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      Description

       

      Dropped into the body of a minor character with a dubious claim to fame, one out-of-place anime fan attempts to survive the insanity of Naruto. May Kami have mercy on his soul.

      

      Celestial Grimoire OC-SI.

      

    
  




    1. The Mob Character

    
       

      Tobio​

      “-nd don’t forget! There are only sixteen days until the graduation exam, so make sure you’re all prepared for it!” Iruka’s voice spoke out, to a classroom full of raptly attentive children.

       Each and every one of them had been working toward this goal for years. Training, evaluations, sparring, all of it building to a fever pitch for just this moment. It was something to behold, or so Tobio thought, gazing back at the crowd of rambunctious children.

       Granted, he had very different feelings on the matter. It was one thing to watch a bunch of kids get into life or death situations through the medium of animation, and a very different thing to realize that before long you were going to be expected to be one of them. Maybe if he’d been the same boy that had gone to sleep the night before, this sort of introspection wouldn’t have come naturally to him.

       That was no longer the case, though.

       Waking up in the morning had brought with it confusion. An initial burst of shock, as he tried to make sense of where and when he was, in the lonely apartment Nakamura Tobio kept on his own. Before, he’d been an excitable, fresh-eyed trainee, eager to take the graduation exam like the rest of his peers. Now?

       He was something else, someone else. Right now, he was assuming that he’d fused with the original owner of the body. It was more palatable than the thought that his soul had boxed out a twelve-year-old, and taken possession of it for himself. For… whatever reason, why he was in punch-wizard land, in quite possibly the shittiest isekai he’d ever heard of.

      “Yes, sensei!” The class responded as one, different levels of volume joining together in a cacophony. His voice was alongside theirs, even if there was a particular lacking enthusiasm in his tone.

       Then again, considering the circumstances, Tobio was fairly sure he was allowed a little bit of bellyaching.

       Nakamura Tobio, twelve years old, Ninja Registration Number 068005. Orphaned in the Kyuubi attack, he enrolled in the shinobi academy for lack of better prospects. There were no secret bloodlines hidden inside his body, at least not from what he could feel. Just… a hollow, waiting to be filled, curiously enough.

       It was the expected, respectable thing to do for someone in his situation. After all, the academy was generous with giving out a stipend for training students. Just enough to survive on, and compared to the lifestyle of your average worker, shinobi were glamourized in every walk of life in Konoha.

       Why wouldn’t they be? Who didn’t want to be a respected warrior, able to clear out a battlefield with some ultra-powerful jutsu, save princesses, go on adventures to new and foreign places? If he’d grown up in Konoha, with no outside knowledge of the world, it would have seemed like a plum picking.

      “Class dismissed!” With that, the gaggle of children did as kids were wont to do when let out of school and rushed to get out of the building. Of course, he had more reason than not to haul ass away from the academy.

       Hell, some of that propaganda was even true. It just glossed over the messy realities of shinobi life that he was painfully aware of. Konohagakure was set to be attacked, and parts of it leveled, at least twice in the next few years. That was before you got into the various other crises, border skirmishes, wars, and conflicts that were about to flare up across the world.

       In an ideal world, he would have just had some storied clan bloodline to fall back. Hell, even being a Nara would have been preferable. But as far as he could tell, besides that strange hollow inside of him, there was nothing particularly special about Nakamura Tobio. The boy’s sole claim to fame during the story?

       He accidentally made Naruto and Sasuke kiss by being clumsy. That’s it. From Tobio’s complete and utter lack of presence in the rest of the manga and anime, he was a nobody in every sense of the word. Given the fact that he’d never been shown with a Jōnin sensei, it could be presumed that he didn’t manage to land one. And there was a pretty healthy chance that he just… outright bit the bullet in the chaos to come.

       To say that he was anxious, from the moment he’d woken up, to all throughout the day, was an understatement. It felt like he’d been sleepwalking through someone elses’ life, distracted, as he tried to piece together as much as he could about his life before.

       He knew that he was a guy. Tobio could remember the broad strokes of Naruto’s anime, though he couldn’t recall how much was filler, and how much was real. Hell, he could even draw upon a wealth of supplementary, now useless knowledge, like why Rem was in fact best girl. But the big things were conspiciously absent.

       What had been his name? Did he have a father or a mother? A brother, a sister, aunts, uncles, cousins…? It was like there was this void, this gap inside of him, where all of his love and connections had been. In the abstract, it was horrifying, even if he couldn’t quite find it within himself to grow tremendously upset about it.

       Maybe it’d been a mercy from whoever was responsible for dumping him there. If he’d remembered his mother, his father, his connections, being stuck here would have been intolerable. On the other hand… it didn’t leave him much other choice than just to continue.

       To live a lie, and figure out a way to survive the next few years.

       That hollow inside of him swelled. Or maybe that was just his imagination. It didn’t feel like something that he could tie to any physical location inside of his body, but something that he was aware of at all times. Like a gap, a void, just waiting for… something to happen.

       Well, whatever it was, he wished it would just happen already…

       Walking through Konohagakure was a little bit of a mindfuck.

       The part of him that was Tobio was well-used to the well-worn dirt streets, the smell of woodsmoke and food stalls, and the looming Hokage Rock over them. It was a comforting, familiar routine for the boy, at least from the memories that he could draw from. From the perspective of the other guy, though? Nothing could have been more of a shock.

       There was something decidedly jarring about the amount of anachronistic technological levels going on. Konohagakure had power lines, electricity, and televisions, but concrete roads were a bridge too far. That felt somewhat disjointed and impossible, and even stranger to his sensibilities was the total lack of vehicles.

       Oh, there was the odd cart or two, but mostly everyone was relying on their plain ol’ feet to get around. Maybe that shouldn’t be that surprising to him, though. Americans tended to build their cities and town broad, because they had the space, and a reliance on the infrastructure tied to cars. Expecting everyone else to do the same was a little silly.

       At the very least, his apartment building was not that far from the academy. It was only a fifteen-minute walk, even if the apartment itself was a little spartan. While the stipend provided to orphans was better than nothing, it was still modest enough for a bed, some basic changes of clothes and training supplies, and a few other odds and ends. For example, there was a boxy television sitting near the bed, with a propped up antenna, some books sitting half-open on a nearby desk, and just various scattered detritus of a relatively short life spread all around.

       Locking the door behind himself, Tobio could do nothing but sit down on the edge of his bed and take a deep, long breath. It was earned, after the day of pretending to be someone that he wasn’t. Also fortunate, because of what then proceeded to happen the moment he rested.

       That void inside of himself expanded, with the rustling of a thousand pages, as something flickered into his view.

      

      [GRIMOIRE SYSTEM ACTIVATED.]

      [ROLLING STARTING PERKS…]​

       There was no voice to herald the words that appeared before him, hovering in the air. Merely the rustling of pages, and the feeling of power flooding through his body, as the metaphysical void inside of his soul began to be filled with something new. Something he’d never once seen before, his own sharp inhalation of breath cutting through the quiet of the apartment.

      

      [STARTING PERKS SELECTED. CHOOSE ONE, AND CHOOSE WISELY, WIELDER OF THE GRIMOIRE SYSTEM.]​

       Mixed Blood Fate/Legends — The land of The Rising Sun The blood of beasts lies thickly in your veins, the sign of Oni-born ancestry in your family line. You might be the direct child of an Oni coupling with a human or a distant descendant, part of a family of Mixed Bloods who has awakened more of their heritage than normal. It’s gifted you with enhanced physical abilities, enough to punch through brick walls or outrun light cavalry with ease. Your constitution makes most poison of little danger, particularly so when it comes to alcohol, taking vast amounts of the stuff to get tipsy. Apparently, this heritage also makes drink taste even more wonderful than normal. Your blood makes it easier to understand and get along with even full Oni and other mixed bloods, though this can be turned towards the more malicious purpose of making it easier to track and find them for a hunt. You’re one of the lucky ones who does not suffer overtly from any inversion impulses, your oni blood remaining quiet even in battle and not causing violent rages.

       While it has not developed yet, the final gift of your heritage is that you have the potential to develop a unique power from your ancestor. Further increases in physical abilities, a death-resistant body, stealing heat or energy with a glance, telekinesis, and many more abilities are all possible due to the variety of Oni that call Japan their home. In time, you’ll gain access and continually strengthen one such ability, growing alongside you as your magical power and Mystery increases. Aura RWBY Every living thing, from humans to Faunus and even animals, have a Soul. Only the Creatures of Grimm are soulless and as such can’t make use of this power. For you though? You are now, thanks to the physics of this world, able to use your soul as a powerful tool called Aura. This has a variety of uses.

       To begin with Aura at default works as a sort of energy shield against attacks and damage. You wont suffer direct harm while its active, but you will still feel sensations like pain and heat while your Aura is up. It requires training to always subconsciously have a cloak of Aura on. It can even protect you from climate conditions, like walking through a snow storm, though particular extreme conditions will damage Aura like combat damage would.

       Aura can also be used to amplify your abilities, like your defence and strength making you essentially superhuman. IN addition to that just possessing Aura gives you a minor automatic healing, able to fix small wounds like scratches in seconds.
 All tools and equipment’s are capable of being used as conduits for Aura, allowing a user to be capable of sending out crescent shaped energy slashes from their blade for example. Furthermore it can be used to enhance these things, allowing you to, for example, even use a loaf of bread as an effective weapon. Dust usages is also enabled by Aura.

       Those already possessing Auras may also unlock someone else’s Aura. Doing so however takes a toll on the user, potentially weakening their own Aura for a while. Users with particular advanced experience in utilizing Aura may also be capable of other ‘higher-tier’ techniques. Examples would be to use Aura consciously as a shield, create shockwave like attacks, gain extrasensory perception and even sensing and identifying other peoples Auras.

       That being said Aura alone does not make you invincible. Continued damage or attacks far outweighing your Auras capabilities will be able to eventually break it. Using your Aura repeatedly also puts it at risk of decaying, to the point where the user can be left weakened and without Aura until they are able to rest. Aura being completely depleted is visually represented as a coloured sheen glowing along the length of a person’s body or with coloured particles flying off the body, indicating that they can now be physically injured. Aura flickering means it is close to being depleted. Jujutsu (Base) Jujutsu Kaisen In this world, all but a few humans possess a form of spiritual energy known as cursed energy, which is produced when feeling negative emotions such as anger, fear, or grief. Most humans, however, they have no control over this energy. As such, it leaks freely from their body, causing it to congregate and coalesce into cursed spirits. There are an incredibly rare few who are born with the ability to control this cursed energy, though — people known as sorcerers.

       You are now one of these sorcerers, granting you the ability to manipulate your own cursed energy. While you aren’t capable of anything particularly special with this alone, there are a good number of benefits to this. For one, you are able to perceive cursed spirits and other spiritual entities with your senses, something usually impossible for non-sorcerers without specialised tools. Additionally, you’re able to channel this cursed energy into your body to enhance your physical abilities to superhuman levels, with greater results coming from greater investments.

       The above are but the most basic of uses of cursed energy — for more specialized and powerful ones, you’ll need cursed techniques. With this alone, you’re capable of some basic barrier techniques, which let you create (often spherical) walls of cursed energy to close off an area. The most common form of this is a curtain: a large, pitch black sphere that prevents those outside the barrier from seeing what’s happening within. Barriers can also be hardened to make entry or exit more difficult, though be aware that the more difficult it is to leave a barrier, the easier it is to enter and vice versa. In addition, you also have the capability to summon shikigami: creatures resembling cursed spirits created from your cursed energy. These require an intermediary such as a talisman to summon, tend to be rather straightforward in terms of abilities, and won’t be particularly strong, though this may be changed with some practice.

       Unfortunately, aside from barriers and simple shikigami most cursed techniques are innate, and as such cannot be learned. It’s also entirely possible for a sorcerer to be born without a cursed technique, and as such you will not receive one from this alone. The Cursed Technique section later on will allow you to purchase one for yourself, though certain other, riskier methods may also allow you to obtain one.

       Perhaps unexpectedly, the amount of cursed energy a sorcerer has is also something determined at birth. By default, you have a rather good talent for jujutsu, granting you a respectable reserve of cursed energy which will replenish by itself. This is more than enough to stand on the same level as the majority of sorcerers, though there are a fair few who still dwarf you in the size of their reserves.

      It was all he could do for his eyes not to bug out at the individual options laid before him. Sure, he could be under some sort of elaborate genjutsu assault… if the very notion wasn’t so laughable. Who would go out of their way to antagonize a clanless orphan, let alone create something this specific to franchises that he was familiar with?

       As insane as it was, Tobio had to consider that the strange text was real, that he wasn’t having an extensive mental breakdown. And if it was telling the truth, that just meant that things were perhaps not as hopeless as he’d thought they were. Though it did also bring up new and terrifying possibilities, as he sat there on his bed.

       He had to think long and hard about the options that were offered. All of them were pretty good in their own right, no doubt about it. Becoming a Sorcerer was enough to provide access to an entirely new parallel power system, foreign from chakra. That was before you got into the subsystems inside of it, like barrier specialists or shikigami summoners.

       When someone took it the extremes, it had a lot of potential for keeping him alive… at least in the interim. But weirdly enough, it wasn’t the choice that was calling to him as he sat and stared at the listing provided. Reluctantly, he moved on to consider something else.

       Aura was in many respects, a very solid option. No one would say that it was the most exciting choice, but it came with a suite of advantages few could gainsay. A roll on the superpower gacha, for example, could result in a Semblance that was utterly broken. Or, very underwhelming, depending on your fortune.

       The forcefield wasn’t anything to sneeze at either, with some more esoteric usages being described as available from practice. It was a package that was more defensively minded than the other two, but was wrong with wanting to stay alive? And, if he ever met someone he could trust with it, Aura was something he could grant to his given allies if need be.

       But it was also noticeable. The nail that stood out got hammered down, and that was true of the Hidden Villages more than anything else. At best, he’d be assumed to have some kind of Hiden Jutsu, which wouldn’t be that far from the truth. Which meant that people would either want to learn it, or foreigners would want to prevent it from proliferating.

       At worst… well, if this Grimoire System handed him out more perks, he didn’t want to stand out any more than he already would by the dint of his new abilities. Not yet, anyway.

       Last was Mixed Blood, which was the perk he was the most shaky on. He was familiar with Tsukihime, and Melty Blood, wherein certain people had the bloodlines of Oni. This led to all sorts of unusual abilities inside of them, but frankly, it was another roulette spin as to what he might end up with there.

       Foundationally, the perk would grant him heightened strength and speed. The kind of broad, qualitative upgrade to his physicality that came from extensive taijutsu training, or just the natural state of most of the Clan Kids. In many ways, it was the kind of boon that was equivalent to a bloodline limit in what it would provide to him.

       And for a time, no one would probably notice too much amiss unless some of his Oni traits were truly overt. More than anything else, though, it was something that he felt himself naturally drifting toward. For what reason, he had no clue. It just felt right.

       That didn’t stop him from being a little nervous as he confirmed his choice in the floating menu, though.

       When it vanished from sight, Tobio wasn’t sure if anything had happened. If this had been some grand exercise in the collapse of his psyche, because this was an awful time for it to happen. But then, something inside of that void of his Self began to fill.

       It started on his skin, all pins and needles, as numbness blossomed across his flesh. Alarming, to be sure, but nothing like the bone-deep aching that began to spread in his body. His teeth grit, fists balling into a white-knuckled grip, body dropping against the bed. Tremors undulated across his body, as every single cell, every single iota of his essence changed with the implantation of something new.

       Something this world had never seen before.

       But the base violence necessary for change was painful. It felt like he was being ripped apart at his core, as everything that made up him was altered in a way that hard to put into words. Mystery, injected into a world totally starved of it, as his shuddering, gasping transformation slowly began to come to a close.

       Breathing shallowly on his bed, he laid there as the sensation of pins and needles began to fade. Eventually, when he’d felt like it was enough, he managed to lift himself up off of the sheets. Sweat was plastered across his body, as he took in a long breath, and stood up off of his bed.

       It was time to see what he got for all of his pain.

       Ambling over to his bathroom, there was a small mirror above the sink. Useful enough for these purposes, as he glanced back at the reflection in the mirror and inspected himself closely. And altogether… the changes weren’t that noticeable.

       If anything they were decidedly subtle, unless you were spending a whole lot of time looking for them. His canines were longer, but only such an incrementally small amount, that someone would probably just assume he had Inuzuka in his lineage somewhere. Taller, if only by half an inch, which was still better than being short.

       The real difference was his body, though.

       Tobio had been about as fit as any other kid his age in the academy. But there was a difference between that and the feeling of solidity that was ever present across his entire physique. He felt powerful in a way that was hard to put into words. Still weaker than, well, a good number of the threats that lay out there in the world.

       Compared to him of just a few hours ago? He would have whipped that wimp with a wet towel and stolen his lunch money.

       Marveling at his new body, he was a little distracted by marveling at the faint muscle definition when a new series of floating text boxes popped up, accompanied by the rustle of pages and a potent sense of power emanating from the words.

      

      [NEW QUEST: GRADUATE FROM THE ACADEMY!]

      [REWARD: 1x MINOR ERUDITION ROLL]

      [NEW QUEST: ACQUIRE A SENSEI!]

      [REWARD: 1x MINOR MIGHT ROLL]​

       It wasn’t quite what he was expecting, and if he was being honest, Tobio still had quite a few questions. What the hell was the difference between Erudition and Might regarding the results of the rolls? Who was giving him missions in the first place, and what was the criteria for it?

      “God…” He sighed, running a hand through his stiff hair. “I need a fucking drink…”

       The real question though, was what his goal was now. Training for the exam was obvious, and he probably had the skills to do… okay on it. In canon, he at least passed officially, which was more than even Naruto could say. But in this new life, Tobio didn’t want to just skate on by… he wanted to excel. Which meant he had to figure out how to use his time wisely.

      

    
  




    2. Growing Pains

    
       

      It’s a good thing Tobio didn’t have any real friends, only acquaintances. Otherwise, someone might have realized that something was different about him. Another positive?

      He wasn’t bothered when he stayed behind after school to use the training grounds for their intended purpose, and to get a better idea of what he was actually capable of. While Tobio had a pretty good idea of the boundaries of his new capabilities, just based off the description of the perk alone, he didn’t know. There was a wild gulf between having a gut feeling, and seeing for sure.

      Now, he knew. And it was such a qualitative jump that he wasn’t sure how to handle it.

      Like any child training to be a shinobi, he’d punched wooden posts at one point or another. It was practically a rite of passage to pound your fists against the nearest tree, realize that it was absurd to be a taijutsu specialist, and then decide to something more sensible with the vast array of chakra-borne abilities every ninja had access to. Tobio was no different, just by a short skim of his memories from before.

      The difference now though, was when he punched a tree he didn’t scrape his knuckles. There was a shudder up the trunk of wood, as splinters and chunks went flying from his blows. This wasn’t even chakra enhanced, like some people could manage with the right chakra control. Just pure, undiluted strength.

      While he wouldn’t say he was more agile, he had much more muscle power to pump into rapid movements. Something like running laps was easier, at least on the straights, though Tobio did notice he had a little trouble with the dexterity side of the equation. Whether that was just something he was stuck with or something he could work on, well, he’d use the next few weeks to find out.

      It wasn’t just a matter of taking the time to familiarize himself with his new strength and speed, though. The other part came from trying to figure out how to pull his punches, so he didn’t accidentally pulp someone during a friendly sparring match. Moderating his strength felt a lot harder than going all out, but it was doable…

      …Even if it did result in a lot of broken trees from his training exercises. If he wasn’t so broke, maybe buying some weighted seals wouldn’t be a bad idea. And, like most Naruto fans, the mental image of pulling off his weights to reveal how strong he was could be appealing.

      Overall, while Tobio knew for a fact that he wasn’t the most skilled fighter that’d be at the exams. But when it came to raw physical attributes… he’d dominate the rest of the competition by a country mile. Unless Choji used one of his Clan jutsu, he had taken the title of THE STRONGEST, at least in his year.

      But if he fought Rock Lee, he was pretty sure that the boy would still beat the shit out of him with ease.

      There weren’t any other major physiological quibbles of note, either. Maybe someone might say Tobio had more of a preference for walking by bars and smelling that sweet, sweet nectar they weren’t allowing him to drink(yet), but there were no other stranger urges either. Briefly, he entertained the thought of even telling an authority figure like Iruka about his new bloodline…

      Then, he strangled that impulse in the crib immediately. It didn’t fail to cross his mind that eventually, it’d be out in the open. But here and now, he was too weak, too exposed, and too bereft of any real support structure to really make any real decisions about his life. And, honestly, it’d be easier said than done to even prove he had one at the moment.

      In no time at all, two weeks of experimentation and exercises passed. It was the day of the exam, and just about every student was vibrating with excitement. That said, he wasn’t as excited for the first of the tests.

      “Alright everyone, settle down and into your seats,” Iruka spoke, projecting his voice across the class. “We’ll be handling the written exam first. Pencils out, and feel free to start once I hand out the exams. As always, no cheating, and anyone caught cheating will be summarily failed. Any questions?”

      There weren’t any, as people began to lock in for the examination, Tobio no different from the bunch. It would have been nice if he was smart, or at least had something boosting his intelligence… but honestly, his knowledge would be enough to get an okay result here.

      Some of the questions were simple, historical facts that just about everyone should know. Who founded the village(Senju Hashirama), who was the fourth Hokage(Namikaze Minato), and things like that. However, when they started to break into the territory of inquiring about the given financial geopolitics of the Land of Fire’s exports, that was where he had to make his best guess and pray for a good result.

      It was the same situation for the math section. Sure, he could sort of figure out how to find x for some of the basic equations. But if you sat him down and threatened him with death to solve some of those polynomials…

      Well, he’d best prepare to just fucking die.

      When the test came to a close, he was perhaps not the most confident in his answers to some of the trickier questions. However, Tobio was fairly sure that he’d enjoy the next batch of the graduation exam’s evaluation battery far more.

      Leaving the room where some stragglers were still smashing their heads against their tests, he was tasked to wait until it was his turn to head into one of the other exam rooms. This one, where three proctors sat at a table, looking expectantly at him.

      One them being… Mizuki, of all people.

      “Nakamura-kun, are you ready to take the ninjutsu evaluation?” Mizuki smiled over at him warmly, and if he didn’t already know what a scumbag this guy was, Tobio might have believed that he meant him well.

      Knowing what he was? It felt good to know that he was about to get the shit beaten out of him later that night.

      “I’m about as ready as I could hope for,” he agreed, nodding slowly. “Can I pick what we start off with?”

      Mizuki shrugged. “If that makes you feel better, sure.”

      With that in mind, Tobio didn’t see a point in quibbling any harder. For his part, he decided to start with the easiest out of the bunch: The Transformation Technique.

      Overall, the Henge was a pretty simple if versatile jutsu. Allowing the user to transform, it effectively created a shell of chakra around the subject, allowing them to transform into different people for disguises and deception. Though if you were really good at it, supposedly you could pull off transforming into stuff like kunai, or other inanimate objects. Was Tobio that good?

      No.

      That was why he just defaulted to the safe option, and transformed into a copy of Mizuki. He’d seen the man enough to have a somewhat detailed mental model of him in his brain, but not a perfect one. Something the proctors were happy to point out, criticizing the myriad little flaws that were evident in the disguise to their trained eyes. While most ninja might not be the terrifying powerhouses like Elite Jōnin, they did have other skillsets to bring to the table, and this was a firm reminder of that fact as they tore his disguise to pieces… even if it was still a passing grade.

      In comparison, their criticisms on his Clone Technique were a lot more reserved. Maybe it was because his clone was actually kind of good, since he was just making a copy of himself. Tobio could only effectively make one clone at a time, though, and certainly not one as programmed as complex as Sakura’s. Unlike her, he just didn’t have control over his chakra for it.

      Bringing up the last jutsu, he’d freely admit that the Substitution just… wasn’t for him. Oh, it was definitely a useful jutsu, but the mental gymnastics that he had to do in order to make it work was painful. It took an embarrassing amount of time before he could swap with the log they had specifically for Genin to use, swapping places with a puff of smoke.

      “…Well, I can say that while your scores may not be the highest, you certainly passed,” Mizuki slowly nodded. “Do you need a rest, or are you prepared for the physical portion of the evaluations?”

      Oh thank Kami, he could hit something.

      “I’m ready for the spars, Mizuki-sensei,” he nodded, grinning broadly. “I think I’ll do really well there.”

      “If you say so,” he shrugged. “You’re free to go. Down the hall, to the right and out the doors to the sparring rings.”

      With a pep in his step, he practically bolted out the door. Where academics was perhaps not his specialty, hopefully, he wouldn’t entirely embarrass himself in the tests to come.

      In the abstract, he knew that it probably wasn’t good to get this excited about fighting a bunch of children. Then he realized that technically, he too was a child, and whatever guilt that was threatening to bubble up evaporated immediately. Whatever he might have felt about the matter, the world of shinobi was not a fair one.

      Until two weeks ago, Tobio would have been easy prey for any of them to beat the stuffing out of him, and run laps around their civilian peers. Even the ones like Shikamaru had the advantage of being subject to some degree of training from professionals in the field. Everyone else had to make do, and Tobio was no different.

      Ultimately, what was about to happen was just a reversion of the normal order of events. Most civilian kids were knocked out of the sparring portion of the exam relatively early, and only the fact that they were gender segregated kept some outliers like Sakura in the running at all, with her pitiful amount of physical conditioning.

      It was just patently unfair for him to get paired with anyone else, as he was now. Poor Iruka-sensei just didn’t know that yet. If he did, he probably wouldn’t have pitted Kiba against him.

      “I want a good, clean fight,” Iruka spoke, glancing between the two of them carefully. “Are you both ready?”

      “I’m ready,” Kiba grinned, flashing canines toward Tobio, as he flexed his hands into claws. “No offense, man, but this is going to be a quick match.”

      Understandably, Tobio nodded in agreement. “I agree. It’s just us fighting, right? I wouldn’t want Akamaru involved for what’s about to happen.”

      Entirely misunderstanding his opponent, Kiba chuckled, nodding over toward him. “Yeah, he’s sitting on the sidelines. Now, are we gonna fight, or are you gonna keep buying time?”

      A little snort escaped Tobio, as the two of them made their way to either side of the circle, making the appropriate seals with their hands. That was how every spar began, one to begin, and one to acknowledge that there were no hard feelings. Even if that wasn’t always true for the given people involved, as evidenced by the long antagonism between Naruto and Sasuke.

      “One…” Iruka began, and Kiba started to rock on the balls of his feet, electric tension running through his body.

      “Two…” For his part, Tobio shifted, rolling his neck in a tight circle, and letting out a low exhale, eyes on the Inuzuka in front of him.

      “Three!” And then the two of them were moving.

      In the entirety of Iruka’s class, there were a couple of physical powerhouses. Sasuke was without a doubt the most skilled, dominating the spars with his unyielding discipline and technique. Naruto, while lacking in conventional skill, was surprisingly talented at coming at his opponents from unexpected angles and had limitless stamina. Choji was an Akimichi, and thus the fact that he could potentially lay out most of his fellow students was a given.

      By comparison, Kiba was somewhere in the middle of those three extremes. Not the most skilled, or the strongest, or the one with the stamina to go the distance. But that generalist approach had proved well suited to maintaining a top spot, comfortably under Sasuke, as one of the hand-to-hand talents of their year.

      Which made it such a surprise when he didn’t immediately dominate the momentum of the spar from the outset.

      Kiba came in fast, with an overhead strike, hands curled up into claws. Dangerous for most of the fighters in the class, and enough to put almost any of their classmates on the backfoot immediately. Two weeks ago, it would have been enough to have Tobio on the defensive. Now?

      When they met in the middle of the ring, Kiba found his momentum stopped in its tracks by the ponytailed civilian, as he caught his wrist with one hand. Eyes wide with shock and surprise, he wasn’t quite fast enough to disengage, let alone fast enough to stop the savage punch to his gut that came directly after.

      Tobio’s strike was restrained, rather reserved compared to the tree-shattering blows that he could dole out if needed. But it was still strong enough to lift Kiba a few inches off of the ground, as the air was vacated from his lungs, and he staggered back, wrenching out of Tobio’s grip.

      Coughing, the Inuzuka gave his opponent a careful, gauging look, an expression halfway between a grimace and a grin spreading across his features. “D-Damn, Nakamura,” he coughed, swallowing thickly. “When you’d learn to hit like that?”

      “Well,” Tobio smirked. “Just figured I ought to stop holding back for our little spars. I wouldn’t want to give you anything other than my best, y’know?”

      There was something about that notion that tickled at Kiba’s sensibilities. Maybe it was just the idea that this whole time, Tobio had been holding back. For how long, though? Years? Months? Less time? Was he always this strong, or was it just a bluff, a fluke?

      Even worse, though? It was that smirk. That utterly cocky smirk, that made his own anger flare up, grimace turning into a snarl of his own. “Guess I’d better return the favor…”

      And then he was launching himself at Nakamura.

      Claws whisked through the air, rapid strikes that by all accounts should have been laying into his opponent. Any of the instructors could see that objectively, Kiba was the more skilled one. But that was a small solace in the face of the practical strength and speed that Tobio was bringing to the table. It didn’t matter if Kiba was a veritable wunderkind with his Clan’s martial arts style, if he couldn’t even hit Tobio with them.

      There was nothing special about the way he moved. Any of the proctors and staff on call to supervise the spars could see that much, even if Tobio was moving at an impressive speed. His parries and dodges were, at best, brutish and simplistic. But in their line of work, it didn’t matter if a given trick wasn’t pretty if it was good enough.

      The clanless orphan in front of them was good enough.

      For each strike that almost landed from Kiba, his opponent was quick to capitalize on them. They were punches that, if at a more manageable speed, the Inuzuka would have certainly been able to dodge. His body was even reacting before his conscious mind was aware of it, keen to twist out of the way of danger on an atavistic level. But all too often it was too late, and he was rocked with powerful blows that had him staggering back.

