugito was dead.

:: ::

"Are you stupid?"

"Say that to my fucking face, asshole!"

Not that he'd already been facing the idiot since the start of this conversation, but the leash
around Kakuzu's anger felt looser today. Hidan still bitched and it was still building up to the
point where he might tear his head from his body, his stitchwork from their last fight be
damned, but his patience might last another few days. Maybe even a week if they run into
Uzumaki anytime soon.

"Our target is the Jinchuuriki. Taking the direct path to Konoha will have us run into an
ambush," he said. "We're taking a different route. It's been three days. Sarutobi Asuma's body
would have been delivered to them by now."

Sarutobi's body would've cashed in a fair price had he been the one to turn it in—the burns
along the right side of his face skimmed his cheek, first degree except for scattered centers of
second, the cause of death a simple stake to the heart, and he still remained a completely
recognizable corpse of the Shugonin Juunishi like that self-righteous monk. 

Blasphemous, Hidan complained all the way to the Collection Office, as if there was anything
holy about them to begin with.

Hidan huffed and slung his scythe across his back. "Fine, fine, I fucking guess."

They started down the opposite direction of the main path before Kakuzu felt a shift in his
left cloak sleeve. His mask hid his sigh as he reached in and pulled out a ratty bloodied hitai-
ate with its minute scratches on the metal and a solid chunk of a right-plate corner missing.

"Your scar is embarrassing." He tossed it over before he kept walking. "Cover it up."

"Wait, you actually picked up my headband? Kakuzu! How come you've been holdin' out on
how nice you are?"

"Be quiet," he snapped from further into the thicket. 

"Tell me the truth! You like me, huh? Huh? Oi, Kuzu-chan, don't be shy!"

Another quiet sigh slipped past his lips as he made no motion to slow his step. Things have
been busy as of late where he hadn't been able to stay in Ame for more than half a week and



the days he was there, it was nothing but paperwork and numbers and Sakura sitting at the
other desk in his office working on documents he never asked her to work on, but never
stopped her from turning in.

The stitches on his cheeks dragged against his mask with every step he took, scratch , scratch
, scratch .

They were particularly religious back in Taki. Wooden rosaries wound around wrists like
cheap bracelets and celebrations brought people to the streets every month to fill them with
food and song and personal statuettes his neighbors brought out from the small shrines in
their homes. He'd watch from the kitchen window strewn in wisps of tayabak blooms as his
father hummed nearby, stewing kalderetang kambing in a huge pot before all the uncles,
aunts, and cousins started coming over.

He remembered—

Kakuzu squashed those lines of thought at their roots.

He was the only attentive one here. There was no time to waste in some worthless past.

But it was only when they started walking over the cracked earth of the claypan desert he
noticed... something.

Dark shadows stretched from the charred skeletons of trees breathing in air too dry for them
to fully decompose. Raptors circled overhead, and one of them eased off course to land on a
branch high behind them. It wasn't unusual when the only food pickings here were old bones
and cloth scraps of shinobi who've long lost, yet its gaze sunk too heavy for a bird whose
neck he could snap with just a pointer and a thumb.

The skin on the back of his neck curled and his threads shot out a hand towards it. 

The desert won't mind one more dead thing.

Hidan stopped and half turned. "The hell was that?"

"Nothing." The pieces of Kakuzu's arm fit back together and he flicked away semiplume
feathers. "I had an itch."

His partner eyed him for a moment, and he could almost see the competence that prompted
their Leader to recruit him in the first place. It didn't quite push through his shell of religious
nutcase and chronic stupidity, but if Gods were real they made idiots too, and this one might
be his own personal punishment of turning his back on faith.

"Fucking hurry up then. We don't got all day."

The edges of their sandals dirty with light dust and his skin's grown tacky from where he
pressed the tips of his fingers to the edges of his palms—it wasn't the heat so much that
Kakuzu minded, but the dryness. Taki was always warm and damp with a stickiness in the air
that never ebbed even in the colder months, then again those colder months only ever
dropped a few degrees from the sweltering summers. Ame, maybe, pressed its humidity



against the side of his face and could have reminded him of what used to be home, but its
touch always chilled and the chakra in its droplets wisped about his face like smoke after a
drag.

Not home. Never home.

The shadows in the yellowed grass shivered. 

"Hidan."

"Yeah, I got it."

They leapt apart and over his shoulder a pitch black shade, like a snake the way it writhed
and flickered, forked at the end to creep at them both. A pair of kunai sailed at their heads
with red borders bright on the paper tags fixed to their loops—a Konohagakure hallmark—
and Kakuzu caught the glint of the metal cable from Hidan's scythe whipping out to divert
one path as his own hand darkened and he reached out to stop the other. 

Twin explosions rattled in his ears as his vision smogged and he sent one of his hearts
encased in a bundle of tendrils underground, his right forearm following after it.

A metallic clatter rang to his right as he slid out of the explosion, soot on his cloak and even
grittier dust on his skin. That impractical scythe wedged in the ground somewhere Hidan
wasn't and, speaking of, he was still in one piece. 

Another glint. 

"Above!" Kakuzu barked, and shinobi was in the air hurling another set of explosive kunai. 

No, not kunai, he realized when the blades soared past their heads to embed themselves in the
dirt under their shadows and failed to detonate. 

The same Konoha-nin from their previous encounter, Nara Shikamaru, landed in the clearing
between them. There wasn't much on this one from the Book, but there was a Nara Shikaku ,
Konoha's Jounin Commander valued at seventy-two million and a little over double of what
Sarutobi Asuma's was. Genius level intellect, shadow manipulation, and if this Nara was
anything of a direct relation, he supposed the game would be different this round.

Last time, Konoha had provided nothing special.

This time, Kakuzu and Hidan couldn't command their own limbs. 

"Motherfucker," Hidan grit. His entire body trembled, but his resistance wasn't enough to
break through. "How the fuck did you pull this shit off?"

"Chakra blades," Nara said, and he would've passed off as lazy if it weren't for the taut
muscles in his neck. "Special metal utilizing certain chakra characteristics of the user... you
probably don't want to listen to me ramble about that." His eyes darkened. "Those weapons
are a memento of Asuma, the man you killed."



Kakuzu respected revenge. He'd done it himself all those years ago, the blood of his superiors
staining his forearms and bathing the imprisonment tattoos he couldn't scrape away. As he
forced his head as far up as he could manage to better his view of their current opponent, he
observed.

Clever. Cautious. Nara maintained his distance because not everyone's cards were right side
up, least of all his. But in the face of two Akatsuki, he knew there were two or three other
bodies hidden somewhere within hearing distance. Sensing had never been his or Hidan's
strong suit, but what they lacked in awareness they made up for in durability—not to mention
just how many times he'd been in a situation just like this. 

Living a long life had its advantages. 

"Fucker! The hell're you so quiet for?" His partner spat. "And the fuck is your ass doing
getting caught too?!"

Loud-mouth.

"Oi, oi, oi! We're kinda screwed and you're ignoring me?"

Nara cocked a brow. "Kinda? No, after getting everything to this point, you were finished the
second I caught you."

His shadow darkened, stretching and clawing a narrow path toward Hidan before it engulfed
his shadow in a transfer of control. A small part of that shadow lifted off the dirt and
wrenched the chakra blade free.

"What bullshit are you pulling now?!"

"It's just like you said. Last time I made the mistake of going after you two in the wrong
order, and I'm not going to let that happen twice."

Loud-mouthed imbecile .

Nara shifted his left leg backwards, prompting the same motion from Hidan but with his right
—an interesting logistic. If facing one another resulted in a mirrored movement, would
hooking one's shadow from the back result in identical movement? Would they be able to
remove control if the entire field was darkened, or would the prior link be isolated until the
connection broke? Maybe a trial for later on, and Kakuzu watched—could only watch—as
Hidan backed up to his wayward scythe and made to grab the snath at a much higher point
than his usual grip.

Then he charged the same time and direction as Nara, both towards him, and sliced the
weapon at Kakuzu's head.

A forearm erupted from the parched dirt to rip the chakra blade off the shadow it pinned and
Kakuzu ducked, three red blades slit his right sleeve instead of his skull. Ba-dump went his
encased heart bulging from the cracks like a tumor as he leapt back and pulled the organ
through his arm cavity and reattached the limb to the rest of his body.



"You're young. And intelligent, unlike my partner," he said, tendrils spiraling through the
holes in his skin. Nara grit his teeth. "Confidence is good, but never get cocky until your
opponent has his spine torn from his throat."

Hidan rolled his eyes. "You lose one fight against Kisame's fucking—wait, the fuck you
mean 'unlike my partner'?"

"Did your hearing get damaged the same way your brain did?"

Thankfully there wasn't another grating, whiny retort before Hidan surged forward once
more, the scythe a blur with the nonsensical cuts and slashes his arm was compelled to make
to force Kakuzu back and back and back until he hit the back of one of the grayed trees.

A Konoha-nin-turned-spiked-ball crashed into him from above.

And just as the cloud of brown cleared and that second shinobi—Akimichi—skidded out into
a retreat beside his teammate, Kakuzu's skin faded back to its usual color. Unharmed.

One more card flipped when Nara zeroed in on the use of his Domu. They'd lose the angle on
physical attacks now, maybe turn to aim those at Hidan because they at least could take off
his head while the other Konohans had yet to show their faces. Nara locked on Hidan,
removing himself from a direct offensive, and the Akimichi had already proven useless
against him. Around a similar price to his teammate, most likely, with the both of them
somewhere lower than the Sarutobi, give or take a couple million to account for whatever
weight their names held.

Hidan erupted in a flurry of laughter despite the shackles on his shadow. "Our turn now!
Kuzu-chan, get me out this jutsu!"

"Fine. I—"

A thousand birds chirped in his ears and after a brief flash of white light, a hand shot through
his chest. Electricity warped his veins and curdled his blood and behind him, Hatake
Kakashi's sharingan cut a serrated glare down the side of his face. One hundred fifty-five
million, one of the highest Konoha had to offer, just shut down one of the hearts in his chest. 

Annoying.

"What the hell's with that?" Hidan scoffed. "Don't tell me that whole physical attack thing
was bullshit after all."

Hatake rooted his hand deeper into his ribcage. "Lightning beats earth. We're not very
compatible."

Nara twitched, Kakuzu's eyes tracking the way his shoulders hunched and how his hairline
beaded with sweat. A limit on shadow possession, then.

He allowed his eyes to drift shut as he fell forward into the fractured crater the Akimichi had
made, and stilled. Tendrils wrapped his remaining hearts in one, two, three, four more layers
and he slowed their beats down to something near undetectable.



"You're getting so fucking old," he heard Hidan drawl off to the side. "Shot down like a
bitch."

There were those shrieking birds again before Hatake took a single step forward, voice
angled in Hidan's direction. "And you're next."

But before he could think of taking that second step, Kakuzu was up and throwing a dark
gray foot into Hatake's chest, sending him careening through several trees with enough
pressure to rattle the petrified forest around them. Hatake's body caught on a particularly
solid stump that only fragmented when he landed.

"And you had such a cool, quippy one-liner too," Hidan grinned, and Kakuzu had half a mind
to wring his neck here and now, consequences from their enemies be damned. He never
understood the appeal of taunting on the battlefield—his partner did it nearly every fight and
in the few times he'd been on assignment with Kisame, his tongue loosened the more the
fight dragged and by the time he'd get to the point of ruthless thrill, it was always after blood
pooled the fields. 

His daughter was the same way.

Kakuzu shucked off his tattered cloak. No use for it now with the lightning-cracked pieces of
one of his masks embedded in his back. They were far past the point of indulging in these
games, and maybe it had been that pinch of nostalgia mingling that he lost his bearing for a
moment, but they were on a schedule and they had no time to get sidetracked. 

The thick sutures holding him together stretched and strained and broke, eventually, when the
ripples underneath dark skin lashed like wild vines in a storm.

The horror on their opponents' faces was like any other he'd seen over his years, and so was
the smug pull to Hidan's lips. Blasphemous, was what he should be accusing; not turning in
bodies for money, not killing to check off names like a treasure hunt. It was proof the idiot's
priorities never had a sensical order, thinking that stealing five hearts—four now—was less
sinful than the jobs they were meant to do.

Kakuzu attributed that one to the cult that stewed Hidan's brain.

Nara's control severed just as four masks burst out of Kakuzu's back, pitch black, itching,
waiting like they were their own possessed shadows.

"I pray for Jashin-sama to enjoy the sacrifices I intend to deliver," Hidan said. His eyes
chilled and finally , he took something seriously.

Then the cracked mask's body wobbled into a puddle as its final heartbeats petered out.

"Are you—it dies right after I'm done talking shit? God, fuck, you're the goddamn worst! I've
had it down to my fucking balls with your—"

The repercussions of speaking too soon.

"Shut up and stay back. I'm taking care of this."



"Uh, the fuck you are? If you think I'm letting some teenagers serve my ass after last week
you've got another fucking thing coming. Come on, Kuzu-chan, let's do our usual."

Kakuzu grunted and folded his fingers into the ram seal. "Ang tigas ng ulo mo."

And Hidan licked his lips, grin growing wider. "You mahal me . "

The scythe shifted, angled, slashed in a red smear that skimmed against Hatake's kunai and
pushed him back. Clang, their bodies melded into kicked up dust and dry air, schick, fast,
agile, twin blurs on the ground then in the sky then launching off branches, zring, orange
sparks crackled from metal against metal, mettle against mettle, madness against moxie.

Hatake would be worth the hundred and fifty-five million tag.

Wind Mask shot just above Hidan's shoulder and drew in a billowing breath.

Fuuton: Atsugai.

And the blast shredded through the desert like a tornado.

Trees upended and the Konoha-nin displaced and somewhere through the destruction where
the gale did nothing but whip his hood against his skin, Kakuzu picked out what was left of
him to take care of, dark green eyes roving the grounds. One, Nara, who pulled a scroll from
his bag. Two, Akimichi, who widened his stance and braced for the next move. 

Lightning Mask charged its Gian in its porcelain mouth.

Kakuzu's gaze snapped up. There—Three, a blonde kunoichi in traditional Yamanaka styling
who'd been quick enough to vacate a host raptor's consciousness before he could snap both
their necks.

She wouldn't have been able to do much in the wake of a beam of electricity that could raze a
settlement except, he supposed, Hatake and his lightning affinity when he dropped in front of
the rest of his team and caught the discharge. Like a rubber stopped in a circuit he insulated
the attack, drawing the stream to his outstretched hands and equalizing before it could reach
anyone else. 

At the end, his palms smoked and his skin barely burnt pink.

Hidan sidled back up beside his partner, scythe slung over one shoulder as he regarded the
group with a new, appraising eye. "Color me surprised. You're the first one we weren't able to
fuck up with that combo, Kakashi."

"It's that sharingan, but we'll see if it will help him here." Kakuzu curled his fingers rat-dog-
tiger, and Fire Mask tipped to the side as if it were a dog. "Katon: Zukokku."

With a critical eye, he watched as a tsunami of flame surged the grounds. 

Kakuzu jerked his chin upwards as another cloud of thick gray smoke heavied the air, and his
partner spun his scythe once before launching himself through. But this time it was only until



it cleared out did Hidan skid back close as Hatake retreated to guard dog that inept team.

Evenly matched, then. Or at least something close to it.

The scythe's blade tips dug into the overturned earth. "Oh, by the way, does Konoha bury
their dead or what? Travel around enough and all they are is a pain in the fucking ass,
especially when you've got a Kuzu-chan who'll say shit like 'We're gonna dig up the body and
exchange him for money anyway.'" Hidan sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. "And here
I thought I could have some fun with that bearded motherfucker, and he went down like it
was nothing."

"You had your head chopped off," Kakuzu said.

"Shut up!"

When Hidan turned back to the Konoha-nin, his gaze was already half-manic. "You guys are
probably out for revenge, huh? But from what I've seen, you've got fuck-all to show for it."
He lifted his weapon to rest it back on his shoulder. "You look like rookie kids, so you've
gotta be his students. Well if it's been that dumbass teaching you, looks like you won't
amount to much."

"Don't you dare insult Asuma-sensei!" Akimichi spat, darkening as red as his outfit. He
would've leapt forward if Nara hadn't grabbed his shoulder to hold him back.

"No, seriously, how the hell did you make it this far? Konoha always trains their shinobi so
fucking worthless. Kuzu-chan might've called you smart, but that doesn't mean shit if you
won't even come at me like you want to kill me. That red-eyed kunoichi trained up her brats
at least half-decent, so what's so great about this Sarutobi fucker?"

(Shikamaru narrowed his eyes. Red-eyed kunoichi?)

Then the side of his mouth quirked as he taunted, "Fatty," and sometimes it surprised Kakuzu
that a coherent ploy could run through that head. Another rag on that Konoha-brand softness,
and it had him thinking. 

Akimichi charged with a roar, and Kakuzu half-noted the action as his mind wandered.
Sakura had been trained the moment she could stand on two feet and hold a kunai at the same
time. She was smart, hardy, lucky to have lasted through escaping Konoha and winning a
cold-blooded spar. Capability wasn't contagious, yet both Kiba and Shino had far proven they
weren't just decoration.

Steel and seals and healing... Yuuhi did raise this team different to the Konohan standard, and
it looked like she was the only one with the mind to do so.

Akimichi's shadow pulled him back before any of the red blades could draw blood from his
skin and the jounin intervened once more, if that were a surprise to anyone, but Hidan and the
Masks would keep Hatake busy. 



Half a second and he was in front of Akimichi whose backside was stuck in the dirt. Behind
him, Nara flinched, terror in his wide eyes that Akimichi took as a sign to enlarge an arm and
throw it forward. An all around physical attacker? Unstrategic. 

Kakuzu caught the fist with one hand and took on enough force to push him a meter or so
back before there was a fist in the teen's face, another in his stomach, an elbow that hurtled
him into the base of a tree. He didn't even need to harden his limbs to stone and wondered the
sorts of shinobi Konoha churned out these days—if he was around Sakura's age and assigned
on an Akatsuki mission, he should have been able to do something as elementary as blocking
. 

He threw a foot in Akimichi's chest before he could raise his head and shoved him through
the bark and through this child's expectations of having any contribution.

"Chouji!" Nara shouted.

His right forearm detached and took hold of the teen's round face to drag him back into the
sun. A pitiful effort cut down in mere seconds—

Three shuriken whistled and he leaned back to avoid the pinch he'd feel if he'd been hit.
Yamanaka poised herself with a kunai brandished and a stance promising a fight, and he
almost sighed. 

"Little girl..." he started but didn't get to finish when those thin black vines slithered to snag
his own from under his feet. They twisted and turned and leapt up like living ribbons, but
shattered when Lightning Mask lashed tongues of electricity at their caster.

The next mistake Yamanaka made was turning towards her other teammate. Kakuzu propels
his left forearm to lock around her neck and the other to re-latch around Akimichi's, and he
dragged both their thrashing forms closer and off the ground. They kicked, clawed, made him
narrow his eyes at such a pathetic display.

An image of a pink-haired child blurred at the forefront of his mind. Kisame doted on her too
much, prompting Leader to send him on missions more often than not and leaving Konan and
her barbed love to keep the girl's knuckles red, skin purple, but her heart beating. He himself
had never cared to be kind because softness would only kill her sooner. But that moment
she'd proven her wit under the gazebo and her brutality with bits of Hidan's flesh under her
fingernails, she proved enough she couldn't have been raised any other way.

"I'll never understand how Sakura thrived growing alongside a generation like yours."

Their only answer was to choke. His grip tightened with a force just shy of shattering their
spines. 

Nara closed in from a distance with a furrow just shy of panic on his brow and a minute
scroll pulled from his vest that he chucked open on the dirt and stomped on the circular,
central seal. Water flowed from beneath his sole and rushed the clearing—its chakra
inducement kept the ground from soaking it up and just as it lapped against his ankles did



Nara shoot into the air armed with explosive kunai and he realized Lightning Mask was
crackling at the mouth.

Kakuzu cast the two deadweights aside and erected a wall to bear the explosion as another
bout of electricity rocketed through his bones.

When the haze cleared the Konoha team retreated to the far side of the field, half of them
hacking for breath and the other half on a tiring, wary guard. This fight wasn't as trying as it
was irritating with all the drawn out tactics and near-misses that grate on his nerves each
second their corpses aren't at his feet. They were evading, but they were wearing thin, and it
was only a matter of time before they met the exact end they were meant to from the start.

Hidan splashed into the spot beside him, scythe resting easy on his shoulder. "How the fuck
are you this awful?"

"How did you not realize you were fighting Hatake's shadow clone?"

The idiot barked a laugh and rubbed the back of his head. "Aw, Kuzu-chan, you were
watching?"

Kakuzu eyed the mismatched cluster across the battlefield. Hushed whispers poured out the
corners of tight-lipped mouths and if they laid in another attack now, it could leave the
Konohans scattered for easier pickings. Separating Hatake from the bunch removed the first
line of protection and taking Nara out of the equation left Akimichi and Yamanaka
floundering, but a quick glance to the side at his partner's lax stance told him this wouldn't be
wrapped up in a neat symbol painted in blood on the floor. 

Nara took a step forward just after Hatake slipped something into his hand.

Hidan pulled his pendant close to his lips and, between his chanting murmurs, leaned over to
him and said, "You should learn to ask for blessings."

"I won't waste my time praying to gods who never talk back."

Nara's shadow zipped at Hidan as Hatake twirled a kunai and launched himself Kakuzu's way
with a slash that arched towards his neck-head-brow-chin-waist and before another skimmed
past his head, Kakuzu blocked wrist to wrist and gripped onto the offending forearm with his
other hand.

"I'm your opponent," Hatake grit. Kakuzu narrowed his eyes before they pushed off each
other. Two more swings at the neck and one at the torso and a spinning heel kick to the side
and Kakuzu saw his first opening. He slammed his opponent's hand, grabbed the free kunai,
and chucked it elsewhere.

Every blow they traded after never landed—two dancers in a barren wasteland who barely
kicked up dust when they swung their feet. Somewhere along the way they ended up back on
summoned waters, neither wasting chakra to balance and letting their pants dampen past the
knee. A last second leg sweep splattered Hatake into the shallows where he quickly rolled



and arced a roundhouse and leapt up to retreat, but Kakuzu stretched a hand meters up to lock
around his ankle and slam him back into the earth.

And again. And again. And finally released him through the high trunk of a distant tree.

Kakuzu dashed up the side of it and through a second wind, Hatake managed to land a side
kick square on his sternum and sent him airborne. There was little else he could do with no
momentum to build which let Hatake pull him in from behind, hook both arms under his,
lock his fingers behind a hood-covered neck, and completed a mid-air front lotus by spinning
him down, down, down through the ground to snap his neck.

The clone dispersed in a rush of water a second after impact and Kakuzu raised his true body
from beneath the man-made lake. Hidan's scythe lay abandoned to the side as he and the
Nara's blurs grew smaller towards the forests where the foliage could still be called green. He
supposed he could say the attempt at splitting them up had become Konoha's first success.

His three remaining Masks writhed as they closed in around Hatake.

Pity. He should've known better than to overestimate.

"You're letting him go on his own," Kakuzu said as he neared. "Legitimately pissing Hidan
off is one way to mark yourself closer to the grave, though if Nara survives this, his bounty
will be even more appealing." He raised an arm and let his tendrils explode out the stitches
right below his imprisonment tattoos. "But it wasn't a wrong call. A team of you and one of
me—it helps level out the difference in experience between us." They burst from his bicep,
then his shoulder. "You're skilled, you're annoying, but you're nothing compared to
Hashirama Senju."

Hatake twitched. "So you're really immortal."

"No such thing." It was either the adrenaline or the irritation that dug up a sudden bout of
amusement that twinged the cover of his mouth beneath his mask. "Just recently someone
said, 'everyone who believes in it gets cracked one way or another.' Indelicate, but the boy
wasn't wrong."

Fire Mask and Wind Mask lumbered closer, their tendrils unnaturally sentient the way they
grasped at one another and linked and pulled, melding together their masses until their two
heads shared a single pair of arms and legs. 

"I'm taking your heart to replace the one you destroyed," he said to Hatake. Green eyes raised
over his shoulder to the teens in the back. "And yours will do fine as spares."

Kakuzu clasped his hands into the snake seal and Lightning Mask's jaw unhinged with a bolt
of lightning to try and force Hatake into the open. The strike missed and passed through the
gape FireWind broke apart at its center, and the two masks angled up and blew trails of fire
funnels into the sky. But he was quick on his feet, had been this whole time, and Kakuzu
never wavered in lighting up the assault pattern. The copycat-nin hid behind trees that end up
with holes and sent batches of thrice-gods-damned clones to bear the onslaught of the
damage.



The clan kids remained in the distance, fear in their idle bones and twitchy hands over their
kunai pouches like they were prepared to defend against something they could defend
against. Useless children, dead children if Hatake had not worn himself thin to keep them
alive. 

Children who get everything they ask for seldom succeed in life, Kakuzu heard long, long
ago. And when you coddle them, they will never learn.

Lightning Mask was dragged into the ground with its not-shoulders barely poking out and
Hatake surged out from the dirt a few paces to its side to take on FireWind himself armed
with a kunai and what was left of his reserves. 

It was more than Kakuzu expected, and enough to rear a sturdy water wall over his head. Fire
and wind natures wound together were too volatile to be put out by a single chakra nature,
however, and Hatake can draw up wall after wall after wall but wind propelled fire and the
resulting blasts were hot gushes of an unrelenting orange swarm on the grounds.

Through the cover of its blistering display, Kakuzu planted himself above and behind as
Hatake pushed one more leap away from the inferno, he wrapped tendrils around the
Konoha-nin's limbs and set a tangle into the skin right above his heart. It dug and clawed and
he dropped down and pulled , slamming his opponent onto his back with a faint crackling of
bones. 

He stalked forward and dropped a knee onto Hatake's ribcage, ignoring the garbled grunt he
received in return. "Sharingan no Kakashi, the Copycat. Your heart is mine."

Black threads almost completely broke through skin.

Then, Kakuzu felt water in his mouth.

He was nine years old and he thought he was dying. At least, he thought this was what dying
was. It was what Mom had been before she went on the mission she never came back from
and why Dad wouldn't look him in the eye whenever they talked about her.

He was nine and on a mission and the hand on his neck forcing him into the river wouldn't let
him breathe. 

He was nine when the tips of his fingers darken when he ripped into a chest for the first time,
dying and killing and not quite getting away with the first. 

"My grandson has the devil in him," he hears Lola hiss at his father some time after. "You
pray for him every day, you cleanse this house of the evil that kunoichi brought with her, and

you repent for the sin you've allowed on this boy."

(He was ninety-one, and every time he and Hidan came across a church, all he could taste
was bile at the back of his throat.)

Kakuzu crumpled on the ground, his chest twisted as his own heart shredded from whatever
weapon Hidan was using on it.



"Nara planned this far ahead," he growled. 

"You should've been more careful," Hatake noted quietly. His voice rasped and limp tendrils
hung onto the edges of torn flesh. "Did you think he would watch Asuma die and gain
nothing from it? Shinobi kill without hesitation, but people like you?" He wrapped a hand
around the clump and snatched it out his body. "You could never understand what that's like."

If Hidan made it out of this, he was going to kill that idiot.

Lightning Mask ejected its heart into his body, pushing out the one that was on its last
beating, and once he was back on his feet FireWind seeped through the stitching in his back,
their pair of hearts following. The mass didn't compress into their usual neat coils, but
flicked, curled, slipped his arms into sections and wore his chunks of limbs like sleeves. A
spiked halo of writhing black swished there and back behind him, a handful trickling out of
his mouth.

"Two of my hearts gone," he said. "It's been a long time since that happened."

Single tendrils from under the Konoha-nin's feet and bound them tight enough that he could
already see angry welts forming on their skin.

"It's a shame I've changed my mind about your hearts." Wind Mask appeared over his left
shoulder and Fire Mask followed on his right, each cracking open their mouths and charging
with swirls of elemental chakra. "But it's overwhelming how much I want you dead."

And yet, the world was small.

"Suiton: Hanhonryuu!"

"Fuuton: Rasengan!"

Those two new voices combined, "Gufuu Suika no Jutsu!", when a vortex of wind and water
tore into his fire and decimated the flames in clouds of steam and mist.

"Sorry we're late," the second voice apologized. When the steam cleared, four new shinobi
lined up on the field in front of Hatake and his team; a Hyuuga, a pale boy in black, the
Godaime Hokage's assistant, and the Kyuubi Jinchuuriki who'd been the one to speak up.

There was dirt on the cuffs of the boy's pants, blisters on his knuckles, scratches all over his
tanned face. His shoulders sat taut and the skin around his clear blue eyes pulled as they
stared straight ahead. This was a long way from 'the first one to start yelling and screaming,'
but he must have grown in the space between Sasori's death and now. 

But still this Jinchuuriki, this boy, this Uzumaki Naruto who Sakura spoke of with so much
care—

Hatake nicked his thumb and slapped his hand in the dirt and a small brown pug appeared
beneath his fingers.



The assistant—Kato Shizune, one hundred million ryo—glanced at her team. "Hinata, Sai,
follow Pakkun's lead and support Shikamaru." A chorus of yes ma'ams rang before the
summons led the Hyuuga and the pale boy off towards the denser forests and slowly out of
Kakuzu's line of sight.

"Did he complete it?" Hatake quietly questioned.

Kato shook her head once. "No, but he's about fifty percent."

And so the support came with only half a plan. It said something about the Godaime's reign
with these egregious risks and the questionable quality of her shinobi. 

"But still..." she said, a light quirk to her lips. "He might surprise you."

Uzumaki's pupils thinned and stretched into vertical slits. Last he'd heard, the boy was
incapable of controlling the Kyuubi's chakra, yet he crossed the middle and index fingers of
his hands and a clone appeared on either side of him. Kakuzu wondered if this would be as
annoying as Hatake's constant substitutions—

All three of them ran at him.

"Na-Naruto!" Akimichi shouted. 

Yamanaka shrieked. "Naruto, what are you doing?!"

Kakuzu shot out an arm of threads and immediately caught one of the clones, crushing its
neck until it evaporated into smoke. The second one dodged and launched a single kunai,
easy enough to avoid with a leap to the side and another growth of threads surging to bind
their target and force it motionless against a dead tree. The real Uzumaki stood for a moment,
an angry blankness to his face as he narrowed his eyes even further. 

The boy's hands rose again and three more clones appeared, two of them gathering around the
original as they... Kakuzu steadied his stance. He didn't know what he was doing, but one
focusing chakra in his palm, another contained its spherical shape, the last consistently
altered the mass in some form until—until the winds whipped up and scream around the field
all central to this jinchuuriki and he raised this ball of sharp light stretching blades of wind
spiraling so fast there was a slow image akin to a shuriken visible in the glow.

"Your faith will save you," Lola promises.

The four of them charged, clones in a line at the front and the monster of a jinchuuriki
wielding death in his hands. 

But it fizzled out before it could make contact.

Kakuzu's brows rose slightly and he wasn't quite sure what was supposed to have happened,
but he wasted no time trapping the boy in a rope-like grip. Young, like most people he's met.
Foolish, optimistic, maybe too full of a brand of confidence that's carried him this far. 

"She speaks highly of you." And he didn't understand it.



Uzumaki's confusion stilled his struggling, and in that moment a jet of water tangled in his
threads and Hatake cut the boy free with a hand encased in lightning. 

Various streaming, narrow jets of water branched off from the main vein and scuttled towards
him at Kato's strict command, almost akin to his own threads. Not as numerous or as nimble,
but they cut through petrified bark without her breaking a sweat. It pushed him back enough
for them to haul Uzumaki back into the defensive half-circle the rest of them created. 

The waters died down as they murmured amongst one another. Uzumaki's jutsu, whatever it
had been, was something he couldn't recall from his extended life. Blinding, roiling, piercing
absolution—

"Your faith will save you," his father tries.

—he'd be fine as long as he kept his distance. As lethal as the technique was, it was severely
limited by its range and duration.

"Please let me do this alone, sensei." Uzumaki's voice raised on the other side of the field,
fists clenched at his sides and his gaze unerringly pinned forward. "If I don't get past this, I'll
never grow up." His jaw tightened. "I know you don't agree with what I'm fighting for— who
I'm fighting for."

Hatake looked away.

"But please , don't take this path away from me."

Whatever their argument, Hatake relented with a weary sigh before meeting both Kato's and
Uzumaki's gazes and nodding.

Either way, short to mid-range was no longer a viable option. Kakuzu willed a heavy wave of
tendrils out his mouth and back, extending his pseudo-limbs into a swishing mane. It was one
more muted moment before Uzumaki lifted his hands again, and three more clones appeared
at his sides. The jutsu built up just as bright, just as loud, and the four of them charged with
the clones holding a line at the front.

He waited for the clones to close in enough before he jetted himself high above their heads
and cleared them completely. They were diversionary and in the same formation as
Uzumaki's first and failed attempt, and he aligned every last tendril toward the original. 

Even his age would have nothing to say about how well he could aim.

Except the punctured body didn't bleed. A hole in his stomach, his leg, not his chest because
the host needed to be alive for extraction, but the body wasn't bleeding and suddenly the body
wasn't a body just a clone—

"Your faith," his mother says before he never sees her again, "won't bring you to heaven."

There was a cold heat on the skin of his back.

Then there was pain. And light. Can't ignore the light.



And then there was little else of anything at all, after that.

But Kakuzu could still feel a roughness under his arms, jagged. Wet. Red. All around him
was crushed, cratered earth with what was left of him in the center. The sun sat high and lazy
in the sky and this light shadow—shadow? Weighted shadow, a hand on his chest, shaky
breathing dulled to the left. Uzumaki could barely move from his half kneel. He swayed a bit.
Side to side. And his eyes are no longer slitted, just... dark. And blue.

"What do I get if you lose?"

"What do you want?"

"She didn't win the bet."

Uzumaki's eyes blurred in and out of focus, but he turned and stared.

"She didn't. But." Kakuzu breathed in. Out. Ba-dump, ba-dump, ba... dump. "She says she's
sorry," he murmured, barely a whisper past the threads clogging his mouth. "She doesn't think
she'll make it to Ichiraku's."

Kakuzu didn't know where he was going after this.

Uzumaki opened his mouth, but exhaustion overtook him and his eyes shut as he slumped to
the sound of others calling his name.

Kakuzu didn't know where he was going after this.

But wherever it was, he knew that if there were gods, they weren’t even watching.

:: ::

If he'd been asked what his biggest regret in life was, it would have to be Sakura.

Kisame tugged his hat lower. He should've never had a kid knowing the Akatsuki burrowed
its fangs in his shoulders, he should've never left her to Konan whenever he was out of the
village for his missions, he should've never loved her so much there wasn't a damn thing he
wouldn't do for her.

He was selfish, and he couldn't even pay his own fucking price for it.

He rounded a corner and headed down the street embedded with dolphins glowing and
twirling under the rain. Most buildings on his block lent to some sort of education like the
shinobi schools, civilian trade schools, shinobi research divisions. 

At the secondary school, he slowed and leapt onto a section of wide pipes that looped around
the side of the building and peered in through the window. Konan said it'd be around now...

"—and with that said, your next exam will be in two week's time covering everything from
after the last exam, so prepare for multiple choice questions, written response, and a kunai
precision test with distances between five to fifteen meters."



The entire class inside groaned and the sensei up front waved her marker around. "Yes, my
dramatic students, exams are still required to pass your classes." The clock hit three above
them and, without looking back, the sensei raised a hand and motioned them all to stay
seated. 

"Hold on, there's one last announcement before you're off for the day—and yes, I can see you
trying to sneak away, who do you think I am? This won't be another five minutes."

A handful of snickers circled the room as one of the students in the back row pouted and
dropped back into his seat.

The sensei clapped her hands together. "As you all know, there's been a leap in difficulty
from your transition to Shinobi Primary to Secondary, and the board has been looking for
another instructor to oversee the extended study hall three times a week. We've finally
finished processing yesterday, so I'm pleased to introduce Sakura-sensei!" The door cracked
open. "She starts tomorrow and will be overseeing the optional class in the late afternoon
Monday, Thursday, and Friday. Sakura-sensei—"

When she tread silently into the room, there was fishnet under her sleeveless maroon qipao
top. Over her black pants hung a plain looking baton and a brown container, but other than
that there weren't any other visible weapons on her. A head and a half taller than the other
sensei and with scars she didn't care to hide, she greeted students with a face blank and stone.

"—is there anything else you'd like to add?"

Sakura surveyed the room before inclining her head and offering a short bow. "Thank you for
accepting my assistance at your school, I look forward to working with you."

Heh. Kisame's shoulders wilted as his lips tugged up. She's so serious.

Some of the kids sank in their chairs and others straightened up with faces that looked like
they were about to get scolded, but none of them met her eye. There was one kid somewhere
in the middle, though, orange-haired and too-excitable as she practically bounced in her seat
and gazed at Pup—Sakura like she hung the moon.

Kisame pried his gaze away and slipped back down onto the road back to his place. When
Konan said their girl had a "prodigious efficiency" with an easy tone and the slightest of
wrinkles on her brow, he thought the worst. Like somehow if she was throwing herself into
her duties, or not getting enough sleep, or maybe literally working herself to death. He'd sat
in the dining room for a full three hours after that before finding out what he could do to help.
Her fight— victory —against Hidan was something he wished he'd seen. 

Kakuzu said it'd been brutal. The bloodlust in his veins sang, but his heart had never felt so
unbearably heavy.

He tried not to sigh with each step it took to get to the door to his apartment. Sakura had been
here for months running errands under Konan, spending too much time in the Pillar, or
disappearing off with her team for hours at a time at who knows where. But that was fine, the
boys were nothing but good kids and he was glad there were people out there who loved her.



If he couldn't, someone had to.

His hand hovered over the door knob, and he paused.

There was a stranger in his apartment. 

He pressed his lips together and quietly walked inside. His cloak came off first, then his
sandals, and after re-fixing  Samehada on his back he went to the room in the hall that wasn't
his. The repaired door hung wide open and the closer he got was another ball of lead in his
stomach. 

Step. 

She hates you.

Step. 

She's got every right to.

Step. 

She...

Step.

She stood by the end of her old bed, half turned towards the book shelf as she traced the titles
with her finger. As he ducked fully into the room she stopped and crossed her arms over her
chest and faced him.

Her face and stare were utterly expressionless. He tried not to flinch.

"You were at the School," she said. "And Sensei said you were at the house."

"Just checkin' in. Wanted to see how you were adjusting." Kisame tried for a smile that wasn't
wistful. She pressed her lips together in a way that was way too familiar, so he guessed he
didn't quite nail it. "I'll leave you alone."

She frowned. "... Did you want something?"

She hates you. 

"Nah, don't worry 'bout it. I just... I just missed you, you know. I don't think I got around to
telling you that since you got here." He swallowed when he felt the back of his eyes burn.
"But Konan's keeping you busy, and she tells me you're doing well. Are you? I heard about
Hidan and—" He winced and clamped his mouth shut.

But Sakura only stared. Her arms grew tighter around herself, but she didn't look away.
"And?" She prompted. One of her fingers rubbed against the bandages on her left bicep. 

"And I'm glad you won," he answered lamely.



"Mm." Her finger stilled and she looked down. "Sorry. I shouldn't have come."

His heart ached. 

"No, don't say that. I've only ever wanted you back home, and I'm always happy to see you."