      After a few exchanges of this, with Tobio no worse for wear, the same couldn’t be said about Kiba. Breathing hard and favoring his right side, the shaggy-haired brunette grimaced before moving to dart in again. And Tobio moved to intercept him again, until Iruka called out.

      “Stop!” The instructor yelled, glancing between the two boys briefly. “…We’re calling it there. Winner, Nakamura Tobio.”

      More than a few of their peers had stopped at this point, whatever chatting or talking they’d been doing up to this point. Many of them were looking shocked at the results of the match, or were peering at Tobio, like he was some new kind of discovered species. They might have been expecting upsets, but someone who had handily hung around the midpoint of the class rankings in spars beating someone near the top was not what they’d expected.

      For his part, Tobio did the seal of reconciliation, bowing over to Kiba gracefully. “Thanks for the spar, Inuzuka-san,” he spoke, beaming all the while. “I learned quite a bit!”

      It looked like it cost Kiba something to return the sentiment and gesture, as they cleared the space for the next fighters. But what was evident was the fact that in the subsequent fights for the physical evaluation, people were taking him seriously now. Not that it helped them win against him.

      Throughout the next few spars, Tobio could feel that something was genuinely beginning to click for him. Where he’d assumed there was a lack of dexterity, it was more like that in reality, he was simply just unfamiliar with using his new physical capabilities in combat. It was something that he hadn’t realized at the time, but there was a big gulf between getting practical combat experience and simply doing drills and kata.

      That being said, it didn’t mean that he was too surprised when his new capabilities hadn’t gone unnoticed by the instructors. Nor was he all that surprised when they decided to pair him up with someone who was a little more capable of handing him a challenge.

      “Nakamura Tobio and Uchiha Sasuke, please step into the ring.”

      Was he expecting to fight the king crash out today? Not particularly? But Tobio would have been lying if he said that he wasn’t a little excited to pit his skills against the kid. It was one thing to know that you were strong in the abstract and pit yourself against people you’d put on a pedestal before. That realization had mollified at least some of his concerns, for being dumped into this new, unforgiving world.

      Even so… there was an even greater part of himself that he wanted to test. To see what his limits looked like, and if he could push even further beyond them. At this point in the story, who was an even more insurmountable peak than Sasuke?

      Those dark, murky eyes were staring out at Tobio from across the ring, as the two boys made their seals. Gauging, evaluating, and unlike Kiba? He could tell that the last loyal Uchiha was going to take him seriously from the outset. This would be a hard fight…

      So why did he feel so excited by that prospect?

      Giving himself some Oni blood might have had some deeper psychological consequences than he would have thought at first blush. Too late to regret it now, though.

      Moving into their own stances, Tobio’s was loose, and a little sloppy compared to the ideal of the standard taijutsu form taught to all students at the academy. In contrast, Sasuke’s was crisp, locked in from countless hours spent practicing kata. But in the end, the only thing that mattered was results.

      Both of them were barely listening to Iruka as he started the countdown for the match. Or the cloying cries of Sasuke’s fangirls, as they cheered him on. Though, it was a little nice to have Naruto as quite possibly the sole voice cheering him on at the other side.

      “Kick the teme’s ass, Tobio!”

      Kiba wasn’t even immune to getting involved, howling out his own cheer. “If you don’t beat him after beating me, I’m gonna be pissed!”

      “One… two… three! Begin!” The moment Iruka started the spar, they blurred into motion.

      This time around, Tobio moved to close the distance, leaning into his blistering speed in the confines of the circle. If Sasuke was going to do him the courtesy of taking him seriously, well, he’d return the favor. With fists raised, he threw an exploratory jab with his left hand, guarding with his right.

      Much to his surprise, the raven-haired chuuni was faster than he’d initially expected. Leaning narrowly out of the way, he retaliated with a blisteringly fast punch to the ribs. If Tobio was anyone else, he would have been gasping for air and staggering from the sheer force behind the strike. As it was now, he figured that it might leave a very, very light bruise.

      Whether it was the solidity of Tobio’s body, or the lack of reaction from the mixed-blood, it was enough to make Sasuke immediately disengage. The two of them circled each other, eyes careful and looking for weaknesses in each other’s stance, posture, whatever would give them the biggest advantage in the clashes to come. And unsurprisingly, it was Sasuke who found them first.

      When Tobio went in for a lunging grab, he only ended up catching air. Meanwhile, his opponent nimbly rolled to the side once more, springing up onto his feet and immediately going on the offensive. There was no reticence or mercy in Sasuke’s strikes, as he slammed his fists into Tobio’s back, the dull, painful impacts recognizable in the back of his mind.

      Enough to put someone like him down, though? Unlikely.

      The exchange wasn’t pretty, but it was long, long enough to make a few things evident. It didn’t matter how much Sasuke wailed on Tobio, of when he was being worn down by those few, powerful strikes that landed from his opponent. For every three punches to his chest, two kicks to his legs, every solid strike from Tobio was enough to stagger him a little bit more.

      Right up until at last, the incumbent challenger managed to grab a hold of Sasuke’s wrist. And this time there was nowhere he could flee. The notion of wailing on him, physically destroying Sasuke, certainly came to mind. A very uncharitable part of his mind was strongly considering it.

      But ultimately, the smarter option won out.

      Twisting his hips for leverage, he used the grip on his wrist to swing, effectively throwing the dark-eyed twelve-year-old like a sack of potatoes bodily out of the sparring circle. A ring out wasn’t as flashy, but in the end, a win was a win.

      Made evident by the explosion of noise that came from all around. He couldn’t even figure out what everyone was saying, though, beyond the cries of Sasuke’s fangirls, the riotuous cheer of the boys, and Iruka’s voice coming in crisp and clear over everyone else.

      “Win… Nakamura Tobio!”

      Sweating, heaving, and more than a little bruised, the grin that split across his lips was a genuine one. Even if he’d barely managed to keep his hands on Sasuke all the while, it was worth the effort. Especially when something new popped up in his vision.

      [HIDDEN QUEST COMPLETED: SLEEPING DRAGON.]

      

      [DEFEAT THE TOP PRODIGY OF THE ACADEMY.]

      

      [1x MINOR DOMINION PERK ROLL. ROLL PERK NOW?]​

      He had known about the first quest, given that he had been preparing for it. But the second was something that he hadn’t been prepared for at all, and wasn’t expecting in the slightest. Still, he hadn’t been expecting the second quest at all. In hindsight though, it made sense.

      Sasuke was basically Mt. Tai for the various academy-aged kids of this generation. He was an insurmountable peak of talent, someone who likely still would be rookie of the year, even with his defeat in the sparring rings, because his skill with ninjutsu and academics were just that good. But to see him defeated after years of dominance…

      Well, it wasn’t as if it’d been easy for Tobio to accomplish. Even when his physicality was on another level than the prodigy he’d beaten, Sasuke still nearly won their spar just based on pure skill alone.

      Another reminder that while the orphan was strong, he wasn’t the strongest. Not yet, anyway.

      For now, he held off on rolling his perk. If it was anything like Mixed Blood, being behind closed doors would be for the best. He was curious as to why the graduation quest hadn’t quite finished yet, but the best guess there was because it hadn’t technically gone through yet. Whether or not that was a reasonable assumption, who could say?

      Sasuke, for his part, stared over at Tobio, jaw clenched and something indecipherable in his eyes. He didn’t say anything, though, merely stalking away out of sight. Truthfully, Tobio didn’t even know where to begin with the basket of neuroses that the Uchiha was dealing with, and admittedly, he had his own concerns to deal with.

      Trying to make nice with Sasuke was rather low on his list of priorities.

      The sparring wound down after that, partially due to the graduation evaluations coming to a close. But mostly that everyone who still needed to be tested had been tested. Some of the instructors were going very discreetly to various students, though, and speaking with them.

      “May I speak to you for a moment, Tobio…?”

      Having been a little distracted by the last few fights, he startled at Mizuki’s approach, who smiled down at him. “I’ve got some good news. If you’re interested, we’re saving ourselves the trouble of sending out postage with some preliminary results on the exams.”

      “That quick?” He was genuinely surprised, too, eyebrows raised high.

      “Well, the hardest part to grade is the written exam, but we’re all old hand at that,” Mizuki admitted, shrugging softly. “What I can say, is that you should show up in a few days to get your Hitai-ate. With your scores, you’ve definitely passed.”

      Truthfully, he was a little surprised that he’d been graded that quickly. “I would have thought my other grades would have been middling.”

      The light-haired Chūnin readily nodded. “They were. Your written portion was passable, and your ninjutsu could have done with some improvement, as did your shurikenjutsu earlier in the day. That being said, dominating the fights went a long way to bolstering your scores and value.”

      Glancing down at him, those bright eyes focused on Tobio keenly. “If there’s nothing else, remember this much, Nakamura-kun. In this world, no matter what pretenses that we shinobi may put up otherwise, power will always come first. Forget everything else we’ve ever taught you, if it means you remember that lesson.”

      Coming from a literal Orochimaru spy, he was going to take that advice with a grain of salt. “Thank you, sensei,” Tobio nodded, smiling thinly. “I’ll do my best to take it into account.”

      Reaching out and patting him on the shoulder, Mizuki ambled off. Likely to go tell someone they’d passed, or that they failed. For his end of things, though, the day was over for Tobio. When they were finished with their evaluation, they were free to leave… and he had a roll burning in his pocket, just waiting to be unwrapped.

      It didn’t take all that long for him to get home, either, what with that incentive putting some pep into his step. Settled onto his bed once again, there probably wasn’t a better time to pull the trigger on his new perk. So, with some reticence, Tobio reached out and let that spiritual void inside of himself activate. There was that familiar flood of power and potential that surged forth in the back of his mind, as a new array of options laid themselves before him.

       Worn Trenchcoat DC Occult A worn trench coat with pockets that seem to be able to store an impossible amount of things. An iconic item for some of the more modern magical types, whether working as a magical detective or an arcane conman, this coat will help you do it in style. May or may not come with an invitation to join the Trenchcoat Brigade. Sylvan Riverseed Cradle A natural balance of fire water, air, earth, life death madra creates sylvan riverseeds. These small blue creatures passively generate vital aura and can cleanse damage to madra channels but may learn more tricks if one was to give it more madra to grow. I’ve Got A Bad Feeling About This Arcane The hairs rising on the back of your neck, that feeling of being watched — you’ve learned to heed these gut-level warnings, and they’ve rarely steered you wrong. You have a kind of intuitive sense for imminent danger which will warn you of stalkers, surprise attacks or people tailing you, or less human dangers like a rusty catwalk or a planted bomb. You won’t know exactly what the danger is, but you’ll know to look out for it.

      None of these were the same paradigm shift that Mixed Blood was. That was clear. But that didn’t mean they were terrible, just that his standards had begun with an impossibly high bar to clear. In the end, though, he could only pick one, and only one. And he knew he’d regret whatever he didn’t end up picking.

      

    
  




    3. Ignition

    
       

      It agonized him to give up on the trench coat. Regarding the basics of character design, it was one of the best ways to add flair to someone. John Constantine, Harry Copperfield Dresden, Castiel, Rick Deckard… a man with the right coat just exuded aura in a way that was hard to quantify. The fact that it had magical powers felt like it was secondary to that fact.

      But at the end of the day, even its natural abilities were something that could be accomplished by sealing. Just about everyone could learn how to make a storage seal, if they really wanted to. Failing that, they could also be bought by the requisite suppliers, on the off chance a shinobi was too lazy or disinclined to learn.

      With a heavy heart, Tobio turned his glance toward the other perks in the list.

      Cradle was a setting he was peripherally familiar with, just off the rip. Not so much the specifics of what happened in the world, but just that it was a western take on cultivation. Which already meant that the power levels were going to be relatively insane, compared to anything else on the market. He just didn’t know enough about madra, or the creature in particular, to make an educated guess on what it might do for him.

      Hell, if it relied on a magical source of energy or systems that weren’t even present here, it might be harmful to the creature in question. Turning away from the Sylvan Riverseed, Tobio turned his attention to the last perk on the list.

      On the surface, it wasn’t all that flashy. Yet even so, that didn’t mean it wasn’t useful. Someone could argue that it was the most useful out of the bunch, given the fact that it provided a low-level danger sense. He wouldn’t know what a given danger was, sure, but the ability to be aware that he was potentially at risk of walking into an ambush, or a trap, would be invaluable.

      Even with how strong he was, that in literally in comparison to Genin. A sufficiently motivated Chūnin could likely take him out, if they put any amount of effort toward the task. For his side of things, it was the biggest reason why he felt like he had to take this option. It’d be just too stupid not to.

      With his choice made, he confirmed, and the white text vanished. In it’s place was… nothing. Oh sure, there was the feeling of that void inside of him expanding ever so slightly, but in terms of actual sensory information…?

      Nada.

      Though when the realization hit him, Tobio could only close his eyes and slap his forehead at his stupidity. I’ve Got A Bad Feeling About This worked just fine, he was willing to bet. The problem was that he wasn’t in any danger for the effect to actually kick in.

      At the very least, it meant that his apartment was safe. Until someone decided to bug it, booby trap it, or something else. Stressing about his safety to that point was just needless catastrophizing, though.

      With the excitement of the day behind him and a mounting hunger, Tobio worked on getting some dinner started. Rice, grilled fish, and some cheap broccoli made it a relatively meager affair, but it was filling enough after the exertion of the day.

      There was the brief sounding of the village-wide alarm, briefly causing a spike of panic to run through him… until he remembered what the cause was. Just Naruto being an idiot, and getting his graduation the old-fashioned way.

      The next two days passed by briskly enough, with scarcely all that much time to get anything done. So in the end, he mostly just lounged around his apartment, and satisfied that deep-seated, instinctual feeling of laziness that made the entire experience all the more rewarding. It wasn’t until the 22nd that the actual graduation ceremony was set to take place, and the students had that time off to begin with, so he wasn’t going to waste the opportunity to be an exceptional bum when it was mandated by the academy.

      If there was anything productive to be done, he swore to put it off until the future. For now, he’d earned this reprieve after the two weeks of training he’d done to get there.

      That being said, when the morning of the 22nd rolled around, he was out the door bright eyed and bushy-tailed. He wasn’t the only one, either, as the graduating students of the year filed in, handed their hitai-ate, and almost immediately tied them onto their bodies. Contrary to what most people thought, forehead protectors could technically go elsewhere as per the regulations, but most shinobi just tended to put them on their foreheads out of tradition.

      Tobio didn’t do anything different in that regard, tying it firmly across his forehead and calling it a day. Maybe he’d have a different opinion if circumstances called for him to start taking up wearing armor, or something like that, but for now he was happy with the placement. Instead, he glanced around at the room, seeing well over twenty graduates, but mostly the important people he recognized from canon.

      Shino, Shikamaru, Sakura, Ino, Choji, Kiba, Sasuke, Hinata, the works. It was a little strange even now, to translate them from the flat medium of animation to the real world. Across the board, their appearances held in a more realistic medium, though in the case of Naruto…

      Well, that eye-searing shade of orange left something to be desired. That, and his loudmouth attitude, though he was also twelve, so to a degree that could be broadly forgiven. The blonde, incorrigible knucklehead having barged into the classroom, proudly bearing his own forehead protector, speaking of his own special graduation…

      Though, most people just assumed he was bragging and lying out of his ass for whatever reason.

      “What’s your deal, teme? What’s with that look on your face all the time?!” Also, being literally right behind the loudmouth, while he beefed with Sasuke, left something to be desired.

      “My problem is that I’m looking at you, dead last,” Sasuke sighed, closing his eyes lazily. “Who’d you even bribe to pass the exam?”

      “I passed fair and square, duck-butt! Believe it!”

      This was growing a little more tiresome than Tobio would have thought possible. Then again… he could theoretically shut the two of them up, if he was willing to live up to his mob character destiny.

      Personally, Tobio was of two minds at the time.

      So far, he’d been very careful not to rock the boat so far. There would definitely things he’d like to try and alter in the future, because the canon timeline had a few close calls for his liking. But ultimately, that meant he was more or less focusing on the doing what was expected of him… besides beating Sasuke at the spars.

      This wasn’t even something that was fundamental to the relationship of Sasuke and Naruto. It was just a goofy, shonen humor situation that happened to the two boys along the way. Yet even so, the notion of just playing the role that was expected of him rubbed Tobio the wrong way. If he was going to be stuck here in this world, playing second fiddle to the way things were meant to be was going to get old, quick.

      He’d see the timeline bend or break one way or another before he did.

      Whatever it was, that strange void inside of him, swelled with the potency of something shifting. Much to his surprise, new quests popped up, hovering briefly before his very eyes.

      [NEW QUEST: CHANGE THE TIMELINE IN A MINOR WAY.]

      [REWARD: 1x MINOR ARTIFICE PERK ROLL.]

      [NEW QUEST: CHANGE THE TIMELINE IN A MAJOR WAY.]

      [REWARD: 1x MODERATE ARTIFICE PERK ROLL.]

      [NEW QUEST: CHANGE THE TIMELINE IN A SETTING-ALTERING WAY.]

      [REWARD: 1x MAJOR ARTIFICE PERK ROLL.]​

      Was this… some kind of recognition of his resolve? He didn’t think that it was all that impressive to say in the moment, but apparently, the force that was behind tossing him all these quests figured it was time for Tobio to put his money where his mouth was. The prospect would have been terrifying if it didn’t come with eyewatering amounts of magical power.

      “Why do you have such a stick in your ass, teme?” Naruto barked, still glaring daggers into Sasuke’s eyes.

      Scoffing, the Uchiha closed his own eyes, and crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Nothing you could ever understand, Uzumaki.”

      The growl that came from Naruto was one of deep, long-held annoyance as he huffed, jumping off of the table in a surprisingly dexterous roll. “It’s an attitude like that! It just pisses me off…”

      If he was being honest, Tobio was pretty sure that Naruto’s tune would have changed if he understood precisely how good of friends they would have ended up being.

      It was still good to have new quests, as Iruka came in and walked to the front of the classroom. He had the look of a proud teacher on his face, if a little strained when he saw Naruto’s antics with Sasuke, as he cleared his throat and drummed his knuckles against his desk.

      “Alright, settle down everyone!” The man spoke, everyone more or less settling back down into their seats at that. Sasuke’s flood of fangirls dispersed, Naruto practically squatted in his seat in the next row over, and all of the students fixed him with a rapt expression of attention.

      Once he was confident that everyone had settled down, Iruka nodded, the scarred man sighing softly. “First and foremost, I should say that it’s been a privilege to teach you all over the last few years. Seeing the types of shinobi you’ve grown up into, and will continue to develop into, has been one of my greatest joys as a teacher.”

      “Provided you heed the lessons learned in these walls, I’m sure you’ll go far in your careers.”

      While Iruka wasn’t entirely faultless for how he treated Naruto at times, it was clear as day that the man enjoyed being a teacher. And, unlike some other notable exceptions, he wasn’t bad at it. Some people could argue that the kids weren’t all that prepared for the grim realities of shinobi life. Tobio didn’t necessarily disagree.

      That being said, given the sheer density of Clan heirs in the class, he was more prepared to blame their parents than their academy teachers. He couldn’t imagine being the head of a big Konohagakure Clan, and not using every resource to ensure that his heirs were totally prepared for the life and death struggles that awaited them. Not doing so just felt… wrong to him.

      Then again, he could be surprised by the fights and struggles to come. It was one thing to know about the world through manga and television shows, but it was different to live in it. The general competence of people across the board could be much higher than in the media he’d consumed back on Earth.

      “Starting with team four, we’ll have Midoriya Unagi with…”

      And so on he went, listing out the given compositions of the teams in each year. They tended to be pretty balanced, and none of the rosters were entirely unfamiliar from their canon counterparts. Team Seven was all deeply surprised by the fact that they were all placed together, Ino bemoaned not getting put with Sasuke, it was all well within the parameters he’d been expecting.

      “Nakamura Tobio, Mishima Hibachi, and Kato Ami. You’re going to be under Kanden Tekuno, as of this moment.”

      …Did he even recognize most of those names? Not particularly, beyond Tobio’s own faint memories of his classmates. His eyes drifted over to the first of them, to a boy with messy brown hair, shoved underneath a light beanie. Stone-colored eyes stared back at him, with Hibachi wearing a yellow-ish beige t-shirt overtop an orange, long-sleeved shirt. Finishing off with a set of grey cargo pants, he had a pair of those near-ubiquitous sandals common across Konoha’s shinobi population.

      Meanwhile, the other girl was just as hard for him to place. He thought she might have been in some filler content, bullying Sakura, but that scarcely narrowed anything down all that much.

      A head of purple hair, styled with one side much longer than the other, and the rest of her outfit was…

      Normally, Tobio would call it a little impractical, yet he’d seen Kurenai’s monstrosity of an outfit. Compared to some of the things that female shinobi could get away with wearing, it was surprisingly reserved. Perhaps a little light on the armoring, though that was something they could fix in the future if they managed to gel as a team.

      The alternative was being placed into the General Forces, the ultimate resting place of mob characters in Konoha, even if he had to drag them kicking and screaming into companionship and pass their sensei’s test. He’d do it if he had to. The alternative wasn’t even worth considering.

      They didn’t have long to look amongst each other, though. The man that walked through the door was another unfamiliar Jōnin to him, though again, Tobio suspected he was from some filler content that he didn’t recall at that moment. More than anything else, his first thoughts was that the guy was…

      Big.

      Fat wasn’t the right word, either. There were certainly some big-boned characters in the series, sure, but the existence of the Akimichi in Konoha made most ninja painfully aware of what a large shinobi was capable of. While they might not be as agile as their counterparts, the muscle-gut, power-lifter build did have some benefits, even if it was on the rarer side.

      He even had his flak jacket fully unzipped and a large belt around his waist. Briefly, Tobio wondered if that had something to do with whatever his specialty might have been. No shinobi reached the rank of Jōnin without at the very least something they did better than most others, but whatever Tekuno’s trick was, it didn’t click immediately for him.

      None of them would get too much time to gawk at their new, potential sensei, however. The man looked at the three of them, standing near the doorway, and tilting his head back the way he came. “You three, with me.”

      Without another word, he filed out the door. Ami, Hibachi, and Tobio shared some brief looks of confusion, before scrambling out after him, and following in his wake. There weren’t any words, though, as the man silently led them out of the academy, and into the busy streets of Konoha once more.

      It was an uncomfortable sort of silence, until they reached the edge of the one of the training grounds. There the man turned, fixing them with a solid, steely stare. For a brief moment, Tobio thought that his new sensei might have been some kind of hard-ass…

      …Until the man’s stern expression cracked, and he smiled at the three of them. “Sorry for the stone-faced routine, but I just couldn’t help myself,” he admitted, chuckling softly. “The faces the three of you made…”

      Ami clicked her tongue, face flushed and arms crossed in front of her chest. “I wasn’t that bad!”

      “Sure, sure,” Tekuno acquiesced, rolling his eyes at her words. “But, I think we should do proper introductions now, don’t you think? Nothing so stuffy as what Umino-san was doing at the academy. We’ll start with name, likes, dislikes, hobbies, and dreams for the future.”

      Hibachi blinked. “Is that standard for new Jōnin-sensei to do with their students?”

      “You’re not my students yet, but we’ll get to that part shortly,” he promised. “For now, I’ll start us off.”

      Jerking a thumb his way, the man cleared his throat and gave them all big, beaming smile. “I’m Kanden Tekuno, Jōnin, Bukijutsu specialist, with a secondary specialty in traps, and a little bit of dabbling in fūinjutsu. I like good food, good company, and I’m a sucker for… upstanding literature, like the Icha Icha series.”

      Ami’s eyebrows furrowed together. “What’s Icha Icha?”

      “…A romantic masterwork, but probably something you’ll appreciate more when you’re older,” Tekuno gently stated, continuing on. “I dislike stuffy, long meetings, and sour food. My hobbies include calligraphy, cooking, and reading. My dream for the future is to live to retirement and open my own food stall. You next.”

      He pointed to Hibachi, who blinked, suddenly caught off guard, before looking at everyone else. Clearing his throat nervously, he reached up and ran a hand back through his hair, adjusting his hat in the process.

      “Alright, uh…” Working his jaw back and forth, he was attempting to find the right words, before nodding sharply. “I’m Mishima Hibachi. I like drawing, playing with my yo-yo, and reading manga. In terms of things I dislike, I guess… paperwork, hospitals, and sitting in class. Beyond that, the big thing I like to do in my own time is gardening.”

      “And your dream for the future?” Tekuno asked, prompting the boy a little.

      He paused, rubbing his chin slowly. “Not sure if I’d call it a dream so much as a hope. I’d like to discover a new type of plant no one’s seen before.”

      The big Jōnin shrugged. “Hey, it’s all good to me. Anything goes for this little exercise. Now, you’re up, Kato-san.”

      Unsurprisingly, the girl had been bursting at the seams to speak. “I’m Kato Ami, and I like shopping, dresses, and cute boys, present company notwithstanding.”

      Tobio and Hibachi both winced at that. He knew he wasn’t the most handsome, but that wasn’t his fault! Those Clan bastards were bred for looks in some cases, how the hell was he supposed to compete with that?! Did he need to be that defensive over something that wasn’t that important?

      No. Was he still a little bent out of shape about it? Yes.

      “I dislike know-it-alls, and I’m not very good at genjutsu. For hobbies, I mostly like tailoring, and I’ve made everything you see here myself.”

      That was a little more impressive, since her clothing while perhaps not to his tastes, seemed well-made enough. It got a thoughtful hum out of Tekuno, as he nodded slowly, and began to look Tobio’s way.

      “Last but not least, Nakamura-san. You’re up.”

      After hearing Ami and Hibachi lay out their own likes, dislikes, dreams, it caught him a little flat-footed. So far, Tobio had been thinking purely about survival, first and foremost. That wasn’t a bad thing, in and of itself, but if he was going to be stuck here, in this world… it wouldn’t be enough.

      He needed to find something to live for. Something to strive for, some dream to reach, more than anything else in this world.

      “Well, I’m Nakamura Tobio,” he began, lips creasing into a thoughtful frown. “I like sleeping, eating, drinking, stuff like that. Right now, I thought there was more to myself, but I’m learning right now that I’ve been a very boring person in my life.”

      Tekuno’s eyebrows were steadily raising at those words, but Tobio didn’t stop there. “I’d say if I had anything I dislike, it’s bullies, cowards, and blowhard idiots that don’t know anything but choose to speak out of line time and time again.”

      “No real hobbies, but if I had to say what my dream was, above anything else…

      Deep thoughts were needed about the type of man he was. And when he came to a conclusion, the results were pretty simple.

      Back in his world, he hadn’t been anyone of real consequence. The specifics might have still eluded his memories, but this much Tobio knew for sure. No one looked up to him, no one uttered his name in awe, and he certainly didn’t have any real power back in his old world. Here, those same restrictions didn’t apply.

      If he wanted to achieve any real power, like founding his own clan, that was totally viable. Or, if he wanted to become wealthy by dint of his new abilities, that was within reach too. But then there was a quiet part of him that saw those as mere stepping stones, both of them a given by the dint of his Mixed Blood and the steadily growing powers under his reach.

      He could live for mediocrity and comfort again… or Tobio could see how far these new abilities of his could be taken in this new life.

      “…I want to shake the world,” Tobio answered, something like a feverish light glinting in his eyes. “A dream’s meant to be some pie in the sky hope, right? Then I want it all.”

      His hands flexed at his sides, as he looked up at Tekuno with a big, toothy grin, canines flashing all the while. “Making my own clan, becoming the next shinobi no kami, becoming fantastically wealthy… I’ll do it all.”

      Tekuno’s eyebrows were raised at the boy, as Ami and Hibachi watched him with their own expressions of shock. Right before a smirk crossed his features, and he shoved his hands into his pockets.

      “But failing all of that, I’ll take just surviving the next couple of years, y’know? This isn’t exactly a profession people die old in.” The outliers that did manage to make it to old age? They tended to be the deadliest shinobi of them all.

      Ami snorted, rolling her eyes at his words. “Big talk…”

      “I managed to beat Sasuke at the spars a few days ago, didn’t I?” Tobio pointed out, making the girl’s lips pucker. “If I could do that, then the sky is the limit for a clanless orphan like me.”

      “There’s no harm in dreaming high, at least in my books,” Tekuno nodded approvingly, smiling at the three of them. “In an ideal world, we’d segue right into training plans, discussing your specialties and hopes for shinobi life. That being said, technically while you’ve graduated, the tests haven’t finished. Not yet, anyway.”

      “Huh?” Hibachi genuinely seemed confused, looking up at Tekuno curiously. “There’s more tests?”

      “In this life, kid, the tests never end. Remember that much, if nothing else. For you three, I’ve got to dispense my own little test tomorrow, at this training ground.”

      Sweeping an arm out toward the forest, it seemed innocent at first glance… but first appearances were intentionally deceiving in their line of work. “It’ll be a simple, fun hiking trip. And if the three of you can make it to the end, you’ll be accepted as my students. That easy.”

      Tobio had some serious doubts it’d be that easy, but he was excited for the challenge. What kind of man would he be if he walked away without even trying, and gave up before he saw what rigors he’d be brushing against? No man worth shaking the world, that was for sure.

      “So all we’ve got to do is make it to the end of the forest?” Ami asked, squinting suspiciously at the expanse of greenery. She was smart enough to realize that this wasn’t going to be as simple as it sounded.

      “That’s it,” Tekuno nodded, something like amusement glinting in his eyes. “I recommend the three of you don’t eat anything too heavy tonight and prepare accordingly. I’ll see the three of you at 8:00am sharp.”

      Without giving them any time to question the man further, he vanished in a shimmer of movement. It made them blink, as he practically evaporated from sight. Some kind of movement jutsu, if he had to guess. It left the three fresh Genin standing there, a little shellshocked from his words.

      Tobio less so, since he already knew a test like this was coming.

      Ami was the first one to recover, though, looking between the two boys critically. “…Neither of you are gonna screw this up for me, are you?”

      “Shouldn’t we be asking you that question?” Hibachi shot back.

      She sniffed imperiously at the thought of it. “Of course not. Are you crazy? I might not have gotten the grades that the amazing, gigantic forehead did, but I’m prepared for this in my way.”