Her foot shifted. "Right."

"I mean it, I—"

"Did you really think that I died in that warehouse? When you put me there to hide me from
the Konoha-nin?" Her nails bit into her arm as she raised her head, and her mask cracked.
There were slivers of his little girl again, pink bangs framing her face, bright green eyes, a
smile that didn't belong under Ame's gray clouds. 

She's going to hate you so much more.

"No."

No one breathed.

"Oh." Sakura muttered, blinking a few times before she stepped forward. "You left me there?
You let them take me?"

"I—"

"You let them take me?!"

He flinched this time.

"Was I not enough? Was I not good enough for you?" She demanded. The brown container
flew into her grasp and she squeezed it until it exploded red. The scent of battlefield iron
struck his nose as she grabbed the baton with her other hand—wait, closer it looked like—
and lifted it into the spray.

Zabuza sticks the entire hilt into the Kumo-nin and when he pulls his arm back—

Kubikiribocho shone in her grip.

"Look at me!" Blood on her bandages, blood on her face, blood in her hair. "I became
everything you wanted, didn't I? If you just gave me a chance as a kid, if you hadn’t promised
me and never come, I could’ve gotten better! I could've been stronger!" She bore her teeth. "I
could've been stronger for you!"

Kisame stood there, gaze on his baby girl who burned with a fire he never remembered but
hissed an ice he'd never forget. Then suddenly, she's three again, with a toothy smile and a
shark plushie in her arms. His sunshine, his little girl, his pup.

All grown up with and bathed in the red liquid sharpening the edge of her blade.



"You were just a kid," he whispered. 

She glared at him with the same eyes that used to crinkle with joy, stood tall on the same legs
that used to get caught on curling pipes cropped up above ground. 

He couldn't stop his welling tears. "You didn't need to train until you bled, you didn't need
bruises, you didn't have to think about killing when you were three . You didn't need to be
strong."

The three year old Sakura was gone. So was the five year old. And the seven year old.

"You needed to be safe."

She was sixteen now, and she looked like the world spit her out when it couldn't drown her.

"Safe," she repeated, squinting like she didn't believe him. But a second passed and he said
nothing, and a few more seconds followed and her stone-face shattered, and one more second
after that a laugh bubbled out of her mouth as she smiled. "You're Hoshigaki Kisame, ex-
Kiri-nin, and a member of the Akatsuki. You're part of the Top Twenty with a two-hundred
million dollar cap, you had me when you were already a rogue, and you left me with Konoha,
a village you have no ties with, because you thought I was going to be safe ?"

Sakura's smile wobbled and dropped, and a vicious anger broke out on her cheeks.

"I will be an exemplary shinobi or I will be nothing at all," she said. "You knew that! Konan-
san knew that! I knew that! The only way I was going to be safe was by not ending up dead
and now that I'm here, whatever the hell Akatsuki and Konoha made me, and you're just
going to stand there and tell me you just wanted what was best for me?"

She sniffed and wiped her face, spreading the blood even further.

"I was happy with you and Konan-san. Despite everything," she whispered. "And if Shino,
Kiba, Akamaru, Tenzo-san, and sensei never met me, they would've lived happy and ignorant
in the village that was supposed to keep us safe."

Her hand flew to her mouth as she doubled forward and Kisame jerked forward, arms out and
ready to break her fall. But she caught herself and pulled back, using the shelf to keep her
steady and turning away from him all at once. Reluctantly, he drew back. 

No one moved.

"I shouldn't have come," she echoed, a hand still pressed to her mouth. "And I... won't come
for a while."

He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. "Yeah. I know."

Sakura slowly nodded her head. When she pulled her hand back and curled it at her side. He
thought he'd seen a fresh spot of blood on her palm but she was gone not a heartbeat after,
leaving nothing but scattered drops of blood. 



Kisame dropped onto the edge of the bed, the frame creaking slightly under his weight.

She hates you.

"Yeah," he said to the open air. "I know."

Chapter End Notes

Hello everyone! Thank you for being so patient with my slow update times!
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series with a crack pairing that takes the Hoshigaki-verse and twists it into a modern AU
in the Resident Evil game-verse.

 

strawberry lemonade (part 1/4 of "the lemonade stand" series)

 

Leon Scott Kennedy had it embarrassingly bad for the back row kid with the pink hair.
Meanwhile, Sakura Hoshigaki could only squint at her phone and wonder why she was
getting so many texts from the football team's pretty boy.

 

mint limeade (part 2/4 of "the lemonade stand" series)

 

"Oh, Sakura's boyfriend," Kisame repeated. A particularly heavy groove thrummed
through the speakers. Then he spat a mouthful of coffee all over his fuzzy slippers.

If you're interested, a link to the series can be found here!
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Duty

Nagamine Yae, Saito Yukiko, Kawamura Goro, Enomoto Ryoko, Watanabe Sayuri, Tachibana
Konosuke, Takahashi Tadaaki, Nakano Miori, Kimura Shige—

:: ::

"Good work, everyone," Tsunade told the two lines of shinobi at attention in her office. We're
no longer under imminent threat, but the Akatsuki still remain..."

In the back row, Naruto stood with his hands clasped behind his back like the rest of them in
the office. He made it home—he should be feeling better about that, shouldn't he? He trained,
he fought, there were two less Akatsuki in this world and finally the tides were turning, just a
little. Less people seeking out jinchuuriki, less jinchuuriki getting murdered, less—

She says she's sorry.

—less of anything that made any damn sense. 

"Naruto," Tsunade called out, and his head snapped up. "Your injuries look more severe than
the others'."

The old lady liked to ask her questions in a way that didn't sound like questions because it
always got her answers faster. It probably also helped that she was scary as hell and could
punch several people through several walls, but he still pulled on the smile that made him
look a little dopey even when it stretched the scabs on his cheeks healing from the brief licks
of orange he sometimes caught on the edge of his vision.

"Y'mean my badges of honor?" He asked.  Beside him, Hinata looked back to her mentor.

"We did some emergency treatment before making our way back," she said. "Both Naruto-
kun and Kakashi-sensei received the brunt of the injuries, but were stable enough to report to
you before checking into the hospital."

Naruto shook his head. "I don't—"

"You do," Hinata interjected softly. He glanced at her in surprise, and she quickly ducked her
head to avoid his eye. "Those Akatsuki are—were —incredibly destructive. Everyone on this
mission requires a full-scan and green light from a medic before being put back on the active
duty roster; we don't know if there are any lingering effects. Um." She peered up through the
curtain of her bangs. "Ri-Right, Shishou?"

Tsunade raised her chin off folded hands and leaned back in her seat. "Anyone who skips out
on the post-mission check up is subject to suspension and further consequence if this order is
defied." He glare lingered on Kakashi before re-addressing them as a whole. "But after that,
take the next few days off. Rest. Recover. And if there's nothing else that can't be added to



the reports I expect on my desk by the end of the week," a hard gaze swept the office one last
time, "Dismissed."

"Yes, Hokage-sama," came the resounding chorus before the eight-man team sans Shizune
filed out of the office. Naruto risked a glance over his shoulder just before the door closed
under the guise of trying to squint something out his eye. 

Tsunade's face hardened as she tracked Naruto’s dominant hand and the strain the new jutsu
put on it and Shizune's shoulders drooped, worried, opening her mouth as she started to say—

Click.

"Na-Naruto-kun?"

He rubbed his right eye with the back of his hand as he turned towards his teammate. That
bastard Sai disappeared and so had Kakashi, and Team Ten stood a little down the hall
muttering amongst themselves in low tones.

"Yeah?"

"When we left to act as back-up against the Akatsuki, I left some lo-loose ends at the
hospital." Hinata tucked some hair behind her ear and looped her hands behind her back. "I
have some work I need to get back to, and if you won't get your check up right now, will you
be sure to check in some time today? Please?"

It was always nice to have someone like Hinata in his corner. He was pretty sure they were
friends at this point, after she'd gotten over fainting every other time he popped up next to her
—his bad for surprising her like that all the time, and she probably turned red because of how
embarrassed she was when he accidentally scared her. But underneath all that she'd always
been nice and polite and he couldn't not like someone like that.

But, it's just, they're not really close.

He knew he wasn't that smart. And he got distracted easily, didn't think a lot of things
through, was called reckless, loud, he got it, and he couldn't help it. 

But even after all that he also wasn't an idiot. Everyone hated him because of a beast he never
asked to be born with, and that was a fact for as long as he could remember; as a three year
old called freak at the orphanage, as a seven year old left alone in affordable low-rank
housing, as a twelve year old who barely graduated the Academy after Mizuki-sensei
almost...

He grinned. "No problem! I just wanna head back and take a shower and I'll go to the
hospital, 'ttebayo!"

Hinata offered a small, relieved smile back before she hurried down the hall.

Naruto's expression evened out a touch as he turned and started down the other way.



He also met Sakura-chan when they were twelve. The weird kid who never smiled and never
showed up to class and when she did, always had her eyes on a book instead of on the board.

The edge of his sandal bumped a pebble across the street.

Sakura-chan was one of the most important people in his life. Is. Will always be even if he
never saw her again, but he didn't believe that for a second. Home wasn't home without her,
and who said just because she wasn't here, it'd mean she'd never come back? Just because
none of his year-mates talked about her or Kiba or Shino anymore didn't mean they didn't
exist.

And sometimes he'd still catch a whisper about the Aburame clan scrambling after the loss of
their heir apparent to see the Inuzuka Head storming around with a permanent scowl on her
face alongside her nin-dog that always looked like he was choking down something sour.
Kakashi-sensei used to know Sakura-chan's sensei too, he thought, but he could never really
be sure when it came down to actually knowing things about Kakashi.

(She disappeared along with the rest of Eight after they found too much blood in her
bathroom within the same time frame of an elite going missing and he could put two and two
together: a messy murder that turned up no body. But Sakura-chan couldn't be involved in
that.)

But that along with Asuma-sensei meant that six shinobi were gone in less than six months.
No one could blame Tsunade-baa-chan for having a hard time smoothing it over. 

Naruto raked a hand through his knot-filled hair and dragged it down the side of his cheek,
finger pads pulling past dirt spots and new scabs. Sunset started to bathe the sky in warm
light as he slipped down a rock wall and onto a small ledge covered in weeds beneath one of
the bridges around the village. His knees curled to his chest as he settled in its shadow. 

He stewed in quiet until familiar voices trailed overhead.

"I guess it's finally over," he heard Ino murmur. No footsteps echoed above him but he
glimpsed three new shadows far to his left. 

Chouji grunted. "Mm."

They walked a little further up until Shikamaru stopped. Ino and Chouji stopped too, just a
little ways ahead of him. 

"Sorry." They both turned. "I'm gonna split from you guys here."

Ino pointed in the direction they'd initially been heading. "But your house is this way."

Shikamaru shrugged. "Almost forgot about some things I should be getting up to now that
we're back."

Usually this was the part where she'd huff or flip her hair, but her shadow shifted somewhere
in the torso like she crossed her arms over her middle. "... Okay. But Shika—the—what
Chouji and I heard on the field? The name? Do you think it's..."



"Something worth looking into?" He finished casually. "No, not yet. It's a common name in
too many places, so it'd be too troublesome to add to the growing list of things we need to
consider." Both his hands stuffed into his pockets. "But I'll keep tabs on it, so don't worry."

She doesn't think she'll make it to Ichiraku's.

Naruto turned back to his reflection and it stared back at him from bronze-tinged river water.

He could still remember what she looked like the night she left. Frozen pale skin, pink hair
darkened with rain, stilted moonbeams scattered around his room. His fingers had numbed
where he held her and after she disappeared, he'd sat silently in the dark long enough for his
shirt to dry and for the stack of envelopes she gave him to bite notches into his palms. 

(Down near the bottom of his fridge under a handful of forgotten grocery receipts sat a little
slot where he kept his own letter tucked, hidden and whole.)

"I'm almost positive I heard Hinata-san tell you to stop by the hospital."

"An' I will," Naruto grumbled in defense. Someone slid down the rock wall opposite him and
slouched against the underside of the bridge. "'m tired. I'll change and head back in a few."

"Will you?"

"Nagging's not a good look on you, ya know."

Shikamaru pulled out the pack he kept in his front pocket and tapped out a single cigarette to
set between his lips. The lighter he used was nothing like that old silver one he always carried
around; matte black and already scratched, he stuffed it back in his flak vest and blew out a
thick cloud from his first drag. 

Then the bridge shadow darkened, and it felt like a liquid weight dripped down Naruto's
shoulders. 

"The longer I hold the jutsu the more suspicious it'll look, so I'll keep it short," Shikamaru
said. His eyes fell shut as the back of his head rested against old wood. "The person Ino
mentioned. Do you know who she was referring to?"

Naruto's grip tightened where his fingers latched around his upper arms, and he pressed his
mouth so tightly his lips grew pale.

Shikamaru blew out another trail of smoke. "I figured you did."

Silence. 

"But you didn't mention it, so I thought—why would the one person we could always count
on to speak his mind not bring it up just to advocate for her? To defend her? To turn this
whole mission around to go out there and try to bring her back because a name for a lead
would be enough for you?"

Grating, impossible silence.



"Because it was the Akatsuki," he ended, "and there was nothing you could say to save her
from that."

Naruto's stomach flipped and it had nothing to do with the fox behind his navel.

"Please don't go after Sakura-chan," he whispered. "Not right now, not before—we don't even
know what happened—"

"She attacked Hagane." The sharp reply cut deep between his fourth and fifth rib. "And her
accomplices went after Iruka-sensei, left an Aburame's body dead in the streets, flooded a
bathroom floor with blood. They had a psychotic break and we've put together all the pieces,
what else is there?" He shoved his hands in his pockets. "I'm sorry, Naruto, but they're guilty.
There's next to nothing that can be dug up to change that."

Guilty.

Naruto shook his head. "You're wrong."

Shikamaru heaved a world-weary sigh. "Naruto—"

"The way you talk about them's like—like you're not even giving them a chance," he gritted
out. "Everyone's sayin' they went crazy but if you knew them you'd know they're not like
that." He glared upward. "If you knew Sakura-chan, you'd know she'd never do this."

"Just like how Sasuke would never do what he did?"

Naruto flinched.

Shikamaru winced as he turned his gaze down, recognizing the low blow for what it was. "...
Look, I—"

"Sakura-chan promised me she'd come home," Naruto said. Eyes burning, heart aching, a
distinct wobble threaded through every curve of every letter of his words, and he turned back
to the water and its gentle rippling. He buried his chin deeper into his knees. "And I'll keep
believin' her no matter what anyone else says."

He blinked down at his reflection.

(He missed Sasuke.)

(He missed Sakura-chan.)

((He missed it most when the people he loved didn't leave him.))

He couldn't say how long he stayed under one of the many bridges that no one looked under,
but it was long after the heaviness on his shoulders receded and long after the orange sun
purpled and blued into another sticky Konoha night. Crickets chirped from grass patches and
civilians walked with weighted steps, and even in the swelling life of his home village, he'd
never felt more alone. 



It was just him, the river, and the silver ring in his pocket embedded with a dark green
gemstone with the kanji for North.

:: ::

—Kita Hiroshi, Tanaka Hisao, Sugawara Kishu, Chiba Tomiko, Arai Minako, Sugimoto
Kenta, Shimizu Manabu, Onishi Ume, Sano Chiasa, Watanabe Mitsuo, Kojima Takehiko,

Kubo Yuraki—

:: ::

Kakuzu died thirty-six days ago, and Sakura still said it didn't bother her that much. It did. He
could tell. And she could tell he could tell, so he didn't know who she thought she was
fooling.

Kiba rolled a shoulder as he slotted a book back into its place on a high shelf and pulled out a
different one with his other hand. She'd been keeping herself busy though, same as the rest of
them, and it helped him settle his hunched shoulders. He still wasn't really sure what it was
she did for Konan and to that extent for Pein , but she'd taken over the office space in
Kakuzu's apartment and whenever they checked in on her, the piles of papers around her desk
never got any smaller. 

Sensei, between stopping by the hospital a couple times a week and leaving tupperwares of
food at their place whenever she had the chance, had actually taken some hours at the
International Center close to the Pillar. Active duty had been set on the backburner and with
her slowly encroaching maternal leave, the push to find something productive to do within
Heaven's Gate had her poking around until she found the non-profit. Ame's very foundation
was built on bringing in refugees under the cover of their heavily isolationist policy. Kiba
also heard that a good chunk of other countries still thought this one was ravaged by its own
civil war—a point that Sakura made when she'd given them a brief history and how the
Akatsuki had it overtaken years ago—which only added a better cover.

Shinobi villages especially only cared about their own wars and their own consequences.
Civilian ones were always a great big flag to avoid.

But anyway, Ame did its best to provide the basics: homes, job opportunities, an additional
income bonus that came with the first three months of full employment. They also funded all
the orphanages and youth centers and focused on making sure most, if not all, their shinobi-
inclined students had individual specialties going into their careers. With funding stretched
that thin, nonprofits sprouted in the midst of heavy rain to help those who needed further help
with things like language and culture projects, resettlement and adjustment, and healthcare.

Sensei found her place working with civilian teenagers and young adults. Kiba's glad she was
finding some happiness somewhere.

Shino was keeping ever-rotating hours at the hospital like he'd done in every village he'd
been in, so as long as he saw him sometime at least once a day Kiba was satisfied. The
hospital wasn't fucking him over like Konoha did by keeping him in positions way below his
skill level and had actually given him a promotion a week or two ago. Tenzo was now on his



list of primary patients, as he should be if he was sending a wave of kikai through his body
once every few days to monitor his health.

And Tenzo was alive and properly healing, which was the most important thing. Now if they
could only get him to wake up.

As Kiba flipped through the new book in his hands, he grabbed the pencil he held between
his teeth and made notes in the margins that he was definitely going to forget to erase later.

"Anythin'?" He asked. White fur swished from behind one of the rows of shelves. 

" Not yet, but you know looking through all of this will take weeks, right?"

"It's been weeks."

"Months, then," Akamaru amended dryly. "Reversals aren't common, as we've seen. Or as we
haven't. You only get a page or two every ten books at best. "

"Don't remind me, it's like lookn' for a moth in a crowd of butterflies."

" ... So you're still mad you can't figure out that mural— "

"YEAH I'm mad! It's the only one I haven't gotten in the puzzle alley!"

" Heh. Nerd. "

"Shut up, Shino an' Sakura musta' rubbed off on me." He sniffed, turned a page, and skimmed
and marked anything he might need later on. "Hey, can you get me that blue Miura text we
found last week? I think I can cross-reference this hairpin loop and add another failsafe to my
usual cover lock." He waited a few seconds for a reply, but when none came, he glanced up.
"Yo, Akamaru?"

Kiba turned, and a Path stood just a few steps away.

This one had two silver rods stuck in either cheek, another two through the chin, and a last
one diagonally through the nose bridge. Orange hair the same shade as the rest of them hung
down his shoulders and swung around the back of his waist. This wasn't the Path he'd met the
first time he stepped foot in the library— Deva , the most present body—and those scant
couple minutes in the Leader's presence almost warned him away from the Divine's library
for good.

But with so much he had to learn, he'd take the risk even if that meant the chance of running
into any of the Six.

Guess this time around, it was Human who came to visit.

"Leader-sama," he greeted with a quick bow.

"You," Leader intoned softly, echoing the exact same voice from when they first met face to
face, "single-handedly re-engineered the Genryū Kyūfūjin to help keep a jinchuuriki alive."



Kiba swallowed. "I—" had to do it couldn't not do it couldn't let Yugito die couldn't let that
happen to Shino again— "couldn't incorporate a full break to completely bypass vital chakra
points and had to settle for a splinter, uh, sir, and Shino had to cut in with a healing chakra
stream while Sakura made a circuit of our systems to keep a steady—"

"You succeeded," Leader said. He came closer, and Kiba shoved down the urge to reach for a
weapon. "You had mere weeks between Hidan and Kakuzu's assignment and her capture and
your crude modification had been enough to disrupt certain death." Those concentric circles
that warped the Path's eyes were too clean, and it was almost as if it was enough to spike past
flesh and bone. "It's unprecedented."

"I... guess it'd be if no one's really tried before?"

Fuck.

But before he could further berate himself for trying that smart-ass comment he was dragged
half a step forward when a hand gripped his face with a force just short of bruising to force
open his mouth, pulsing chakra—tainted and murky and cold and wrong —over the bottom
half of his face to break the illusion seal over his tongue. Leader cocked his head as he
observed one, two, three full seconds before he unclamped his hand and Kiba backed himself
against a bookshelf, nails sharp, fangs out, eyes wild as they darted around to look for his
suddenly missing partner.

But Leader only observed him with a new gleam in his unnaturally hued eyes. Round and
round those circles went, ever bright in the quiet aisle.

"Extraction seals and cursed seals are completely different areas of study. One takes out and
the other is irregularly volatile in locking, as suggested in their names, therefore the
mechanisms they employ require different routes of resolution. Heedless of your well-
roundedness, a shift to extraction would require months to study, practice, and test before
application." Leader laid his palm in the space between Kiba's heart and shoulder. "You
succeeded," he repeated. "And you should feel blessed, Inuzuka Kiba. You have the regard of
God to carry on your shoulders."

The skin beneath that palm flared and twisted and Kiba swore he saw a faint glow of
iridescent-lined white before his vision blurred and he dropped to his knees, though as quick
as the feeling choked him it let him breathe, and his vision re-focused as sweat dampened the
back of his neck.

He'd almost lost something. He didn't know how, didn't know what , but knew this Path
almost tore something from the core of his very being.

He looked up, and the light above them gleamed behind Leader's head like a frozen halo.

"You may only be considered chuunin, but Konoha should have known better. You're
dangerous," Leader said, and coming from him it didn't feel as heavy as a sin as his old
village made it out to be. "It's clear to see why there are those who want you dead."

"But y'can't use me if I'm jus' a body," Kiba mumbled through his receding haze. "Can't—"



Flare-twist-glow, and the next time was back to himself his shoulder scrunched against the
floor and the side of his head dully ached where it rested against the bottom shelf. 

"Gods do not use their people." Leader rested a hand against the other side of Kiba's head to
tilt it enough to meet eye to eye once more. Ice cold fingers felt too gentle against brown hair
that had only been hastily trimmed with a kunai the time he'd been in Ame. "Gods take only
what they are offered, and here there is none more resolute than those who offer life, blood,
and soul to the rain."

It was only when those fingers left his hair that Kiba felt like he could breathe again.

"I bring news along with my brief visit," he continued like nothing was out of place, like the
body at his feet had not been crumpled by his own hand. "Deidara has been killed by Uchiha
Sasuke, and there is an intruder in Amegakure. The repercussions of both are currently being
dealt with, and you've been informed due to your supplementary status to the RA
designation."

Kiba pushed himself up to one of his forearms as he watched Leader head out towards the
door and, just as the Path stepped around the doorway, he didn't know what came over him
when his godforsaken mouth ran with what he had left, but he had to know—

"What happens to the one who won't offer themselves to the rain?" He asked. 

Leader paused, but didn't spare him another glance. "They drown in it."

And he was gone.

Not a minute later, Akamaru skidded back into the library dripping puddles with the heavy
scent of rainwater clinging to his fur. 

"Kiba! " He barked, poking his nose around his partner's body to check for injuries. "I barely
caught a whiff of Leader before I was suddenly standing outside the Pillar and I ran up as
fast I could what happened what did he do to you— "

Akamaru helped him up into a sitting position, Kiba wincing as he rubbed the skin above his
heart.

"Can't really say, but goddamn, 'm surprised Sakura didn't turn out more fucked up after all a'
that ."

:: ::

—Ito Hiromi, Mori Hisoka, Ueno Itsuki, Maruyama, Takagi Chie, Yamamoto Eishun, Fujita
Otoha, Abe Sutemi, Yokoyama Tomio, Goto Yoichi, Ogawa Hiroe, Sakai Iesada, Ikeda Ikue—

:: ::

"So we're crazy."

"We're not crazy."



"See, that's what I'd like to think but maybe this sort of crazy is contagious and I've infected
you. Or you infected me." A pause. "Simultaneous infection?"

Before Iruka could open his mouth and tell Aoba the only crazy thing happening here was the
fact that he was spiraling far enough to mention that, the bell above the door rang as it pushed
open and Kotetsu ducked through. He was dressed in his standard blues sans vest like the
both of them, and as soon as he spotted them tucked in one of the back booths of the cafe, he
raised a hand in greeting and walked over to slide into the first available seat.

Which happened to be next to Iruka, who took the opportunity to tap the conversation-melder
seal—something that took the sound around them to warp around their own so the specifics
of their conversations couldn't be picked up, completely undetectable to the average civilian
and unsuspicious shinobi—that he stuck on the underside of a napkin to include the last
addition to their little group.

"So what are we talking about?" Kotetsu questioned.

Aoba, as straight-faced and serious as he was one whole minute ago, leaned forward. "How
we're crazy."

"Great start, Yamashiro."

Iruka sighed.

He had to admit that their get together had been under more... unique circumstances.
Normally it would have been an odd sight to see the three of them together as their jobs
typically handled different specialties—intelligence, teaching, and support, respectively—but
nowadays their fellow chuunin and jounin couldn't stop looking at the three of them in pity.

"Crazy or not, we all agreed to meet her for a reason." Iruka pushed away his half empty
coffee cup. "For... For them."

Quiet blanketed the table for a few moments.

Aoba breaks it first. "So where are we even supposed to start? Each of them might have been
accused of something different, but they all left the village at the same time and regardless of
their reasons, it must've been related if they went out as a team."

"Well it was always going to end up that way, if you think about it." Kotetsu's lips quirked up
in a smile that didn't quite fill his face. "Three peas in a pod, or whatever the saying. If it was
only one of their decisions to go then the others would follow." His smile fell. "I've got no
idea why Sakura attacked me that night, but right before she came and talked to me, scared
like I've never seen her. And no matter who I talk to they just think I'm in denial because she
was my student. Because I cared."

Iruka grimaced. He knew the feeling.

"And even if we have all the facts on the table, none of it can tell us why," Aoba stressed.
"Why would Sakura pull an immediate one-eighty on her mentor? Why would Kiba go out of



his way to attack his own teacher who wouldn't have been in the way when he decided to
leave? Why would Shino murder his own cousin in the street where anyone could see him,
and why was that anyone me ?" He rubbed his forehead with a couple fingers. "I don't know.
It's weird, but I could just be—"

"Crazy," Kotetsu and Iruka finished in unison, and Aoba snorted from under where his hand
rested on the top rims of his glasses.

Iruka's thumb tapped the seal-napkin when a waiter drifted by to ask if they needed anything
after, and the moment he moved out of hearing range it was tapped back into reactivation.

"Y'know, it's kinda funny," Kotetsu said as he flicked a piece of paper straw wrap across the
table. "Everyone's saying that the only reason why they got the jump on us was because we
were blindsided that badly, but we all know that's not the case. They've always been good—
better than good. They probably could've taken us out even if they went ahead and asked us
first."

Aoba nodded consideringly. "Shino's ability as a medic paired with his type of kekkei genkai
gives him an invasive skill set."

"Kiba's a genius at seals," Iruka added. "Eccentric. Unconventional. Our Seals Division was
missing out with their continued rejection of his applications."

"And I've never been able to beat Sakura in a kenjutsu training match ever since she'd come
back from Kumo." Kotetsu sighed. "Shit. This really sucks."

Good kids with wasted potential was what this all boiled down to. Good, hardworking,
brilliant kids who suffered misfortune at every turn for them to be branded as rogues by the
age of fifteen. Iruka might not have known Shino and Sakura as well as Kiba, but he'd taught
all three of them between the latter two's constant absences and the former's near silent vigil
in the back row during class—

"Wait." Iruka turned old grades in his head, remembered the late nights grading projects and
tests, recalled the physical tests and practice fights on the Academy grounds he had to take
careful notes on— "You could never beat Sakura in kenjutsu?"

"Nope," replied Kotetsu without an ounce of shame. "I mean, she's also insanely smart and a
genjutsu type, and I'm not surprised she's got a knack for swords."

Iruka blinked. "She's never been more than average when she was at the Academy. She was a
consistent B-C student who lost a little more than half her spars and had a range of about 65-
70% accuracy in her weapons training."

"Okay, so she's a fast learner."

"In captivity?"

"I... guess that's a little odd?" Aoba's brow crinkled. "But what does that have to do with
this?"



He supposed it could be nothing and that Sakura simply flourished under a different teaching
style as a genin who actually attended her training sessions under Kurenai, but the sheer deep
dive into her skill from nothing-notable to actually-threatening didn't add up in his head.

Sakura's improvement, following a steady upward climb, wouldn't have made it to such a
drastic extent. And if she was really as good as Kotetsu said she was...

"For a while," Kotetsu said suddenly. The other two at the table turned their attention back to
him.

"What?"

"When Naruto gave me her White Letter, he said he's been her 'person' for a while." He
tapped his fingers against his bottom lip. "Why did Sakura have to keep writing White Letters
all this time? Months? Years, if we can get him to confirm that far? You said it yourself, she's
nothing but an average student who by default should be nothing but your average chuunin.
But she's not."

He looked up, eyes burning with a reinvigorated determination.

"So maybe it is crazy, but it sounds like maybe there's something we really missed."

:: ::

—Nakamura Yuudai, Morita Kiku, Okada Katsuhisa, Kondo Miki, Endo Reiko, Hashimoto
Eiichiro, Kobayashi Kyoko, Murakami Kotori, Ono Emie, Hasegawa Itaru, Yamashita Juuzo,

Yoshida Mahiro, Ishikawa Tsuneharu—

:: ::

A handful of kikai poured out of one of Yugito Nii's ears and reported their findings.

Her chakra coils are now only burned throughout two thirds of her system compared, most of
the damage localized from the thoracic nerves to the sacral, though focusing the repair of the
cardiac plexus has allowed a steadier rate of healing with the body no longer having its first
priority in saving the heart. The rate, however steady, remained slow and sluggish as her
body acclimatized to losing an enormous amount of chakra that she had gotten used to
carrying the years she spent as a jinchuuriki. It might even take a year or two for her to get
used to her body being only hers again.

Shino jotted a few things down on a clipboard before he set it to hang at the foot of her bed.

This now made two coma patients under his care. Perhaps now, he had more of an
opportunity to study chakra flow in relation to the spiritual energy around the brain and the
cranial nerves to see if the healing process would benefit for stupored or waking patients.

Two knocks on the door, and a nurse poked his head into the private room. "Aburame-
sensei?"

Shino looked up. "Yes?"



"You have a patient waiting for you in general examination room six-three-nine." Which
didn't make sense because his hospital hours designated him to surgery and shinobi-related
cases, not anything to do as a general practitioner— "RA designation, utmost confidentiality."

"Ah." Well, that explained it. "I'll finish this observation, then attend that case. I won't be
more than ten minutes."

The nurse tipped his head and shut the door with a quiet click.

He puffed out a soft breath of air as he smoothed back a few stray hairs that slipped out of his
messy bun. After Deidara made his first visit, he'd stopped by a few more times after that
with a few sprained wrists, pulled muscles, requests to ease and repair his transplanted arms
to the point they looked and felt like they'd never been crushed and blown off in the first
place.

And in that time Shino supposed he learned a fair bit about him; he was an artist who firmly
believed in the perspective of 'fleeting,' his past time was experimenting with his explosives,
and he talked so much that at times he could give even Kiba a run for his money. He never
spoke much in return, was never asked to, but he didn't mind the change when all he usually
heard during healing was the comforting buzz in his ears.

Then he'd been killed by Uchiha Sasuke.

He wondered how he'd feel if they'd actually been friends.

He nodded to every staff member he passed on the way to the general floor and accepted a
cookie with a quick thank you to the beaming intern walking around with a basket of treats in
her hands. But besides Deidara, no other Akatsuki member had ever requested healing—from
him or anyone else, for that matter. Occasionally there was—had been—Kakuzu, and he
swore the glimpses of orange and blue he spotted around the hospital  weren't made up from
an exhausted brain.

Outside six-three-nine, he straightened the collar of his white coat and made sure there were
no stains on his dark green scrubs before he knocked three times, paused for a count of two,
and stepped into the room.

And he frowned.

"Uchiha-san," he greeted as he shut the door behind him and felt the privacy seals ripple back
into place. The buzzing in his ears grew louder.

Uchiha Itachi sat at the edge of the examination table with his hands crossed neatly in his lap.
His Akatsuki cloak lay folded in one of the guest chairs, his silver necklace and scratched
hitai-ate set on top.

"Aburame-sensei," he returned politely. Tomoe swirled slowly in the blood-red background
of his irises, and Shino's gaze immediately flicked down to make eye-contact with the stress-
lines on his face instead.



"What is it I can do for you today?"

"My eyes." Shino was forced to look back up into them when the sharingan faded into black.
A milky black, not yet completely set in blindness but on a distinct path towards it. The right
appeared whiter, their cloudiness extending further from the center of the pupil and no doubt
reducing his vision to nothing but blurs. "I had been attending regular healing sessions with a
specialist elsewhere in the village, but they had recently told me that there was nothing more
in their power they could do."

Shino washed his hands before pulling out a pair of nitrile gloves from the boxes stacked on
the wall.

"How many hours a day do you keep them activated?"

"Sixteen, at most."

"And at the least?"

"Twelve."

Not great. "And how often do you feel pain during activation?"

"Most of the time."

"Sharp, dull?"

"Dull. Sharp directly after using sharingan-derived jutsu."

Shino nodded and flipped to a fresh notepad sheet to make his first few notes. "There's a
chart on the wall in front of you. Can you read out the very first line to me?"

"No."

Ah. Even worse.

He twirled a small flashlight in his hands and tucked a dense plastic card in the pocket of his
coat when he finally approached the examination table. The line in Itachi's shoulders drew
tense the closer he got, and Shino pointedly focused on adjusting his gloves. He remembered
Kiba telling him about meeting Uchiha Itachi face to face when they first arrived at the
village, all grins and taunts until Sakura pulled him away by the ear with a small smirk of her
own.

With the bingo book now fully updated, he would've learned their names and their basics by
now. But between that and what else he could've learned about them from the rest of the
Akatsuki, he understood the need for caution.

But perhaps Itachi should have been wary before coming to him for help.

"Do I have your consent to utilize both healing chakra and kikai for this healing session?"
Shino asked. A few beetles surfaced along his throat, Itachi's eyes flashing almost-red at the



sight of them.

"Healing chakra, yes. But what purpose do the kikai serve?"

"Physical anchor points for healing chakra. While they may seem invasive at first, they're
able to make the healing process run more smoothly without relying solely on the degree of
chakra control of the medic. Keep your eyes straight, and don't stare directly into the light."
Shino shone the flashlight into each clouded eye as he pressed two fingers to the side of
Itachi's temple and gently prodded around the area of interest. "I recommend it, actually.
Why? The abducens, trochlear, and oculomotor nerves are strained, the ophthalmic nerve is
inflamed which most likely have led to fluctuations in your sensation on the upper half of
your face, and with the damage your optic nerve has sustained, you'll need an extensive and
detailed healing procedure where my kikai can sustain the healing process. The nerves are
delicate; they'll need as much specialized attention as possible."

A couple more handfuls of beetles spiral down his arms and onto his gloved hands, crawling
along his palms and winding his fingers.

"And they're chakra-sterilized, of course," he added. "If that was another concern of yours."

The corner of Itachi's mouth turned down in the slightest, but regardless he laid down against
the angled back of the examination table and folded his hands across his abdomen.

"Do what you must."

And Shino... tipped his head. Wondering if he heard the rasp in his voice correctly.

"Close your eyes." He stepped around to stand behind the table to hold both hands on either
side of his head. Kikai took their places under Itachi's eyes and forehead on the surface. "You
will feel a slight discomfort once my insects enter your ear canal, but there won't be pain.
Please hold on for the next five seconds." And the stream started to enter his internal system
to flood the nerves above the neck save for the one that snuck down past the cervical rib—

Shino applied a more soothing pressure to Itachi's head as he started on the more pressing
damage on the optical nerve.

"So Uchiha-san," he began conversationally. "How long have you allowed this respiratory
disease to slowly kill you?"

:: ::

—Nishimura Asuza, Fujii Masae, Aoki Hiroji, Yamada Honami, Nakano Motozane, Nakajima
Isao, Sasaki Sumiko, Maeda Tokuko, Yamaguchi Okimoto—

:: ::

"You saw," Nagato said, watching the light drip drops of rain from behind the Shinigami’s
gaping maw. Beside him—beside the Deva Path— Sakura stood with her hands clasped
behind her as her shoulders pulled back straightened and poised.



"Yes," she answered quietly.

"You stayed."

"You expected it of me."

He glanced to the side. She immediately ducked her head.

What a miscalculation he’d made back then. Years ago he’d deemed her a simple variable; an
asset if used who’d give no loss if she wasn’t. Benign, in a sense, especially when all he’d
ever known of her were chubby cheeks and too-bright eyes (and how could he think that a
child who reeked of honest hope could ever survive under his onslaught of rain?)

But now.

"And what did you think," he turned his head, "about the way Jiraiya of the Sannin was dealt
with?"

Jiraiya, despite all his ignorance, had infiltrated the village looking for answers. He’d come
through Heaven’s Gate to try and slip under a cover of water and dark, but the moment his
head breached the surface and that first drop of rain touched his head, Nagato had known.
Not that it was him , but that someone dared believe they could catch God unawares.

"He came into the village on reconnaissance. It didn’t matter if it was for Konoha or his
personal gain, he was handled as all high-profile spies should be."

"A politically neutral answer," he noted (curiously, wonderingly, halfway to amusement.) "I
was required to summon all six Paths to the battlefield to handle this one intruder, but in the
end he faced his retribution." He walked out onto the Shinigami’s cardinal red tongue pierced
with dark gray pipelines, straying to the left side of the walkway so that Sakura could tread
on the right. "Has the body been disposed of? The battle areas cleared?"

"Yes, sir." The rainfall wasn’t enough to soak her hair, leaving droplets to bubble along the
individual strands of her hair. "Once the body was searched and autopsied, he was incinerated
along with any other articles belonging to him under Shino’s purview at the hospital. Kiba
and Akamaru ensured all blood spots were collected and cleaned, and I have turned in all
documentation for the places in the village that need to be repaired." She raised her head as
the rain slowed further. "Konan approved them personally and is overseeing the rest of the
process."

Nagato tipped his head as he gazed out across the neon splotches throughout the village
skyline. The task completed without his direct order, carried out with utmost speed and
discretion. She was the perfect soldier in his ranks from her obedience to her proactive
decision-making to inherited skill from Konan, Sasori, Kakuzu, and Kisame.

But it wouldn’t be enough for her to just follow.

He lifted one palm upward and caught the last raindrop that trickled from the sky as the
burden of his sensing jutsu eased from the back of his mind. His thumb dragged the water



across his skin—water he couldn’t feel, not in this body, and held both hands in front of his
chest, parallel, facing one another.

Sakura eyed them warily.

"You will learn," was all he said.

"What… will I—?"

"Watch my hands; I will only show you once."

First he formed Bird, thumbs pointing inward, index fingers curled and crossed, the rest of
his finger pads pressed against their complimentary fingers. Rat, the first two fingers of the
left hand clasped in the right with the left thumb on the outside. Ox, right hand horizontal,
left hand vertical, the middle and ring fingers on the left hand bent to rest on knuckles.
Monkey, hands pressed, fingers brushing against the wrists, thumbs lying flat on the pinkies.
Rat, the first two fingers of the right hand clasped in the left with the right thumb on the
outside. Snake, hands held, fingers linked, fingertips on the backs of both hands, left thumb
on the outside.