      That was an impressive amount of confidence; unfortunately, Tobio didn’t know if it was justified. He’d have to just take it on faith for now. With her piece said, Ami stomped off, leaving Hibachi and Tobio alone.

      “…Was she always so…?” Tobio trailed off, looking for the right words.

      “A bitch?”

      “Not quite what I would have picked, but… sure?”

      Hibachi shrugged. “I’ve heard she’s always been a little prickly, though it got worse after the Yamanaka ‘picked’ Sakura over her. S’none of my business, though, provided she doesn’t slow us down.”

      “That confident in your own abilities?” The Oni-blooded boy asked.

      He shook his head a little. “Not really. But you’re plenty capable enough for the three of us. If you can dole out an ass-beating to Sasuke like the one I saw, I’ll take it on faith you can drag us past the finish line if we’re not up to snuff.”

      …Was that a compliment? It felt like a compliment. “Thank you?”

      “You’re welcome,” Hibachi replied, nodding back his way. “For now, I’m out of here. My dad’s already gonna be asking a bajillion questions about the day, and he’ll be wondering where I got to after we were let out. Catch you later, Tobio.”

      With that, Hibachi sauntered off, leaving the young Oni alone. He wasn’t sure what he had in store for his future, but he did have one silver lining, in the form of a new pop-up in his vision.

      [QUEST COMPLETED: GRADUATE FROM THE ACADEMY.]

      [REWARD: 1x MINOR ERUDITION PERK ROLL.]​

      Another potential roll was enough incentive for him to rush home, if only so he could investigate his next roll. Ideally, it’d be something that’d be useful for the next day. If it wasn’t, he’d still be happy if any of them were useful. So, with bated breath, he spun up the reward once he was behind the closed doors of his home.

      That hollow inside swelled and pulsed, as new possible rewards laid themselves before his very eyes…

       Psychic Abilities — Channeling (One Dot) World of Darkness: Sorcerer The psychic world’s answer to the Path of Ephemera, channeling is sometimes called Necro-Psi, and often confused with the aforementioned Path. It allows the psychic to interact with the spirits of the dead, but not other forms of spiritual beings, perceiving their presence and even drawing upon their skills and experiences.
[1] The channeler may sense nearby ghosts in a vague sense, and channel the skills and knowledge of one ghost of choice, once per day. Origin Tsukihime It’s not really possible to determine the value of a human life or one individual’s character with a single word… at least, most of the time. Still, every life in this world has a single defining word for them — a compulsion and an instinct that their actions move in harmony with. You also possess such an Origin, such as ‘Taboo’ or ‘Nostalgia,’ which gently guides your actions towards it, though you possess an awareness of it and can choose to ignore it without any detriment to your own choices. Any actions you follow that line up with your Origin, particularly Magecraft, will enjoy a minor but noticeable boost in competence as you work in tune with your own nature in this world. You may choose any Origin except for ‘Void’. Elemental Proficiency Final Fantasy XI All blackmages are specialists in elemental damage from afar and you are no exception to this. You find magic based on the elements is easier to cast, taking slightly less magic to achieve the same result as other mages would need to achieve the same effect.

      These were certainly some… interesting choices.

      The problem was that all of the options were good in their own ways. Tobio would be lying if he said he couldn’t have seen a reason to use any of them.

      While Channeling by itself wasn’t all that powerful, it was also a perk that was fundamentally meant to be upgraded. A long-term investment rather than something that’d give him benefits right then and there. Cross-legged on his bed, he squinted at it, as if looking at the hovering words would help him discern the right choice.

      In the end, he chose to turn away from it, though. As much as he’d like to channel the skills and abilities of long-dead shinobi, the other perks were just as good. Maybe even better, depending on how things shook out for them.

      Whereas Elemental Proficiency was practically custom-built for a world like Naruto, where the predominant power system hinged on elemental interactions. The process of learning to mould all the elements was a long one, and something that could help ease that process was worth its weight in gold. It’d turn him into something of a very mild prodigy when it came to those select ninjutsu.

      Even so, that last perk called to him in a way that was hard to describe.

      An Origin was more than just some funny word that described you. It was your purpose for being in the world. Everything you did, very subtly, was guided toward the Origin. In some situations it could ruin your life, in the famous case of Kiritsugu’s Severing and Binding. And in some cases, it could be an immense boon to your Magecraft or actions, even if it wasn’t actively awakened.

      He knew it wasn’t the most optimal idea. It wasn’t the smartest option to take. But he took it all the same, come what may.

      Inside of himself he felt that void of his compact and compress, squeezing down around his very soul. His entire being preparing to align with a concept just waiting to be seeded inside of him. The real question was, what did Tobio want inside of him?

      Did he want the conceptual leanings of strength, no matter what? Something more esoteric, like anemoia? Or… did he want to lean into his hot-blooded Oni heritage, and go for something that fit that a little bit more?

      Not quite the burning fires of ambition, or glory, but something else. A little more abstract, an idea of what he wanted to do. Burning bright, fast and quick, a sudden burst…

      Ignition.

      Something about that just felt right, as he closed his eyes, and let it settle inside. Floating down into his core, invisible and immaterial, he felt a brief vibration inside of that hollow of his Self as it filled up with the raw potential he was seeding there. Bit by bit, getting settled, until finally, that void grew still once more. For a few brief moments he wasn’t sure anything had actually happened, until…

      It felt like he was burning up, quick and hot, for a few brief seconds. Every single cell in his body threatening to come undone, in one immense, glorious conflagration, before settling back down to something cooler as the seconds drifted by.

      When Tobio’s eyes opened up, he was once again drenched in sweat, and with a deep-seated ache throughout his body… but he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t more than a little happy with the results. They may not have been the most clear, this was true. He just felt like it was the right choice for him, and who he was.

      For now though? He was tired, the day was ending, and he needed some fuel for the metaphorical fire. Getting started on dinner, it wasn’t long before he settled back down and got some rest for the trials ahead.

      

    
  




    4. A Light Hike

    
       

      Waking up bright and early in the morning, he was practically vibrating at the seams to get up and out there by this point. It was definitely a difference from his more sluggish, languid awakenings. Whether that was attributable to his Origin, or just him being excited, was up in the air.

      Making his way over to Training Ground Four, he was more than a little surprised to see that he wasn’t the first one present. That dubious honor went to Ami, as she glanced over at his approach.

      “Good, you’re here. I was hoping you’d be earlier, but I’ll settle for this.”

      Both of his eyebrows rose at those words, lips pursing together briefly. “It’s not like I’m late or anything, Ami,” he frowned. “When you’d even get here?”

      “Twenty minutes ago,” she huffed, preening at the opportunity to flex. “Early is on time, on time is late, and late is unacceptable.”

      “What fortune cookie did you pull that one out of?”

      Sniffing, Ami glanced away. “It’s just something they espoused in our kunoichi classes. I suppose it’s forgivable you wouldn’t be familiar with the lessons in those.”

      Tobio’s mind tumbled for a bit, until he remembered what she was even talking about. There were a subset of classes in the academy exclusively for kunoichi, on things like flower arrangements, comportment, etc. Boys got something similar, but not for as long as the girls did.

      The male side of things was something of an awkward sexual education talk, given by shinobi who wanted to be anywhere else than in that room with them. Some ninja, at least male ones, did in fact engage in seduction missions, or ran the risk of sexual assault. It wasn’t something the Tobio before would have been able to read between the lines on, yet now he could recognize what they’d been dancing around in those classes.

      For girls, he had to assume some of the educational content was more tailored toward them. The dangers a female shinobi, especially one from a Clan with their generations of genetic pruning and adaptions, were more potent. Not that anyone liked to talk about it; it was just tacitly accepted that certain hidden villages would try to kidnap those women to get bloodlines into their villages.

      The theme was front and center in the story, considering Kumogakure almost kidnapped Hinata. They certainly weren’t doing it for her benefit, and while the byakugan was an inferior doujutsu to the sharingan, any doujutsu was better than none.

      “Were those lessons as off-color as the talks we got?” Tobio inquired, genuinely curious.

      For a few moments the purple-haired girl watched him, before shrugging her shoulders softly. “It depends. Kunoichi are more commonly tasked out not just for seduction missions but specifically infiltration missions. Or, being a bodyguard in a place where a normal, overt samurai or ninja would be too conspicuous.”

      “Can you give me an example?”

      A thoughtful expression came over her face, as she considered the question. “One of the teachers played the part of a lady in waiting to a lord’s wife, who was worried about an assassination attempt from one of her husband’s concubines.”

      That was more complex than he’d imagined, and the notion of infiltrating like that seemed challenging. Some shinobi could flit between roles and faces with ease. “What ended up happening with her?”

      “She played along, performed her role, and did some digging with the rest of her team. It turned out that the lord’s noninheriting brother was behind the assassination plot and not the concubine. He was executed, and everyone went home happy.” She paused. “Well, except for the uncle. He lost his head.”

      That got a bark of laughter from him, as he huffed softly. “Is that what you’re interested in specializing in?”

      “I don’t have the chakra reserves for being a ninjutsu specialist,” she freely admitted. “Maybe I could pick up a weapon, but if we pass this test today, the thing I’m most interested in is developing into an infiltration specialist. Maybe picking up Kanden-sensei’s skill in trapmaking and seals?”

      Neither of those were bad things. The main story of Naruto skewed things toward the punch-wizard end of the spectrum, which Tobio thought gave people an unfair expectation of what every ninja was supposed to be able to do. Not everyone was supposed to be able to defoliate a forest at the drop of a hat to be a good ninja.

      “S’not for me, but I can see the appeal,” Tobio nodded. “I like to deal with my problems head on.”

      Their conversation would have continued for a little longer, but at that point they could see Hibachi coming down the road. The boy looked a little tired, though the same could be said of all of them.

      “Yo,” the kid greeted, raising his chin up at the two of them. “You guys ready for this?”

      “We should be asking you that,” Ami chirped, looking a little peeved. “Only arriving with a couple of minutes to spare…”

      He shrugged. “I needed my beauty rest, and we’re all here, aren’t we? And right on time.”

      “That’s what’s important, more than anything else,” Tobio spoke, glancing between the two of them carefully. “We should definitely prepare for whatever twists Tekuno’s got in mind for us, too.”

      Hibachi gasped, eyes wide. “You really think a Jōnin would go and mislead a bunch of Genin like us?”

      The three of them stared at each other for a few moments, before the silence cracked with laughter. A satisfied chuckle from Hibachi, a snort Ami, and a honest bark from Tobio.

      “You had me going there for a second,” Tobio smiled. “Like you really believed that shit.”

      Hibachi sighed, looking gratified with the praise. “It’s a gift. But seriously, what do you think he’ll have in mind for this test?”

      Ami huffed softly, turning her eyes over to the training grounds next to them. “Based on what he’s told us so far, I’d be amazed if the path wasn’t trapped to hell and back.”

      “That’s right!”

      This time, Ami, Hibachi, and Tobio jumped unanimously as their souls left their bodies from fright. Standing behind them, while none of them had even noticed him, was Tekuno. He was wearing an easy smile on his face, friendly as could be. Even so, Tobio wasn’t sure if he’d ever get used to the feeling of being completely and utterly outclassed by someone like this.

      His potential sensei wasn’t even a stealth specialist. Was this just the power of your typical Jōnin? Their name translated quite literally to Elite Ninja, so it’d be more abnormal if the man wasn’t out so capable in his own right. For all of the strength and abilities he’d gained so far… it was clear to fresh Genin that he still had a long way to go.

      Well, at least he had a peak to climb toward now. A goal to strive to overcome.

      “You almost sent me straight to the Pure Lands, sneaking up like that!” Hibachi yelled, still breathing a little hard.

      Shamelessly, Tekuno shrugged. “Consider it some situational awareness training for free. If you pass the test today, you should expect lots of that in the future.”

      “Anyway, we should get this show on the road. That,” the Jōnin pointed over to the forest, “Is training ground four. I have placed a vast array of traps throughout the given area, and will be lightly hunting you as you hike through the trees.”

      “Lightly hunting? Is that a thing?” Ami asked, a touch of concern in her voice.

      “It is when I do it,” Tekuno nodded, looking excited. Reaching into his pocket, he unfolded a very simple map of the local area, passing it to the three kids. “All you have to do is make it to the trail’s end by evening, and you’re set.”

      “And if we don’t?” Tobio inquired.

      The Jōnin shrugged. “Then unfortunately, you’ve failed, and I will wish you the best of luck in your career in the General Forces. You three can give up now, if you so wish. There’s no shame in working in the General Forces.”

      For all sorts of reasons, that wasn’t an option. The lack of access to dedicated training assets was one reason, but joining them was basically equivalent to becoming fodder. That was how Tobio looked at the situation on his end of things, anyway.

      “We’re staying,” Tobio firmly but insistently spoke, glancing at the other two Genin there with him. “I’ve never met a challenge I wanted to back down from, and I don’t intend on starting now.”

      Ami was swallowed nervously, yet even still gave an excited smile. “How could I go back home and say I didn’t even try to get onto this team?”

      Even Hibachi got in on it, closing his eyes and rubbing his head through his hat. “These two would never let me hear the end of it if I gave up now. So I’m in.”

      “I appreciate the spirit! We’ll see if you can live up to those lofty ambitions, hmm?” With a shimmer of air, he left the three of them alone there.

      They had a map, a dream, and no real plan. Tobio thought that just might be enough to succeed.

      The three of them had advantages and disadvantages—nothing too egregious on the surface, but something he suspected would bring wildly different results depending on who led their squad.

      Tobio could understand that while he was the physical powerhouse, his current tactics mostly revolved around just that. His faith in his ability to power through most Genin-level threats physically. Anything more complex was where his skillset would leave something to be desired.

      Meanwhile, Hibachi didn’t quite inspire the same level of confidence. Not on the surface, anyway. He was reasonably sure that Hibachi was much more perceptive than he wanted to appear at first glance. In their line of work, appearing understated but really knowing what was going on was a benefit, not a detriment.

      And lastly, Ami felt as if she had the most academic intelligence out of the three of them. That wasn’t a bad skill set to have, either. Someone could raise a solid point of how that would translate to practical knowledge, and Tobio wasn’t sure if that was being fair to her or not.

      Ultimately, he didn’t know if any of them had the juice to be the leader. Not yet, anyway. But there were things that each of them was good at, or would bound to be better at, than the others. That meant that setting up something more collaborative might be the ideal position to take.

      “I think instead of any one of us taking charge, we should split the difference,” Tobio suggested, looking between the two of them seriously. “None of us have any real leadership experience.”

      “What, you think I couldn’t do it?” Ami asked, puffing herself up in a little bit of indignation.

      Hibachi rolled his eyes at those words, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “And what makes you think we’d even want to take orders from you?”

      “Big talk for someone who was almost late, Tanuki-eyes.”

      Clearing his throat, Tobio snapped his fingers to get their attention. “Hey, hey! We need to work together for this, alright? Let’s start easy, and explain what each of us can do.”

      Jutting a thumb back at himself, he flashed the two of them a grin. “Right now I don’t know any jutsu beyond those we’re taught at the academy. But I’m by far the strongest and fastest one present. I should bring up the front, just to trigger any traps first, because I can be the one to walk them off.”

      Both of them nodded at those words, seeing the sensibility in them readily enough. “If you’re eager to walk right into danger, who am I to stop you?” Hibachi smirked. “I’m more than capable of keeping an eye out for the traps. Though Tekuno is a full-on Jōnin. If he lets me see him, or any snares, it’s because he wants us to see them.”

      That was something Tobio hadn’t even considered. In hindsight, he felt like it was kind of obvious. Of course Tekuno would be moderating himself to their level. It’d be insane to expect three freshly graduated Genin to keep up with a Jōnin like that, unless they were prodigies of prodigies, like Kakashi or Itachi.

      “In terms of capabilities, I’m not much better with jutsu,” Hibachi admitted. “The only other one I know is the Rope Escape Technique.”

      …Something to add to the list of things Tobio wanted to learn eventually. It sounded useful. Honestly, rounding out his capabilities in that regard was just a smart idea. A goal to strive toward in the future. Apparently, his mysterious system felt like it was a worthwhile endeavor too, as it offered some new quests in his vision.

      [NEW QUEST: LEARN TEN D-RANK JUTSU.]
[REWARD: 1x MINOR ERUDITION PERK ROLL.]

      

      [NEW QUEST: LEARN TEN C-RANK JUTSU.]
[REWARD: 1x MODERATE ERUDITION PERK ROLL.]

      

      [NEW QUEST: LEARN TEN B-RANK JUTSU.]
[REWARD: 1x MODERATE ERUDITION PERK ROLL.]

      

      [NEW QUEST: LEARN TEN A-RANK JUTSU.]
[REWARD: 1x MAJOR ERUDITION PERK ROLL.]

      

      [NEW QUEST: CREATE AN S-RANK JUTSU.]
[REWARD: 1x PEAK ARTIFICE PERK ROLL.]​

      “I know how to read maps, and can find us the shortest route to the end of the trail,” Ami pitched in. “And I know the most common kinds of traps they teach in the academy. This approach might not work, but it isn’t awful.”

      “There’s still time for this to end in tears,” Hibachi quipped. “I’m sure it won’t be as simple as Tekuno’s making it out to be. But at the very least, we might as well try.”

      With that plan set into stone, it was just a matter of actually getting started on the given hike.

      How much trouble could Tekuno have really set up in advance?

    
    

    
      


      Tekuno, in fact, did have time to set up quite a lot of bullshit.

      It shouldn’t have come as a surprise to Tobio that the highly trained expert, in his field of expertise, had time to set things up. A day, maybe even days, depending on how long he knew in advance he was going to be testing the three of them. The real kicker was learning precisely what a trapmaker could do when they had free reign to control the environment.

      THE TREES WERE SPEAKING IN NINJA WIRE AND FŪINJUTSU.

      God, he knew he would just have nightmares about this day. It’d be the sort of awful, no-good formative memory people talked about wistfully decades past the event.

      “Oh, Tobio, you remember when we were trapped in the forest that our sensei rigged to the gills with explosive tags, snares, tripwires, pitfalls, quicksand, and whatever else he could think of? Good times.”

      Tobio would have thought I’ve Got A Bad Feeling About This would have proven a little more useful. Except no, it was working as intended. The moment they took more than a few steps into the training grounds, he was painfully, blaring aware that there was danger all around him. But the perk didn’t tell him where that danger was coming from, just that it existed.

      Innocently, the Oni-blooded kid was about to step forward right before Hibachi lunged to grab his shoulder. “Wait!”

      Stopping, foot raised and about to come down, Tobio squinted at the other boy. “What?”

      Wordlessly, he pointed down at a spot near some roots. Looped underneath a jutting tree root was the faintest glint of a snare, just waiting to be tugged and tightened. Following it up, they could all have a pretty good view of the camouflaged net that was waiting to fall onto them.

      Swallowing thickly, he gently lifted his foot up, and took a step back. “Alright,” Tobio nodded, gingerly glancing all around the forest. Which took a much more menacing tint, now that he could do nothing but feel the sensation of danger from around him. “Thanks for that.”

      The next two hours were an exercise in Hibachi’s sheer, unrelenting observational skills. It wasn’t as if he was doing anything incredible, but he was saving them from getting tripped up from the most obvious traps and spotting some of the trickier ones too. A particularly diabolical example that Ami had almost gotten caught in a pitfall, which had a low-yield explosive tag inside of it, which would have launched her upward into another net trap.

      That was when Tobio realized that his possible new sensei might have a few screws loose. What did a man have to go through to think of stuff like this? Maybe it was just a matter of creativity, though, and where Tobio lacked it, Tekuno had it in spades.

      Ami wasn’t entirely as observant as Hibachi, yet that didn’t mean her aid to the situation wasn’t just as important. In some ways, it might have been the most important.

      “Given where he’s placed snares before, I’m pretty sure there’s going to be a few more over… there, and there…” Ami idly commented, squinting and pointing at different spots in their path above the trail, or on the ground level. “And I think there’s a pitfall coming up, so watch your step.”

      If Tobio had to guess, she was putting together where the traps had been laid before, and making educational guesses based off that knowledge. He couldn’t have done it, not without her prior knowledge of the art. Which made it all the more impressive.

      Compared to his teammates, he wouldn’t call his callouts all that impressive. No, where Tobio’s talents laid was his complete and utter physicality when dodging the trickiest things that neither Hibachi nor Ami could see. It was nice to feel needed, even if it was a bit of a brutish application of his abilities.

      Then again, he’d made himself into a brute by choice. Why not play into it by that point?

      There were things that he could do that neither of his companions were capable of. It was when Hibachi triggered a trap all three of them missed, stepping on a stick that was secretly a disguised lever, that fact clicked for him. All of them briefly froze when they heard something snap, wildly looking around to try and figure out what it was.

      Bright side? It didn’t take them long.

      Bad side? It was a sizable plank of wood that was released from its hold above them, somehow hidden from sight with other foliage.

      Nothing that would have killed Hibachi, unless it was so unfortunate to hit him in the head. But the blocky, short, carved block on a rope was perhaps enough to break bones or leave a nasty bruise. He was going to get out of the way in time, either, with how rapidly it was coming in.

      So naturally, Tobio was there to intercept it.

      There wasn’t any artfulness to his movements, or anything particularly complex about it. Just the simple fact that Hibachi couldn’t take a hit like that… but he could. So, he stepped forward, reared his fist back, and punched.

      Briefly, he got a taste of that warm sensation across his body, almost like when he’d gotten his Origin for the first time. As the wood impacted his fist, there was a singular pleasure in feeling splinters and fragments give way underneath his stupidly high strength.

      The sound of something shattering under his might was nice, as the plank was smacked out of the way readily. For a few brief seconds, the three of them glanced around worriedly, as if any more traps were about to be triggered. But after a few seconds, they relaxed, as it was clear nothing was going to be triggered.

      “…Thanks,” Hibachi mumbled, glancing around, as he rolled his shoulders.

      “Just returning the favor,” Tobio grinned, toothy and wide. “Now, c’mon. Let’s get the hell out of this forest. This place is awful.”

      That much they could all agree about in unison as the group continued on. Judging by their map, it wasn’t as if they were that far off from the given end point of the exam. Honestly, more time had been taken by the fact they needed to move slow and methodically through the given territory than going on a beeline straight to their destination.

      And right when things were going good, that danger sense of his flared even harder than before. It made his eyes widen, as terror threatened to overtake him, as Tobio began to look wildly around.

      “Hey man, what’s up wit—” Hibachi started, both him and Ami turning to look toward the ponytailed boy. Only to find themselves gripped by the shoulder, and yanked closer.

      …Narrowly dodging the nimbly thrown bolo that instead twisted around a tree.

      “Tch.”

      Looking up, the three of them could see the familiar, bulky visage of Tekuno sitting in a nearby tree, bolos in one hand, and a distressingly large crossbow in the other. “Well, guess I’ll be doing this the hard way…”

      With a sigh, the man pulled himself up, as the three Genin tensed below him. He said he’d be hunting them, after all, and apparently their decent performance meant now.

      How nice.
The smart thing to do would be to flee. In his heart of hearts, Tobio understood that it was the logical, smart thing to do in a situation like this. It wasn’t as if they’d be able to actively fight against the man, let alone win. Time and time again, he’d proven that much, effortlessly sneaking up on the trio, vanishing from sight…

      He was in an entirely different tier, even with the advantages that Tobio brought to the table. Ami and Hibachi were just about prepared to bolt at the sight of him, damn what may, and whatever traps they’d run into. Even so.

      Even so.

      That cursed blood of his was roaring for a fight. What was it about these hopeless odds that made his body heat up, his pupils dilate, his heart race all the faster? For as long as Tobio had been in this new world, this new body, he’d wanted a challenge.

      And now someone had thrown down the gauntlet. That part of him, the instinctive, bestial bloodline that lay in his veins, rose to meet the challenge.

      “Hibachi, Ami.”

      The two of them turned to look at him, his back turned toward them, as he looked up at the Jōnin in the tree. They could only see the stiffness of his posture, the way his hands became trembling fists. From their perspective, all the signs of fear.

      Only Tekuno could see the way his dark eyes gleamed, flickering with the briefest glint of firelight. Or the smile on his face, just shy of feral. The Jōnin saw the challenge in his gaze and returned it in kind.

      “You two… get to the end of the trail,” Tobio ground off, trying to keep himself from lunging forward right then and there. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      Ami gasped. “What are you talking about?! You can’t beat him, he’s a Jōnin!”

      That got a rueful chuckle from Tobio. “I don’t need to beat him. I just need to buy you two time.” It was even true. He could run as fast as light cavalry, so when it came time for himself to flee, he thoroughly planned on booking it.

      But until then, why not enjoy the fight a little?

      “Big words from a fresh Genin,” Tekuno smirked. “Let’s see if you can follow through.”

      With a blisteringly fast motion, he whipped a bolo at Tobio, enough to make the boy immediately bolt to the other way. Away from Hibachi and Ami. That was the plan, so why did his chest feel like a hare was trying to break out?

      Throwing a look over his shoulder, he only caught a glimpse of the two of them. That, and the sight of Tekuno jumping through the trees after him.

      The things he did for people he was tentatively willing to think of as friends…

      Whatever train of thought that he had in mind was thoroughly, very much derailed before long. The number of crossbow bolts that he was ducking out of the way of, tended to get a little distracting. Bobbing and weaving with a much easier time than he’d expected, it was confusing why Tekuno was going so easy on him.

      At least, it was right up until he saw the tags hanging on the end of one, a few feet away from his body, and embedded in a tree.

      “…Shit.”

      The explosion didn’t even hurt that badly. It was the fact that his eyes were slightly blinded, that kind of irked him. Maybe the worrying sensation of rustling wind, that heralded the sheer force he’d been blow away from the explosion by. Someone might even be charitable, and say that the dull throb of pain against his chest could also be something that pissed Tobio off.

      …Okay, he was getting his ass beat.

      Slamming against a wooden tree, a few leaves fell from his impact, as he slid down the trunk brusquely. Enough to perhaps knock out a normal Genin. Oni sturdiness was carrying Tobio pretty hard here, as the white in his vision cleared up, and he blinked.

      His forehead was… bleeding, maybe? Not enough to stop him, but the feeling of blood running down his face was so incongruous it threw him for a loop for a few seconds. Tekuno wasn’t in the trees anymore. In fact, the Jōnin had stowed away his crossbow, and had his bolas at his side, instead having picked up what could only be described as a studded baseball bat.

      No, that wasn’t what they were called. They were a… kanabō, right? Something about the sight of it tickled a very special part of his brain, the longer he stared at it, as the Jōnin approached, twirling it with one hand.

      A weapon with no finesse, no greater purpose, no artistry. Just destruction. It seemed like Tobio was learning all sorts of things about himself today.

      “Still alive?” Tekuno inquired, tilting his head ever so slightly to the side. “You’re able to take a beating. More than your file said.”

      Getting to his feet, he gave the older man a grin that the Genin wasn’t entirely sure he felt. “I can do this all day.”

      That was a lie. Standing upright, his ribs felt like they’d creaked slightly just from the sudden motion. But his blood, viscera, and muscles were still roaring to go.

      Which meant he could still fight.

      Narrowing his eyes, Tekuno shrugged. “We’ll see about that.” And then, he was rushing forward, bringing the kanabō down in an overhead swing. Ducking to the side, he still felt the rush of air as the weapon impacted against the ground, kicking up earth as it did so.

      All the while smiling like an idiot, as he tried to rush in and throw some punches at Tekuno. He might as well have been trying to hit the wind. Far faster than a man of his size ought to have been able to move, the Jōnin ducked and weaved, his eyes locked onto Tobio’s all the while.

      Lifting up his kanabō, Tekuno looked to be going for another overhead swing, and Tobio prepared to dodge again. Which was probably what made it so easy for the kid to be kicked by a suddenly raising leg, sending him flying back.

      “Like I said before,” Tekuno tittered, “Situational awareness is key.”

      “Thanks for the mid-ass beating lesson, sensei!”

      This was… not going well for him. At this point, even his Oni-blood had to acknowledge that he’d met the superior foe. What to do in a situation like that…?

      Do what most Oni did, and flee.

      If Ami and Hibachi weren’t in a safe zone after all of that, he would be furious. “Nice as this was, I think we should bring things to a close.”

      “Exactly my thoughts! Let’s see if you’ll be able to escape me when I’m actually trying.”

      Damn dude, didn’t have to burn him like that.

      Tobio grunted, not even bothering to waste his breath as he kicked off, and engage his real speed. It wasn’t pretty, or nice, or even all that clean. There weren’t any nimble, acrobatic moves, as he turned around to flee, weaving through trees.

      Nothing but explosive movement was left in his wake, as he didn’t even bother to try and avoid traps. Just trigger them, move faster than they could capture him, and hope that they hindered Tekuno more than they hurt him. He wasn’t holding his breath on that, though.

      The sound of a crossbow working behind him, and the whistle of bolts flying his way, justified that notion.

      From there it was a cat-and-mouse game, weaving through the branches and traps, as he did his best to try and get closer to the trail’s end. He was almost there, so close he could practically taste it. At the edge of the forest, almost to the clearing that was their destination.

      Which was when he made his key, critical mistake.

      Right at the edge of the clearing, steps away, was a trap. It was well-hidden, but not something impossible for him to have noticed. He could recognize that much, the moment his foot hit the tripwire and he wanted to curse as he was hit with a weighted net from above.

      The spikes that dug into the dirt were the real problem, not the net itself, as he struggled underneath it. Getting leverage to tear at the reinforced struggle was a problem, and one he didn’t have a lot of time to solve. Not as he heard Tekuno actively coming that way.

      Was this how it ended? Defeat snatched from the jaws of victory?

      “Right at the finish line, you idiot?!”

      Looking up, he saw Ami and Hibachi, darting toward him, to help him with the net, practically pulling the spikes holding him against the ground up. Well, trying to, but between the three of them working, it was a much easier proposition.

      “Did you win?” Hibachi asked, and Tobio didn’t even need to look at him to hear the smirk in his voice.