His eyes glowed. "Do you understand?"

She nodded once, though her brow furrowed minutely. "Yes, Leader-sama. But was the
second Rat seal meant to be reversed?"

"The Ukojizai needs to be performed in a marked perimeter lest you want your chakra flow to
leak rather than be carefully siphoned. This jutsu only reaches to the outer edges of Heaven’s
Gate as it’s lined with the same material as the black receivers I utilize, though the rainfall
can extend for up to a kilometer as chakra-created storm clouds have the tendency to draw in
naturally occurring ones. Typically, you would need to create your own perimeter, especially
with an area as large as this." He allowed his arms to fall back to his sides. "But this
perimeter will already work for you."

Sakura touched her pierced ear, then straightened her spine of steel.

"How long would you like me to hold the jutsu, Leader-sama?" She asked.

"As long as you can."

Another nod before she held both hands in front of her chest, parallel, facing one another.

Bird, Rat, Ox, Monkey, reversed Rat, Snake.

A new set of dark clouds started their slow roll in, like thick smoke tumbling out of factory
chimneys. Tinted bluer than his usual summonings and embedded with scattered streaks of
the darkest grays, thunder growled, perhaps a hiss of lightning in the corner of his vision
before none other came, and the rain that broke through the uneven patchwork of the sky—

Nagato closed his eyes for a heartbeat. It was warmer than all the other rain storms he ever
wove.



Then he looked down when Sakura fell to her knees with a throat-tearing scream.

Her fingers clawed through pink tresses, digging into her scalp until it bled as her entire body
buckled and coiled into itself. Trembling arms blocked sight of her face and of the tears that
were no doubt running down it, and just barely, she’d caught herself on the tip of the metal
tongue before she would’ve fallen and not been able to save herself.

How sharp of her in her hesitation to employ the reverse Rat seal. Though he could not blame
her for not knowing the second Rat seal was paramount in erecting the barriers required to
combat the jutsu’s recoil effect.

"Do you feel it?" He questioned as he crouched down beside her. "The lives that need to be
watched, the souls that need to be protected? The shinobi? The civilians? The children?" He
cupped her forehead and lifted her head so her unfocused eyes gazed back over the village.
"Do you feel it?" He repeated. "Do you feel the lives of all your rain touches? Their chakra
floods you, their presence drowns your own out, you are all of them all at once, burdened
with knowing, at one with pain."

A second clap of thunder echoed around them, and the scream that ripped out of her barely
escaped the frayed edges of her throat.

Nagato bent down close to her head. "May the rain give you peace," he murmured over her
shaking form. "And may this blessing I bestow upon you, Hoshigaki Sakura, lead you far off
the path of your sorrows."

:: ::

—Matsumoto Zenzo, Suzuki Daichi—

:: ::

What was the first thing that came to mind when he thought of conch shells?

Iruka hunched over the locked scroll on his dining table surrounded by brushes and inkwells
and tens of scroll paper scraps, half of them crumpled and the other half covered in
nonsensical notes. Ever since Team Eight had… left… and since Sato-san entrusted him with
Kiba’s scroll, he’d dedicated all his free nights trying to crack it to no avail. The stack of
sealing books by his left foot were all about locking mechanisms and the ones by his right
could’ve held the entire seal community's understanding of failsafe recognition, but nothing.

And after his enlightening conversation with Aoba-san and Kotetsu-san, he’d rather break
open this scroll sooner than later.

Now here he was, six hours and seven cups of coffee deep into an unsuccessful scroll
jailbreak and he’d hit his thirty-first dead-end of the night.

"Lucky number thirty-two, I guess," he mumbled, peering down at the offending scroll. "But
where am I supposed to even start with you?"



The lock solely relied on the single white conch shell that carefully painted it shut, that part
he was sure of now. There was nothing off about the width or length of the scroll itself, the
two red tassels on the ends he’d inspected and tested and nothing came out of it, and having
been in Sato-san’s possession where even she couldn’t even get it to fracture, Kiba was
definitely pulling one over all their heads.

But Kiba’s genius aside, he was going to have to look at this from a different angle.

Conch shells. What was the first thing that came to mind when he thought of conch shells?

Water, maybe. Beaches, maybe better. Bigger conch shells were the most sought after on the
shoreline where kids and adults alike would pick them up to hold them to their ears so they
could hear the ocean. And—didn’t conch shells have some symbolic connotations in other
cultures? He taught the World Geography unit a couple months ago so most of the finer
details would be lost to him until the next time he taught the topic, but he remembered
mentioning countries like Steam, Storm, Lightning—

He stopped. Lightning. Kumogakure. Why wouldn’t Kiba draw ideas from the place he’d
been kept in for over a year?

Iruka shot up to his bookshelf that had all the reading material he used at the Academy and
pulled out the purple-cover culture book that glossed over the basic overview of religious
practices prevalent across the Great Nations. He flipped past Earth, Fire, and there—
Lightning—and skimmed the chapters until a subheading in the middle-end caught his eye.

The Eight Auspicious Signs

And its subsections:

The Wheel of Law

A Conch Shell

A Victory Banner

An Umbrella

A Lotus Flower

A Vase

A Pair of Fish

An Endless Knot

He plopped bonelessly into his seat. Unlucky Eight playing on the Eight Auspicious Signs.

Of course. Kiba never would’ve passed up on the opportunity.

He immediately flipped to the conch shell subsection.



Left-spiraling conches have often been used as prayer articles and holders of holy water.

Iruka looked at the painted shell again, then skipped down to the information on right-
spiraling conches.

Right-spiraling conches are most notably sacred as it signifies sovereignty, enlightenment,
and truth, and is said to mirror the motion of astral bodies. It can be commonly depicted as a

battle horn and hailed in banishing evil spirits, averting natural disasters, and fending off
dangerous creatures. The sound it makes when it is blown is said to "awaken beings from

ignorance." In old rituals, conch shells are made into a sort of trumpet by cutting off the end
and replacing it with a mouthpiece and placing the entire shell in an ornamental metal

casing.

There was a lot of emphasis on sound, but how did that translate to sealing?

He sighed and leaned back in his chair. One of the things he loved about Kiba’s sealing
prowess was his ingenuity, how he thought traditional methods were boring and decided to
find out other ways of doing things just because it was one of the things he started doing for
fun. Sound was not a thing used in sealing, but trust his eccentric student to make it this
scroll’s new baseline.

Sound. Enlightenment. A trumpet.

His eyes drew back to the painting as a new idea pushed tentatively against the front of his
mind. Hours upon hours upon hours he’d been at this, but now he knew he wasn’t going to
get even half a centimeter if he kept going at this any conventional way.

He raised the scroll level with his face and set his middle and pointer finger to rest against the
main body of the painted conch shell. Slowly, he pulled a kunai from a hidden pocket under
his table and pressed the tip against the end of the shell and found that he could nick the
paper around where a mouthpiece would fit.

As he channeled a stream of chakra into the tips of his fingers, he pulled the scroll closer and
blew into the pinprick hole.

He swore a distant horn bounced between his ears as the conch popped with a gust of air that
hit him directly in the face, the seam along the scroll falling open. Iruka wiped a hand over
his face once before unrolling as much as he could—which wasn’t as much as he expected—
and finally, finally got to read what Kiba had tried so hard in hiding this entire time. A reason
why they left? What was really going on behind the scenes? Some sort of answer to why he
ended up Kiba’s favorite weapon embedded over and over in his chest?

But as Iruka read the scroll, his adrenaline faded. His confusion mounted. His heart dropped.

It was just a list of names.

It started with Nagamine Yae and ended with—

He scrubbed his eyes, blinked, and peered closer.



The sixtieth name ended with—

—Sato Aki.



Devotion

Maybe I thought I knew what it was like to feel remorse at the deaths of the innocent.

But I soaked my hands in blood anyway.

:: ::

Itachi held himself on one of the crumbling walls of the old Uchiha Hideout. There was
nothing left here—there would be nothing left here after this last fight. This was not a place
Sasuke grew up remembering, or had ever gotten the chance to after Mother’s corpse toppled
back, life pooling around her torso and her eyes wide with acceptance and fading light. Father
followed half a second after, slashed at the back, red in his hair, his body falling atop his
wife’s in a crude semblance of one last embrace. Even in death, they did not part.

Down past the caverned flooring amidst all the rubble and rock stood Sasuke, worn but not
ragged, glaring up with blood red eyes while Itachi only ever tried to remember the times
those eyes only crinkled with wide smiles.

“Power and hatred brought me here,” his younger brother seethed. Lightning cracked
overhead, thunder roaring in its wake. “You’ll die today, Itachi, and it will be at my hand!”

The first raindrop Itachi felt landed on the left side of his forehead, ice cold against the
fevered heat of his skin.

Power and hatred.

Love and death.

(What was it that Aburame-sensei had said?)

“So Uchiha-san,” Aburame-sensei begins conversationally. “How long have you allowed
this respiratory disease to slowly kill you?”

Nimble fingers clamp around a scarred wrist quicker than an instant and he’s halfway to
pushing himself off the examination table when the heavy weight of healing chakra pushes

more firmly against the backs of his eyes. It’s only then that he freezes, foreign warmth in his
veins and insects in his skull and perhaps in his desperation to hold out just a little bit longer

he manages to make his first real mistake in a long, long while.

“My apologies,” the medic says in a very unapologetic tone. “It wasn’t my intention to alarm
you.”

“Then you found it apt to introduce this topic while my life is quite literally in your hands?”

He feels the nerves behind his eyes warm and relax, inflammation settling and micro-tears
knitting themselves back together. It might be the best feeling he’s felt in the years his

condition has slowly hollowed out his body—he settles back minutely, muscles pulled taut to



the brink of snapping, and he wonders what this medic will ask for in exchange for his
silence.

“I’m a medic performing my duty,” Aburame-sensei answers simply. His heartbeat thrums
through the tips of his fingers, even and calm, and healing chakra continues to pour out from

them to soothe the damage like honey-lemon down a sore throat.

Tens of insects shift under Itachi’s skin.

He releases the wrist and continues to prepare for the worst.

“Forgive me if I don’t find you entirely truthful.”

“You came for healing.” The minty-chilled rush moves to the left side of his head and slowly
begins to overtake the burning sensation he could never stave off himself. “And after meeting
Kiba and Sakura weeks ago, you mean to tell me you didn’t do your research before coming

to me?”

A muscle twitches in one of Itachi’s cheeks.

Of course.

Inuzuka Kiba, second child to the brash and ever-wild Inuzuka Tsume. The few times he’d
seen her in meetings with his father were enough to prove what everyone already knew about

the clan—loud, stubborn, completely loyal to a fault. Most notable for their tracking skills
and their howling laughter, they were shinobi Konoha couldn’t afford to lose.

Yet here Kiba was, bolder and wilder all at once with seals dangling from his ears.

“I mean, leavin’ Konoha’s hard when it’s not even your choice to go, right?”

Itachi’s eyes flicker under the muted brightness through his eyelids.

Later after their brief meeting on that open walkway he’d met with Kisame near the gates of
the village to take off on their first of a short string of missions and asked,

“Do you know Hoshigaki Sakura?”

Kisame’s greeting smile strains as he turns away. “I… used to. My kid, I thought she…” He
tapers off, unsure, then shakes his head as he secures his hat. “If there’s anythin’ you wanna
know, best ask her yourself.” His shoulders droop. “We haven’t talked much since she came

back.”

And then there’s Aburame Shino.

“No,” Itachi admits. “But you are my best option.”

Aburame-sensei hums.



After nearly an hour, he pulls back his gloved fingers as the insects vacate their project’s
body like paint thinner down old walls, and the first breath Itachi takes doesn’t stick to his

chest. And when he opens his eyes, the world is clear.

Clearer, at the very least; the edges of his vision still blur and after he blinks away the spots
in his eyes, he focuses on the light paneled ceiling and each clean cut edge. His gaze slowly

drifts towards the eye chart tacked on the wall on the opposite side of the room. First, second,
third, fourth row he could read, the fifth he has to focus more for, but—

“Much of your nerves sustained irreparable damage, but not all of it was unsalvageable,”
Aburame-sensei explains as he tosses his gloves in a nearby bin and twists on the faucet to
wash his hands. “I recommend no more than eight hours of sharingan use a day and if that

condition is met, you’ll need to see me once every two weeks as a preventative measure
against more permanent nerve damage.” He rips a paper towel from the dispenser to his left.

“If you use it the same amount you have been, however, you’ll need to see me once a week
instead.”

He turns to a kunai pressed to his throat.

Itachi levels him with a cool gaze, eyes not as milky and breathing no longer hitched as he
runs his own account of any changes to his body. Aside from the healing nothing else feels

different and the session hadn’t been long enough to study his eyes and chakra pathways and
just for that—and only for that—he wouldn’t subject the younger man to genjutsu through

freshly healed eyes.

“And my lungs?” He questions.

Aburame-sensei’s face remains unchanged as he crosses his arms. “My kikai have cleared
out the fluid build-up, but otherwise they will continue deteriorating at the rate they have

been. I give it two months until it becomes fatal if left untreated—I assume that will suffice for
however long you decide to live?”

Two months. That has to be enough time.

Itachi pulls back the kunai for Aburame-sensei to simply side-step to reach for a folder and a
pad of paper.

Aburame Shino: sole heir of his clan, held in high-esteem for their kekkei-genkai so unlike
others that populated his old village. They’re quiet, always keeping to themselves as if they’re

in-tune with the word ‘reconnaissance’ itself. At least, all except for this one who seems to
have a healing skill comparable to the Godaime Hokage.

“The medication I’m prescribing to you will be to lessen any pain you may feel around your
eyes in the days leading up to each healing session and to mitigate any blockage in your

chest. If you have any trouble breathing after taking the latter for a week per the directions
on your pill bottle, let me know and we’ll find you an alternative.” Aburame-sensei tears off

a small piece of paper and holds it out. Itachi only hesitates for a moment when taking it.
“Do you have any questions for me?”



Several. Too many, in fact. But the first one that takes over his tongue is from the pull of his
own wondering,

“You would help an enemy find a peaceful death?”

Aburame-sensei tilts his head. “Enemy?” He repeats, pushing a finger against the corner of
his dark glasses. “No, my enemies I can count on one hand and you would never make the

list.” That takes Itachi aback, somewhat, but he supposes if Inuzuka-san could pity him—he
grimaces inwardly—then he shouldn’t be surprised. “But what use is it for me to change your

mind? My job is to heal people who both need it and want it, not to stop competent shinobi
from making their own decisions.”

It’s… odd. Interacting with his younger brother’s peers. Sasuke has always been so full of
rage, Uzumaki-kun of grit, Kakashi-senpai of assurance, it’s almost jarring to be met with the

snapping indifference of sharpened fangs, dark circles, healing insects. He didn’t think
Konoha was capable of building shinobi like these in the current generation, but… Aburame-

sensei looks like his father, but the way his face sometimes shadows over when he speaks
couldn’t have convinced anyone that he was Shibi-sama’s son.

“But if my opinion could satisfy your curiosity, I’ll tell you this.” Aburame-sensei tucks the
folder under his arm and heads for the door. “If we can’t die with conviction, we’ll live long

with spite. Why? Well,” something darkens in his face as he cracks the door open and he
looks back with a flat, pointed smile, “There are too many things we still have to do.”

An unrelenting storm whipped around him, dark clouds bruised against an already darkened
sky as the rain pelting his skin drew him back into the moment he’d been a monster in
creating. Lightning crackled high up and stayed, morphing jagged edges and pinprick ends—

But before Aburame-sensei heads off to wherever the blinking pager on his hip is sending him
to, he leaves a last parting word to footnote the prescription in Itachi’s hand.

“One more word of advice,” Aburame-sensei says, already half turned in the hallway. “Try
not to die sooner than you’d like.”

—and Death came to stare him in the face. It didn’t wear a black cloak or wield a scythe or
bear the visage of an old friend. No, Death was the beast in the sky, the weight of his
mistakes on his shoulders, the little brother he loved and lost and lost and lost.

He didn’t know if there was a single thing he’d done right in this life and he didn’t know
when he’d become this, a standing sick-bed almost blind and struggling to breathe.

How could he begin to die sooner than he’d like if he was already dead?

When Sasuke opened his mouth in a wordless scream, it echoed in the sky through the maw
of a creature made of burning lightning chakra as his own resolve began to fizzle out into the
gray. There were many things he could say he didn’t understand in what he knew should be
his last moments, but there was one thing he knew for certain.

A small, humorless smile clung to the corner of blood-dried lips.



He could admit whole-heartedly that he didn’t like Team Eight much at all.

:: ::

Maybe I thought I knew what it meant to be a "villain."

But every day I grew to hate myself for it.

:: ::

Kankuro slowed to a stop in front of the hell gates of Amegakure.

Gods, he was starting to sound like some of those other Sunese Ambassadors and their
weirdly-not-realizing-it-but-definitely-there prejudice, but he was half-way to freaking out,
alright? He didn’t even know how he convinced himself to make the trip out here with no
back up after telling jack shit to anyone back home. Gaara thought he was off visiting the
southernmost cities to further embrace and understand their country’s cultures and Temari
thought he was fucking around for a couple weeks because he was tired and working too hard
and he needed it, but it was probably best to let them think what they wanted or they’d worry
too much otherwise.

Like worrying’s going to stop me from walking straight into my own damn coffin.

He sighed and glanced at the cement walkway he treaded, his feet growing heavier with
every step he took. Dark choppy waters sloshed against the edges but never lapped up enough
to splash him, and he never strayed from the path at the very middle. If he got swept out into
a lake that wasn’t supposed to roll and tide the way it was doing, who was to say he wouldn’t
get thrown into one of the pipes or dilapidated statues jutting out of the waves like buoys
that’d rather watch you sink?

No way. Not taking that chance.

He sighed again, louder, and tried to straighten his face from under his waterproof hood.

Three weeks ago, he’d been having a normal day hunched over his desk in his workshop,
fingers smudged with graphite and sawdust endlessly tinkering under long shadows of the
half-finished limbs strung in lines above his head. He’d heard about a new joint design that
was supposed to add more fluidity to his puppets at the cost of having them look less human,
but luckily his style didn’t require much humanity to begin with—

The air shifts.

Kankuro keeps his wrists pressed against the top of his desk as he continues to sand away the
edges of a wooden forearm with his right hand and curls in the fingers of his left. A partially-

built body creaks to his left and the pair of arms mounted on the wall to his right twist the
pair of swords in their hollow grip.

A heavy exhale, beastly, brushes against of his neck and he’s turned on his feet, puppets in
parts shooting towards their target that forced its way past his wards because it’s—



His left ring finger twitches and the swords halt mid-swing, dropping to the floor with a faint
clatter.

He doesn’t know what’s standing in the middle of his workshop, but it’s fucking enormous.
One of the biggest land creatures he’s ever seen stares him down with a bulk almost three

times the width of his own body and enough height to scrape against the ceiling. A summons,
obviously, too big and too quiet and he’s not even sure what species it’s supposed to be, just

that it kind-of-but-not-really looked something like the deer on the Nara lands if it weren’t for
its sharp eyes that bled molten orange and the six antlers that sprouted from its head like, like

it’s this crazy mutated thing.

It’s when it lowers its head that Kankuro spies the note in its mouth. Against his better
judgment, he drops his arms.

“Sorry,” he says. “I, uh, wasn’t expecting any visitors?”

It makes no sound. Doesn’t move. He’s not even sure if he can see it breathing.

“... Right.” He clears his throat. “If I haven’t offended you too badly, would it be alright if I
took that missive from you?”