      “…I mean, what does winning mean, really?”

      “So no,” the beanie-headed Genin sighed.

      “No.”

      With their help, he was lifted up and off the ground. Right in time, as he saw Tekuno coming at them out of the corner of his eye. Blood turning cold, as Ami and Hibachi saw him too, and began to hurriedly yank him into the clearing.

      It felt ominous, tense, as the three of them stood there, while Tekuno gingerly walked in, fixing them with another piercing stare… until his expression cleared like a cloudy day. Then, he was all smiles.

      “Congratulations! You’ve passed!”

      “…Really?”

      “Oh yeah,” the man nodded. “If you hadn’t gone back for Tobio, I would have failed you on that, though. You either succeed together or fail apart, in teams like this.”

      “The bonds of friendship and loyalty fostered from here on out will be lifelong. Anyone who would leave their teammates behind are trash, unless there is truly no other option.”

      …Well, he wouldn’t be that angry with the win.

      For a few seconds, the three of them were speechless. Until Ami and Hibachi showed their age, as the threw their arms in the air and cheered. Hell, it was infectious enough for Tobio to even do the same.

      “Hell yeah!” Hibachi roared.

      “You guys were even useful!” Ami added.

      All Tekuno could do was give them a smile, as he began to stow away his weapons into sealing scrolls. “Well, I’m happy to officially accept the lot of you as Team Eleven. But I imagine you’re all tired for the day, and tuckered out. How about we get some barbecue on me?”

      Already, he wasn’t sure if this day could get any better.

      The group of them weren’t even remotely hesitant to get out of the training grounds. Thankfully, with Tekuno guiding them out of a narrow, thin band that was free of traps, they made it out in significantly shorter time. Before long, they were out in the town once again, and getting seated at a reserved table for lunch.

      Tobio got to eat a truly impressive amount of ribs, while Ami and Hibachi were far more reserved. But everyone was happy and stuffed with food by the end of it, so that made it better.

      “As much as I’d like to get started, we can properly plan tomorrow. For now… you three have the rest of the day off,” Tekuno explained. “Meet me at the training grounds, bright and early in the morning, understood?”

      A chorus of “Yes sir!” chirped out, with the three of them officially dismissed for the day. Their sensei vanished from sight, leaving the three of them alone once again.

      The day’s exhaustion, though, even if it was barely past noon, was starting to catch up to them. Running, hiking, fighting, and staying on full awareness for hours on end… it wore on a person. More than he would have ever thought, if he hadn’t experienced it himself.

      “…I’m still a little surprised we managed to pass the test,” Hibachi admitted.

      Ami sniffed. “Of course we passed. You had me on your team.”

      “Alright Princess, don’t get a big head,” Tobio quipped, rolling his eyes at her. “Then again, I guess you were pretty useful with figuring out where he’d placed those traps.”

      Hibachi held up a hand, smiling impishly. “Woah, woah, don’t give her too much credit, otherwise we’ll never hear the end of it.”

      “You… you boys!” Ami exclaimed, face flushed as she puffed up. “Gods, you’re insufferable! Both of you!” With the kind of haughty anger they’d been expecting, she began to stomp off, as Hibachi and Tobio shared a laugh.

      “See you tomorrow!” The beanie-headed Genin yelled after her, which only made the girl stomp away even quicker.

      They may have had a little too much fun there. Once she was out of earshot, Tobio turned to Hibachi, an eyebrow raised. “Think she’ll be sore tomorrow?”

      “Nah, she just gets her feathers ruffled easily,” the brunette insisted. “Ready to actually be a ninja?”

      “Was there any doubt? Someone’s gotta be the brick wall between you two and the real danger.”

      A little chuckle rolled out of Hibachi, as he nodded slowly. “Yeah, yeah, you’re not wrong about that. Stay out of trouble, Tobio. You’re almost funny. It would have been a shame if Kanden-sensei had blown you up.”

      Starting to walk off, Hibachi left him with a lazy wave over his shoulder. He was alone, bruised, tired, but satisfied in a way that was difficult to put to words. A good fight, some possible new friends, and progress made toward your goals. Was there anything better?

      No, wait, there was.

      [QUEST COMPLETED: ACQUIRE A SENSEI!]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MINOR MIGHT PERK ROLL.]​

      If there was ever any incentive for him to rush home, that was it. Making his way back to his apartment, he eagerly locked the door behind him, plopped onto his bed, and started up the rolls.

      As usual, the same sensation of that void inside of himself filled with potential sprang forth. But this time, the abilities listed were definitely a little weird.

       Calcium Dark Souls 1 Muscles can be trained through exercise, and minds can be developed with rigorous study, but it matters little if the frame that hosts them is broken down. On purchase, your bones become especially strong and resilient and repair far faster than normal. Unlike normal bones which need to be set just right and become weaker when broken, yours heal perfectly. Even if you were slain, your skeleton would persist far longer than any others, continuing to repair and maintain itself as long as it stays mostly intact. Dipping Weapons Baldur’s Gate 3 You can dip any weapon in your hands to any kind of harmful surface. When dipped this way, for a time that increases with your dipping duration (1 hours of duration per 6 seconds dipped, capped at 24 hours), they will deal the extra damage according to type of surface they were subjected to. Dipping in burning fire? Fire damage. Dipping in caustic liquids? Acid damage. And so on… Your weapon will gain resilience to that element to prevent harm to it, if you are actively and intentionally attempting to dip your weapon. Golden Apple Final Fantasy IV An apple with a golden sheen. Increases your health and vitality by a small amount when eaten. You find a new one every month.

      Well, if nothing else, he wasn’t lacking for good options. It was just a shame he had to pick between them.

      Breaking down the perks was relatively easy this time around.

      As much as he liked Dipping Weapons, and it hurt him to turn away from anything from Baldur’s Gate 3, he recognized that it just wasn’t good enough to take. Useful as a utility power, but there were existing jutsu that did something similar. If memory served, Asuma could do some sort of elemental effect with his given knives, and Sasuke did lightning on his sword.

      So that meant there was already a method to deal with damage elementally. He wasn’t inclined to just get something that was a little more awkward, to do things that already existed. Thus, it was discarded in favor of looking at the other perks.

      Golden Apple was almost the one he took in instinct. It was objectively good. Even if he couldn’t benefit from it due to diminishing returns at a certain point, Tobio felt that other people could also benefit to a certain degree from it. That being said, even if it was good, that didn’t mean he wanted to grab it.

      Sometimes, there was the smart choice, and sometimes, there was the choice that made him feel good. That was something that Tobio was learning, and even if he wasn’t always going to do something suboptimal… sometimes he wanted to treat himself.

      Which was precisely the option that Calcium represented.

      It did one thing, but it did it well. All across his body, his bones would be remade. Two-hundred and six bones, most of them in the hands and feet, would be turned far more resilient than anyone could ever dream of. If he was slain, his skeleton would repair itself and persist for far longer than anyone could dream of.

      Objectively, it was one of the most significant fundamental boosts in his durability that he could have possibly achieved. Just knowing that the hits he’d taken today would have only affected the meat, and nothing else, made him drift toward it. Tobio knew that if he let it go… he wouldn’t be satisfied.

      And with that in mind, he sighed, and accepted the perk. For a few brief seconds, there was nothing as the words vanished, but he knew that in order for his bones to be improved, they’d need to be remade.

      Then, the pain finally began.

      Amid that haze of agony, his skeleton felt like it was on fire. What he did to himself for power could have given a Young Master in some Xianxia setting an aneurysm. Slowly but surely, though, he could feel the effects of Calcium settling over his body.

      Cell by cell, the parts of his body that were fundamentally weak were turned into something unyielding. A force that would not break, no matter what. Sweat, hot, and oh so aching, when it was over he looked down at himself. Instinctively, Tobio knew that on some level, his body had been refined to something even more unkillable than before.

      And, some hours had passed, judging by the light streaming in from his window. He was hungry all over again.

      With a huff, he climbed off his bed and went to get something to eat. He figured he’d need the fuel with whatever training his new sensei would have in mind and the missions they’d be going on.

      For now? He’d enjoy the feeling of improving once more and getting some rest.

      

    
  




    5. One the Grind

    
       

      There was something of a singular animus that drove Tobio, as he jogged across the village to the meeting place for team eleven. Just the knowledge that they’d somehow managed to pull out a victory, and rise above just being no-name mob characters was… inspiring. It gave him hope that somehow, he’d actually manage to make a difference in this world.

      Now came the hard part, though. Being a shinobi.

      Everything that came before was, in some respects, the easy part—his prior training and the evaluations took place in a safe, controlled environment. From here on out, any missions he took in the world outside wouldn’t have those same parameters. Nor would they have the same guard rails against their own tomfoolery, misfortune, or poor choices.

      If he screwed up from here on out, it wouldn’t just fall on his own head. He had Ami and Hibachi to worry about as well. Perhaps even Tekuno, though, if they were in a situation where the Jōnin relied on Tobio to save him, things would already be reasonably FUBAR.

      This time around, he wasn’t even the first or second one who arrived. Hibachi and Ami had beaten him. Not that he was surprised the purple-haired girl had done her best to do so, but it was a little unusual to see the typically sedate Hibachi as animated as he was.

      Apparently the excitement was getting to everyone.

      “Tobio,” Hibachi greeted, inclining his head toward the approaching Oni. “You ready for the day?”

      “I’m ready for my expectations to be subverted,” he shrugged in return. Not that he expected either of them to know or remember, but the disappointment of D-rank missions was bound to hit them eventually. Though, depending on the mission, they might be decent physical conditioning training.

      Ami scoffed, crossing her arms. “You think Tekuno-sensei would waste time with something trivial?”

      He hummed, shrugging. “Depends on what you’d consider trivial. We’re probably not going to be rescuing any princesses anytime soon, or guarding the daimyo.”

      “True, but it isn’t like we won’t be doing something meaningful,” she added. “Do you think they’d use up perfectly good Genin on something as banal as sorting files, or babysitting? Of course not!”

      Tobio just didn’t have the heart to tell her that, yes, they would, in fact, be doing things that minor to start with. He could even imagine why they started off Genin with jobs like this. It allowed them to cut their teeth on mission structure and simple tasks, being twelve, without being in any real danger. Even C-rank missions weren’t supposed to be as complicated as they were shown in the show.

      At most, to his understanding, they weren’t even supposed to involve other ninja as a threat. A normal bandit, maybe, but a graduated Genin should theoretically be able to take on a few mundane bandits. Provided they didn’t have any real training with weapons, or chakra. The reality tended to be different, though no Genin would normally be sent out by their lonesome to handle that kind of mission anyway.

      They’d have maybe a few different Genin, and a Chūnin or above on their mission. It’d likely be some time before they managed to get that opportunity, though. While Tobio felt confident that he could at least survive against a Chūnin-tier threat, and buy time for Tekuno to come and help… he wasn’t comfortable saying the same about his companions.

      Not that they weren’t capable, or didn’t have potential hidden talents they could exploit. Just that it was tough to compete with people with specific hiden jutsu, like most of the Clan kids.

      “I’m with Ami on this one,” Hibachi added, looking a little surprised that he was even agreeing with the girl. “Be a little more optimistic.”

      Was he being a pessimist? Maybe a little.

      By this point, they could see the figure of their sensei walking up, his big, welcoming smile as friendly as ever. He cut a pretty prominent silhouette with his bulk, though this was the first time he hadn’t just snuck up on them.

      “How are my little Genin doing today?” Tekuno asked, looking between the three of them. “Are you excited to take on your first mission?”

      “Yeah!” Ami beamed, nodding happily. “Did you already pick one out?”

      “No, but we’re going to head down to the Mission Assignment Desk. It’s in a part of the academy I doubt you’ll have seen before,” he confirmed, already walking off.

      The three Genin naturally followed in his wake, as they headed back into town proper. One short walk later, and they were all entering into the large, open space, with a single long desk with a bunch shinobi already rifling through pages and documents.

      The man they were walking up to had the look of a Nara to him. Mostly in the way his hair seemed insistent on sticking up, not entirely unlike Tobio’s. Though, there was just something else in the cast of his expression and features that just instantly made him recognizable as a member of that Clan.

      Most people from Clans tended to have the same look, in a way that was hard to describe. Almost like they were from the same ethnic group, admittedly, though Tobio knew it was more likely because of a certain amount of controlled inbreeding. Especially for those with bloodline limits, eager to keep those powers within their lineages.

      Looking up from his desk, he smiled at Tekuno as he approached. “Those your brats, Kanden?”

      “They’re mine,” Tekuno smirked. “But they’re a little too polite to be called brats… mostly.”

      “Hey!” Ami protested. “I’m the height of civility!”

      The Nara could only snort at those words, shaking his head slowly. “I imagine you’re coming for some D-ranks for them?”

      “Top of the morning’s the best time to get them started.”

      Turning to the three Genin, the Nara behind the desk jerked a thumb toward their Jōnin. “Listen to this man, kiddos. The best D-ranks go up at the start of the day, and trust me when I say the quality only decreases as the day goes on. Something some poor Genin is going to discover for themselves shortly.”

      “So what do you have for us?” Hibachi asked, river stone-colored eyes gleaming with anticipation.

      “Hmm…”

      The man rifled through the stack of papers at his sides, before nodding sagely at whatever he’d found. Glancing back up at them, he lifted up a sheet and handed it to Tekuno. “The brewery near the edge of town needs some help moving barrels around. Should be pretty simple for a starting mission.”

      It was impossible to miss the crestfallen expression on the children’s faces. Tobio knew it was coming was still disappointed. More so, because he just knew he wouldn’t be allowed to have a drink.

      This was cruel and unusual punishment for an Oni.

      “But that’s just so… normal!” Ami complained.

      Tekuno couldn’t even bother holding back his chuckles as he took the paper, shaking his head slowly. “That’s your average D-rank, kiddo. Look at it this way. We’ve got to make sure you’ve got your head on straight before we throw you out there to fight bandits, or catch thieves.”

      Which was true, it just wasn’t what Ami and Hibachi wanted to hear. Though Tobio didn’t hold the same opinion. “I’m just happy to get paid. Good food is expensive.”

      Especially when someone could eat as much as him. If there was an upper limit to how much he could devour since receiving Mixed Blood, Tobio hadn’t found it yet. He was excited for the first feat or banquet he went to that’d allow him to chow down as much as he wanted.

      “See, that’s the attitude to have!” Tekuno smiled, gesturing over at the spiky-headed Genin. “Now, let’s get over there. Nothing like hard work to warm the muscles up for the rest of the day.”

      Tobio’s two companions groaned, and they all filed out of the office, and into Konoha proper. The next few hours were spent doing the drudgery that anyone could have expected from paid laborers and porters. Lifting up barrels that’d been aged and brought into the brewery to be used in whatever concoctions the brewers made.

      Or, more interestingly, lifting the finished products into carts to be carried elsewhere into the city. This was a job that, objectively, he had the least amount of trouble with. The weight they were having him lift wouldn’t have been troublesome before his skeleton was reinforced. Now, it was just incrementally easier.

      If there was any difficulty for him, it came from the fact that the barrels felt like they were almost bigger than him. That and the fact that the aromatic scent of the sake that they were making was enough to make his mouth water. When he had the ryo to spare, he was going to use the Transformation Technique to get his hands on something to wet his whistle.

      This unwilling sobriety could not stand.

      Ami and Hibachi, though, were not as strong as Tobio. So the process of lifting up barrels filled to the brim with booze was not something that easy for those two. Let alone Ami’s complaining about the scent, and poor Hibachi’s dead-eyed stare after the first hour of it. For his part, Tekuno ‘supervised’…and got to taste a sample of the sake, that bastard.

      He didn’t even bother to try and share it with them! There’d be a reckoning for this in his future, whenever Tobio was skilled enough to practically get back at him. Eventually, though, they wrapped up the task and brought it to a close.

      By the time they were finished, it was the early afternoon. Heading back to the training grounds, Ami and Hibachi’s moods were a little dimmed, though the last Genin of their team was pleased to have made some money.

      No one was too physically exhausted from the tedium of the D-rank mission, but it was a special mental exertion. Not everyone was cut out for that sort of monotonous, repetitive work.

      In the late afternoon, the group of them were sitting in the shade of a tree, as Tekuno glanced around at his seated Genin. “The D-ranks aren’t the most exciting, but they’re good, honest work. Though at a certain point, especially when you make Chūnin, you’ll likely leave them behind entirely.”

      “Is that just because we’ll be busy, or…?” Hibachi asked, cocking his head to the side.

      Tekuno nodded. “Somewhat. When you get to that rank, it’s the point where the departments tend to look into recruiting you. T&I, Intel, the Barrier Corps… Anbu. Though most of it is that it’s customary to leave those jobs for Genin, so they can make a living.”

      Conspicuously, no one looked at Tobio. He could feel like they wanted to look at him, though. Maybe he was just too used to being scrutinized for being poor.

      Chūnin couldn’t come fast enough so he could begin to make some real money.

      “Moving on,” Tekuno continued. “I wanted to begin to outline some training regimens for the three of you. Before we do that, though, we’ll need to test some things.”

      “Another test?” Ami groaned, exasperated.

      Chuckling, Tekuno shook his head. “Not a difficult one, mind you. It should be pretty easy.” Reaching into his flak jacket, he pulled forth three different slips of paper. “Do any of you know what these are?”

      Hibachi and Tobio squinted at the slips, but neither seemed to recognize them. Ami on the other hand perked up immediately. “Oh! That’s Chakra Induction Paper!”

      “Got it in one,” the Jōnin confirmed. “There’s a special kind of tree that’s grown and fed with chakra, very different from the Mokuton, which produces a type of paper that reacts based on the type of chakra pushed into it. We can use it to determine your primary affinity in the nature transformations.”

      “Is that standard practice?” Tobio inquired. He wondered if Asuma and Kurenai ended up doing this for their Genin.

      “It is if you’re going to be smart about teaching your students,” Tekuno shrugged. “Knowing from the outset will inform a lot about your options moving forward. It isn’t as if you won’t be able to master multiple, but it does make the process of your antithetical element a little trickier to pick up.”

      Holding out the paper to each Genin, they all took a slip, while their sensei turned to Ami. “You first. Just push a little chakra into the paper, and it’ll react instantly.”

      Looking down at the slip carefully, she furrowed her brow before slowly beginning to push some chakra into the paper. Almost instantly, it turned damp.

      “That’s a water affinity. Not the most common in the Land of Fire, admittedly, but strong against fire and weak against earth.” He looked at her consideringly. “Admittedly, we only have a few water jutsu in our archives, but I’ll ask if anyone knows more.”

      A thoughtful expression was on Ami’s face as she looked down at her slip. Hibachi was up next, and pushed chakra into his own slip of paper. Instead of becoming wet like her own, it turned to dirt and crumpled to pieces.

      “That’s… Earth, right?” Tobio guessed.

      “It is indeed. Strong against water, but weak against Lightning.” How the hell did that work? Whatever, it was based on Asian principles, Tobio wasn’t going to question it too much. “More typical in our lands than Water, and we’ve got a bit more resources in terms of jutsu there.”

      Then, their sensei turned to Tobio, nodding his way. “You’re up next.”

      In all honesty, the specific elemental affinity he might have didn’t matter to Tobio. Ninjutsu was a tool, but until now, it wasn’t something he had any real opportunity to turn his attention toward. Though, it wasn’t as if he couldn’t see the value in learning some.

      Who didn’t want to turn the vast elements of the world onto their enemies? When he was a kid, pretending to throw out those hand signs back in his old world, and utterly mangling them was a joy. Being able to do the same here, and produce tangible results…?

      Well, it was an enticing feeling. Who could blame him for feeling like that?

      Not that it was surprising, though, the paper ultimately lit up like a firecracker when he pushed his chakra into it. Crumbling like ash, Tekuno snorted at the little jump all of the Genin gave. “And that’s fire. Unsurprisingly, the most common in the Land of Fire.”

      “Is that good or bad?” Tobio asked, a little worried.

      “There’s no particular best element, no matter what anyone says,” Tekuno confirmed. “Even the advanced elemental releases from certain bloodlines, while capable of things that are uncommon, are not so broken as to be insurmountable to the right ninja.”

      Ami did have the good grace to chip in with her own knowledge. “Unless it was something like the Mokuton.”

      The Jōnin rolled his eyes. “Yeah, unless it was something like the Mokuton. Anyway, fire has the benefit of being the element the village has the most resources for. It’s also the element other villages are the most prepared for in turn, when facing a Konoha-nin.”

      Food for thought.

      Fire seemed the most fitting, given his Origin. Did choosing Ignition do this to Tobio, or was he always predestined to have a fire affinity? Thinking too much about it likely wasn’t going to be good for him either way.

      “Moving on, we can discuss training properly now that we know your affinities.” Adjusting himself so that his back was to a tree, Tekuno glanced over the three Genin carefully. “First and foremost, we’ll be doing D-rank missions daily, but that’ll usually only take up a bit of the day. Otherwise, we’ll be focusing on individualized development for each of you.”

      Gesturing to his chest, he shot them a smile. “I’ve said it before, but my specialties are bukijutsu, trapmaking, and fūinjutsu. However, you don’t reach Jōnin without being capable of other things as well. I’m a deft hand at taijutsu, and while my own affinity is fire, I know some air and earth jutsu as well.”

      “What about water?” Ami asked.

      He grimaced, before raising a hand and tilting it from side to side. “It’s not my specialty, I’ll freely admit. I can count how many I know on one hand, so it’s something we might have to farm out to other people for you. Something to cross that bridge when we get to it.”

      “Here and now, let’s discuss what our training goals are for the month, and what each of you are interested in learning. Whether that be from me, or someone I can set you up with as a tutor.”

      “So…” Tekuno grinned, leaning forward. “Who wants to go first?”

    
    

    
      January 29th

      When it came to the shinobi arts, taijutsu was one of the foundational branches of techniques. Nearly every ninja, at one point in their life or another trained in it. While they might not have made it the core of their combat style, their general competency in hand to hand tended to scale up the higher ranking a shinobi was.

      That sort of statement was relative for someone like Tekuno, who perhaps was not the most skilled at the art. Tobio had made the fallacy of comparing him to someone like Might Guy, who was at the top of his field. It was an unreasonable thing to do, something he realized now, as his sensei took on the three without breaking a sweat.

      Ami, Hibachi, and Tobio were practically unanimous in their desire to improve their taijutsu. They recognized it as a deficiency in their skills, something they could always have if they were disarmed of any weapons. Even more critical was the need to work as a team.

      Tekuno agreed and put their training into action. Tobio just wished it was a little less embarrassing.

      “Stop dodging!” The mixed-blood yelled, teeth bared to his sensei as he threw a flurry of punches his way, as the older man merely bobbed and weaved, ducking back with frustrating ease.

      Tekuno’s smile wasn’t making the situation any more palatable, either. “It’d defeat the purpose of training if I made it too easy for you, wouldn’t it?”

      “It’d make us feel better!” Hibachi exclaimed, coming in from behind Tekuno with a leaping kick directed toward the man’s head.

      Making it all the more worrisome, their sensei whipped around and grabbed Hibachi’s ankle out of the air without missing a beat. Tobio had the distinct displeasure to see the way his teammate’s eyes threatened to bug out of his skull at the swift movement. Right before Tekuno swung the boy by the ankle, and whipped him through the air at Tobio.

      It was impossible for him to dodge, not with such a speedy, heavy projectile coming his way. The two of them went ass over teakettle, tumbling to the ground into a groaning pile of limbs. With how brusque their sensei was being, this was just the newest in a growing pile of bruises the Genin were bound to have.

      “Y’know, if you hadn’t yelled, you might have taken me by surprise there,” Tekuno advised, eyes half-lidded and amused as he glanced over to Hibachi. “And Tobio, make focus a little less on the aggression and more on being mindful of your defense. Dodging is always better than needlessly taking a hit.”

      “And Ami—”

      He didn’t get to finish that sentence, before Ami dropped down from a tree. Their plan had been very tentative, trying to make the right opportunity for her to attack by distracting him. She, unlike Hibachi, was meant to elbow-drop their sensei.

      Lightly.

      It was even a good plan by their reckoning, given that they were limited to stealth and pure taijutsu. The problem was that Tekuno wouldn’t let them land a hit that easily. Instead, his hands whipped up and grabbed her waist, before throwing her bodily toward the two Genin already on the ground.

      The only warning they got was a squawk of outrage from the purple-haired girl, before she slammed into their pile and made the entire problem all the worse.

      “Get off me!” Ami whined.

      “Off you?! You’re on me!” Tobio yelled back.

      “Stop it, you idiots, you’re only getting us more tangled up!” Hibachi complained.

      Amused, Tekuno allowed his charges to return to their feet, rolling his eyes at their antics. “Let’s call the active sparring there for today, and look at what we did right, and what we did wrong.” Glancing between the three of them, back to their feet and bashfully looking anywhere but him, he pointed at Ami first. “Ami! What’s one thing you did right?”

      “…Wait for an opportunity to ambush you?”

      “Yep!” he agreed heartily, smiling broadly. “But the big thing I’d say that you could have done while Tobio and Hibachi were trying to take me down, was make probing attacks. Or, try to create opportunities for their heavier blows to land.”

      That wasn’t an unfair criticism. The heaviest hitter of the team was unequivocally Tobio, but Hibachi hit harder than Ami. When it came to their sole girl on the team, she tended to be the knife in most of their plans. Which wasn’t to say she couldn’t have made other chances for her teammates to come in.

      Pointing to Hibachi next, he snapped to the boy before Ami could say anything else. “Hibachi?”

      “…Uh…” The beanie-wearing Genin bit his bottom lip, gnawing absentmindedly. “I made the initial plan?”

      Tekuno nodded in agreement. “You did. But if the situation needed to evolve on the fly, like it did in the prior bouts, you might want to try and adapt your plans on the fly. That’s something you’ll only improve on with time.”

      Lastly, he turned to point at Tobio. That made the boy frown, as he tried to think of one thing he did better than his teammates. Or, just good in the bout as a whole. “…I’m coming up empty,” he admitted, shrugging softly.

      “You’re by far the most durable and strong of your teammates. Drawing attention is good, but like I said, you need to work on being able to survive that attention.”

      In many respects, that was what Tobio was already doing with his existing perks. Every upgrade he’d received so far was mostly centered around improving his survivability and ability to take punishment. Maybe it was time to start doling it out, or dodging it.

      “Either way, the three of you have been making progress,” their sensei reassured them.

      “It doesn’t feel that way,” Ami grumbled.

      “I’m a Jōnin. It’s my job to make my Genin feel inadequate when they fight me, so they can trounce the real threats in the field.” Was that right? It felt kind of right, but Tobio didn’t know for sure. “You are all improving, though. Compared to where you were when we first started, you’ve been making a ton of progress.”

      “Right now, just keep on as you’re doing, and your style will coalesce,” their sensei reassured them.

      Hibachi frowned. “Our personal style? Isn’t using something more notable better?”

      Tekuno returned that frown, tilting his head from side to side. “Something like the Gentle Fist is good for a foundation for a shinobi, but if you want to hit the big leagues, you have to turn that foundation into something sturdier. It’ll be something that adapts and grows as you do. Then, one day, you’ll be chaining together kunai strikes, ninja wire, or whatever makes your combat style cohesive.”

      “This is usually a process of years, though,” he continued. “It’s not something that could or should happen overnight without many external stressors.”

      “It’ll be nice when we stop getting our asses kicked…” Tobio huffed, scratching his chin idly.

      A little chortle escaped Tekuno. “Oh, Tobio. I’m your sensei, I’ll always be able to kick your ass up and down the training grounds.”

      The three Genin huffed in amusement, as the group began to slip back into their basic kata and stretches for a cooldown. Though not before Tekuno caught Tobio’s eyes and gently tilted his head back, gesturing for the boy to follow. He wasn’t sure what for, but he did so anyway.

      Walking until the two of them were out of earshot of his teammates, Tekuno turned to face him fully. “I didn’t want to say this close enough for them to hear this.”

      “Hear what?” Tobio asked.

      “Physically, I’m not sure if the two of them will ever catch up to you,” his sensei began, raising a hand to forestall the protestations that Tobio was about to bring up. “I’m not saying that’s a bad thing. Your strength and speed are well above what a normal Genin should be capable of. The only thing holding you back is your skill level.”

      “…I’m not sure what you mean, sensei.”

      The flat look Tekuno gave him spoke volumes about his thoughts about that deflection. “I was born at night, Tobio, but I wasn’t born last night.”

      Abashed, he glanced away from the older man, huffing softly. “Yeah, that’s fair.”

      “Let me assure you, unless you’ve been doing something outrageous for that strength, it’s none of my business how you got it. Every ninja has their own secret trick, and given that it wasn’t in your file, you’ve earned the right to keep that a secret.”

      In an instant, Tobio felt his paranoia spike high. “I have a FILE?!”

      “You all have files,” Tekuno shamelessly admitted. “With detailed psychological evaluations as well. If you rise high enough, you’ll graduate from having a file to having a folder. Snazzy, right?”

      It was a serious topic, but the smile on his sensei’s face kept him from having a full-on panic attack. “Right…”

      Up to this point, the mixed-blood had thought he’d been hiding his given abilities better. That was something of an erroneous presumption on his part. Then again, hiding his capabilities from high-ranking shinobi could be a pleasant, polite fiction they allowed to exist.

      Clearing his throat, Tobio focused on Tekuno once more. “So what are you saying?”

      “We’ll have to get creative to improve your strength, speed, and stamina. What Ami and Hibachi do for conditioning will have rapidly diminishing returns for you. You’re just too strong.”

      Somewhere deep inside, Tobio knew he was telling the truth. If he was already strong enough to punch through a brick wall or run as fast as a horse, the hard training he’d need was absurd. The only applicable Genin with capabilities even remotely close to him was Rock Lee. Which was rather flattering but indicative of a more significant concern. He was, effectively, suffering from success.

      “What does that sort of thing look like? Advanced conditioning?” Tobio asked, genuinely curious.

      To that, his Jōnin-sensei only shrugged. “We’ve got a few different options. The old standby is finding heavier things to use as weights, some weighted seals, or increasing your laps to ludicrous levels for cardio. It depends on what you can take.”