That scorching blank stare feels like it’s as good of an answer as he’s ever going to get, so he
takes one step forward, two, and reaches out palm side up to slip the perfectly crisp note from
its mouth. Horizontal pupils stay locked on him as he turns the paper in his hands. It’s thicker

and coarser than typical missive material; cotton rag, high quality. Khadi paper is almost
exclusively exported from Storm Country and remains in popular usage among all art

communities, shinobi and civilian and everyone in between.

When he unfolds it, there isn’t much written despite there being a hell of a lot to work with.

First, a set of four vertical lines evenly spaced and all the same lengths.

An Amegakure shinobi has managed to contact him.

Second, there’s a date three weeks ahead of today followed by a time marked in Storm
Country’s time zone.

To ask for an ambassador’s time both anonymously and unprompted is the basis of one of the
worst assassination plots he’s ever seen. If the note ended there he would’ve burnt it to ashes
and passed a verbal message through the summons to tell their summoner to fuck off unless

they wanted to start shit on an international scale.

But then third, and last, is a single sentence that made his brain skip a circuit.

Tell the guards you’re a tourist and that you’re looking for your guide.

And here he was. Fucked if he was wrong, hopeful if he wasn’t.

The stone watchtowers weren’t as tall as they seemed once he was close enough for the
guards to bleed into position in his muggy line of sight. Five guards total all with conical hats



and armed with spears spanned the entryway, but only the one in the center drew forward
with a slight incline of their head and two reflective patches on the shoulders of their cloak
shaped like cat’s eyes.

“Namaste, traveler,” they greeted with a polite smile that didn’t reach their eyes. “What
brings you through Heaven’s Gate?”

Heaven’s Gate was this unnatural lake, if Kankuro sifted through his memories correctly. He
studied every report Suna had about their history and dealings with the smaller nation;
they’ve participated in the chuunin exams, signed trade agreements with mostly civilian
territories save for Kusa and Tani, tended to keep quiet and rarely ever found themselves
somewhere around one of the Five Greats if they didn’t have to pass through. He knew of
Hanzo and his regime and that the name would always be tied to certain pursuits in the
Second and Third Shinobi Wars, but with Ame’s heavily isolationist policies and conflict
aversion, he wasn’t sure where to rank their economic standing and military power. They had
to have something to back them up if they participated in the same chuunin exams he did, but
then again Ame hadn’t sent a single team to attend in the last two years.

Gaara’s first thought had been that they’d dwindled to too small of a force to spare a team
just for appearances sake. Kankuro agreed too at the start, but staring at fixed faces and dark
buildings that scraped the sky, maybe they all had the wrong idea. A lower shinobi village
suffering from limited forces wouldn’t have practically impenetrable security measures after
all, but they minded their business just enough to skirt away from the distrustful eye of the
other shinobi-filled countries.

“I’m a tourist,” he said after a beat. He tugged his hood back a bit, showing his face bare of
the war paint that would’ve outed him in minutes. The three puppet scrolls on his back
shifted with the slight roll of his shoulders. “And I’m looking for my guide.”

Half of him still thought this was all some elaborate ruse, though he’d think he would
remember if he pissed off someone enough for them to rig his death by spearing squad. Storm
and Wind might share a border but Suna was too far of a journey to make a break for it and
not even Konoha’s Inuzuka clan would be able to sniff out his body from the swamps that
dappled the country like blood clots in swollen arteries.

But the middle guard swept their eyes over him once before they tapped the end of their spear
against the cement and turned to the side. The other four guards parted two left and two right
all at once, each of their shoulders bolstering slitted eyes in neon greens and yellows and a
glaring bright orange.

“Head west; your guide will be with the pangolins,” they informed him like he was supposed
to know what the hell that meant. “Welcome to Amegakure, traveler.” Their head dipped.
“May Tenshi-sama grant you good fortune.”

A small shiver waterfalled down Kankuro’s spine as he granted them a polite nod and tread
careful, silent steps through the berth the guards had given him. Their eyes held him down
until he was far enough through the entrance of the village that the downpour left them
nothing but gray outlines when he spared a last glance over his shoulder.



So, there were angels now. He didn’t think there’d be a predominant religion in this country
with their population made up of refugees from all walks of life on both sides of the line, as
far as he knew. A secretive melting pot locked up tighter than forbidden techniques from the
First Shinobi War; suspicious, dangerous, but not technically an active threat especially when
there had been a focus on tailed beasts and Akatsuki and the ever-present promise of war
hanging over the heads of the upper authority—

His thoughts trailed away when he took his first look of a village that was supposed to be
nothing more than cold and gray, and he stared.

Everything was so… bright?

Paper lanterns lit up the concrete walkways, warm tones from Suna red to Iwa gold strung
along just high enough to barely skim his fingers if he chose to stretch them upward. Not like
they needed the extra light with the sea of rainbow neon assaulting him from all sides. Under
his feet, at the corner of his eye, above his head on the small umbrellas interspersed between
sets of lanterns for a light cover against the rain—blue prayers, red dogs, green samurai, there
wasn’t a physically quicker way to absorb how much art there was to take in.

And in what he guessed was the village stood a monolith closely guarded by dark gray
statues. Two others flanked the one that faced him and he wouldn’t rule out a fourth one on
the other side, and he cocked his head as he drank in the visage of the one he could clearly
see. A demon or deity or just a woman, he couldn’t say, but raindrops carved into her skin
around silver pipes and red metal and half-lidded eyes, ringed purple and watching.

He kept to the side of the streets and leaned against an outside wall of a corner store lined in
neon cerise and took a slip of paper out of his pocket to pretend to read it through. It was
pretty lively out today and while everyone he saw donned a waterproof cloak and all sorts of
reflective patches on shoulders and upper backs, not all of them cared to keep their heads
covered. Maybe the rain wasn’t that cold to begin with, but the region must be accustomed to
dealing with lower body temperatures and had built up a decent tolerance of bacteria and
viruses that loved the humidity.

“But other than that,” he mumbled under his breath, “we’ve definitely been underestimating
Ame one way or another. Good to know.”

He stuffed the paper back somewhere under his cloak before drifting back onto a main street
just behind a civilian-looking couple with their hoods pooled around their necks and the rain
pressing their hair close to their scalps.

“Kami-sama must be in more of a benevolent mood,” front-left said as she tightened her grip
around the other’s bicep. “Lately His blessing has been…”

“Different,” her partner finished, dark brown hair plastered against pale skin. “Things have
been changing ever since Tenshi-sama’s new shadow has made herself known. Quiet. But
kind, I suppose.”

“Of course she is. Didn’t you see how excited Sou-chan was to stay for the extra classes at
the School?”



They turned down another street, still conversing like it was just your usual rainy day.
Kankuro kept forward, one ear towards the fading conversation and his eyes glued down onto
the yoke of straw-yellow oxen trampling across the cement. Gods and angels and other
shadows among them—that was a start. Religion here had more of a driven stake in the
ground than his initial expectations, and it must be a hell of a celestial authority to be so
prevalent that it converted through all the immigrant populations that made their way through
here.

Past the oxen lay a wreath of violet flowers faintly glowing around a poem in a script he
could only half-read. Dialects, and all that.

He cocked his head as his gaze ran back over the somber statues in the village center
overlooking all the other buildings like sated vultures.

It wasn’t odd that everything was perfectly wrapped in its secrecy and security. All shinobi
villages—or all shinobi aspects of a village—would always be built on those same two ideas.
How it's been, how it always will be, yada yada, but the more he ambled about to figure
where to even start, the more he paid attention to the artistry underfoot. He’d seen a meadow
of stars down a narrower street and both real and painted frogs hopping along the edges of
the lake.

It would be a slight against his craft if he didn’t consider his puppets a high form of art. They
were as beautiful as they were rife with purpose with each hidden weapon and every carved
detail placed after at least fifteen blueprints of thought before he committed to his carefully
designed wood mastery.

So when he was awash with color despite the uniformity of gray building after gray building
after pipe-stuck gray building it made him wonder; of all the thousands of splotches of neon
that cover all the eye could see, could this divinity intentionally paint something, like
pangolins, to stand for something more?

Kankuro pivoted on his heel and started down a street heading west, hoping that he could be
onto something.

:: ::

Maybe I thought I knew what it meant to take the fall for another.

But I didn't realize the cost.

:: ::

“Are you the Hachibi’s jinchuuriki?”

Killer Bee’s muttered rapping tapered off as he met a group of four red-clouded cloaks at the
bottom of the long set of steps that led up to his personal section in Unraikyo, the water-filled
ravines Kumo used as test sites and training grounds. Destruction was nigh limitless here
among the mountain ranges that sprawled across the country and with as much patrol they



employed on the terrain, the few hostiles dealt with were limited to bandits and a couple low-
level rogues.

“No, y’see, you got it all twisted. It’s Jinchuurki-sama to you, now lemme hear you say it
back unassisted.”

Gyuuki sighed.

The dark-haired one narrowed his eyes, his face cold and already a touch annoyed. “I’m here
to capture you.”

“That’s another rejection with your poor-ass direction since it’s ‘Please allow me to capture
you, sir,’ as you should’ve inferred from what occurs if you keep standin’ as you were.” He
cocked his head and stroked his chin. “Ain’t you a little young to be pickin’ the Akatsuki to
defer?”

Either way, it looked like both their sensibilities and their humor were things they lacked as
they were silent slipping into formation. The white-haired one with the twin taiji swords
moved to the dark-haired one’s right, bulked-up and orange took the left, and the red-head
with the glasses skirted directly behind them to complete what he guessed was a three-
pronged attack pattern with their support in a non-combatant position.

‘Whaddya think, Gyuu? Think they got a chance to get the jump on you?’

Gyuuki’s exhale sent trails of smoke out his nostrils. ‘Just hurry up and finish it.’

‘Man, you’re such a snooze.’

“Well first, listen to these tips, ya fools.”

White-Hair dashed forward, both hands on unwrapped blades that crackled with lightning as
he swung both down like dual warhammers.

“One, don’t interrupt good conversation. It’s rude and crude and no one’ll look at you twice.”

The ground around them shattered at the force of the blow. Wrought steel shrieked with
stolen lightning and cut with the force of ten thousand swords that would bring any shinobi to
their knees—any typical shinobi, anyway, but it was their own fault if they didn’t know Bee
was anything but. The charge was like tripping a static carpet as he grabbed both swords by
the blade to suck the charge into the palms of his hands and spat it out wayside, draining the
blade, tearing the earth, and running this little punk’s attack to nothing.

“Nothing fatal,” Sky-High intoned with a deep frown on his face. “You know we have to
follow the Akatsuki’s order, Suigetsu.”

“Nice t’meet you, Suigetsu, can’t say you don’t got a heavy slice,” Bee grinned, the edges of
his mouth only widening when the brat before him growled with Kiri-sharp teeth. “But my
second word of advice? The exchange of brains for brawn just ain’t worth the price.”



His grip adjusted in half a second as he ripped the sword from their wonder and flipped them
so the hilts fit snug between his fingers. The gashes in his hands were already in the middle
of stitching themselves closed as Suigetsu leapt back and Bulked-Up switched in for the lead.

Bee pressed the side of an open hand against his forehead like he was peering out over a vast
sea. “It’s like countin’ fish, one, two, three, four—’cept you’re all brainless little jokes and
cheeky little eyesores!”

“Stop kidding around!” Bulked-Up snarled as he bolted forward.

“My bloodlust is courageous and it’s got me optimistic, so I’ll be swirlin’ and whirlin’ and
hurlin’ what you’ve never seen!” The thunderswords started to crackle but grew nowhere
near the power Suigetsu pumped them full of earlier; slow and steady was all he needed,
pencil thin lines of white weaving out and round the Fangs of the Mist—the Kiba swords,
funnily enough—and he spun on his heel to counter Bulked-Up impending attack and nicked
him deep across the cheek. “But don’t feel bad ‘cause ‘round the ears you’re still burning
green.”

Some guttural noise lurched from deep within his opponent’s center as his left arm bubbled
and writhed into an enormous gray claw, thick leathery skin stretched over bones that broke
and healed and re-fitted into shape, that discoloration following up to overtake half his face
that was already ripped into almost-madness.

Gyuuki’s hackles immediately rose. ‘Abomination.’

‘Cursed,’ Bee corrected.

‘I do not pity the worlds of humans who go too far,’ his friend hissed back. ‘Victim or not,
cursed or not, he’s an unnatural creation.’

‘This bunch is stupid, that much I can admit. Idiots, the whole lot, but these kids are just…
kids.’

He shook his great head, gaze boring through the eyes of his host without the storm of
constant emotion. ‘This, Bee, has always been your greatest fault. Concern,’ he drawled,
turning up his snout, ‘when it’s never yours to begin with.’

This one had more tact than the last, but what he made up in strength he lost in speed, and
even when one claw snatched back one half of the Kiba, it was back in Bee’s possession as
quick as he lost it and a solid beast-backed blow to the middle spewed blood out his mouth
before he collapsed in a heap at his feet.

“Juugo!” Red-Head shouted.

Heap. Feet. Hmm.

‘Bee!’

‘Well if you’re gonna yell at me anyway I might as well find more rhymes to spray!’



“It’s obvious to me you’ve got no idea what you’ve stepped in with this subpar showing you
think’s first class, but here you are on your ass on metaphorical grass thinkin’ your foot’s not
as deep as it’s actually sinkin’—but in case you didn’t know ‘cause your first address hit low,
the name’s Jinchuuriki-sama, Killer Bee-sama, and that title’s not for show.”

He could see the sweat on their brow, at least on Suigetsu and Red-Head as he was sure they
were re-evaluating just what the hell they’d gotten themselves into. The Akatsuki must be
that desperate to rope kids like these to do their dirty work, but it seemed like they got their
toes dipped into something a little more dangerous. Juugo, with the wind knocked out of his
chest, ran around a mess of transformation seals and Suigetsu in the back didn’t get those
swords just handed over to him. Red-Head he was still not sure about, and their little leader,
head honcho, top brass in their rat pack—

Bee twirled one of the Kiba and stuck it into the ground, leaning against the hilt as he
hummed thoughtfully in their direction.

“I’ve got all this power to spare, you can spy it in my glow—all rough, tough, and rowdy that
I can’t lie through my blows. Watch it, learn it, note it real damn well ‘cause it’s Killer Bee-
sama you’re messin’ with if you can’t already—” A short squirt of blood filled his mouth and
he frowned. “Ow. Bit my tongue.”

Gyuuki dropped his head and groaned.

“Wh-What the hell’s with this guy?” Red-Head muttered mostly to herself, partly to their
leader at the front. “He’s crazy!”

Rude.

But he couldn’t say what he did next wasn’t rude in return as he picked Juugo up by the
scruff of his cloak and chucked him into the second heap closer to his teammates. The dark-
haired one didn’t even spare a downward glance as he righted his shoulder and strode
forward, chin high and eyes shadowed and assured. His steps made no sound, his face drew
no lines, and when he stopped, a katana slipped out of one baggy sleeve and into his grip.

Bee eyed the glint of silver metal before he looked back up. “So you want your very own
lesson to see how far your ass gets kicked?”

Dark-Hair ignored him and tilted his head to the side when Suigetsu called out, “Shut this
guy the hell up, Sasuke.”

Sasuke. Uchiha Sasuke. Oho, he’d have to thank Konoha for churning out some of the most
interesting kiddies he’d met in recent years.

Sasuke narrowed his eyes. “I intend to.”

“Ah, I hate it when there’s all of you out there tellin’ me to keep my words shut closed,” he
sighed. “‘Specially when it’s comin’ out the mouths of dumb brats who don’t know who
they’re oppos—”



Sasuke was already in the air, katana poised in a downward swing to slice him right open.

‘Rude!’

:: ::

Kiba chewed the end of his pen as he alternated between reading through the bullet points on
his small notebook and watching the fight ripping up the ground on the other side of the
ravine. The tree he and Akamaru had taken refuge under didn’t have enough leaves to fully
cover them from the mild gray sun and his unshifting position against the boulder that
blocked him from anyone’s initial view down from the mountain shelf they camped at
promised a bitch of a sore shoulder until they packed up for Ame later in the day.

“What d’you think Sakura had to do ta’ get Leader-sama ta’ let us leave the village for a few
days?” he asked quietly. Far below and in the distance, Bee spun fast enough to kick up a
short windstorm with the seven shortswords he wielded like an absolute maniac.

Akamaru tracked the battle with pinpoint accurate eyes, his chin pressed low to the ground
and his nose twitching with each short breeze that flitted by. “I don’t want to think about it
too much.”

“Don’t you want to know?”

“You know I do.”

“Then—”

“She was out cold for three days due to chakra exhaustion and the only reason she got up
after was because it was Tuesday and she isn’t allowed to miss Tuesdays with Leader-sama.”
His partner’s teeth clacked together. “But you noticed, right?”

He flipped a page and started another host of notes as the ringing of clashing metal nipped at
his eardrums. Leader-sama hadn’t approached him again after that Path confronted him at the
Pillar, but he wasn’t stupid—his stunt with Yugito’s bijuu removal put him on a list he
wouldn’t be able to steal and scrub himself off of. But honestly, how the hell could this get
any worse? He was already knee deep in the quicksand that was the Akatsuki’s grip, and
there was no point in struggling against it if Sakura never tried to in the first place.

“Which part? The fact that she looks worse every damn time we see her,” Kiba’s molars
clamped down on the cap of his pen and he spat out the bit of plastic he’d gnawed off, “or
that when she passed out on the porch, the rain stopped?”

He and Akamaru were the only ones home when it happened. Next door was empty up until
the early afternoons when sensei got back from work and Shino was at another one of his
irregular shifts when he glanced out the window at the sight of pink hair wandering down the
street. Sakura had been cloakless, not exactly unusual much to Shino’s endless exasperation,
but she’d been unearthly pale. Sickly.



She only made it up the stairs to their house when she pitched forward, and he caught her
before her head hit the floor.

But then, an even stranger thing happened. As her eyes fluttered shut and he panicked,
halfway to sending Akamaru to get a cloak to cover her up so they could drag her to the
hospital, he paused at the sight of easing rain until all that remained was damp earth and a
uniform gray sky. It picked up again about half an hour later, heavy and stifling like it had
been the day they first turned up at the village.

An explosion rocked the grounds, and Akamaru wrinkled his nose at the clouds of dust.

“I don’t know what happens when she’s with Leader-sama, and that’s the one thing she’ll
never tell us no matter how much we ask.” Bitterness leaked past the seal on his tongue as the
rippling heat of tailed beast chakra choked the vicinity for kilometers around. Both of them
cringed at the onslaught on their senses but didn’t move. “He’s killing her right in front of us
and this time there isn’t anything we could do. Should do. That’s why I don’t want to think
about it.”

“Akamaru—”

“Look.”

The ninken’s head perked up slightly as the blobs of Team Taka were swamped by the sheer
size of the beast roaring in the ravine. A fully fleshed out ox-octopus hybrid rippled into its
monstrous glory and blew apart short mountains like he was just tipping over stacked stones.
Killer Bee was winning—of course he was winning, Sasuke might have his bloodline and
Orochimaru’s knowledge at his beck and call but what was he in the face of the monolith that
was a jinchuu—

Pitch black fire erupted along the expanse of gray skin and burned.

Kiba flipped another page and his hand flew across the paper, gaze locked on the scene.
Sakura was… Sakura was still alive and that was the most important thing right now. She
paid that cost and he wasn’t going to waste the few days of roaming without the shadow of an
overbearing god haunting his every move.

Eight tentacle-tails lashed as they engulfed in flames and the pained screeches that tore out of
the Hachibi shook rock formations and rattled the pebbles around Kiba’s feet.

Okay, maybe he’d take back the thing he said about Sasuke’s bloodline.