      …Of course, he could tell his sensei a little about what was up with him—explaining the broad strokes about his ‘bloodline limit’, not the nature of the system itself. It might even clear some things up or open doors to further resources. There’d be scrutiny, but having someone high-ranking aware of his nature would be better than having Danzo or Orochimaru discover it in secret.

      Neither of them would have any reason just not to kidnap him at that point. Or maybe he was being genuinely too uncharitable to the levers of power and security within the Hidden Leaf.

      For days, ever since he’d gotten dropped into the original Tobio’s body, keeping his secrets had been tough. It was lonely in a way that was hard to put into words, knowing that the deception of pretending to be the boy was wearing on him. Day in and day out, knowing he was actively keeping a part of himself from the people around him.

      It was, in many respects, objectively the right thing to do. That didn’t make it any easier for him. Or help the singular feeling of loneliness that came on him from time to time.

      He hadn’t known Tekuno for very long, but Tobio would have liked to think he was a good judge of character. There was a risk of the man being some kind of ROOT plant, or just otherwise nefarious… but he was willing to take that risk. At least for now.

      “A few weeks before I graduated, I…” The boy paused, working carefully through his words. “Something happened to me. Inside, and out. I’m not sure how to say it, but…”

      “Take your time,” Tekuno reassured him, resting a hand on his shoulder. “If you’re uncomfortable sharing, I’m not expecting you to.”

      He shook his head. “No, it’s been on my chest for a while. At that time, I got a lot stronger, faster, and I started having these weird cravings.”

      “Cravings? Like, for what?”

      “Alcohol, mostly,” Tobio shamelessly said. “The smell of it is heavenly to me now.”

      “That’s…” Tekuno paused, jaw working back and forth. “We’ll come back to the alcohol craving later. How much stronger would you say you are now? Or faster?”

      The original perk was very helpful in providing a baseline for him to work from. Otherwise, his estimates would have been all over the place.

      “I could punch through a brick wall if I wanted, and outspeed a light cavalry horse.” Neither of them were immodest feats for a Genin.

      It was enough to make Tekuno’s eyebrows raise, as he slowly nodded. “Alright. I’m not sure what to make of it, but I do appreciate you telling me this, Tobio. If this is a bloodline limit, a lot of things are going to change for you. Is it fine if I ask around, very subtly, for people who can give you a proper medical evaluation?”

      “Nothing that’ll get out to anyone, will it?”

      He quickly shook his head. “No. No records will go onto any papers. And if your bloodline is real, and geared toward physical abilities, I’ll see about getting you some proper weighted seals to push your limits. Bloodline limits need special resources to develop, that normally a Clan would provide. But if you’re the first, you’re going to be setting a trail for everyone else that comes after you.”

      That was a daunting thought. It hadn’t hit him at that point, but this was the rest of Tobio’s life. Even if he didn’t get a single other perk from the System from that point on, his blood would pass on. His children would inherit that share of the Oni’s blood, for better or worse.

      If he lived long enough to have any.

      Swallowing thickly, Tobio nodded at his sensei. “A-Alright. Thank you.”

      “Thank you for sharing that trust in me,” Tekuno said again. “I know it couldn’t have been easy to hold onto that secret. Now, let’s get back to the others before they get too nosy.”

      While he hadn’t divulged everything to his sensei, it was still nice to have that weight lifted off of his shoulders. And the knowledge that eventually, he’d have someone in his corner properly, up there in the administration of the village.

      Well, that was the hope, anyway…

      

    
  




    6. Meet the Family

    
       February 5th

      After so much taijutsu-focused training, grinding away at D-ranks, and just basic training, his team gave a very belated celebration that they would be moving toward ninjutsu and other relevant exercises. Even if Genin said otherwise, they would be lying if they said learning new jutsu wasn’t exciting. Tobio wasn’t any more immune to this excitement than the rest of his team.

      In the anime and manga, there were all sorts of fantastical jutsu that were thrown around. Later on in the story, most of those were the reason why Naruto got memed into oblivion for being about punch-wizards, and not without reason. You had massive, elemental cataclysms being inflicted by brooding, emotional shinobi fighting for their ideals. It was hard for a reputation like that not to form…

      And for Tobio not to be a little interested in joining their ranks. If he was going to reach the peak of this world, there was no way he could do it without adding to his roster of jutsu. The academy jutsu were useful but limited in how far they could take someone on their own.

      Which meant that he needed to expand upon when he already knew.

      The three of them were practically bouncing with excitement when they met up with their sensei. Even if he tried to hide it, the man wasn’t that far from their own enthusiastic levels. “Are the three of you ready?”

      “Hell yeah!” Hibachi nodded, smiling wide.

      “This month, I’m going to leave the choice of what to learn to you,” he explained, glancing between the three of them. “But if I’m not satisfied you’re making appropriate progress here, I reserve the right to restrict or curtail your learning in this regard.”

      That dampened their spirits a little, but it wasn’t a position to take without merit. If they couldn’t keep up with the workload on top of their other training, then they weren’t ready to learn it.

      “First up is more of a technique to improve your chakra control, and mobility, than a ‘true’ jutsu.” Tekuno walked over to a nearby tree, before placing his foot on the surface and merely walking up it.

      Even knowing that the tree-climbing technique was a thing, it was hard to parse the sheer strangeness of seeing a man defy gravity like that. Up he went, looking down at his surprised Genin. “The tree-climbing technique is crucial for mobility and, when mastered, can be segued into a few different kinds of improvements. But mostly, it’s useful for chakra control.”

      “That’s chakra adhesion!” Ami exclaimed, pointing to their sensei. “It can also be used for walking on water.”

      “Ami is indeed correct, though you’re far from that much.” Hopping down, he glanced back at the group. “It’ll open up options for the three of you that didn’t exist before.”

      “Moving on, we’ve got some genjutsu. The first is the Demonic Illusion: Hell Viewing Technique. Given that it subjects you to your greatest fear, I’m not enough of an asshole to subject three Genin to it without asking first. If none of you want to learn it, I’m not going to hold it against you.”

      None of them seemed keen to jump on that one. Compared to the utility of walking up surfaces with ease, none of them were that eager to delve into genjutsu. At least, none of them wanted to be tortured to learn it.

      “Maybe not this one, sensei?” Tobio lightly suggested.

      He shrugged. “Like I said, not the easiest one for Genin to pick up. Temporary Paralysis Technique is a little easier, though, and not as horrifying. Willing to be a volunteer, Tobio?”

      Well… he wasn’t eager to be subjected to whatever messed up visions the genjutsu might inflict. But, he was willing to take one for the team. “…Yeah, alright…”

      Running his hands through a flurry of signs, their sensei projected out the genjutsu. And then immediately, Tobio was yanked to the ground. Or, dropped, under the weight of felt like heavy chains pulling him down.

      “The Temporary Paralysis Technique is one of the easiest genjutsu for a Genin to learn,” Tekuno explained as Tobio tried and failed to break out of the bindings that held him down. He was doing a good job straining, but not quite freeing his body from the earth. “To be clear, this is a jutsu based entirely on your skill level. It’ll be useful for capturing or debilitating a target well past your Genin years.”

      Releasing the jutsu, Tobio could struggle back to his feet, rolling his shoulders lightly. “Thank you for the demonstration, Tobio.”

      “Pick Hibachi or Ami next time…” Tobio grumbled, though there wasn’t any real heat in his words.

      Chuckling softly, their sensei moved on. “Next up, we’ve got the Body Flicker Technique.” Making the Tiger hand seal, Tekuno disappeared, before appearing in another spot. Almost like teleportation.

      “All about high-speed movement, so fast that it’s nearly instantaneous. Not the most exciting jutsu, but the real restraints are chakra cost and how much information you can parse when moving that fast.”

      Hibachi’s thinned at those words. “What do you mean by information you can parse?”

      Tekuno sighed, as he visibly tried to think about how explain it. “You’re moving at speeds the human mind isn’t used to moving to, not at the outset. Getting used to learning it well, is the work of years at times. Unless you’re a prodigy like Shisui of the Body Flicker.”

      That name sounded familiar… “Shisui?” Tobio asked.

      “A former Uchiha Jōnin. The guy was a legend, total prodigy in every sense of the word. He could move so fast with it, it looked like he had afterimages in his wake.” Tekuno sighed wistfully at those words. “The rest of us are only so lucky as to get creative with the smoke we put out with the jutsu by pushing out elements.”

      It was a jutsu that would demand a lot from him, though it wasn’t without its merits for sure.

      “The last one I’ve got for you is simple, but it does develop into other evolutions. Manipulated Shuriken Technique is ninja wire with a shuriken, allowing you to guide the path after it’s thrown. If you’re excellent, you can do it with many other weapons.” Pausing, the man scratched his chin lightly. “This is a favorite of mine, but don’t be biased by that.”

      “…Are you going to judge us if we don’t pick it?” Ami asked.

      Suspiciously, their sensei glanced away. “…No?” That felt like he would indeed judge his Genin, but all of them were polite enough not to call him out on the response immediately.

      All of the options were good, sensible, choices for starting jutsu. None of them were elemental, something he’d noted, but Tobio didn’t think many elemental jutsu started at D-rank. At least, he was aware of none off the top of his head.

      Given that this was a perfectly valid suite of options, he gave them all their due consideration. And in the end, he chose the ones that seemed the most ideal for him.

      Like Ami and Hibachi, he agreed that the Tree Climbing Technique was the next real step in their education. It was useful, improved their chakra control, and, most importantly, it was very, very cool to use.

      For the three of them, that was the most essential part.

      Learning how to do it was easier said than done, though. Tekuno’s instructions of pushing chakra to the feet was… difficult. For as long as they’d trained, their hands had been the primary direction they tended to push chakra. Or, mold it from, to perform the various jutsu that they were familiar with.

      Doing the same with their feet wasn’t just unusual, it was unnatural. The fact that it took them days to get start properly sticking to the trees was not all that surprising to Tekuno, since it was around that much time for himself as well. And once they managed to get a foot stuck, then came the next real challenge.

      Walking.

      They must have looked extraordinarily goofy as the days passed, clumsily walking up and down the trees. But day by day, little by little, they were eventually managing to accomplish it. Nobody would say it was perfect, or that their control of chakra was immaculate, but compared to how it was? The month was very, very good for the three Genin’s statistics there.

      It also came with a delightful surprise, too.

      [HIDDEN QUEST COMPLETED: IMPROVE CHAKRA CONTROL TO THE NEXT LEVEL.]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MINOR ERUDITION PERK.]​

      “The three of you are making pretty solid progress here,” Tekuno commented, beaming brightly. “I’m fairly pleased. That being said, it just means we can add a new dimension to our sparring sessions now…”

      “Oh Kami no…” Ami whispered.

      “How else are you going to nail this down?” The group’s sensei smiled, with an innocence that did not reach his eyes. “Don’t worry. It’ll be fun!”

      It was not fun. But, the new dynamic of combat was interesting and did force them to think in new ways. Even if the novelty of getting your ass beat upside down wore off startlingly quickly.

      On the other hand, he did manage to eke out some time learning another jutsu.

      The Body Flicker, while not the most combat-oriented by itself, was very useful. And something about it told him that there was… potential there. Something that could be combined with both his natural elemental affinity, and his Origin. After all, part of the jutsu was making an explosion in order to mask your movement.

      …What if Tobio weren’t trying to mask his movement at all, but make one merely to improve the speed?
The nice thing was that his frequent attempts to pull off the jutsu didn’t hurt him. He slammed his head into an awe-inspiring amount of trees, but Calcium kept him from being too hurt from his attempts. In the end though, he learned the Body Flicker Technique, pulling it off without ramming into anything.

      It wasn’t quite Mana Burst, but it’d do the trick in a pinch.

      More importantly, though, in his bedroom, he had another choice of perks to look into for his own future development.

       Alchemical Texts Fullmetal Alchemist These books are a primer to the art and science of alchemy. Anyone, even a child could get a good foundation just through these books alone. They also seem to grow more complex, varied, and complicated as you grow more and more skilled and learned in the art. Your origin has a great many memories of reading these books to get started(assuming you’re an alchemist). Sorcerer Generic Dungeon Crawler You have a larger-than-average pool of magical energy to draw on, and you can channel larger amounts of destructive energy with a greater degree of safety. You begin with knowledge of a low-damage but reliable offensive spell. Glyphs (Tier 1) The Owl House V1 Those weird drawings are not mere drawings, they are actually glyph language. Every titan possesses his/her own glyph language, the titan whose body makes up the residence of a civilization of demons and witches has his own glyph language, which you can learn if you want to. This option will either teach you his glyph language, or maybe one which belongs to your blood, in case you took the Titan Blood Perk. Using glyphs would allow even a Pure Human to use magic, since it can draw on an external source of magic. By drawing one of those glyphs, you can create a construct of its respective element. Bigger glyphs will have bigger effects and by mixing the four basic glyphs into different patterns, you would be able to do things like: becoming invisible, reducing the impact while falling and executing teleportation. You start out knowing two of the basic glyphs, allowing you to produce simple constructs made of two of the four basic elements.

      This was an interesting divergence set of choices. One of them was very much focused on his own personal power. But he got the feeling that the other two could be taught to other people. Which… could have some interesting consequences, depending on who managed to learn the knowledge.

      Under normal circumstances, he would have been happy to try and pick up the broader knowledge provided by both Alchemical Texts and Glyphs. They were basically both a brand new kind of fūinjutsu, capable of things the existing brands weren’t. The only thing that stopped him was the dangers of information contagion.

      Having a bunch of texts lying around that he wouldn’t always be able to protect felt like… trouble. Especially if someone like Orochimaru got his hands on them. There were plenty of loud disclaimers against human transmutation in Fullmetal Alchemist, but it felt like the pedo-snake might just take that as a challenge.

      A shiver rolled down his spine at the notion of what he might be able to get up, with that knowledge. Danzo’s own potential with it was admittedly lesser, but still a concern.

      Glyphs, meanwhile, weren’t a danger by themselves. The knowledge would be entirely inside his head. He couldn’t ensure that the knowledge would stay solely in the heads of anyone else he taught. There was only so much harm anyone could do with only two glyphs, but it was harder to justify to himself. At least, when compared to the immediate and enticing lure of Sorcerer.

      It didn’t matter how good of a shinobi you were, or how excellent your chakra control was, if you didn’t have an overall pool worth a damn. Something that would immediately bring him on par with the clan kids, if not better, was worth that investment. Add in the fact that it effectively expanded his jutsu pool on the spot…

      Taking it was a no-brainer.

      Resolving himself to his choice, Tobio mentally selected the choice. Instantly, the white text disappeared, as he awaited the effects of his next perk.

      They started off subtly, as a feeling of pressure began to grow from inside of himself. From where? He could only assume it was the chakra pathway system, functionally a real biological system that was just as interwoven and interconnected to the rest of the body as anything else.

      They also were responsible for the creation of chakra. Connected to each cell in the body, physical energy was drawn out for the creation process. In taking Sorcerer, the entire process was refined to new levels. He could feel that pool only grow all the larger, almost uncomfortably so. It was like wearing a suit of clothes a size too small, even if that sensation began to fade as rapidly as it appeared.

      What was more unusual was the knowledge settling into his mind. It didn’t set his brain on fire, but it did feel like someone was creasing more wrinkles into Tobio’s mind. With each passing second, the peculiar chakra manipulation for a new and unfamiliar spell began to settle in.

      “Fire Release: First Burst…”

      The closest analog he had for the spell/jutsu hybrid was kind of like Bell’s Fireball from Danmachi. His affinity and Origin might boost it a little, but he’d need more testing to tell for sure. More importantly? It didn’t use any hand seals.

      Whoever he sparred with or fought with next was going to get a nasty surprise…

      For now though, it was a little too late to go rush out and practice the jutsu. As much as his burgeoning pyromaniac spirit wanted to rush outside, ever since he’d been transmigrated, the worth of getting a good night’s sleep had been impressed on him.

      And maybe he’d be able to use it to wipe that smirk off sensei’s face in a coming spar…

    
    

    
      February 21st

      Having an unexpected day off was rare under sensei’s tutelage. However, there were times when his duties took him away, and he’d usually grant the Genin under his command free time instead of sticking to the grueling regimen they’d been under. It was natural he used the day to sleep in, lounge in his room practicing his Tree Climbing Technique on the walls, and only emerged outside in the early afternoon.

      Walking around the markets of Konoha was a novel experience. Asian street food culture fundamentally differed from the more Westernized takes on fast food that he was used to. For one thing, they tended to be healthier and more affordable, which felt like a wombo combo if he’d ever heard of one. With the aroma of scents in the air, the mixed blood was mostly trying to figure out what he was going to end up chomping on before he saw something of interest in the crowd.

      It was Ami, looking decidedly bored, as she was dragged around by an older woman. A figure that looked pretty much like an older version of Ami, except with darker hair, a more motherly physique, and a perpetually cheery expression on her face. That last one, more than anything else, probably made them look all the more distinct.

      That was when the girl looked over the market, and made eye contact with Tobio. She froze, stiffening, eyes flicking back up to the woman at her side, and then back to Tobio. Ami tried to tug her away, yet it was too late. The damage was already done.

      Ami’s mother turned around, saw Tobio, and then saw how desperately Ami was trying to pull her away. There was a brief exchange of words between mother and daughter, but whatever was said only made the girl’s face sink even further. Then, she was half-dragging her daughter through the crowd toward him.

      In the abstract, Tobio knew his teammates had families. He was the outlier when it came to orphanhood for team eleven, a fact he didn’t focus on very much. But here and now, it made him feel very self-conscious the closer they got to him.

      Was his hair okay? Did he smell? What had Ami been telling her family about him, Hibachi, and their sensei?

      It felt like everything was swirling together in his head, the closer they got to him. Maybe it was unreasonable for a grown man in a kid’s body to be this worried about what his teammate’s parents thought of him.

      Up close and personal, Ami’s mother was much as he’d seen at a distance. She lacked her daughter’s petite athleticism, but they both shared hair, eye color, and slender, long digits. Her face had well-worn lines in it around the mouth, hinting at the type of person that either smiled or laughed a lot.

      “Hello! You must be Tobio-kun,” the woman greeted, beaming down at him. “I’m Kato Momo, Ami’s mother. She’s told me so much about you, and her team.”

      “Only good things, I hope?” Tobio asked, eyes flicking toward the fuming Ami.

      “I can read between the lines,” Momo shrugged. “My Ami’s never been one to be forthright with her feelings, so I appreciate you sticking through it with her.”

      Were these two really related? Tobio was doing his best to boggle at the woman, but she was… nice. And polite.

      “It’s no big deal,” he reassured her, smiling nervously. “Ami’s always got an upbeat and chipper attitude when we’re training, or on missions.”

      Lying, like a liar. He wasn’t sure her mother bought it either, but goddamnit, he was trying!

      “Okay, you said hi to my teammate,” Ami whined, trying to tug her mother away. “Can we go home already?”

      “And before I ask your teammate if he’d like to eat dinner with us?”

      If Ami was mortified before, she was even more flushed at that potential news. “O-Oh, I’m sure Tobio has to get home, doesn’t he?” There was something faintly in her eyes, that promised vengeance if he didn’t scram.

      On the other hand, having a proper homecooked meal for once was mighty enticing. “…What’s for dinner?”

      “I was going to make some Oden,” Momo explained, her eyes glinting with mischief. “Fish cakes, daikon radish, mochi rice cakes, boiled eggs, yonjac yams, and a little tofu, stewed in a light broth made up of soy sauce and dashi.”

      His stomach growled audibly, and while his face flushed, he did his best to try and keep his features straight. “I mean… it’d be rude to leave you to eat all that food by your lonesome. I suppose I could come and help out.”

      Yeah. Eating all their food out of the goodness of his heart. That was an excuse he could get behind.

      “Excellent!” Momo cheered.

      “Great,” Ami smiled. It was a stiff smile, with no real mirth reaching her eyes.

      “Oh, don’t be like that,” her mother whined, already beginning to tug along her daughter. “You know your father has wanted to meet your teammates for a while now.”

      “So he can give them the shovel talk?”

      Tobio blinked. “She’s not serious, is she?”

      “Not really,” Momo reassured him, which wasn’t entirely a no. She was guiding him into a part of Konoha that was primarily residential homes—simple, single-family dwellings, not the dense apartment blocks he lived in. Once again, this made him feel weirdly poor.

      Well, not weirdly poor. Tobio was appropriately poor for his circumstances. No one liked being reminded of how broke they were, though.

      As they entered, he took his shoes off at the door and followed the two Kato women inside. Right at the threshold, there were pictures of their happy, smiling family. Even Ami was smiling in those photos, though most of them was of a younger version of her.

      The man inside the pictures was absurdly photogenic. Tobio assumed that he was Ami’s father. While she didn’t take much after him in looks, he felt like she had taken after him regarding the little things. She had his smile, for example.

      Or the way her eyes crinkled at the corners when she was genuinely amused. It made Tobio wonder about his parents, whoever they were. Did he take after them unknowingly, slotted into this new body? More questions on questions, that he didn’t know if he’d ever get answered.

      “Well, I’m going to get started on dinner,” Ami’s mother cheerily stated, glancing down at her daughter. “You should give Tobio-san a tour, honey. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      He suspected Ami did not think it was nice, but the girl was smarter than that. Instead of voicing that in front of her mother, she nodded slowly. “Of course, Mom,” she sighed in resignation.

      Slowly, her mother disappeared from sight, likely heading into the kitchen to stow away their groceries. Ami instead fixed him with a stare, setting her hands on her hips.

      “…Did you have to accept her offer of dinner?”

      “It’s my personal policy to never refuse an offer of free food,” Tobio shamelessly admitted. “And outside of being at the orphanage, I don’t think I’ve had a proper homecooked meal in years.”

      Ami had the good sense to at least wince at those words, as his status as an orphan was brought up. “Okay, fair. Let’s start with the bathroom.”

      What followed was a rather short and sweet tour of their home. There was three bedrooms, one of which was currently being used for storage, but could quickly be adapted into a guest bedroom. Two bathrooms, though only one with a shower and tub. Most of the appliances felt old to me, but then I realized there was a purpose for that.

      Naruto began in 1999, so most of the technology shown in the universe reflects this. In fact, that single fact made many of the other anachronistic developments in the setting make far more sense. Even if there were weird outliers, like Orochimaru’s experiments or Amegakure.

      They continued on, stopping at her bedroom, and she paused. Tobio could almost see the gears turning in her head before she ultimately sighed and turned back to him.

      “If I show you my room, will you not tell Hibachi what’s inside? I’d never hear the end of it from him.”

      What was in there that might have her worried like that? In the end, he was curious enough to swear to that promise. “Honestly? Sure, I’ll keep it to myself.”

      Giving him a nod, she walked into her bedroom and he followed after. What he saw inside was… underwhelming. Maybe he shouldn’t have been expecting some great secret from a twelve-year-old’s bedroom, though.

      It was, all things considered, normal.

      The wallpaper was some hue of pink pastel, with a truly impressive amount of plushies on her bed. On the walls were posters for Yukie Fujikaze movies, with the leading lady doing a pretty good job of acting out some degree of emotion. Wasn’t that the chick from the Clash in the Land of Snow movie?

      Huh. He didn’t expect confirmation that the movies were dubiously canon to come out of nowhere.

      “Are you big fan of Fujikaze’s work?” His memories could only recall one of them, admittedly, but she’d been an actress for years.

      Guardedly, Ami slowly nodded. “She’s the preeminent acting talent of the age. The emotions she put into her performance in Under the Waning Moon were sublime.”

      “Probably not her best work. What was the one where she was an emperor’s new concubine, that had fallen in love with a eunuch…?”

      “Oh! That’s Jade and Malice. I thought she did a really good job capturing Himiko’s sort of angst over the comfort of being a concubine, but I still think I prefer Under the Waning Moon.”

      He shrugged. “I haven’t seen it.”

      Ami paused, jaw working back and forth, as she thought something over. Then, the girl spoke. “We have the VHS here. If you want to watch it, while we’re waiting for dinner to cook, at least.”

      Honestly? Tobio had been so focused on training, that he’d been kind of negligent in checking out the culture of the wider world. He still needed to read Icha Icha, for example, and missing out on these widely popular movies felt like he was missing out on something everyone was thrilled about.

      It was like Severance all over again when his friends kept telling him to watch it, and he never got around to it.

      “Sure.” This was the first friendly overture that Ami’s really made, and he’d be an idiot to reject it out of hand.

      That led into a flurry of movement, as Ami dragged him back to their living room. There was a boxy television sitting there, and an archaic VCR player, but before very long the two of them were seated there, as the movie began to play. Altogether, it was better than expected.

      The leading lady herself had a lot of range, in her role of a beleaguered noble lady of a house that’s fallen on hard times. With the main romance being between her, and a ruggedly handsome actor playing a samurai of much higher standing, there’s this interesting balance between what the main character must do for her house, and what she desires for love. The term didn’t exist in the shinobi nations, as far as he knew, but it was basically an oscar-bait film in a lot of respects.

      From start to finish, Ami was glued to the screen. In the beginning she was explaining different things to him, like the given research they did to make it as historically accurate as possible. That tapered off as the film continued, though, her interjections falling to the wayside in exchange for Ami’s own enraptured status.

      There were times when Tobio had forgotten his teammates were young, and this was one of those reminders of that fact.

      All the while, the scent of prepared food only grew all the stronger in the house. If he was peckish before, well, with the scrumptious smells wafting from the kitchen, Tobio was positively voracious now. He was almost curious to wander in and see how the cooking was going, but Ami was staring at him more than a little eagerly as the movie came to a close.

      “So? What did you think?”

      He frowned, reaching up to scratch at his chin as he tried to find the right words. “I’m not sure. I liked the conclusion since it was bittersweet, but I’d recognize if people didn’t enjoy that sort of thing.”

      “Yeah, the plot’s just okay,” she agreed. “I think the director had difficulty figuring out how they wanted the story to end. If it wasn’t for the acting, I don’t think the movie would have been half as good.”

      “Probably not my favorite film, though.”

      Her eyebrows raised. “What is your favorite movie?”

      “The Icha Icha adaption hasn’t been made yet, so I don’t think I have one yet.”

      Tobio couldn’t help saying those words. The withering stare she sent him made it painfully clear what Ami thought of his response. “…Isn’t that sensei’s porn book series?”

      “It’s romance,” he corrected.

      “Right,” she scoffed, shaking her head softly. Ami was gearing up to say more, but the sound of the front door opening interrupted it. Before long, a man came ambling into sight.

      Like the photos Tobio had seen, Ami didn’t take much after her father. His hair was dark, cut short, and he was a little hefty around the midsection where his wife and daughter were petite and slim. Tobio might have questioned if he was Ami’s father at all, if it hadn’t been for his expressions.

      When it came to their expressions, they were eerily similar. The big, welcoming smile on her face was like Ami’s writ large, as the man waved a hand Tobio’s way. “Hey there. I didn’t know we were gonna have guests for dinner today.”

      Standing up, Ami gestured over to the pony-tailed boy. “This is—”

      “Wait! Lemme guess… Tobio, right? He’s just like you described him.”

      Standing up himself, the Genin gave a little nod toward the older man. “Thank you for having me in your home. I hope you’ve only heard good things…?”

      “If you read between the lines of my daughter’s complaining, of course,” the man agreed readily. “I’m Daiki. It’s a pleasure to meet one of my daughter’s teammates.”

      The level of friendliness between Ami’s mother and now her father was throwing him for a loop. Did Ami miss whatever genes made you amiable? Maybe he was reading too much into it.

      At this point, her mother popped her head out of the kitchen, wearing a cooking apron. “You’re back! And right on time. Dinner’s just about done.”

      Time had flown by when he wasn’t paying direct attention to it. The movie had been a few hours long, and it’d been absorbing enough to suck Tobio in. At least to the point where the passage of time had passed him by.

      “We can talk more around the dinner table, eh?” Daiki suggested, as the four of them began to move to the table. Momo was already beginning to set out food, and for his part, Tobio was the height of politeness by not actively drooling out of his mouth.

      It was the sort of spread that he just didn’t have the knowhow to cook. Boiling rice and grilling fish was simple, but anything more advanced than that was getting into the territory of Japanese-style cooking that he just didn’t know how to make.

      With his small plate, he took a few choice pieces for himself, and began to nibble. There were a lot of things he’d expected tofu to taste like, but apparently being soaked in broth did wonders for the flavor profile. It was rich, savory, and almost made him moan in delight as he chewed happily, along with Ami and Daiki.

      Momo watched the three other figures chow down for a few moments herself, beaming at the looks of pure delight they all had at their various items. Then, she dove in, and began to eat eagerly in her own right. Though, it wasn’t long before conversation began to spring up once more.

      “So, Tobio! Tell us something about yourself, please?” Daiki asked, shooting the boy a smile. “If you listen to my daughter tell it, you’re oh so strong, and faster than lightning, but I’m sure there’s more than just your capability in a fight to you.”

      “Dad!”

      “What?” He shamelessly shrugged, even if there was a glint of amusement in his eyes. “It’s not my fault you seemed impressed with his physical prowess.”

      “Mostly? I think I’m kind of boring,” Tobio admitted. “I train like a maniac, but I do like sitting back and watching television. I’ve also wanted to take up cooking, but my apartment’s not built for it.”

      “Mm, that can be a problem,” Daiki nodded knowingly. “I lived in a bachelor’s apartment when I first moved to Konoha. If I’d never met Momo, I would have starved to death by now.”

      There was a decidedly smug satisfaction on Momo’s face at those words. “As long as you know it, dear.”

      “What about you two?” Tobio asked, glancing between Ami’s parents. “May I ask what you do for a living?”

      Daiki gently pointed to himself. “I’m an electrician. It’s not very flashy work, but it is steady, especially with so many old buildings needing updating.”

      “And I’m a part-time tailor,” Momo continued. “Full-time mother and housewife, though.”

      Tobio wouldn’t be so foolish as to look down on a housewife. Caring for a home could genuinely be a full-time job, depending on the size of the house and the family. It wasn’t something he could see for himself, yet he wouldn’t begrudge anyone who chose that path.

      “I learned how to tailor from her,” Ami explained, gesturing toward her own typical clothing style.

      Her mother nodded, eyes drifting toward her daughter’s outfit. “Speaking of tailoring, you’ve grown a little. We’ll need to refit your yukata, won’t we?”

      Ami brightened at the thought, beaming at her mother. “I got curvier?”

      “Taller, I’m afraid,” her mother stated, chuckling softly at her daughter’s crestfallen expression. “Don’t worry. You’ll grow up in your own time.”

      Changing the subject might be better. He glanced toward Ami and gave her a tentative smile. “Do you take commissions on outfits or clothing? I’ve been thinking of redoing my own style, admittedly.”

      His standard fit was good for training, but it was bland enough to leave something to be desired.

      “You’d trust me to make you clothes?” Ami asked, and for the first time since he’d met her, she seemed genuinely surprised. Off-kilter, even.

      “Of course,” he nodded. “Out of the three of us on the team, you’re the one with the best sense of fashion. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

      Tobio couldn’t remember much about his past life. He knew enough to be confident that the man he’d been before had absolutely no sense of taste and style. Jeans and a hoodie had been acceptable attire for nearly every occasion outside of funerals and job interviews.

      Now, if only he could figure out what he’d said that was making her flush. Daiki and Momo were even chuckling softly, shaking their heads as the two of them ate in earnest.

      “W-Well, that’s understandable.” Ami smiled back, an interested gleam entering her eyes. Gradually, she looked him up and down, gears turning in her head. “I might be able to work something out. You’re incredibly fit, so a lot of stuff—”

      She stopped, before clearing her throat and averting her eyes. “…Anyway, what I’m saying is that you’ve got options. I’ll draw up some sketches for the future.”

      From there, the rest of the evening passed by in relative peace. The conversation wasn’t quite as notable, but everyone happily ate from the hot Oden with a relish. If Tobio just so happened to eat more than anyone else at the table combined, they were polite enough not to say anything.

      As the night wound down, he found himself at the front door of their home, Ami standing across from him. Daiki was off helping his wife clean up, while their daughter saw her teammate off.

      “…It wasn’t that bad to have you over for dinner,” she admitted.

      He smirked. “Not that bad, huh? Can I expect another invitation anytime soon? The food was delicious.”

      Rolling her eyes, Ami crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Maybe. My mom will probably be on my back to invite Hibachi for dinner, and honestly…”

      She grimaced, but Tobio didn’t think it would be bad. Out of the three of them, Hibachi was the one with the most common sense. That would be his bet, if he had to be honest about it. He’d probably get along just fine with her parents, some of the nicest people he’d met.

      How Ami came from them was a little bit of a mystery. However, he’d be generous and say that hanging out with Ami hadn’t been… that bad. Almost kind of interesting to see another side of her.

      “Well, I’ll have to return the favor and take you to dinner sometime.”

      She paused, squinting at him. “Don’t you mean take my family out to dinner?”

      He paused, thought over his words, and saw how they could be misconstrued. “Yeah, that. Unless you were jonesing to take me out on a date.”

      At that notion, she genuinely scoffed. “In your dreams. You’d be lucky to take me out on a date.”

      “Hey, I’m a real catch!” Tobio chuckled, raising up an arm and flexing, letting his biceps bulge ever so slightly. “What’s with that attitude?”

      It may have just been his imagination, but her eyes stuck to his muscles for a little longer than he would have expected. Yeah, he was reading too much into that one. Did girls this young even check out a guy’s muscles? Nah.

      This definitely wouldn’t become a formative core memory for her.

      “S-Shut up, you… thug! You Oni!” Ami exclaimed, beginning to shut the door. “R-Right when you were getting ahead!”

      Tobio’s faint chuckles continued back home, as he settled into his apartment with a belly full of good food. For the first time, he felt like he had a better idea of who his teammates were.

      Hopefully, she’d be less snippy and prickly in their team training in the future…

      As the month ended, everyone’s new skills solidified into their general skill base. For Tobio, it had been a remarkably fruitful month, even if his system hadn’t developed much. But it was likely for the best. Getting used to a sizable boost in his chakra reserves had taken a little getting used to, though he suspected his sensei had noticed that he was able to shoot out a lot more jutsu than before.

      But March was right around the corner, and it was time to get his training priorities set for the month ahead. He had jutsu he could learn or expand on, more physical training, just… so many options, pulling at his time and energy.

      Well. There was no point complaining about it at this point. He’d went out of his way to succeed and get trained under Tekuno-sensei. Best to make the most of it while he could.

      

    
  




    7. Explosive Testing

    
       March 4th

      Tobio had a little problem. He wanted to show off Fire Burst, but there was the simple reality that his sensei had not taught him a roughly D-ranked elemental jutsu. That one would be a little awkward to explain, though. In his defense, he was reasonably sure that the jutsu was closer to a form of pure chakra manipulation, such as the Rasengan, than a proper hand-sealed jutsu.

      He had a wealth of other options for jutsu to pick up too, at least from the D-ranked selection that his sensei had available for him. Technically, he was already 3/10ths of the way to completing that existing quest, so he just needed seven more equivalent jutsu to finish it out.

      Between the Manipulated Shuriken, Shadow Shuriken, Hell Viewing, and Temporary Paralysis Techniques, they’d all be solid enough to help him with making that progress. Hell, with his existing chakra reserves, he had more leeway than ever to practice, which went a long way toward helping him reach parity with his peers on other teams.

      But, there was something niggling at the back of his mind the more he thought about the jutsu he’d learned the month before: The Body Flicker.

      Many shinobi had made their own adaptations of the technique itself. It was so straightforward that doing so wasn’t all that onerous. But something about the initial creation of smoke, that explosion, kept tugging him back to it.

      When combined with the pure chakra manipulation of Fire Burst, an idea began to percolate inside Tobio—abandoning any conception of stealth, subtlety, or modesty in the original Body Flicker Technique in exchange for pure, unrelenting speed. It would not be the most elegant jutsu in existence, and in fact, he was heavily relying on his Origin to make it work.

      But he felt that it might be seriously feasible. Unfortunately, choice paralysis was a real thing, and he found himself gridlocked when it came to his direction. His teammates did not have the same level of indecision as the mixed blood Genin.

      After the two of them had spent the month before nailing the basics of the Tree-Climbing Technique, Ami and Hibachi dived headfirst into their own choice jutsu they wanted to focus on.

      Like many kunoichi before her, Ami had a slight inclination toward yin chakra. So, she leaned into it, and petitioned Tekuno to learn both of the genjutsu that he knew.

      “Are you sure?” The older man asked, his face full of mild worry. “In order for you to properly learn a genjutsu, you usually need to be put under one. Maybe multiple times, until you can get it to click.”

      “I’m sure,” Ami confirmed. “If we’re being honest, I don’t know if I’ll ever be anything but okay at taijutsu. Eventually I’d like to pick up a weapon to correct my deficiency, but for now, having some real trump cards in my arsenal is more valuable.”

      He sighed, shaking his head slowly. “You’re not wrong. It’s just… not going to be comfortable.”

      Tekuno wasn’t lying, either. The first few days of her being subjected to Hell Viewing had Tobio and Hibachi’s training intermittently interrupted by a shrill, horrified screaming off in the woods. Whatever she was seeing, with the given purpose of those techniques, had to be pretty shitty.

      Bit by bit, though, when it was finished, Ami was fully capable of using both of the jutsu. Just her usage of the Temporary Paralysis Technique was usually enough to extremely hamper Hibachi’s movements in a spar, whereas against Tobio…

      “Why do you have so much chakra?!” She whined, as he slammed his larger against her genjutsu. It was unfair, when he could Kai his way out of just about anything she threw at him in the beginning.

      Shrugging sheepishly, he glanced away from her. “Sorry?”

      Ami gave him a mulish look, frowning softly. “Don’t apologize. It just means you’ve volunteered to be my training dummy for this technique.”

      …Not that it ended up hampering him in the end, but it was a good time by all.

      Meanwhile, Hibachi took a very different tact from Ami. He had little to no interest in genjutsu at all, and instead picked up the Body Flicker Technique and the Manipulated Shuriken Technique. The first didn’t take that long to train, though with the latter, he ended up having to practice with a shuriken on a string until he figured it out.

      As the days went by, Hibachi grew more comfortable with the trick, until he was spinning the shuriken like a yo-yo, drawing it back and forth in some simple exercises to get used to maneuvering it around.

      But as for Tobio…

      Ultimately, the Shadow Shuriken technique wasn’t the most flashy, but it was useful. It could be expanded to include most other types of projectiles, such as kunai, senbon, or other esoteric throwing weapons that one might encounter in the field. While it was a little more complex than he’d usually go for, he’d the drive to learn more jutsu if it meant he could complete another quest.

      And the face of the first person that fell for it would be priceless.

      He ended up having running competitions with Hibachi, where they used blunted shuriken, trying to hit each other in a running battle through the training grounds. Tobio had the advantage of flat out larger chakra reserves, allowing him to be considerably more aggressive with his tactics. Hibachi, on the other hand, was better about using the Manipulated Shuriken Technique in conjunction with the Shadow Shuriken to catch him off guard.

      Out of the two of them, his teammate was better at shurikenjutsu, and tended to win more often than not.

      The Manipulated Shuriken Technique was much the same as the Shadow Shuriken, in that it was a springboard for better jutsu. In fact, their sensei had been happy to inform them that he knew some of the evolutions and derived jutsu from it, so it was something to keep in mind. Like most of the more finicky techniques that used ninja wire, bringing it out to its fullest potential was a matter of ingenuity and invention than anything else.

      Yet the real jutsu that he was the proudest of, was the one he engineered by himself.

      If Tobio gave up pretty much any sort of control other than picking a direction, he could turn himself into a rocket. Paired with the right weapon, or just using his body, he could slam into a target much, much faster than any Genin ought to. Or, more accurately, most shinobi.

      By no means was it subtle, but then again, neither was his Origin. Now, it was just a matter of testing it out.

      “Hey, sensei!” Tobio called, getting Tekuno’s attention. “Can you take me to the hospital if this goes wrong?”

      “Excuse me?” His sensei exclaimed, appropriately alarmed, as one of the children under his remit started to do something incredibly stupid.

      Before his sensei, or anyone else, could ask any follow-up questions, he executed his jutsu.

      Tiger, to snake, and then ram.

      For a singular, breathless second, nothing happened. And then his chakra moved, like never before, as he felt himself stretch out and connect for his existential reason for existing on this planet. It was a strange sort of feeling, but even stranger when he felt a sort of conceptual approval, before in that next second light bloomed underneath him.

      …Perhaps he should have done more research on jutsu creation before he did this.

      To call his speed blindingly fast was an understatement. He barely had any idea of where he was going, besides forward, as the explosion underneath him launched Tobio forward. It was terrifying and exhilarating in equal measure, right up until he hit the first tree.

      And kept going.

      “Ohmyfuckingo—”

      It was a small tree, which was why his dense, durable body didn’t stop there. Instead, it kept going, splinters of wood in his skin as he impacted the second tree. Chunks of the tree went flying, as it managed to retard his speed, and Tobio crumpled to the ground.

      Bruised. Blooded. Aching, though miraculously unbroken, for reasons he could only attribute to Calcium keeping his stupidly thick skull from cracking like an egg.

      With a wide grin plastered across his face, he lay at the foot of the tree. Even with all of the injuries that were scattered across his body, it was definitely worth it. Though personally, Tobio could have done without the harsh, scathing lecture that came from Kanden-sensei as he rushed to his side.

      [HIDDEN QUEST COMPLETED: CREATE YOUR FIRST JUTSU!]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MINOR ARTIFICE PERK.]​

      Nevermind, the scolding was worth it.

      On the bright side? He got out of practice early for that day, and ran home after being patched up to crack open his new perk. To call his avarice for new perks greedy was underselling how excited he tended to get. Each one tended to be an upgrade to his capabilities, one way or another.

      Back on his bed, he let that charge inside of his soul spin up once more. It was time to see what he got…

       Dancing Revenant Dark Souls 3 There’s something distinctively wrong with the way you’re able to move, how you’re able to carry yourself. It may, perhaps, be rooted in some vital human quality, but that isn’t something to concern yourself with. Your unnatural movements are a product of the world’s loosened hold on your form, such that falling or maintaining your balance are less of a concern now. You fall a bit slower, and when jumping you get more hang time. Additionally, as long as at least one foot is firmly on the ground, you may contort, twist, lean and bend in whichever direction or way you wish without concern of falling or tipping over. Enemies will be end up perplexed by your impossible movements when you get used to this. Tier One Talisman Endless Legend A magical necklace that provides bonus depending on the material used.
 Iron: Increases the speed the wearer covers ground at roughly double the speed. This does not increase overall agility or reflexes, just how quickly they can chew through distance. Dust: Grants the wearer regeneration. Bruises vanish in hours, not days, broken bones heal in days, not weeks. Titanium: Fortifies the mind and resolve, helping to resist morale shaking effects and mind control. Glassteel: Helps the wearer predict flight paths and improves over all accuracy. Go from a fifty cent piece to a quarter. Choose one. Beniemiya Fate/Legends — The land of The Rising Sun It might just be something in the water, both what you’re drinking and what you serve to the guests that adore ever meal you make. You’re a savant when it comes to making meals, not just limited to Eastern dishes either. With a little experimentation, you can make almost anything into a mouth-watering feast for both the tastebuds and the eyes. The real problem isn’t making a good meal but keeping all these greedy pigs from eating you out of house and home. Don’t even try making hamburgers around any blonde ladies, it never ends well.

      Now, while cooking good food is a prize well worth it, you do also have a more useful aspect here. By channeling magical energy into your tools and ingredients as you work, you’re able to ‘enchant’ the meal with a variety of useful effects. A hearty beef stew that lets a warrior heal their wounds much faster than normal, sugary sweets that give people the speed of the wind, a mighty hamburger that temporarily bulges the muscles to greater heights. Even negative effects are possible, if you want to taint your food that way. They only last for a temporary period and the effects tend to be fairly weak without a lot of mana put in but it makes your food all the more popular.

      …He squinted at some of these options, but especially the last one. It felt like the system might have been taunting him, after that yummy meal he’d eaten at the Kato residence.

      As usual, his selections for the perks were unanimously good. A Tier One Talisman, even as weak as he suspected they might be in comparison to other their upgrades… was still an insane pick. Considering the various powers that they held.

      Each of them, even if he only got one, would be worthy of becoming a clan relic. That was how busted they were conceptually, and admittedly, they’d be worth handing to his teammates. Admittedly, it just didn’t have legs in the long run, though. Not compared to the other two perks.

      Dancing Revenant meanwhile, was something that would affect every aspect of his fighting style moving forward. It wasn’t as dramatic a shift as Calcium; he’d be willing to admit that much. But, it wasn’t as crazily unique as the last of the bunch.

      Tobio missed pizza, chicken alfredo pasta, tequila, french fries, and far more besides. He missed all the delicious meals he used to cook back home, and more besides. Just the raw cooking knowledge might have tipped him over the edge, but the magical benefits of Beniemiya could not be overstated.

      It wasn’t so much a singular technique, as it was an entirely new way to infuse food with magical energy. Making people fight harder, heal faster, or even more useful for their ends… helping the team train. At least, he thought he might be able to hand them a very, very tiny training multiplier.

      With that in mind, he settled down to confirm that choice. Bit by bit, he could feel the hollow inside of himself expand once more, as knowledge trickled into his brain. Most of it being surprisingly mundane in nature.

      How to properly slice vegetables, steep tea, and the principles of fermentation of alcohol. Or how to tell the difference between a well-done and medium rare strip steak. It was a wealth of knowledge on just about anything that could tangentially be referred to as cooking. Hell, he even understood how to butcher and break down game, which felt like a freebie across the board.

      The more complex portion of the perk came with infusing magical energies into food. That was a process where intent was more important than the actual foods created, guiding the forces involved to highly specific ends. Although the quality and ingredients could definitely result in very different outcomes, depending on what was used in the recipes.

      Making something that could help his teammates either have more energy, or compound their training? That was a lot easier to see, depending on how he wanted to handle it. Making alcoholic brew with magical potency was beyond his reach for right now, if only he needed to infuse the given food items with energy during the entire process.

      Frustrating, but he wouldn’t give up on his supernatural liquor quite yet.

    
    

    
      March 13th

      Sitting in the clearing of training ground four with their sensei, Ami and Tobio were paying rapt attention to the man. Tekuno had laid out a few different pieces of delicate scrollwork but currently had them practicing their calligraphy. It turned out that it did have a value, beyond making kids pull out their hair at the academy.

      “The sealing arts are one of the most ancient methods for using chakra,” Tekuno lectured, as his eyes carefully tracked their brushstrokes. “In terms of utility, few other disciplines are nearly as venerable amongst shinobi.”

      Like trapmaking. Hibachi had been turned lose to the woods around them, trapping them to his heart’s content, provided none of them were lethal. The training was making their way home through the training grounds at the end of the day, and either getting caught in his traps, or making it through.

      It was… an unorthodox way of going about things, but Tobio couldn’t find it in himself to criticize the practice. And Hibachi seemed relatively happy with the set-up, so what was he going to complain about?

      Ranging back to their own practice, Ami had the better calligraphy work, though Tobio was faster at writing overall. Apparently, with sufficient chakra control and skill, someone could just slap down a seal with ink and blood, no brushwork involved. Given that their sensei was not that talented, it was a skill they’d likely have to develop on their own if they wanted to.

      “But, with all of that said… it’s also a very finicky art,” he continued.

      “Is that why we’re starting with calligraphy?” Tobio asked. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t understand why. Compared to the other things they’d been doing, though, this was very slow and methodical.

      He wasn’t the type of guy that needed some action, it was just that… he had a lot more energy than most to burn off.

      Ami was the one to answer this question by his side, as she gently made sweeping strokes with her brush. “Even getting the smallest part of a seal wrong can change the function of the fūinjutsu that follows.”

      Her piercing eyes were locked to the scroll in front of her. There was something oh so mesmerizing about the gentle slopes and twists of her digits, as they effortlessly swept across the surface of the scroll. More than anything else though—

      “How are you so good at this already?” Tobio asked, squinting over at the girl.

      “Kunoichi classes,” Tekuno and Ami answered in unison, glancing at each other in surprise, before she nodded at him.

      Nodding back, Tekuno turned toward Tobio. “Kunoichi learn a few arts like flower arrangements, comportment, and calligraphy, which tends to put them ahead of the curve compared to male shinobi in that regard. The fact that more women don’t learn fūinjutsu straight out of the academy has always been a mystery to me.”

      “Because, if we’re being honest, the opening stages are easy,” the sole girl in the clearing guessed. “But how many shinobi take an interest in learning more than the basics of explosive tags and storage seals?”

      Given the grimace that came from their sensei, they didn’t need an answer for that. It was evident enough from his response that most shinobi didn’t need more than those two. Even in what he remembered watching, while the usages of sealing were pretty vast, it was a technical field in a profession where physical prowess was more valued.

      People not prioritizing it as much as the ability to slit throats and dodge jutsu made complete sense. It sucked for the branch as a whole, but it made sense.

      “Even storage seal is a bit of a misnomer,” Tekuno explained further.

      That even had Tobio’s eyebrows raising, as he stopped his writing and crossed his arms in front of his chest. “How so?” Did fanfiction lie to him?

      “Technically, there’s two distinct techniques at play here. The Enclosing Technique is used to stow away objects, though with some modification, you can put jutsu and living things into them as well.”

      Something about that sounded a little familiar. Wasn’t putting jutsu into scrolls a Boruto thing? He’d assumed that was something unique to that incredibly divisive sequel, yet apparently not.

      “Why don’t tons more shinobi store away jutsu for future use?” Tobio asked, his focus not as turned toward his scroll anymore. Not when he had ideas spinning in the back of his head.

      “One, it requires a level of fūinjutsu prowess that most people don’t possess. Two, it’s usually something that requires a bit of preparation ahead of time to unleash the stored jutsu.” Tekuno shrugged. “For that reason, it’s not particularly popular as a method.”

      Huh. Neat.

      The lectures continued on, as they learned about the reverse of the Enclosing Technique, the Unsealing Technique. Those two served as the foundational elements for Konoha’s entire sealing style, which itself was descended from Uzumaki Mito, wife of the first Hokage. It was, all things considered, a rather informative series of lessons on the fundamentals of the sealing arts.

      He wasn’t sure if this was for him in the long run, but the basics were still very, very useful to pick up as time went on. Especially when they got to explosive tags.

      Tekuno-sensei was a little too excited about teaching them to set up explosive tags.

      He was almost like an evangelist, as he espoused the strengths of explosive tags. They didn’t fail to explode in the rain, like certain blackpowder weapons. If you set them up correctly, you could explode them in sequence, trick your foes with fake tags, or even attach them to all manner of ranged projectiles.

      When used right, they could be the center of someone’s entire combat style. Hell, he even began to talk about the unique kinds of explosions that you could shove into them, whether that be paint bombs, smoke bombs, or more besides. There was a dreamy, fond element in his eyes when he spoke about putting them on traps, that reached a reverent level that made Ami and Tobio swap concerned glances.

      It was… worrying, that Tekuno-sensei was that obsessed with them. Then again, Tobio didn’t think a jōnin could reach that rank without having a few screws loose. All in all, if their sensei was just a little more obsessed with the virtues of committing unspeakable war crimes with trapping the bodies of his enemy’s fallen comrades…

      …Well, they just kept their opinions to themselves and kept on scribbling kanji.

      By the midpoint of the month, though, the two of them were making pretty solid progress when it came to their calligraphy. At the very least, their sensei proclaimed them capable enough for the basic seals he wanted to teach them. So, before long Ami and Tobio were capable of the wombo combo of the Enclosing and Release Techniques, along with the creation of Explosive Tags.

      “Passable,” he commented, looking at the finished products from the two Genin. “They could be better, but for the fundamentals… they’ll do.”

      Altogether, it felt like Tobio’s eclectic mix of skills was coming together. He had power in spades. Now it was just a matter of refining all that vast potential into something truly formidable.

      

    
  




    8. Bros Before Hoes

    
       March 17th

      Bit by bit, Tobio could feel his own taijutsu prowess beginning to rise. Given that Ami and Hibachi had their own areas of focus that month, and full plates, that meant that he was subjected to the entirety of Tekuno-sensei’s attention. Whether that was good or not was a little subjective.

      On one hand, he was getting the stuffing beaten out of him, day in and day out. He was walking home with bruises and aches that he didn’t even know someone could get. Oh, his sensei was a smart bastard, who always seemed to know just what limits Tobio had in terms of how much he could take.

      It would have been annoying, if it wasn’t so goddamn true.

      On the other hand, it was good to be pushed to his limits. To be forced to engage muscles that he would have never thought to use, in his old life. Hour by hour, knowing that his full potential was being brought to the surface. With each drop of sweat and blood that hit the dirt, whatever weakness existed in him was being painstakingly removed.

      What was being forged and left behind was something harder, firmer, and far more dangerous. He wasn’t at that invisible checkpoint where everything just clicked, though. Just like Tekuno had told him, his gains were beginning to slow down, bit by bit. The gulf between one stage and another was bigger than he would have expected, much to his chagrin.

      That was what he realized after the end of another training session with his sensei, hands on his knees as he let out ragged breaths. Sweat drenched his forehead, as Tobio glanced up at Tekuno… who was barely even winded. That bastard.

      For someone carrying around as much weight as he was, he shouldn’t have been able to move that quickly. What made it worse was that Tobio knew that this wasn’t even his sensei’s specialty. If they’d gone at each other with weapons in hand, the defeat would have felt even worse.

      Painfully, it served as another reminder that he hadn’t even begun to reach the true heights of this world. There were old monsters lurking out there that would have made Tekuno look like a joke, some of them in this very village. More than anything else, that might have been enough to drive him on even further.

      Knowing that until he’d reached that peak, he’d never really be safe.

      As self-destructive as the thought was, he knew he’d never be able to stop. An ignition didn’t stop until it was out of fuel to burn, and he’d immolate himself alive on the alter of his own ambitions. When the alternative was putting his fate in the hands of others, well…

      Anything else just wasn’t acceptable.

      “You’re making progress,” Tekuno chimed in, inspecting his raggedly breathing student. “But it’s slowed down. Not that we didn’t expect that…”

      “After the strides I was making before, it’s a little annoying,” Tobio readily admitted.

      His sensei shrugged. “That’s just how it goes sometimes. On the better news, I will have some training weights for you next month, if you’re ready to start using them.”

      One of the most iconic scenes in Naruto history was Rock Lee taking off his training weights. He didn’t think he was quite on Lee’s level yet, but he couldn’t be that far off, and the weights would be good to help him close the gap. “Is there a catch?”

      “Well, they’re gonna be sealed weights,” Tekuno explained. “Not something you can take off that easily in the heat of battle, but the gains you’ll receive will definitely be increased, the more weights you wear. It’ll also be something that’ll drag you down in a fight, if you end up fighting in them.”

      So, unsurprisingly, there were drawbacks. Lee did basically have a big-ass lull in the fight that allowed him to take his own off, in the story. If Gaara hadn’t been so utterly arrogant, he likely would have attacked Lee during that point.

      “I guess I’ll make a decision on how much I’ll be wearing closer to that point,” he shrugged. “Cool-down exercises to finish up?”

      “You know it. I’m gonna go check on Hibachi and Ami. You’re fine for now?”

      “Yeah.” Or, at the very least, he would be, if given time. His progress physically had slowed, but he was still making headway in other regards. Hopefully, that was enough to see him through the challenges to come.

    
    

    
      March 21th

      It was one of those rare days when Tekuno-sensei just didn’t have time for the group. They didn’t happen too often, but they weren’t begrudging the fact that the man had other responsibilities that he did need to take care of, at times. If anything, it was probably for the best that the Genin did experience some time off to themselves.

      Though as usual, it did leave Tobio somewhere in the lurch.

      Ami was off doing her own thing, his sensei was gone, and that just meant that it left him and Hibachi standing there awkwardly, in the training grounds they usually monopolized. He hadn’t spent a great deal of time around the beanie-wearing kid, though not for any real reason. Things had just… never really lined up for the two of them to hang out.

      “Got any plans for the day?” Tobio asked, shoving his hands into his pockets, as he glanced toward Hibachi.

      The boy tilted his head from side to side, a pensive expression coming over his face. “Not really. I was planning on buying some gardening supplies.”

      “Like trowels and stuff?”

      “Yeah,” Hibachi confirmed. “But I also needed to get some specialty stuff for some of the plants I’ve been growing.”

      Tobio frowned. His knowledge of what you needed to grow plants was, admittedly, limited to what the guy from before and the current Genin knew. Which to be frank, wasn’t a whole lot.

      If he was deep in the wildernesses of the Land of Fire, he was semi-confident in his ability to maybe rely on Beniemiya to try and help him identify edible plants, or prepare wild game. Outside of that, his knowledge was a lot hazier when it came to plants.

      “Is there something you’ve been growing in particular?”

      “Right now, I’ve been managing a bit of a growing selection of poisonous plants,” Hibachi explained. “Eventually I’m hoping to refine antidotes and poisons from them, to coat my weapons in.”

      That… was pretty smart. Poison wasn’t something that even affected Tobio, unless it was something truly beyond the pale, but neither had it been something he’d looked into using. Not even as a strategy, even if he had a constitution uniquely suited to it.

      “Is this just something you use to relax, or…?”

      Gray eyes blinked, before he shrugged softly. “It’s a mixture of practicality and relaxation, I suppose. We’re usually dead tired after training and missions, but it’s useful for winding down at the end of the day. There’s something decidedly soothing about seeing something growing from the earth, and knowing that it was a result of your own efforts.”

      “Sounds more like a passion to me.”

      “If I wasn’t a shinobi, the life of a farmer would have had some appeal,” Hibachi admitted. “Maybe that’s what I’ll go out and do when I retire, if any of us live long enough for that.”

      Hibachi was closer to the truth than he knew. There were at least a half-dozen different events that could and may still get any of his team killed, over the next couple of years. Yet even so, he felt like it was something he had an obligation to prevent.

      It was one thing to see them just as a means to an end when all of this had began. Months of working alongside each other, training with each other, learning new skills… it bred familiarity and sentimentality into most people. He wasn’t immune to that sort of slow, steady creeping of friendship either, until Tobio wasn’t sure if he liked the idea of a future without Ami, Hibachi, or Tekuno in it.

      Bit by bit, they’d wormed their ways into his heart. And the part of him that was Oni was man enough to admit he’d fight tooth and nail to ensure that everyone made it through these next few years intact.

      And if not, he’d rain down bloody vengeance on anyone who managed to hurt them.

      “…Do you want company? For your shopping?” Tobio offered, glancing over at Hibachi. “I can’t really do a whole lot of gardening right now, but I’d like to grow my own vegetables when I move into a bigger place.”

      So far he’d been buying groceries like they were going out of style. The other day, he’d even managed to make a medium-rare steak, tenderized and seasoned to completion. He wasn’t driving himself to Food Wars-esque food-gasms, but it was closer than he’d be willing to admit. Growing his own vegetables would be more satisfying, though.

      For how part, Hibachi seemed more surprised than anything else. “Are you sure? Could be a little boring for you.”

      “I’m capable of doing other things than training, bro,” Tobio sighed. “C’mon, it’ll be fun. Two bros, looking to grow a garden together.”

      “…”

      “…Yeah, alright, I can see how that sounds,” he grimaced. “Let’s just say we’re looking to grow poisonous plants together. Tons more manly.”

      “You can come if you don’t bring up any of the shit you’re talking about ever again,” Hibach groused, rolling his eyes at Tobio’s words.

      “Deal!”

      Just like that, the two of them were ambling into the city, and back into the markets proper. They had the hole day ahead of them, and indeed, they were specifically going to some of the florists and greenhouses that were present in Konoha. Not that there was a long list, and more surprising to Tobio was the fact that just about all of them seemed to know Hibachi.