The Hachibi flailed, knocking waves of water and flying boulders and even getting one of his
tails sliced off when it came too close to crashing into a battered down Team Taka, and he
narrowed his eyes as he watched the appendage sink out of sight. The pen cap hung loose at
the corner of his mouth as notebook pages filled with the shorthand he and pack created back
when they were genin and still thought that things couldn’t get any worse than they already
were.

Man, that fucking hindsight.



He stuffed the tip of the pen back into its cap when the flames seemed to fade into the prone
body of a de-transformed Killer Bee floating in a lake of water that filled through the cracks
and crevices of the broken canyon. Akatsuki’s whims and mission plans never made it to his
ears and Sakura probably only heard in passing that Sasuke and his off-brand Team Seven
were going to be utilized in collecting jinchuuriki after her refusal to, but members were
turning up dead in quicker succession these past few months than they probably had in these
past few years.

Pack would appreciate the notes when he got back. It wasn’t what he was sent out for in the
first place, but they should have a treat every now and then.

Kiba snapped the notebook shut as he watched Taka make their retreat with a large body
slung over Sasuke’s shoulder.

“Y’know, y’kinda had me for a second,” he said. He turned and leaned his back against the
rock he had posted up against, finally easing the pressure against his shoulder. “Woulda been
real embarrassin’ if you went out like that, Bee-sama.”

Killer Bee sighed and draped himself against the tree, leaves rustling and a couple fluttering
down around them.

“These kids got no respect, what else can I say? You’ve gotta teach 'em more than a lesson
‘else you got pests who'll just stay.” Not a damn scratch was on him. “Hope you enjoyed the
show, kid, ‘cause I won’t grace ya’ with an encore, and it won't matter to me if I hear ya'
cheering for more.”

Kiba raised both his hands. “Hey, I was just passin’ through when Sasuke thought his balls
were big enough to take you on.”

“What about those notes you wrote, got quotes that float my boat?”

“They’re mostly ‘bout Taka, and if you think you can make somethin’ outta ‘em, be my
guest.” Kiba handed over his notebook before he reached over to fluff the fur around
Akamaru’s head. “I’m not tryna start anythin’, honest.”

Bee thumbed through the pages, giving each entry a quick once over before he handed it
back. “I’d call bull on that, but you’re in enough of a pickle as I see it. Would be mad stupid
of you if you went and did a damn thing that’d end with your neck slit. But at the end I ain’t
judgin’ ‘cause I’ve seen your entries in the book; tell me somethin', were those really things
y’all went out and cooked?”

What, the treason? The assaults? The murder?

He scoffed. “Not even close.”

Bee whistled low. “Yeah, that’s how I thought it looked.”

Kiba’s lip curled at the sting it still gave him to admit it. Konoha hadn’t been home for a long
time, but after everything it had still been so easy for Danzo to do what Hiruzen couldn’t and



get them kicked out of the village with the rogue designation branded on their backs to match
the mice. Bastard—if he knew they were getting framed for treason he would’ve stolen more
than just the sealing book.

“Ibunzi with you?”

He shook his head. “Nah, she couldn’t make it out. We’re in a… complicated spot right now,
but it’s better than all the other options we got, so.” He shrugged and tried to make it look
loose. “She’d be here if she could, though, ‘specially if she knew you’d be here too.”

Bee smiled a bit, pushing up the tattoo on his cheekbone. “Outta one pot and into the next,
never doin’ things by halves, but you’ve already got my respect.” His smile fell when he
looked back at the destruction he wrought and to the Kumo-nin that were gathering at the
scene. “You know anything about the Akatsuki?”

“Some.” And that wasn’t a lie, not with everything Sakura still couldn’t tell them. “If I ask
you to not to dig too deep into them right now, is that somethin’ you could do?”

“Depends on the odds and ends.” Bee crossed his arms and leaned forward. “And I can’t go
‘round making promises that might double my trouble, ya’ feel? Not when they killed my
sister.” The levity that usually wound around his vowels and the pep in his step leached out of
him. “Not when they tore her apart for her bijuu.”

A silhouette of eight tails flashed behind him before they were gone like they were never
there in the first place.

For a fleeting thought, Kiba wanted to tell him Yugito was still alive. That she was slowly
recovering under Shino’s care and even with the beast-sized hole left in her body she hadn’t
died from the brutal extraction process. But if he took the risk and it ended badly, Leader-
sama was going to kill Sakura faster.

“Yeah, that’s fair.” He sighed and scratched the back of his head. “I’m not askin’ ya’ t’not go
after ‘em, it’s just that we’re in a tiny mess. Real small. Nothin’ that’s gonna end up with us
dead—” yet— “but we don’t wanna make it worse.”

Bee’s gaze searched him for a moment, flitting from him to Akamaru to him again. They
briefly turned back down the ravine and Kiba followed him, spying the increase of bodies
surveying the area. In a few minutes, they’d be fanning out to scout for Taka or anyone else
that could’ve been involved. Time to bounce.

“I wish the world was kinder to you.”

A startled laugh burst out of Kiba’s lips before he could hold it back and he looked back to
the Kumo-nin, brow quirked and fangs poking out in his amusement.

“Yeah, sure.” Another laugh escaped under his breath as he gathered the rest of his things,
(and he missed the pitying gaze Killer Bee laid gently over the back of his shoulders). “Ain’t
that a fuckin’ idea.”



:: ::

Maybe I thought I knew what it meant to love someone.

But I couldn't separate my love from my duty.

:: ::

Pangolins were pretty small things. Scaly, soft edges, claws tucked to their fronts as they
waddled around on their short hind legs. Saffron-neon ones peered at rock piles and skipped
around porches and turned in circles to play out simple patterns all over the residential
district he found himself in.

Kankuro looked up and over his shoulder at the statue facing west. He knew this one this
time; a Gashadokuro loomed, dark metal bone, crooked pipes winding ribs, sockets scraped
deathless and keen.

Water slipped past his gaze like through shuttered blinds as he turned back to the neat houses
scattered on all sides. Most were private, kept apart by pitch green foliage and larger rocks
smoothed round by pouring rain and covered by moss that patched their surfaces. Empty, too
—but he guessed that was normal for a neighborhood like this. With the fair distance between
homes, specific workmanship, and near-soulless streets, he’d bet on being led to an elite
block where no lower than jounin tended to live unless they had other relations.

He needed to find out what—who—he was looking for quick unless he wanted to end up a
pincushion full of kunai for wandering around a little too long, so he took long strides past
every house, careful not to pass each one more than twice, on the lookout for anything meant
to grab his attention. In the first stretch there was nothing. In the second he started to worry
when there was nothing but the few trinkets and decoration that added quiet flair to house
fronts. And in the third, he seriously began considering cutting his losses and putting as much
distance between him and this village because he was an idiot for even coming out here—

A pair of attached townhouses sat on the edge of the neighborhood, lush ferns and elephant’s
ear hugging close against the dark stone walls of the unit. A couple chairs angled towards
each other on the lifted, covered porch with a small side table tucked between them by the
door to the right. Normal. Nothing out of place.

But, then on the stairs to the left was another angel not unlike the other depictions he’d been
seeing in all of Ame’s abstractions. The statue stood no taller than his knee, perched on that
second step with wings curled over her shoulders as she bowed her head to cover the puddle
of rain drops that pooled in her cupped hands.

Crimson horns sprouted from her head in the exact shape and distinction as the ones that
burst out of his Kuroari puppet’s head.

Ah, fuck, he thought as he walked it’s direction. I’m gonna die, aren’t I?

His hesitation only lasted a few seconds at the base of the three stone steps up to the porch
before he lifted his foot. One, two, and the statue promptly dissipated—genjutsu, shit, he was



pretty bad at those—and still he raised his hand to knock and before his knuckles rap wood, it
pulled open on its own and his other hand shot under his cloak to loosen one of the scrolls on
his back just in case—

“Gods fucking dammit, holy shit,” he sighed explosively as he braced his hands on his knees,
the metallic tang of downpour filling his nose and, for the first time since stepping into this
village, clearing his head. “You pulled this shit just so you could laugh at me, huh?”

Sakura’s mouth twitched from her spot in the doorway, still just as tall as when he saw her
last. “Ambassadors are renowned for their mental agility; it’s part of why they’re chosen for
the position. I didn’t know if I was fully convinced about Suna’s.”

“Fuck you,” Kankuro sniffed as he walked into the house. “Thanks for scaring the shit out of
me with your summons, by the way. Tall and scary; can’t say it doesn’t suit you.”

She closed the door behind him and he took advantage of her half-caught attention to rove
over her profile and see she looked kind of… awful. Sure she was pale and that wasn’t
anything new, but it was more wan than cold and her hair now ran a darker pink than the
flower she was named after. There were piercings in her ear but no more new scars he could
see, and he shrugged off his cloak and shook off the excess water before hanging it on one of
the black metal coat hooks on the wall.

“Make yourself comfortable.” Sakura gestured to the living room and to the backless benches
swathed in cushions the same hues as the lights strung up in the commercial district, though
more muted and mingled with sepia browns. He sat on the bench tucked under the front-
facing window and beside a soft-knitted blanket folded neatly on the arm. It was forest green
with noticeable kinks every few rows. “Tea?”

“Or something stronger.” Kankuro spied the soft gray skylight and the small indoor courtyard
of ivy and lotus, and with it the small etchings of seals he didn’t know the purpose of, but
recognized as Inuzuka’s style. “You know, rogues usually run around for a couple years
before they find a way to settle down like this, but I guess you guys did leave a political
clusterfuck back in Konoha. I mean, assault, attempted murder, actual murder, highly
classified theft?” He snorted. “What, one solid murder wasn’t good enough?”

Her back was to him as he watched her drift around the kitchen. Shit, how many months had
it been since Temari showed him the updated international bingo book with a wary eye and a
fat nose over his shoulder after she told him that Konoha, astoundingly, had brand new
entries? He was pretty sure all she knew was that he and Sakura were at least acquaintances
and were as friendly as they could be when he’d been part of the forces meant to burn her
home to ash.

(But then she went from stranger to tourist guide to friend in such quick succession that it left
his head spinning and before he knew it, he was making prosthetics for someone who’d been
betraying her village for longer than he’d known her.)

“As if we’d be so sloppy.”



He waved her off. “No need to tell me twice. Too much evidence got left behind and with
what I know you’re actually capable of? Nah, couldn’t be you.” Once, they faked a battle in
the middle of a siege when they both were genin—if she wanted to kill a career chuunin, they
would’ve never been able to find the body. “How high up did the frame job go?”

She glanced over her shoulder, a dark flash compounded by dark eye bags, before she opened
a drawer for a pair of tea spoons.

He whistled. “Living up to unlucky.”

“Don’t we all live to please,” she noted dryly.

He snorted again. At least she hadn’t lost her sense of humor.

“Not that I hate to see you doing alright, but why contact me now?” He asked. Sakura nudged
a cushion out from under the low coffee table and set two mugs of tea next to the small angel
statuette poised in the center, an origami flower in her hair. His voice lowered. “You need
help?”

She took a seat on the floor cushion, steam curling low over the bottom half of her face. “No,
but… thanks.”

He nodded. “Just wanted some company, then?”

“The company isn’t too bad.” She drew in a long sip of her drink. “But the most important
thing I wanted to do was talk.”

“Talk,” Kankuro repeated. He slid off the bench, pulled out a cushion of his own, and re-
settled himself at the low table across from her. Strong notes of cinnamon and clove wafted
up from his mug. “Sure, let’s talk. But if you ever need anything specific…” He let the
sentence hang as he lifted the mug close to his face, something pepperminty he couldn’t quite
place tickling the tip of his nose. “Tea?”

He sipped and immediately scrunched his face.

“Or something stronger,” she responded lightly.

“That’s fucking something alright.” Chai and whiskey, he should’ve thought about that
sooner. He drew in another long sip. “So.”

Sakura always had a plan even if a lot of the time he wasn’t privy to all the details, and he
trusted her because it was either that or living in blissful ignorance from all the fucked up
politics of their shinobi world. He expected her to pull out some blueprint or objective list she
was ready to walk him through but… at first he was sure he was seeing wrong when the first
thing she did was stare down at the table as if she was avoiding his eye.

He patiently waited, and stared, and took note of how she might look even worse closer up.
The rigid strength in her shoulders coiled taut like it was far past the point of snapping as she
leaned heavily on her right arm, the left unwrapped and partially hidden by the edge of the
table.



Her eyes finally flickered up after a few moments. “What I want to talk about will make you
upset,” she admitted. “But I’m asking you to hear me out until the end. Do you trust me
enough for that?”

“Well, yeah,” Kankuro answered slowly. The bottom of his mug tapped soundlessly against a
coaster. “You sent me a summons I’ve never seen before, no name, no query, no instructions,
and I followed because I figured it couldn’t be anyone but you.” He rested his forearms on
the table. “How’s that for trust?”

A ghost of a smile brushed her face and the tiniest bit of muscle unwound at the base of her
neck, but still she was tuned like a string instrument primed to pluck. But then it was gone as
quick as it came, and she folded both hands in her lap.

“What do you think of Amegakure?”

Well that was a loaded question if he ever heard of one.

“That lake? Fucked up,” he said, throwing an arm to rest on the seat of the bench as he leaned
back with a sigh. “I live in a desert that’s got nothing but sand and the last thing I need is to
get myself taken out by a haunted-ass body of water.” A short laugh puffed out of her. “But
everything else is… beautiful, honestly. I’ve never seen neon paint used like that. Water-
activated, if I had to guess? And with how much it rains, it’s not a bad idea when you’ve got
no sun to lose.” He thought back to the depictions of angels he’d seen and how they all only
seemed to have one face. “But the way Ame utilizes it is pretty ingenious. Art and
practicality all rolled into one—did your leader implement it? If they did, we’ve seriously
been underestimating how much power’s really here.”

Sakura lost even the faintest trace of her softness.

“... Yeah,” she agreed after a beat. “Leader-sama is… He has plans for everything, it seems.”

Kankuro glanced toward the windows when the downpour suddenly grew harsher. “Right,
this leader you got.” He took a short sip of his drink before placing it back down on the table.
“What’s he like? He’s got to be someone halfway decent if this is where you decided to stay
away from Konoha.”

“Every village has its secrets, and Leader-sama’s identity is one of Ame’s best kept.”

“Last I heard it was Hanzo, but he’s not in the picture anymore, is he?”

“No, Hanzo was killed years ago by the leader of the Akatsuki.”

Akatsuki.

Kankuro’s grip tightened around his cup.

He won’t lie, if Gaara had been taken a few years prior he would’ve half-heartedly poked
around the surrounding cities for any sign of him and given up before reaching the borders.
Gaara from a few years ago deserved to die with wooden shards in his throat and organs



ruptured from the force of the beast ripping out of him—but like he said, only past Gaara
who would kill over a wrong look needed that sort of treatment.

He was better now, thankfully, with his drive to better Suna through the power the Kage hat
brought. All the Akatsuki had to offer was their greedy lust for power without a care for—

He paused, a pooling dread beckoning at him like wading into the water without knowing
you were in the middle of a rip current.

“Who took over once Hanzo was overthrown?” He asked.

Sakura sighed and shut her eyes, and the skin on his knuckles stretched so tightly over the
bone when he gripped the edge of the table that he wouldn’t have been surprised if they split
and bled.

“The Akatsuki are in control here?” He hissed. His gaze darted across the table’s surface as
his mind raced, heart rattling against the cage in his chest. There was one main entrance in
and out of the village surrounded by a lake that could swallow him whole—they could make
it out of here, probably, not unscathed but alive enough to lose their tails in the swamps and
pull through until they crossed the border— “Alright, get your things and tell Kiba and Shino
to meet us at the blue rain prayer painted on the bakery on that street the woman monolith is
facing. You guys’ve probably run into it a few times, right?”

“Kankuro.”

“You’re right, too open,” he grimaced. When his eyes landed on his cooling cup, he threw the
rest of it back and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Shit, how’d you manage to
get me in? Paid off the guards?”

“Kankuro,” she repeated.

“Yeah?” He raised his head. “You got another idea? Great, one-sided spitballs never really
flesh out their full potential.”

“There’s no spitballing about leaving because there’s no leaving,” she told him quietly. Her
hand held up when he opened his mouth. “You said you would listen.”

Heavy drops plinked against the glass, echoing in his ears like pebbles chucked into
aluminum pots.

“That was before you told me the Akatsuki’s at our backs and could find out about us at any
second.” But something wormed just at the back of his head—a gap in the paragraph, a
missing puzzle piece, something he wasn’t getting though it was supposed to be another neon
sign on rain wet streets. “You’re too calm about this. Why the hell are you so calm?!”

She sighed and drew a hand across her eyes. “When they’d chased us out of Konoha, they
probably thought we had no back-up plan. At least, no plan we could’ve used within the
circumstances of how we were framed. Tenzo-san was dying, Kurenai-sensei we later found



out had another situation we couldn’t ignore, and so we laid out our options: Kumo for their
help, Suna for yours, or Ame.” She paused, then added lowly. “For Akatsuki’s.”

Everything tilted a degree to the left.

“You,” his brows furrowed and his heart paced to a faster beat, “turned to the Akatsuki?”

“My… father—”

“They killed my brother,” he growled. “And you’re in this cushy fucking townhouse in the
middle of a village overrun by fucking maniacs who want to bend the world to their will with
power that isn’t theirs to fuck with—”

“I don’t agree with any part of them.”

A bitter scoff slipped out his mouth. “Oh, don’t you?’

“You know I was the one who killed Akasuna no Sasori,” she said, and shit, his muscles
moved on their own when they unwound in his neck as his teeth ground and he kept his tight
grip against the edge of the table. “I took you to the battlefield to sample his poisons and help
you scrounge for puppet parts. Do you think I would’ve done any of that if I was on their
side?”

His arms came up in a tight knot over his chest, fingers finally twitching away the chakra
lines attached to his scrolls.

“Fine. You wanted to talk, so talk,” he grit out. “But if this explanation doesn’t blow me out
the fucking water, you’ll have something worse than the Akatsuki hanging over your head.”

Sakura nodded wearily before she drew in a deep breath and started from the very beginning.

“My father is Hoshigaki Kisame,” she said. Kankuro’s face went white. “And when I was
seven, he let Konoha steal me away.”

:: ::

Maybe I thought I knew what it meant to surrender myself to become a demon.

But how was I to know that it would kill me so painfully slow?

:: ::

Konan couldn't help but watch her.

Subtlety had flown out the window when they found themselves in close proximity more
often than not and, well, she would have liked to think there would be nothing to hide
between them anymore. She mourned the little girl she lost and embraced the shinobi that
little girl had become, all of Kakuzu's hardened skin and Kisame's bloodlust and her own
patented brand of cooled composure—



She refocused her gaze on Sakura, seated at the main desk of the Ameonna offices and she
went back and forth between double-checking treasury reports to be submitted and grading
the assignments due from her optional study hall class at the School.

The optional class tended to fluctuate between five to ten students every semester and was
often referred to as remedial classes despite being much more than that. Amegakure's
curriculum rooted itself in advanced theories and academia, hence the large percentage of
their shinobi specializing in stealth and reconnaissance. Their research and development
departments had also undertaken a steady evolution in synthetic poisons and medicines, the
former more aptly, and if they kept up this pace over the next few years those who
encroached on their country would be devastated by the concoctions they were too far behind
in understanding.

But everything had their drawbacks, and this one manifested in a lack of suitable teachers.

Subconsciously, her mind had then turned to Sakura. While exceedingly proficient in dealing
with matters on the Pillar's scale, she had yet to find an enthusiasm in her work. There was no
fault in admitting there was no joy in the job, and Konan thought she'd made that clear and
expected the inevitable request for a different position.

But weeks passed, and nothing. Sakura completed all her duties with a bowed head and a
marked proficiency.

And that simply wouldn't do.

Konan only ever had two wishes for Sakura: to be happy, and to be safe. As an active agent
within Akatsuki safety was merely relative, and thus there was little she could do for that
cause. But happiness? Workable.