      Seeing his friend’s more placid expression turn to genuinely friendly smiles threw him for a loop. It was even worse when they started to delve into the minutiae of raising plants. Proper soil for different plants, from different climates, that needed all sorts of additives or specific things to strive. Highly strict watering schedules, handling requirements, whether or not it was even possibly to grow next to other plants in a given garden…

      Up until this point, he’d thought if you tossed a seed into a given hole, that was the end of it. Maybe he was showing his distinctly city-bred upbringing here, but it was eye-opening to learn how much actually went into nurturing plants. Which made it even more surprising that this was the most engaged he’d ever seen Hibachi, as they walked between half a dozen locales.

      “What made you pick up gardening?” Tobio asked, after they came out of that last shop, laden with items.

      Glancing back at Tobio, Hibachi arched a brow toward the boy. “Honestly? My father was the youngest son of a farmer before he came to Konoha, so he was always used to working with plants and animals. He tended to our family’s garden the most in the beginning, and when I got old enough, I ended up working alongside him and my older brothers.”

      “…You have older brothers?”

      “Didn’t I mention them before?”

      “Absolutely not,” Tobio denied, shaking his head. “Are they ninja too?”

      “Nah, my oldest brother, Heihachi, works with my dad in the civil government. And my other brother, Jinpachi, comes in and out of the city. He makes charcoal.”

      “What about your mom?”

      For a few seconds, Hibachi’s steps stuttered, before he focused ahead of him and kept walking. “…I never knew my mom. She died a year after the Kyuubi attack….lingering complications from being injured during it.”

      Oh. Well. That really changed the mood in a heartbeat.

      “Shit, I’m so—”

      “Don’t. It’s fine, I…” Hibachi sounded just… a little tired, from what he could tell, as the two of them walked through the winding streets of Konoha. “You didn’t know. It’s genuinely not your fault, and I’m over it.”

      It didn’t sound like he was over that mother-shaped baggage, but Tobio wisely kept his mouth shut. He was the last one to wave unresolved trauma in someone’s face. After all, Tobio had been working hard to try and never think about whatever his life had been like before he’d been dumped into his current body.

      You couldn’t have PTSD if the traumatic event never ended.

      Was that a healthy way to look at the world? No, but shinobi were not precisely famed for their mental health. I’d be in good company in my active and overt decision to ignore anything that horrified me and go about my day.

      By the time they stopped in front of a home, there was a large, vibrant garden in the front yard. It took up most of the space, and was packed full of all sorts of different vegetables and other plants. Most of them Tobio couldn’t recognize, beyond the ones they’d just got through shopping that day.

      “Need help with the actual labor?”

      “I won’t say no, but you’ll have to listen to me about the exact instructions,” Hibachi warned. “If you screw up our plants, I’m gonna be furious.”

      He scoffed, crossing his arms at his teammate. “How hard could it be?”

      “Yeah, I said much the same to my father when we got started here…” There was a rueful chuckle that rolled out of Hibachi. “Then I learned.”

      The answer to that question? Kind of hard. It was easier said than done to drag through the long and specific process of putting on gloves for handling some of the more poisonous, dangerous plants, even if Tobio didn’t think he’d need them.

      Then they were working through the little odds and ends that just the superificial knowledge he possessed didn’t cover. Where to prune certain unhealthy branches and stems, what was near ripe and what wasn’t, and other similar considerations. Over the next hour, that academic knowledge he’d absorbed from shopping alongside Hibachi was hammered into specific, particular shape.

      By the end, he was dirty, sweaty, and a little tired… but more satisfied than he’d have thought possible, as the two boys took a step back from their labors. Just as Hibachi had mentioned earlier, there was a singular satisfaction in maintaining a plot of land.

      “This wasn’t that bad! Kind of dirty, but not that bad!” Tobio exclaimed, looking out at the work they’d done.

      “Tobio, we’re only halfway done.”

      “…Well, I’m happy you’ve had my help for so long, but unfortunately, I do have prior commitments I have to attend to, honorable teammate, so…”

      Hibachi snorted, rolling his eyes at Tobio’s words. “It’s fine. I didn’t expect you to help me the whole time. Thanks for pitching in all the same, though.”

      “S’not quite the bro-hang I was expecting, if I’m being honest. Still kind of fun.”

      “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind for the next time I have gardening work to complete.”

      With that, Tobio left, but with a much better understanding of his other teammate. Much like Ami, it felt like Hibachi had hidden depths he was just beginning to understand.

      Now, if he could track down his sensei for a hangout, that’d be perfect. Even if he wasn’t sure how interested Tekuno would be in hanging out with a twelve-year-old off hours. In his shoes, Tobio didn’t think he’d be leaping at the opportunity either.

      He’d take his victories where he could get them.

    
    

    
      March 25th

      It was going to be a good day. Tobio didn’t know why he felt that way, just that some ephemeral sensation in the air told him that the day would be a nice one. Waking up bright and early in the morning, cooking himself a hearty breakfast, and heading out to meet up with his team, he had a little bit of a pep in his step.

      Enough so that even his teammates could tell.

      “What’s got you so happy?” Ami asked, squinting at him suspiciously.

      “He must have gotten a date,” Hibachi chipped in, smirking over at Ami.

      She flushed, glancing between them. “W-What? That Oni-brained idiot? Getting a date?!”

      “Kami no,” Tobio denied, shaking his head and frowning at the thought. Maybe when he was a little older, he’d consider dating them outright. For now, he wasn’t all that interested in it. “I’m just feeling happy today, y’know? Like everything’s coming up Milhouse.”

      Both Ami and Hibachi looked at each other in confusion, mouthing the word “Milhouse” to each other, before shrugging.

      “Don’t you think you’re tempting fate a little? Saying that?” Hibachi asked, crossing his arms in front of his chest.

      Tobio rolled his eyes at that notion. “What? No. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      If only he knew.

      Almost right on time, Tekuno showed up, with a mood just as bright and cheery as their own. Obviously, whatever was in the water was resulting in upbeat positivity across the board.

      “Good morning, my little Genin! I have some good news!”

      “You got a girlfriend?” Hibachi guessed.

      Ami turned and grunted at him in mild irritation. “Why is that always your first guess? Are you projecting what you want on other people?”

      “No, but my brothers were always over the moon when they got their first girlfriends. Figured it might be the same for these two.”

      Tekuno shook his head at the guess, but didn’t stop smiling. “Not quite. Instead, I think I have even better news. Over the last few months, the three of you have made truly incredible strides in your training. Day in, and day out, until you’re shinobi I can see being ready… for your first C-rank mission.”

      The three Genin stiffened, all of them with expressions of shock on their faces. Ami was the first to recover, though, her features brightening up and a broad grin spreading across her face. “Really?!”

      Hibachi was next, smirking and rubbing his nose, looking impossibly, supremely arrogant in that next motion. “Well, we have been getting pretty far along with our training…”

      However, Tobio was very much the odd one out. As that happy, buoyed mood of his began to fell, as he swallowed thickly. “Are you sure we’re ready, sensei?”

      “Tobio, this is a C-rank,” Tekuno insisted, voice gentle. “I’m fairly sure you could beat off the dangers on this type of mission by yourself. With the three of you together, I can’t see what could possibly go wrong.”

      And in that moment, Tobio knew that Hibachi might have been onto something when he brought up the dangerous act of tempting fate…

      

    
  




    9. Welcome to Takigakure

    
       

      All of the Genin under Tekuno’s command wanted to pester him with questions about the mission. It was only natural, given that this would be their first operation that would truly take them outside the borders of the village. However, Tekuno-sensei demurred at their persistent probing, instead dragging them away from the training ground. Deeper into the boundaries of the city, as they approached that big, tall building all of them knew so well.

      “We’re going to see the Hokage?” Ami practically yelled, vibrating with an excitement, with her eyes wide and shining.

      “Well, we’re going to receive this mission from him,” Tekuno clarified. “It’s mildly political, so he tends to be the one signing off and briefing on these sorts of things.”

      That was news to Tobio. So far, they’d gotten all their missions at the missions desk, but it made sense they’d go straight to the head honcho if the operation was essential enough. In his shoes, he’d want to direct his shinobi personally, too, to impress on them the importance of a given situation.

      “C’mon, there’s no harm in telling us early,” Tobio inquired. “What’s the mission?”

      He could only roll his eyes at the wry twinkle in his sensei’s eye, as the taller man looked over his shoulder at his Genin. “We’re nearly there. You’ll find out in a moment. Haven’t I been teaching you three about patience?”

      “Yeah, but only Hibachi’s got the drive to sit through your trapmaking lectures,” Ami pointed out.

      “The noble and holy art of entrapment has a storied history. You two should follow in his footsteps, and learn the joy of creating snares, tripwires, and pitfalls…” There was a relaxed, almost gleeful expression in Tekuno’s face at this words, as the man smiled, eyes distant with some nostalgic recollection. Though Tobio was betting on it being more of a screwed up war crime that the shinobi world never got around to making illegal.

      There was admittedly, relatively little fanfare to walking up to the Hokage’s office. It did make sense, though. They’d be pretty shitty ninja if all of their security measures were that easily seen, and by three fresh Genin no less. He doubted that they wouldn’t be constantly observed from the moment they entered the building, whether that be from regular security or ANBU explicitly tasked for the job.

      He didn’t know why, but in his mind, only Team Seven ever received their missions directly from the Hokage. That was a silly thought, admittedly, but it was also a byproduct of the original storyline’s Naruto-centric nature. It wasn’t that shocking that a story named after the titular main character was heavily focused on him, and his POV a lot of the time, so that tended to color a lot of how he’d view the world.

      Which was a wildly unreasonable way to go about things. Naruto had Talk-no-jutsu, was the literal reincarnation of the son of the Sage of Six Paths, and had the strongest tailed beast in his stomach. Try as he might, he just didn’t stack up in that regard.

      The only thing that was psyching him out was that he never really imagined himself being there. It was adding a level of strangeness to the entire thing that he didn’t know how to parse. Or perhaps it was simply the fact that the clear and present danger they faced was more pertinent.

      Were they ready for a mission like this? Tekuno-sensei thought they were ready, otherwise he wouldn’t have gone to bat for them to get this mission. But there was a gulf of difference between what he thought would happen, and what might actually occur out in the field.

      And at the same time, there was a part of him that was thrilled at the opportunity. Testing their skills in training and sparring was good, but his Oni blood could only be forged into something more significant in the fires of conflict. No Mixed Blood in the Nasuverse ever managed to reach their full potential under safe, stable conditions. They needed some pressure, to get tempered to a new, unyielding evolution of their existing abilities. And the safe route of progression wouldn’t see him clearing out quests with any regularity.

      No. As loathe as he was to risk the lives of his teammates… he’d need that potential danger, if they were going to survive what was coming down the pipeline.

      These were the thoughts swirling in his head, as they stood before that desk, cluttered as it was with reams of paperwork, scrolls, and files. It took more effort than not to keep his face decidedly neutral when they were standing before Hiruzen himself.

      His danger sense wasn’t active, so much as it was passively aware of the man in a way that was hard to explain. Sarutobi Hiruzen didn’t buzz his senses as a danger, yet he suspected it was more the fact that the man could kill him in an instant that had his preternatural senses wary. Even stranger, considering the fact that he looked like a nice, old grandpa if you didn’t know that his hands were drenched in the blood of hundreds of people.

      That was likely the point, now that Tobio rolled over the idea in his head. In a profession where most people died young, living to his age and maintaining a political stranglehold on Konoha was a remarkable talent. All of that belied the fact that Hiruzen was very, very good at what he did.

      The Genin might not have cared for some of his political and personal decisions over the years, but he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t respectful of his personal combat capabilities. Now, if only the hokage could have been more decisive off the battlefield, and he wouldn’t have to worry about Orochimaru or Danzo in his near future.

      Welp. No one was perfect.

      “Lord Third,” Tekuno greeted, bowing politely, with the rest of the team following suite. “Team Eleven answers your call.”

      “Please, please, there’s no need for the formalities,” Hiruzen spoke, fixing them all with a grandfatherly smile. “I’m sure you’re all more excited for news of the mission you’re bound to undertake?”

      “I’m not opposed to hearing something about it,” Tobio readily agreed, trying not to let his own fraught nerves show.

      Chortling a little, the man rested his hands on his desk, as he looked out at the three of them. “We’ve recently had the pleasure of hosting Shibuki of Takigakure, leader of their village, for some political talks.”

      “The Village Hidden in the Waterfall? Aren’t they a minor village?” Ami asked, face scrunched up in confusion.

      “You would be impressed what talents and strange abilities can come out of even small domains, such as Takigakure,” the man explained. “As such, it’s the policy of the Hidden Leaf to do our best to maintain positive relations with as many of these polities as possible.”

      Which was only smart. You had to be careful about who you bullied, when sometimes a random village like Takigakure could produce a real monster like Kakuzu. Wasn’t Fū from there as well? Tobio felt like there was something else he was missing about that village, but probably not.

      He didn’t think anything really happened there, besides the fact that there were some notable ninja from the region.

      “As such, I’m giving Shibuki a modest guard, simply to prevent any unfortunate accidents on the way back to his village,” the man continued. “Simple, straightforward, and to the point as far as missions go, but no less vital. Do you accept this mission, on behalf of Team Eleven, Kanden-san?”

      “I do,” their sensei spoke, nodding at the Hokage.

      “Then have your team prepared for travel at the main gate, at seven in the morning. You’ll be undertaking this diplomatically important mission.” Hiruzen cast his gaze over the group, before inclining his head ever so slightly. “Team Eleven, dismissed.”

      There was obviously more Ami and Hibachi wanted to say, or ask. But they both knew how to read a room, and Tobio knew they didn’t have an excuse to stick around. It was interesting to see how Hiruzen treated a normal team that didn’t have Naruto on it, though, or any clan heirs.

      Compared to the rest of the rookies in their generation, they really were a little inconsequential. That was going to change, with the grade of training they were receiving and Tobio’s own powers… but for now, they were not worth much notice.

      He would have thought that realization would have been a balm for his paranoia. Somehow, strangely enough, it wasn’t. It made him irritated in a way that was hard to describe why.

      Walking out of the building, while Ami and Hibachi excitedly muttered to each other, was when it hit Tobio.

      …He’d already said he wanted to reach that peak of the shinobi world, didn’t he? So being considered beneath notice, even if it was objectively in his best interests, rankled to some degree. It wasn’t a rational emotion, so much as it was one born from his tangled ambitions.

      Kami, was being twelve again supposed to be this mentally exhausting?

      Tekuno-sensei was a godsend, in that he cleared his throat to end the mild chatter between Ami and Hibachi, grabbing all of their attention at once. “Listening up? Good. You’ve got the rest of the day to prepare yourself for a multi-day journey. I expect you to acquire rations, and whatever combat supplies you’ll need, and be ready to head out in the morning. Any questions?”

      Hibachi was the first one to raise his hand. “For this mission, do you have any suggestions on what we should bring?”

      “Toilet paper,” Tekuno answered, with a vaguely haunted look. “I always have a scroll on me, filled with nothing but toilet paper. You don’t know how good it is until it’s gone.”

      The three Genin took a moment to share a perturbed looks, before Tobio meaningfully cleared his throat. “A-Ah, sir? Maybe something more mission critical?”

      “And not related to your weird, bathroom trauma.” Ami added.

      Grumbling in dissatisfaction, Tekuno-sensei crossed his arms and glanced away. “…The usual suspects. Kunai and shuriken, ninja wire, sealing supplies. If I’m being honest, the worst we should head into is maybe bandits, of which I’m confident on you being able to trounce them in a straight fight.”

      Flattering, if just objectively true. Tobio couldn’t see a world where anything less than a small army of basic bitch bandits posed a threat to him. Ami and Hibachi were a different story, but they were also the two who were smart enough to have other options than direct combat.

      On the other hand, he thrived in that sort of head-to-head confrontation.

      “Understood,” Tobio spoke, inclining his head toward everyone else. “Meet you guys in the morning for our first mission.”

      “Don’t be late,” Ami warned, looking at the two boys. “If you show up late and give us a bad reputation with our client…”

      Whatever it was in her dark gaze, it promised something brutal and painful for both of them. “As if we’d be so unprofessional, right off the bat…” Hibachi scoffed, even if he edged away from Ami as he said it.

      “We’ll be good,” Tobio reassured her, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Don’t you have some shopping to do to prepare?”

      “Oh! You’re right, I’m gonna need some spare kunai, and maybe some medical supplies, and lets see, we’ll need some extra rations just in case, and…” She trailed off, walking away from the group, as Tekuno-sensei could only shake his head at the group’s antics.

      “I’ll be doing the same,” he reassured them. “Don’t make me track either of you down in the morning.”

      “Oi! Why aren’t telling Ami that?” Tobio exclaimed, pointing after the purple-headed girl.

      This was sexist, biased treatment, and he wouldn’t stand for it! Either they all got warned and threatened at once, or none did.

      “Ami doesn’t even have the capacity to be late. It was one of the first things in her psych profile,” Tekuno defended. “For her, it’s a compulsive thing, timing.”

      Hibachi frowned. “Should you be sharing that?”

      “Probably not, but it’s a rather harmless little tidbit. Unless you’re using it to try and assassinate her, there’s no harm in you knowing it.”

      Fair.

      “For now, I’ll see you two in the morning.” Giving them both smiles, Tekuno made a Tiger-seal and flickered away, leaving the two boys alone.

      “…Welp, I’m gonna tell my dad I’m off for a mission, and prepare accordingly. See you in the morning.” It was an unceremonious exit, but it did leave Tobio alone and with the rest of the day in front of him.

      The question was, what did he wish to do with his admittedly limited funds to prepare?

      …Besides toilet paper. Whatever that look was in his sensei’s eyes, it’d haunt him for the rest of his days. Tobio didn’t want to head down that same path, so he’d stock plenty. Just in case.

    
    

    
      


      There was a crossroads of choices, there, where he could do the logical thing… or do what was more sensible for him. Most ninja would go out to acquire some kind of combat equipment, rations, anything to give them an edge in a coming mission. He wouldn’t even begrudge people those choices.

      But for Tobio, he had a unique and peculiar set of skills that no one else had. And they needed to be nourished, if they would be brought out to their full potential.

      In an unorthodox choice, he sprung for cooking supplies.

      Ami and Hibachi were likely to buy sensible items for the mission. But could you eat good sense? No, yet you could eat the yummy creations that Beniemiya allowed him to whip up. When taking into account the fact that he’d also be buffing everyone with some slight boosts at the same time…

      Well, this was the option that ironically helped everyone simultaneously. Pans, pots, skewers, anything your enterprising shinobi on the move needed to butcher and prepare wild game, or greens. They were all shoved into his sole storage seal after purchase.

      When the morning rolled around, he sauntered up to the front of the village with a big grin. Ami, Hibachi, and Tekuno-sense were there, but so was a new face. One that seemed familiar to Tobio, but he couldn’t quite say where he recognized the boy from.

      It had to have been some filler content, but by volume, the original Naruto anime was mostly filler. There were like, six or seven plot relevant arcs to the series as a whole, while the rest of it was made to pad out the episode count. Not recognizing a random, two-bit character wasn’t that big of a deal, unless their content has some truly outsized threats.

      Standing taller than any other Genin, though not quite as tall Tekuno-sensei. He was attractive, at least if Tobio was reading his features right. Long, windswept dark hair, big, brooding eyes, and a solid chin that made him look a little older than he might have otherwise.

      Shibuki greeted them with a moderate, polite smile, bowing ever so slightly at the three Genin. “My name is Shibuki, leader of Takigakure. I’ll be in your care for this mission, so I hope we can all get along well.”

      “Same here!” Ami chirped, eyes shining. “Ah, while we’re traveling, can I ask questions about Takigakure? I’m not the most familiar with your village, admittedly…”

      “As long as they’re within reason, I can’t see the harm,” he shrugged, smiling at Ami.

      Rolling his eyes at her questions, Tekuno clapped his hands, getting the group’s attention. “We’ll have plenty of time for talk on the road. For now, we should get a move on.”

      True enough. After all, they had a long way to go to Takigakure.

      Once he’d settled into Tobio’s body, the world’s size had especially confounded him. Maybe it was his overall familiarity with Western fantasy, or the fact that the show and manga didn’t go into it much, but the shinobi world was big. Like, bigger than would have made sense for the characters to travel, if it wasn’t for the fact that Shinobi could travel at positively ludicrous speeds.

      And they would have been truly insurmountable distances if it weren’t for one crucial fact: anyone chakra-trained could completely and utterly do without the conveniences of modern transportation. Trains, planes, and automobiles? As long as you knew how to stick yourself to a given surface with chakra, you could go just about anywhere, running at speeds that no normal human could ever hope to match.

      The journey to Takigakure involved around 2400 kilometers of road, most of it unpaved and made of packed dirt. Why? In wars between countries, why would you continually invest in modern, concrete roads that were inevitably destroyed by enemy action? This added to the sense of weird, Taisho-era stasis of technology and development, or even more regressive, the moment someone went outside Konohagakure’s direct outlying areas. Or the extant reaches of major cities and towns in the Land of Fire.

      For the three Genin, it was around 46 hours of travel, not counting rest times, stops, and whatever other dangers might have been in the way. Tekuno-sensei said it’d only have taken him a few days if he wasn’t bodyguarding someone and had a pretty solid reason to beat feet that quickly. And even then, that was limited mainly by our stamina. Tobio was pretty sure that when it came to overall endurance, he outclassed Ami and Hibachi by a country mile. Probably even Shibuki too.

      The only one he wasn’t comfortably overpowering physically was Tekuno-sensei. And that was only a matter of time.

      Regarding their given companion, over the next couple of days, Team Eleven got to see bits and pieces of Shibuki’s character. He was the given leader of Takigakure, and the Genin had been expecting a certain amount of stately demeanor, or capability from the older boy. Which made it all the more disappointing when one thing became painfully evident.

      …He was kind of a coward, which immediately took the shine off the older boy for Ami.

      Not that it was in and of itself a bad thing for a shinobi to be cowardly, within limits. They were paid killers, saboteurs, and infiltrators, first and foremost. Ninjas who could destroy entire armies by themselves were more rare than not, and earned their S-rank appellations accordingly. No, the fact that he was so easy to spook and scare took them all aback.

      A deer came running out of the underbrush, scared by their presence? Shibuki took cover behind Ami. When a bird flew out of the foliage, he was halfway to bolting. He even looked nervously at some caravan guards, when the group had passed a merchant convoy moving on one of their long, winding routes. He was either legitimately an outstanding actor or one of those rare shinobi who seemed completely unsuited for the lifestyle.

      Every Hidden Village had them, those individuals who washed out from the training, for all sorts of reasons. From Tobio’s point of view, he suspected that in a kinder world, it would have been pretty evident that Shibuki may not have had the mindset to take a life. Or, for the hard, hard choices that being a ninja entailed.

      He didn’t think he would have, either, if it weren’t for the fact that a sizable part of his bloodline now consisted of alcoholic, berserker monsters. Tobio was willing to admit that perhaps his tolerance for danger and mayhem was out of sync with the average person nowadays.

      What was unanimously a plus, at least from his team’s perspective, was dinner after a long day on the road. After effortlessly hunting some game, or picking up edible herbs and wild vegetables, it was more than enough for him to combine that with their existing rations, and put a meal together on the road.

      It went without saying that the various options for how to let Beniemiya benefit his group were staggering. Low-level regeneration, more robust levels of stamina, a slight boost to chakra levels… the sky was the limit, and his stores of chakra that he could spare to infuse into the food. So in the end, Tobio had some choices about what he would focus on with the food he could craft.

      Ultimately, the options he had at his disposal for temporary buffs came in a few different flavors.

      Something that could improve people’s physical strength was possible. Though it might not have been the most ideal, since outside of Tobio, nobody else could leverage the benefits as much. He had nothing against Ami, Hibachi, or even Shibuki, the three who’d get the most out of the dish, but…

      Well, if they were who the group relied on for feats of strength, something had gone wrong. Better to turn their attention toward one of the other options. At a baseline, they were all swift and fast enough by his assumption, even if they could always be better.

      So, he was torn between the final two options at the end of his deliberations and meal prep. Some regenerative effect to improve their healing if they got hurt. Or something to boost their chakra reserves, if only fractionally. With all of that considered, Tobio was torn between those two options.

      In the end, he chose the sentimental choice. Anything that could save Ami and Hibachi if they got hurt was worth the time investment. And… Shibuki, if only because they’d fail the mission if they didn’t correctly complete it. Tobio was slavering after that potential C-rank payout, and anything that risked it courted death.

      The first camp they made, exposed the group to his cooking. And frankly, Tobio was immeasurably satisfied with the results.

      “Oh my Kami…” Tekuno looked down at the grilled and seasoned trout, skewered for his pleasure. There was a genuine shock in his eyes, as he glanced at the bite-mark in his fish. “Tobio… could you always cook like this?”

      Hibachi and Shibuki weren’t even speaking. They were ravenously digging into the skewers of grilled fish and wild vegetables, that had been tastefully toasted to perfection. All of them had doubted his cooking skills in the beginning, right up until they began to smell what he was cooking. The delicious, tasty scent of impossibly well-made food that began to fill the air, and make stomachs rumble.

      Now? No one was doubting him.

      No one.

      Ami glanced at him as she bit into her fish, shooting him an expression simultaneously angry and delighted. Was she jealous? Angry he’d hidden this talent from her? What went on in the mind of a twelve-year-old girl was arcane, at the best of times.

      But, alas, when Tobio took a bite of his own meal, he shuddered in absolute delight. Flesh, crispy on the outside but deliciously tender on the inside. Seasoned with salt and pepper, simple, but applied judiciously to bring out the natural flavors of the trout he’d captured. It was, to put it succinctly, a perfectly roasted freshwater fish.

      The following days saw just about everyone with more energy than ever before. Then again, the low levels of regeneration they were all packing might have had something to do with that. It wouldn’t be enough to visibly improve their capabilities in combat, beyond helping wounds close a little quicker. But, it was better than nothing.

      Eventually though, all good things had to come to an end. On the fifth day of travel, they came upon their destination. And all three Genin just had to do nothing but boggle at the sheer scale of what lay before them.

      More than the scale of the world, or the insane tree sizes, this was the first vista that Tobio had seen which was just hard to believe. The waterfall before them stretched up, easily twenty stories, if not far more. Coming out of the side of a cliff, it was the first natural wonder he’d seen that seemed truly larger than life.

      If this was the entrance, or marker for their Hidden Village, it was easy to see why Takigakure had earned their given moniker.

      “Cool, right?” Tekuno asked, a grin of his own on his face, as he pointed to the waterfall. “Most villages tend to have their own natural barriers of some kind, and this is Takigakure’s.”

      “It’s the pride and joy of our village,” Shibuki stated, beaming brightly. “Among other things.”

      Hibachi scrutinized it, and Tobio could already tell he was practically trying to find the entrance somewhere in that rush of water. “Most Hidden Villages tend to have some element that makes it hard to invade them in earnest,” he explained, more for his teammates than Tekuno or Shibuki. “Suna has its deserts, Iwa is naturally rocky and hilly, Kiri is somewhat diffuse amongst its islands, and Kumo has its mountains.”

      Tobio frowned. “What about Konoha?”

      “Konoha shinobi are undisputed masters of forest and jungle tactics,” their sensei happily explained. “Besides Kiri, we possess the most bloodlines and Clans with hiden jutsu in the known nations.”

      No wonder people tried to gang up on Konohagakure all the time. It was incredibly self-evident that they had so many advantages that made it hard to compete. The sheer existence of Clans like the Hyūga or the Uchiha, with incredible bloodlines, made them a pain to fight against. That was before you got into Yamanaka who could twist your mind, Nara who could twist your body, Inuzuka capable of sniffing you out, and Akmimichi who would and could turn into a kaiju at the drop of a hat.

      For a moment, he almost felt sorry for all of their enemies.

      As the group walked around the edge of the water, the cloying, familiar sound of laughing children rang out. Glancing toward the origin of the sound, they found two kids running their way. A boy, and a girl.

      “Lord Shibuki! You’re back!” The boy chirped, already about to run up to him.

      He lifted up a hand, motioning for them to stop. “Now, now, keep your distance. Show a little respect for your village leader. I’m sorry I don’t have time to play with you right now.”

      “But that’s not why we’re here,” the boy defended. “We’re supposed to clean up trash by the shore.”

      “Mother’s making us pick up every piece,” the girl added.

      Shibuki nodded sagely, as if their words were heavy with intent. “I see… Well look, I’ve brought you some help. These ninja have come from the Hidden Leaf Village.”

      Gesturing toward us, Tobio could practically feel the building resentment that was simmering inside of Ami at the presumption. “What.”

      “Just think of it as part of the mission,” Shibuki smiled good-naturedly, completely and utterly failing to read the Genin he’d been traveling with for the last few days.

      If he was being honest, Tobio didn’t mind being volunteered to help. But after weeks of D-rank missions, he was pretty sure that Ami saw such scutwork to be singularly beneath her. And Hibachi was just a little flat out disinclined to volunteer for strangers out of the goodness of his heart.

      “Do we look like garbage men to you?” Ami asked, scowling over at the leader of Takigakure without hesitation.

      “But we could really use your help!” The boy asked, fixing her with an innocent, doe-eyed look. “The current’s really strong near the edge, and it can be pretty scary.”

      Tobio shot her a smirk, seeing the twitching edges of her mouth, as her scowl lessened in intensity. “Well, they said it’s scary, Ami-san. Are you so heartless to refuse children?”

      “B-But…!” She balked at those words before glancing over at their amused sensei. “Kanden-sensei? Back me up, please?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t see the harm in helping out. Of course, this will be in addition to our escort fee.”

      “More money?” Hibachi perked up, his demeanor changing. “I won’t say no to an easy D-rank payout while we’re here.”

      “You took the words right out of my mouth,” Tobio grinned, as Hibachi and the dark-haired Mixed-Blood shared commiserating looks.

      “I’m home safe and sound, so I’ll be willing to call your bodyguarding mission a success,” Shibuki confirmed, shooting smiles. “Thanks for safekeeping me to my village.”