So she assigned Sakura to the teaching position and worried the seams of a paper rabbit
between her fingers as she patiently waited for the results of her first week. Perhaps there
would be awkwardness. A settling-in period. Worst case, she would never be assigned an
education position regardless of all her exemplary knowledge.

But as it turned out, Konan wasted her concern. The stack of assignments currently at
Sakura's arm pushed thirty-five sheets and growing, albeit confused accounts had begun to
flutter through the shinobi community about the new young sensei who spoke to her students
with the same even tone and cold inflection as she did with those of the upper ranks, yet
received the utmost attention from a class so big they needed to pull extra chairs into the
room. The students adored her despite her blunt disposition, and the board could say nothing
about the patient teachings of a sixteen year old refugee.

Konan had witnessed the girl's wit and skill and brutal violence. It nearly brought her to tears
to see that her kindness had never left her.

She uncrossed her legs from her chair on the other side of the office and moved seats to the
corner of the desk. Sakura didn't look up from her work, red pen flying over short answers
and rows of numbers and back again. Kisame never could sit still at a desk—writing reports



was one of his greatest weaknesses and having to read anything for longer than an hour could
be trusted to bore him half to death.

His daughter, however.

His beautiful, tired, not-so-little girl.

"Have I done something wrong?" She questioned softly. Scarred fingers paused over their
current paper. "I would like to believe that I have not overstepped my bounds, but if I have, I
would like to apologize."

Pink hair fell forward, shadowing its owner's face. "You haven't."

"No?"

"You've done everything in your power to help us since we got here. You've given us shelter,
power, freedom—or at least, as much freedom Leader-sama deems fit." Her head remained
bowed, the piercings in her ear dark against the pale of her skin. "You've been good to us.
Sorry, I... should've thanked you sooner."

Konan's expression eased around the edges as she reached forward to brush away those free
slips of hair so she could see what could possibly be going through that head of hers, but the
moment her fingers stretched just a centimeter away, Sakura's shoulders tensed and her
fingers twitched and she draw to the side to put as much distance between her and the hand as
she could without leaping out of her seat.

A frown accompanied a reluctant retreat.

"So if that's not the problem, then what is?" Konan asked as gently as her minute heartbreak.
"Why will you not look me in the eye outside of taking orders from me?"

Sakura put down her pen.

"Because I don't know what to do when you act like you love me."

She looked up then, green eyes hesitant, a stark splash of color against the dark circles above
her cheekbones. They'd been heavier than usual, bearing a dragging weight of something
Konan didn't know, and she swore it had only gotten worse since that strange day the rain felt
warmer.

"I have always loved you," she said. Maybe she hadn’t realized it at first all those years ago
when half her light walked as a corpse on the streets and the other sequestered in darkness
and metal, both withering away and endlessly undying, but, "I loved you since I first held
you. Since the moment I decided to shield you from the rain."

Sakura drew in a shaky breath. "I didn't know for sure." She glanced away as her right hand
came up to rub against the bandage on her left bicep. "I didn't know at all. You took care of
me, but I was never enough."

Oh.



Then,

Remorse wrapped around her shoulders like a freshly laundered fleece blanket still warm
from the dryer.

A child doesn't understand the consequences that came from the turning of the earth. They
don't understand why rivers run, why flowers grow, why there are bad people in the world,
why peace didn't exist.

Born with rain overhead and bloodlust in her veins, Sakura's first breath signed her away to a
future she wasn't allowed to choose. From her first steps she was taught to run, from her first
words she was taught her codes, from her first time she could hold a kunai in her hand she
was taught to aim and never miss.

It wasn't about being enough, it was about staying alive.

But four year old Sakura wasn't thinking of that, was she? No, she must have been not
thinking about her bleeding knuckles while the other children her age were out catching frogs
around the lake.

She reached out her hand again, slowly, but stopped further than when Sakura first pulled
away. "May I?"

Konan couldn't help but watch her.

She was met with cautious eyes examining her hand like it was a new weapon and God—part
of her being no matter how cadaverous—how had she not seen it before? There was no
shortage of love in little Sakura's life—Kisame might have been young and confused all that
time, but he did nothing to show he didn't deserve her. He tucked her in every night with a
kiss on her hair and the tail ends of a story in her ears; he learned to cook healthier meals,
braved textbooks to homeschool her properly, never, ever lied.

He was a good father to her, but that was part of the problem.

As good of a father as he was, he wasn't quite as good at hiding that from the many eyes of
God. Nagato saw too much softness in the way she was raised and Konan was inclined to
agree, but.

But.

Sakura nodded once, slowly, and Konan tucked those loose strands behind her ear before
gently cradling her face as her thumb ghosted over the bruises cut deep above her cheeks.

"I wish I could have shown you how much I loved you," Konan whispered and, to her faintest
resignation, she felt the backs of her eyes begin to burn. "I wish I could have hugged you and
twirled you around and taken you to get kulfi after those harsher training sessions because it
was the very least you deserved."

Sakura froze, wide-eyed and brows knotted.



"But I had two choices: make you exemplary, or watch you suffocate in a cloak I never
wanted you to wear." A small, sad smile painted Konan's lips. "I couldn't let you die, so you
had to be strong." Her hand pressed more firmly into Sakura's cheek, solid and real and warm
despite it all. "And I'm so, so sorry that I couldn't be the one to keep you safe."

Even if she did—does—agree with Nagato, he never spared the time to comb through bright
pink hair after it tangled through her naps; he never listened when she talked about how many
water striders she counted on her way to the training grounds under the lake; he never sewed
the holes in her clothes after every training session while she fell asleep on the rug by the
couch, too worn from her injuries but too enraptured in trying to learn the sewing herself. But
if Nagato did comb, did listen, did sew—

"I didn't want to, but I needed to. And I know that's not a suitable excuse." She pressed a kiss
atop her not-so-little girl's forehead before gently pulling her close. Wound tight, unmoving,
barely breathing, Sakura didn't jerk back. "I have always loved you, and so I understand that
you may never forgive me for what I've done." What we've done, a traitorous part of her
hissed. "But regardless of what you decide, I will always be your angel-mother."

Sakura trembled and grasped the front of that clouded cloak almost on instinct, holding her
face snug against her collarbone.

"May the rain adore you," Konan murmured, a single tear slipping down from the corner of
her eye. "And may this blessing I bestow upon you, Hoshigaki Sakura, help you far off the
path of your sorrows."

(But if Nagato did comb, did listen, did sew, he also would've hated a small part of himself
for what they'd made her become.)

:: ::

Maybe I thought I knew what it meant to change from who I once was.

But I wish I changed for the better.

:: ::

Three months passed.

Kurenai’s tongue poked out the corner of her mouth as she leveled her gaze and measured out
a full cup of fresh mango puree for her cake. It was going to be one of the best cakes she’d
ever made, she was sure of it. It would be dense but moist and every bite would have
perfectly cut cubes of mango, and the frosting—she’d never used cardamom in frosting
before, but one of the other volunteers at the International Outreach Center had been
insistent.

She dusted off some stray flour down her apron, fingers mindful of the gentle swell of her
stomach as she turned to grab the bowl of dry ingredients from the other side of the counter.
She was barely starting to show, and it hasn’t yet kept her from going about her days
volunteering, worrying about her other kids, baking cakes.



Kurenai briefly turned again to stick a spoonful of peanut butter in her mouth.

The kids had their own lives, of course. Quiet wasn’t quite their style despite what the rest of
Konoha judged them to be, and everything she’d seen since their untimely move to the
village had helped her put together how they’d managed to thrive in Kumo even with the
word prisoner permanently defined in the bands on their skin.

Kiba didn’t have an official job here, exactly, but it wasn’t like he was at a loss of anything to
do. The books that ended up on her coffee table would only interest visitors if they cared
about advanced sealing theoreticals and there had been more than one argument over dinner
about how tall was “too tall” for the third full notebook tower over in their house.

Shino rolls his eye, paler than she’s ever known him to be. “Get a bookshelf. Why? It would
literally solve this problem.”

“I have’ta build the fuckin’ bookshelf if I do!”

“If you don’t get a bookshelf,” Sakura says over her fifth mug of black tea that afternoon.
The bags under her eyes haven’t lightened in weeks, “I’ll get you a foot up your ass.”

Akamaru barks something teasing, she’s sure, and it sends his partner sideways into Shino’s
lap.

“Sensei,” he whines. His fangs always seem to be out these days. “You’re letting them bully
me!”

Kurenai laughs and resists the urge to smack a kiss to each of their heads.

And last time she’d popped over next door to drop off food, piles of sealing paper and
brushes of all sizes made their own piles around the living room and tucked in stair corners
all the way up to the second floor.

She turned to check the oven and frowned when it had yet to be set to preheat. She always
forgot.

Kiba visited a few times a week, always for Sunday night team dinners and the other times
for a change of scenery while black ink stained his fingers and there wasn’t a day she
wouldn’t welcome the company. Sakura, though, typically only showed for team dinners and
Kurenai didn’t need any explanation to know that wasn’t her fault.

She saw it in the way the girl lingered as long as she could those nights, always offering to
clear off the table and helping with the dishes as she listened to Kiba’s new ideas and Shino’s
work stories and Kurenai’s own encounters when a new group stopped by the IOC, but she
could never stay too long. Gone in the early morning and long stretches of late nights, the
boys said she took most of her rare breaks at Kakuzu’s apartment (now hers) and that if she
wanted to find her, that was a good place to look.

“She says she’s there because it’s closer to the Pillar, but that may be an excuse,” Shino told
her once. “Why? Because she misses him in her own way, we think.”



Kurenai hesitated over the bowls for a moment before she mixed everything together and
poured them out into the different baking pans she had spread out.

Kakuzu. Tenshi-sama. Leader. Hoshigaki Kisame.

The oven beeped behind her and she slid the pans inside.

For an Akatsuki-controlled village, the actual Akatsuki sightings were few and far between.
She’d only seen Tenshi-sama once or twice since their first meeting and Leader-sama she’d
never seen at all, though she’d been told that the best case scenario was that him and all his
different faces would leave her be. Kakuzu she only did meet the one time before news of his
death met her ears, and Hoshigaki-san? He did come by every now and again, always alone
and always when Sakura wasn’t home.

Her hands tightened around a dish towel before she pulled it off the holder and began to wipe
down the countertops, sliding dishes into the sink and slipping all the ingredients back into
their rightful places.

“What you’re thinking about must be very serious.”

Kurenai’s shoulders eased up as she spun towards the dining table. “The amount of frosting
I’m making needs very serious considerations. How thick of a layer should I put on the cake?
Should I make extra in case you kids want to eat some straight from the bowl?”

“That’s terribly unhealthy.” The stare Shino leveled through his dark glasses pulled a light
laugh out of her as she reached into the fridge for a bottle of mango juice. To keep up with
the day’s theme, of course. “Your consideration should end at the cake.”

“You’re no fun.”

“You shouldn’t even be consuming more than thirty grams of free sugar a day. Why? Because
in order to maintain the best conditions for the baby—”

“—I should follow the dietary restrictions in the month-to-month plan you’ve set up and
updated with each of my appointments with maternity care,” Kurenai finished mildly as she
placed the bottle in front of him at the dinner table. Stacks of files and hastily scribbled notes
spread out and over the glass surface. He’d always been a dedicated medic since coming here
—a running theme from their time in Kumo, she heard—and her resentment for Konoha
ticked up a couple more notches. Ten years ago she never thought she would’ve been capable
of this sort of deep seated hatred; five years ago, even, she would’ve banished the notion
before it fleshed out and would’ve blamed it on some fevered nonsense.

Four years ago, three genin and a ninken too inquisitive for their own good changed her life.
Now, she felt nothing when she drew a kunai over the scratched metal of her hitai-ate and left
it to hang on a coat hook in the entryway.

Shino cleared his throat, but was otherwise unabashed. “I know I… worry.”

After everything they’ve been through, she’d be more concerned if he didn’t.



“And you know it doesn’t bother me.” She patted his hand as she settled in the chair across
from him. “Do you have a long shift tonight?”

“A ten hour starting this evening, but I won’t be able to stop for the rest of the week. Why
not? I will be busy attending a select few patients and conducting some of my own research.”

Tenzo’s one of them, she thought as she idly caressed her stomach. Still stable, still healing,
still unconscious—whoever tried to kill him would have known Shino would be trying to
save him, but believed him to fail. Kurenai held onto an unshakeable faith that he wouldn’t.
The second patient under his direct care was someone from the kids’ Kumo days; Yugito Nii,
jinchuuriki, survivor of a jutsu she’d never heard of because of Kiba’s mastery of seals.

Kiba said he felt eyes in his back since then, and he swore it felt like they left circles, circling
circles imprinted in his skin. Sakura had pursed her lips at that and settled into a thoughtful
silence the rest of their time together that day.

“I should go and get ready,” Shino said with a small sigh. He lifted his glasses enough to rub
at his eyes, and she frowned at the light gray bags beneath them. “I’m sorry I couldn’t stay
longer.”

She waved off his apologies and stood to help him collect his things. “You visited. That’s
enough for me,” she smiled. Once all of his files and papers had coalesced back into a single
stack, she clipped them all together and placed that and the unopened bottle in his arms. “But
you will come by sometime this week to eat some of this cake. That’s non-negotiable.”

He nodded once. “Of course.”

“Be sure to let Kiba and Sakura know that order extends to them too. End of the week,
remember, that’s how long the cake will be good before it starts to get crusty.”

“Kiba will eat anything. Why? He’s a walking garbage disposal who never complains.”

“Weren’t you just lecturing me about being healthy?”

“It wasn’t a lecture, only a reminder,” he said as he slipped his files in a waterproof case and
tucked it under his arm. Kurenai followed him out to the foyer. “And Kiba will need more
than either before he finally starts listening to me about dessert.”

He shouldered on his pitch black cloak over his scrubs and flipped his hood over his head.
The holographic green moths swarming his right shoulder glimmered as he opened the front
door, only the screen door separating him from the heavy rain’s cool humidity.

“Take care, sensei,” he bid, the juice bottle tucked in an inner pocket of his cloak. “I’ll see
you soon.”

And he was off into the downpour, another decorated cloak in streets swathed in billowing
color.

It felt like it was just yesterday she stood in the Hokage’s office, hands clasped behind her
back and taking every ounce of her self-control to keep up her professional mask; she was a



newly minted jounin receiving the assignment of her first genin team. What were they going
to be like? What was she going to teach them first? Would they all get along? Would they like
her?

The memory faded and settled into an old heap at the back of her mind. She shook her head
and stepped out onto the porch to collect the empty pitcher and the couple of glasses from the
night before, and when she raised her head back up there was another passing through this
residential street. Tall, broad, and now an infrequent visitor to the house attached to hers.

“Shino was here not two minutes ago,” she said in greeting. “You just missed him.”

Hoshigaki Kisame peered at her through the white cloth strips swinging down from the lip of
his conical hat.

“Guess my timing’s better, then.” He slowed to a stop at the bottom of the stairs leading up to
the porch and made no move to get any closer than that. “You’ve been doin’ okay?”

“It’s only been a couple weeks since you’ve been here last—not a lot of time for things to
change around here.” She raised a brow. “If it’s Sakura you’re wondering about, she’s usually
around the Pillar or doing some paperwork at Kakuzu-san’s old place.” He grimaced and
glanced to the side, and her brow rose further. “Of course, it seems you already knew that.”

The more she talked to Kisame, the more she couldn’t understand him. She’d met him once
—the real him—when he and Uchiha Itachi invaded Konoha to get their hands on the Kyuubi
and he’d been nothing but ruthless. Bloodthirsty. The brand of shinobi who relished in the
fight, ones who couldn’t hold back wide grins in the face of strong opponents because the
bigger chance there was to lose, the sweeter the end would be if they didn’t.

(Stony green eyes flashed in her mind’s eye before she gently shooed them away.)

This Kisame, however, she couldn’t imagine having blood staining his teeth. Outside the
battlefield he was nothing but mild and polite with an interesting upbeat in his step if she
ignored his penchant for melancholic silences.

But the most difficult puzzle to piece together was just how much he cared. He loved Sakura;
loved her so much that he didn’t care that she noticed how often he came by, how often he
watched her from a distance, how often he watched the boys from a distance with the same
exact eyes Shibi and Tsume had for their own.

And those three days Sakura had spent in bed completely dead to the world and hooked up to
an IV drip in the room next to Tenzo’s, Kurenai knew he’d been there too. When Shino was
out on his shift and Kiba tucked himself on the chair in the corner with Akamaru under his
feet, he’d been there in the seat by the door. Quiet. Always gone before anyone else could see
him.

“I’m baking a cake,” she said. Kisame blinked. “It has a few more minutes in the oven and I
still have to make the frosting, but it shouldn’t take too long to put everything together.” She
hummed. The cake would take some time to cool, but. “You should stay for a slice. Or if you
can’t, take one home with you.”



He hesitated, his mouth pulling down in a considering frown. “I…” He paused for a moment,
and then sighed, a small smile on his face so reminiscent of the ones his daughter gave to her
pack. “What flavor?”

“Mango.”

“Damn, how can I say no to that?”

:: ::

Obito watched Kisame walk away from the twin townhouses, a small tupperware of cake
sheltered in his hands.

“What do you think? Will his attachments be a liability?”

“Let him have them,” Obito dismissed as he retreated back into the shadows. “As long as the
girl and her team are alive, he won’t do anything to get in the way.”

“And the girl herself?”

He thought about how sometimes the rain shifted and how different it felt when God wasn’t
the one sending it down.

“Nagato’s problem,” he said. “What trouble could she cause with the noose he’s holding
around her neck?”

:: ::

Maybe I thought I knew what it meant to be alone again.

But I'd always been alone from the start.

:: ::

Waves. Shadows. Unfocused, dull.

“Heart rate steadying, bleeding staunched. Full stability should be reached over the course of
the next forty-eight hours.”

Softer, beneath him. Heat, above him. Off-centered, darkness.

Why?

“I know we didn’t get ta’ see the whole thing, but you gotta admit how cool it looked when
he got his ass kicked by—”

“His ass wasn’t kicked, it was decimated.”

“If you two won’t behave—”

A scent of antiseptic. A prick of a sterile needle. He was here, somewhere… where was here?



“There was nothing on the battlefield. I searched, cleared up what needed to be, submitted
my report to Leader-sama.” A pause. “The only organic matter around was blood, some
viscera. Nothing whole.”

A low woof.

“‘magine it’d be hard ta’ find a couple’a eyeballs layin’ around.”

“They wouldn’t have sustained their quality regardless. Why? The organs were already
severely damaged prior to their detachment and with the hours spent off-ice in a
contaminated area, I suspect even if we had found them, the kekkai genkai would have
already leached out with the remaining chakra residue.”

Darkness. Empty.

And then a light pressure on his shoulder.

“I’d rather you not feel the pain of the early healing process, so after I can confirm the extent
of your possible head trauma, you’ll be sedated. We can discuss your options when you wake
next.”

A flipped paper, pen scratches on a clipboard. There were four other signatures in the room
outside his own. None of them are suppressed, but he supposed that if they cared enough to
speak freely then the walls he couldn’t see were painted top to bottom in a thick layer of
seals.

He hummed, a rough rasp against his throat. “Of course, Aburame-sensei.”

Another few scratches.

“Let’s start with a basic question. Can you tell me your name?”

Muted aches rattled around every rib and he knew there would be dark bruises down his left
leg, blacked and purpled over torn sinews. His arms were probably littered with fractures and
the fact that there wasn’t a hint of light in his vision should have alarmed him to some, but he
couldn’t bring himself to care at the moment. He was alive, despite his best efforts, and
now… Now he wasn’t quite sure what to do with that.

But he hoped that at least Sasuke would be happy.

"My… name is Uchiha Itachi."

And one of my regrets is how I'm going to let the world remember that name.
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