      That was nice, and the money would be nicer once they returned to Konohagakure. But even better than the satisfaction of a waiting payday or a job well done? The pop-up in his vision heralded a new quest completed.

      [QUEST COMPLETE: COMPLETE YOUR FIRST C-RANK MISSION.]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MODERATE DOMINION PERK ROLL.]​

      It was all he could do not to roll the perk on the spot immediately. This was the first time he’d earned a moderate perk, and given the power of everything else the System had handed him… who could blame Tobio for being excited for even more boons? The problem was if he even wanted to risk taking something right then and there, especially if it could be an overt change.

      “Let’s begin phase two of the mission, team,” Tekuno commanded, if good-naturedly. “Clean-up, go!”

      Ami closed her eyes and groaned, her shoulders slumping as she gave up. “Alright…”

      The resulting clean-up was going alright, if meandering a little. Hibachi and Tobio rolled up their pants, and Ami bunched up her dress, as the three of them readily waded through the water to pick up the random objects floating there. Of which there was a lot more detritus than he would have thought.

      Tekuno wasn’t immune from getting involved, too, as he helped to pick up objects and put them into a waiting sack for disposal. “S’for the best, anyway,” he admitted, as the group worked together. “There’s been some rumors of nuke-nin lingering around the outlying areas of Takigakure, from our scouts, but I wouldn’t put much stock into them.”

      “Nuke-nin?” Shibuki seemed genuinely surprised by the news. “I haven’t heard tell of any sniffing around our borders.”

      “To be fair, Takigakure is something of an insular community at the best of times,” Tekuno pointed out. “In my understanding, there have been assaults on your village of that nature some years ago, haven’t there?”

      Shibuki’s face firmed up at that news, frowning ever so softly. Opening his mouth to respond, he flinched at the ducking, feathered body that came rushing down, crying out in surprise. “Gah! We’re under attack!”

      Everyone tensed, before Tekuno’s snort broke whatever combat readiness had been building up in the group. “Hardly. It’s just a messenger hawk from Konoha.” He held out his arm, and a large, brown hawk landed, with a message attached to the leg.

      All of his Genin continued working, yet curiously looked at their sensei as he read his message. More than anything else, they saw his settle into a more flat affect, as he sighed softly.

      “Bad news?” Tobio asked.

      “More like just annoying news. We’ve got an emergency Jōnin meeting, so I’ll be leaving a little earlier than you lot,” he explained.

      Ami blinked, obviously surprised. “You want us to stay?”

      “Three Konoha Genin in the land of one of our closer allies is not an enticing target,” Tekuno assured them. “And I’m very confident that if you guys do run into any trouble on the way back, you can escape it.”

      That was nothing if not a glowing recommendation of their ability to escape danger. Tobio admittedly more than the other two, but he wasn’t going to leave Ami and Hibachi in the lurch if he could help it. Could he carry the two of them, if it came down to it…?

      Probably.

      “For now, I’m heading out for that emergency meeting,” Tekuno sighed. “Stay smart, stay polite, and don’t do anything stupid. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir!” the three Genin parroted.

      Giving them a nod back, he stood up and picked up his scant belongings, beginning to run off in a blur of motion out of view. They were left alone with Shibuki, the kids, and the trash. Somehow, it felt like a bad omen, but he wasn’t entirely sure why.

      This was one of those times when he wished he’d paid more attention to the filler in Naruto. The problem was that there was just so much of it. How was he supposed to tell what was important and what was just noise?

      If Tobio was being honest with himself, it wasn’t even a question. Things in Naruto had a bad habit of going off the rails, especially with ‘simple’ C-rank missions that spiraled into something else. Most of it seemed like it was thankfully limited to the titular character’s adventures, but they were on a mission he was supposed to originally be on…

      None of them were the ‘main characters’. Dying on some random mission gone awry was within the range of possibilities for any of them. If one of his teammates got hurt because he refused to stack the deck out of paranoia, he’d never forgive himself.

      With that in mind, he reached out and let the roll expand within that space inside of himself. Slowly but surely, the choices and infinite potential filled Tobio. And the options presented weren’t half bad either.

       Drab Warbreaker Someone who gives away their Breath is called a Drab, or a bunch of other things. Their sense of color is muted, their instinctive awareness of other people absent, and they often live shorter lives thanks to a weakened immune system. Compensating for this somewhat, they are invisible to the life-sense of Awakeners. You may or may not have given away your Breath, but you cannot be detected with mystic or exotic senses. Sworn Brotherhood Generic Exalted You may at any time form a brotherhood between sworn companions. Normally this would be limited to five individuals, but you can create a bond between up to nine (8 companions and yourself). This bond is magically reinforced, and so long as it remains intact you will all be considerably empowered when working alongside one another, far more than you ever would be alone. Charms become cheaper, skills become more refined, disputes and even hard feelings are suppressed. Over time your bond will deepen, able to finish each other’s sentences, divine each other’s thoughts, and eventually reaching the point where you don’t even need to speak to each other, as everyone involved has such a deep connection that they have transcended the need for mere speech.

      If any member of the brotherhood is in danger all of the rest will instantly know of it, and will have a perfect understanding of the members location, relative to their own, that is in danger. If you truly desire to do so, you and your sworn companions may dissolve this bond. You may reform another in the future, however, when and if you desire. Additionally this bond, unlike the one that exists in canon, is not restricted to only the Dragon-blooded. Original User Kara no Kyokai If the Origin is the very core of someone’s character, wouldn’t seeing the Origin be like understanding the person fully? Past all the lies, misdirection and facades, people can’t change what they truly are. Being able to see that Origin becomes like playing with a full deck of cards while everyone else is left with scraps. You can visualise the Origin of any being you see, gaining an intimate understanding of their true character and nature from that experience. It makes it fairly easy to manipulate others, to cause them fear or lead them along into your plans, because you know what it is that drives them. Should you have their consent, you can even Awaken their origin by force. It draws out their potential, especially in magical terms, and can even result in gaining strange new abilities. But their Origin will affect them more and more, depending on how deeply you awakened them. Perhaps they might even be consumed by their own selves, a self-eating snake that demonstrates to all others the folly of living for one thing alone. In future jumps, you’ll remain able to see and awaken Origins and potentially even similar enough traits to Origins.

      As always, it was rare that there were any options he’d be quick to call better than others. All of them were useful; just some were more immediately useful than others. The real decision was sorting between the chaff to see what he needed, more than anything else.

      Drab was good, if he just wanted to be totally immune to things like the Byakugan, and other mystical senses. That sort of imperceptibility would ironically make him a terrifying assassin if sensors couldn’t even pick him up. Everything past that was where things got a little more weird.

      Sworn Brotherhood was from Exalted, which meant that right off the bat it was bullshit. Dragon-blooded were able to do some actual chicanery and nonsense, when given the time and ability. Even if it wouldn’t put his teammates on the same level as a Prince of the Earth, the promise of being able to fight more efficiently as a team was enticing.

      Then there was arguably the most bullshit, esoteric perk of them all. Original User allowed him to look at someone’s Origin, and potentially awaken it if they permitted him. That was a special kind of insanity, provided he was careful with how he did it. Or, who he did it to. Awakening the right Origin could enable someone who should have absolutely no talent in a given field to dominate it, or unlock strange mystical abilities surrounding their Origin. It could turn them into monsters, as they burnt the candle at both ends, living for a single aspect of existence.

      There was no wrong choice here. Just tough ones.

      As good as Drab was, it wasn’t something he thought would be worth missing out of the other perks. There were other means of dodging mystical senses, and frankly, he’d just bet on rolling something similar to it later. Which meant that the choice was down to the other two options. Tobio just wished they both weren’t so good.

      Both of the perks were fundamentally incredible. Right off the rip, Original User would be terrifying in a social sense. Glancing at someone to rip apart their worldview, because you knew them better than you knew yourself? Or, the fact that Tobio could grant someone abilities based off their Origin… was tempting.

      But at the end of the day, he had to turn his eyes away from it. If only because Tobio wasn’t sure if he wanted to live like that. To him, it sounded like a special kind of hell if he could look at someone and break anyone down to their base components. One or two words that made up the entirety of their being, laid bare at a glance.

      Would his friends even be the same people after he awakened their Origin? There were a few examples of individuals with awakened Origins, or altered ones, in the Nasuverse that Tobio could remember. All of them were strong, but he wouldn’t dare call a single one of them happy or well-adjusted.

      It was for that reason that he slowly but surely turned away from Original User. Instead, he glanced over to Sworn Brotherhood and made his choice. Nothing really changed on the spot, though, as he selected it. There was that familiar pressure inside of him, but nothing as overt as his skeleton hardening, or his body changing to a hybrid’s.

      Maybe he could test it out…

      “Ami, Hibachi,” Tobio spoke, as the three of them continued their trash collection. “Are we friends?”

      The two of them looked at each other, before glancing back at Tobio. “Of course we’re friends, idiot,” Hibachi smirked. “Even if you weren’t amazing at cooking.”

      “Ah, I see, you’re in just for your stomachs,” he nodded sagely, smirking over at the other Genin.

      “Yes,” Hibachi shamelessly agreed, nodding quickly. “My dad’s a good cook, but your stuff… well, if you were a girl, you’d be a perfect housewife.”

      “Maybe a househusband,” Ami spoke, stroking her chin as she squinted over at Tobio. “Y’know Tobio, I’d be good to you…”

      That got a bark of laughter from the boy, as he chuckled softly, shaking his head at her words. “Not in your dreams.”

      “What? You don’t think I could be a breadwinner?” She pouted, putting her hands on her hips. “That’s awfully sexist of you, Tobio-kun. Kunoichi these days can do anything a male shinobi can do, don’t you know?”

      “Stop,” he begged, sniffling a little at this point. Even the kids, Shibuki, and Hibachi were joining in on the amusement.

      And somewhere, deep inside of Tobio, he felt something solidify. A little resonance that was linked between himself, Ami, and Hibachi. It wasn’t a link that could be explained in words, so much as it was in feelings, the cool and earnest friendship that was being interwoven between the three Genin.

      For a little bit, it felt like the world was light and airy, and there wasn’t a challenge they couldn’t take on.

      And then, the calm was pierced by a single girl’s scream. “Mother!”

      By the shore, everyone could see the girl exclaim, glancing toward an approaching figure. A middle-aged woman, her posture slouched, and expression haggard, as she almost dragged herself toward them.

      “L-Lord Shibuki… it was awful…”

      “What is it?! What happened?” He questioned, approaching the woman and breaking off from the children. Team Eleven was following suit, stepping out of the water and from the thoroughly ignored job of finishing the trash collection.

      They had bigger fish to fry now.

      “They attacked without warning…” The woman spoke, before trailing off, and slumping to the dirt. Falling ungracefully, it made it all the easier to see the kunai sticking out of her back.

      And Tobio had to do his best to hold in the massive amount of swears that wanted to spill out of him.

      He just knew this mission was too good to be true.

      “Mother!” The girl screamed again, as everyone ran up to the collapsed woman.

      Crouched beside her, Ami inspected the wound, sweating bullets but trying to keep her trembling hands under control. “A-Ah, the wound doesn’t look that bad, all things considered. If it was worse, she should be bleeding a lot more…”

      “She’s got a whole-ass kunai sticking out of her!” Hibachi shot back.

      “And she’s still breathing, so that’s practically walking wounded!”

      “Alright, alright!” Tobio barked, looking between the two of them. “Arguing about it isn’t going to help anyone.”

      “You’re right!” The boy spoke. “We’ve got to get her to the village right away!”

      Hibachi scoffed. “Kid, where do you think she just came from?”

      “Given that she just finished delivering a warning, I’m gonna agree with Hibachi there,” Tobio nodded.

      “But that’s impossible…” Shibuki breathed, and it was clear he was on the verge of a panic attack. “How could anyone even find an entrance into the village?”

      “How would we know? It’s your village!” Ami exclaimed, throwing her arms up.

      “Honestly, we need to take her somewhere safe, at least a little distance away from here,” Tobio guessed, glancing down at the woman. “None of us have more than basic first aid training, so it won’t be anything too pretty. But she’ll live.”

      If she wasn’t already bleeding out, which it didn’t look like, Tobio was supposing that she’d make it. The sight of blood, violence, the threat of death… these were things that felt like they should have scared him on some level. He could tell that they scared Ami and Hibachi.

      So why did it feel like a low, fiery rumble was beginning to build inside of his chest? Anticipation, excitement, the thrill of true, earnest battle, where he could test his skills against a worthy opponent…

      Where he could ignite himself on the pyres of war.

      It shouldn’t have been so decidedly intoxicating as it was. “We should also get to your village so we can help out,” Hibachi offered, glancing over at Shibuki.

      All the while, he could feel his sense of danger begin to rise. There was something dangerous around them, but as usual, he couldn’t tell what it was. He just knew that it was present, as annoying as that limitation was. Even so, that didn’t stop him from keeping his head on a swivel.

      Which was where the brunette seemed more reticent to accept their aid. “Oh you will, huh? Y-You’re just three Genin! How could you help us out on an attack like this?”

      “Because we’re not just three Genin, we’re—” Hibachi started, before his entire body twitched. Breaking off his words, his head whipped toward the waterfall, panic spreading over his features. “AMBUSH!”

      Leaping out of the waterfall came four men, brandishing kunai, and sending a hail of metal in their direction. There wasn’t much time for thought, plans, or organization—just pure, unrelenting action.

      He was about to put his life on the line. Possibly even die. Yet even so… a half feral grin spread across his lips, as the world began the world blurred into action and violence.

      

    
  




    10. War in the Pocket

    
       

      There wasn’t time for anything tricky, smart, or extensive as a well-reasoned plan. Just raw twitch instinct, and the knowledge that whatever pain they could dish out… Tobio could take it. Wasn’t that what he’d been building himself up for, all this time?

      “Take cov—” Hibachi started to yell, but Tobio didn’t really hear him. He was already throwing together the hand seals for the Human Bullet Technique. And then in an instant, an explosion rocked underneath his feet, propelling him up into the air.

      Sailing through the air toward a sea of kunai, fire release chakra exploding underneath his feet, he felt pretty good about his life choices. The sheer concussive wave of his impromptu flight sent most of the kunai off course from the initial surge toward his friends and allies behind him. Even if it was annoying how some of them sliced against his clothes and flesh, the damage was at most superficial.

      A well-thrown kunai could certainly kill the unaware, yet most of the time, they were a delaying action, forcing someone to dodge rather than get closer or attack you. Most people wouldn’t be so keen to go through them, though, which was an advantage only Tobio had. Then again, it helped when you had a lot of co-dependent traits compounding on each other to make it very feasible.

      Ultimately, he got through that main barrage, only to continue hurtling in the air toward the four shinobi coming their way. All in a matter of seconds, with the speeds that he was going at. For a few brief seconds, Tobio wondered what he must have looked like to them.

      A half-feral twelve-year-old, with fire underneath his feet, a kunai in one hand, and a mad grin on his face with the other. Suddenly, he was among them, and there was no more time for thought.

      The first man Tobio impacted had wide eyes, as if he couldn’t believe what was happening. Then the air was being knocked out of his lungs, while Tobio’s kunai found a home in the gentle meat of his neck. Much to the Genin’s surprise, it was easy to kill a man. Easy to snuff out a life, as he saw the panic in his target’s eyes briefly flash, struggling in Tobio’s iron grasp.

      And just as easy for the Oni-blooded Genin to turn to the next target.

      Twisting mid-air and kicking off his first kill, he was just in line for the other three, as he raised up his hand rapidly. Though he wasn’t sure if he was going to be able to get off his Fire Burst, with how they were reaching for their kunai and shuriken. Right up until his allies entered the fray.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Ami went into a flurry of hand seals. Then, one of the men dropped like a rock, arms and legs straight down, as if he was tied with heavy chains. The raw look of surprise on his face made it obvious she’d hit him with the Temporary Paralysis Technique.

      Then, Hibachi tried to hit someone else with the Manipulated Shuriken. But the boss of this group of grunts seemed to be made of more capable stuff than that, as he threw a shuriken to match and neutralize the one Hibachi was controlling.

      …But not quick enough to stop Tobio’s Fire Burst.

      The reason the Rasengan and Chidori were such unmitigated bullshit was the speed by which a proper user could bring them forth. Close range like they were, as they plummeted toward the water, Tobio didn’t even hesitate to push chakra into his hand, as he roared out into the world.

      “FIRE RELEASE: FIRE BURST JUTSU!”

      Like the fires of hell, the flames that sputtered forth were so pure, they bordered on white. The two men barely could do a thing to stop or dodge, as they were burned alive, horribly so, before the three of them hit the water. It was quiet for a few moments, beyond Ami rushing forth with a kunai to viciously stab and butcher the man she’d locked down, before Tobio’s head broke the surface, sucking in air… but alive.

      The men he’d flash-cooked? Not so much, as they rose to the surface of the water. If they weren’t already dead, well, their injuries and drowning would see to that shortly enough.

      Much to his surprise, he didn’t have too long to settle into how becoming a killer felt. Not before the system had decided to reward him for it.

      [HIDDEN QUEST COMPLETED: KILL ONE PERSON.]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MINOR MIGHT PERK ROLL.]

      

      [NEW QUEST: KILL FIFTY PEOPLE.]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MODERATE MIGHT PERK ROLL.]

      

      [NEW QUEST: KILL ONE THOUSAND PEOPLE.]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MAJOR MIGHT PERK ROLL.]​

      Tobio did his best to ignore the immediate and instant hunger those words instilled in him. As long as he limited his targets to appropriate ones, this would be a perfectly acceptable run of quests to try and complete. There had to be enough bandits in the world, right?

      Whatever. He’d consider the moral ramifications later, as the din of the battle began to settle down. Everyone was fine, minor scraps and scrapes non-included, as the corpses of their goes floated in the water. Blood colored the otherwise pristine falls to a more pinkish hue, as the Genin breathed hard, heart still racing.

      Ami was standing over the body of the shinobi she’d personally dispatched, pulling her kunai out of the man, grimacing all the while. Hibachi was collecting his supplies, but was keeping himself together. Really, the only ones affected were the children who’d witnessed some brutal murders, and Tobio was fairly sure that Shibuki was covering them with his body.

      Even if it meant that the coward of Takigakure had to witness the fight himself.

      The sound of shifting water filled the air as he waded out of the falls, heart rate slowing down. That sense of danger had fallen as well, which meant they weren’t immediately about to be ambushed. “Is everyone alright?”

      “I-I’m…” Ami swallowed, cleaning off her blade and blinking rapidly, eyes wet and jaw trembling. “I’m fine. I’ll be fine.”

      That didn’t sound like the words of someone who’d be okay, but Tobio didn’t open that can of worms. Instead, he glanced over at Hibachi. “You?”

      “I barely managed to do anything,” he spoke, sounding miserable, and distinctly trying to avoid the sight of the charred bodies floating in the water nearby. Normally Tobio would have been following suite, but he was pretty sure his brain was a little fucked of late.

      “No, you distracted them with your Manipulated Shuriken,” Tobio pointed out. “I might have done the brunt of the killing, but you did help out. But now we’ve gotta decide on what to do next.”

      Shibuki was… stopping his trembling, rather than the complete and utter lack of helping he’d been doing. If Tobio’s opinion could fall any lower, he wasn’t sure how.

      “This is a new mission by this point, isn’t it?” Ami asked, as she rummaged through the belongings of the man she killed. Taking more kunai and shuriken, she padded over to the group as well. She didn’t look keen to do it, rather looking on the verge of vomiting, but the girl was forcing herself all the same. “Enemy shinobi action is… higher than any C-rank.”

      Tobio nodded in agreement. “I take it personally when people try to kill me, so yeah, it’s fuckin’ on.”

      “Let’s get a plan together then.” Hibachi was at least recovering from his own lackluster efforts, eyebrows furrowing together in thought. “Is one of us hanging back to protect the kids and their mother, or are we all going in?”

      Then, he paused, before glancing down at some of the corpses. “…Who even are these guys, anyway?”

      Only the one with gray hair seemed to be wearing a headband, though it was scratched out. It looked like they were dealing with Amegakure missing-nin.

      Shibuki seemed more lost than anything else, as the decisions seemed to be made by Genin, but none of Team Eleven was missing a beat here. Their sensei wasn’t around, and the situation had escalated to the point where even running might not help.

      So, Tobio figured if there wasn’t any help coming? They’d have to help themselves, and come to a few decisions.

      That, and he had to decide whether to roll that new perk now, or hold it in reserve. Chances were though, it wasn’t going to hold anything too groundbreaking for this given upcoming fight. But any advantage was better than no advantage.

      Charging into an entrenched position where the enemy was waiting for them was just not a good spot for a trap specialist like Hibachi. Which meant that some decisions had to be made. Especially one that Tobio didn’t think his teammate would like very much.

      “Hibachi,” Tobio sighed. “I think you should stay behind to protect the kids and their mom.”

      “…What?”

      The look in his eyes was hard to parse. There was some obvious hurt, or surprise, but then something else. A more active and uncomfortable realization of his own lack of ability. It wasn’t that a trap specialist couldn’t be useful where they were going… it was that they were at their best on conditioned ground.

      And that just wasn’t the situation at hand. “It’s not an indictment of your capabilities,” Tobio promised. “It’s just that we’re going in for active, heavy combat, and your arsenal isn’t up for this particular mission.”

      “I didn’t even know you knew the word indictment.”

      “It’s been a day of surprises for us all.”

      Ami watched the back and forth silently, dark eyes peering at their faces, but silent all the while. Hibachi’s jaw worked back and forth, before the boy sighed, and crossed his arms in front of his chest. “You’re right. Even if I hate it, you’re right.”

      That was one crisis settled. Next, Tobio looked at Shibuki. “Are you going to lead us to your village, or not?”

      The crisis going on in the older boy’s face was clear, but in the end what choice did he have? When combat had sprung up, he’d stayed cowardly against the ground, while everyone else fought. If he needed more fighters, where else was he going to get any?

      “…Fine. But you must swear yourselves to secrecy on the entrance!”

      “Shibuki, let me be the first to assure you of how little the Hidden Leaf cares to screw over the smaller villages,” Tobio assured him. “Not unless you betray us first.”

      With multiple hands helping, the mother was relocated, while Ami, Shibuki, and Tobio headed off alongside the cliffside to the secret entrance. Hibachi stayed behind, watching his teammates disappearing out of sight, before he huffed and broke out his ninja wire to start setting up the perimeter. If he couldn’t help the rest of his team, by Kami, he’d protect these kids and their mother.

      Tobio focused on that nugget of potential inside of him as they traveled… and let it cast out into the distance, searching for some new power to grant him.

      As always, the System never disappointed him with the options returned to him.

       The Will to Stand up Straight Library of Ruina As a battle continues onwards, emotions run high, people grow excited, bloodthirsty, and desperate. For you, this has a more pronounced effect, your reserves of power refilling in bursts as dramatic revelations or turns happen, and your speed ever so slightly increasing to keep up with the ever-excitable pace of battle. Barbarian Baldur’s Gate 3 Your power comes from the fire of primal rage burning within you. Your source of rage may vary, but the important part is that you are angry and will SMASH any opponents that stand in your way. You are the most durable class there is and your hurts pack quite a punch as well. Raise your weapon barbarian and break anyone who dares obstruct you. Alchemist’s Physiology Generic Alchemist Your body has undergone changes from the application of various alchemical processes over the course of your studies. For starters, you need only a fourth the normal amount of food, water, and sleep, as well as allowing you to go four times as long without air before detrimental effects set in.

      Every one of them was pretty good. But going into a probable hard fight, he only had time to allow one to settle in. The real question was, what did he want or need the most?

      In a normal situation, the choice he’d spring for was Alchemist’s Physiology. It wasn’t even close, compared to the sheer utility of the ability he was looking at. Reducing his need to sleep, eat, and drink to only a fourth was objectively useful in the long term. But none of that would matter if he didn’t survive to see that future, so he slowly turned away from it.

      The other two choices were objectively better for his immediate survival.

      If Sworn Brotherhood gave him the literal power of friendship, The Will To Stand Up Straight was the narratively convenient Shonen power-up boost. Not enough to win him a fight by itself, just enough to keep him going through all the twists and turns of a fight. For someone as designed for endurance as himself, it had an earnest appeal.

      Unfortunately, it was up against a fairly heavy contender in the form of Barbarian. He’d played enough Baldur’s Gate 3 and D&D to understand what that perk would mean for him. Especially if it came with the long road of abilities and scaling skill, all the way to level twenty. If it did… then while it might have been the most immediately useful, it was useful enough, marrying the needs of the moment with the potential of the future.

      So Tobio made his choice, and felt the hollow inside of himself settle once more. Slowly but surely, they are growing to accommodate the changes. And there were changes, that much he was sure of.

      Physiologically, not much was shifting. He could feel his posture straighten and his muscles thicken incrementally. Most significant shifts were internal, beneath the skin and in his mind’s expanse.

      Deep within him, he could feel his rage simmering beneath the surface. More of a state of mind than anything else, than the gamified status it’d been reduced to in the tabletop and video games. That single-minded surety of purpose would see him through grievous damage. Beyond a portion of his mind being psychologically conditioned, the more unusual addition was the gift of knowledge.

      He didn’t just know how to use weapons. Tobio was trained with such a vast and dizzying array that he’d skipped the foundational training and gone straight to a level of lethality. If he got his hands on a longbow, sword, mace, whatever, at that moment? The Genin felt confident in his ability to use them to kill, without hesitation or dawdling. Styles and forms, wholly foreign to the Elemental Nation, were designed to take advantage of the fact that he would not yield in the face of adversity.

      Though interestingly, he wasn’t sure how he’d describe the effects of Unarmored Defense. It wasn’t so much that he was immediately and overwhelmingly resistant to damage, as it was he knew how to turn his body with blows. Most people had to be mindful of how to fight like that, barely armored, but Tobio had some not insignificant advantages. His Oni blood made it so that he was already tougher at a baseline, which was before mentioning his skeleton.

      The forces needed to make him break were far over most people. And that gave him a singular, if bloody, leg up. Something to keep in mind for the future.

      His newfound athletic prowess and intimidation skills were much less impressive. Useful to be sure, though, given he now had more of a grounding on how to throw around his strength and weight or project some degree of killing intent.

      Hopefully, this would make the difference, since he sincerely doubted that he’d be earning anything else until this whole affair was done.

      “These natural surroundings have served as a barrier, protecting our village from most of our enemies,” Shibuki narrated, as the group clambered up some rocks. “The only way into the village is through this waterfall.”

      As the three of them stood atop one, Ami looked dubiously at the waterfall, one hand raised to shade her eyes as she tried to peer through it. “Is there is really an entrance down there?”

      “There is,” the sole Chūnin among them confirmed. “Though again, I must emphasize that you do not reveal this secret to anyone.”

      Moving forward, the path led them along a barely noticeable outcropping of rock, that went behind the waterfall. Then, into what appeared to be a massive cave, dimly lit by the given light coming in from the entrance behind them. Various pools of water lay about, yawning and wide, as they cautiously entered.

      Though from Tobio’s senses, he wasn’t picking up any danger. They were probably safe from another ambush, at least at the moment.

      “We’re clear, for now,” Tobio commented, eyes flitting about the darkness. “Where to next?”

      “This way,” Shibuki guided, as he walked right up to one of the pools… and dived straight in.

      The two Genin looked at the pool, and then each other, as Tobio grimaced at the thought of diving through an underwater cave. “…Are we sure about this?”

      “Now is when your sense of self-preservation kicks in?”

      “Oi.”

      Clicking her tongue, Ami dove in after Shibuki. And faced with a lack of options and choice, Tobio huffed and dove in after her. Fighting overwhelming numbers, outgunned, and with long odds against him? That was easy. Swimming through an underwater cave, barely able to make out the backsides of Ami and Shibuki, moving through the gloom…?

      Nah, he wasn’t a fan.

      Holding his breath, he made powerful strokes through the water, before they came through the other end of the tunnel. Sunlight, diluted as it was, bloomed above them, as the group slowly began to surface. Just barely poking their heads above water, if only to get a better idea of what was going on.

      And, Tobio would admit… Takigakure was a beautiful village.

      One truly massive, monstrous tree dominated their surroundings. It was so big, the sun couldn’t even fully get past it, only poking through the foliage like fingers of light. One long, sturdy bridge connected the base of its roots to the inhabited village.

      Swimming over to the village-side shore, the three of them kept low. Tobio could feel his danger sense spiking, but as always, it was hard to tell what precisely was grabbing his attention. Something that was obvious, as the three of them looked around carefully.

      “…Where’s all the people?” Ami quietly asked, lips pursed.

      “I’m not sure. Shibuki, do yo—” Tobio started to ask, before glancing back and seeing the Chūnin beginning to dive back underwater.

      …This fucking guy.

      Tobio barely had an opportunity to react, though, as that sense of danger spiked. There were shinobi rushing down toward them, three toward him in particular.

      As usual, Tobio’s brain didn’t operate off anything like logic, or thoughts. He did what felt right in the moment, more than anything else. And what he felt was that putting his faith in Shibuki was the last thing that he should do. So far, for as long as they’d known the older boy, he hadn’t really impressed any of their team.

      So rather than putting his faith in a virtual stranger, he’d put his faith in Ami, Hibachi, and himself. He had hope, and hope was the magic that turned dreams into reality.

      “Stay on the periphery and pick off targets!” Tobio yelled, leaping forward, and out of the way of the three shinobi approaching him.

      Moving out of the way, it was just in the nick of time. Three kunai slammed down into the dirt, right where he was standing only seconds before, as the Oni had a moment to breathe and reorient himself.

      She didn’t hesitate to jump away, her hands flying into hand seals. “On it!” Sworn Brotherhood lubricated teamwork to a ludicrous degree, and it’d be even better if Hibachi was there… but alas, he had his own part of the mission to follow through on.

      Then, he focused, reached deep into that well of rage, and decided to crash out.

      In his first life, he’d heard about monks who spent their entire lives meditating. They all attempted to reach a certain zen state, and free themselves from the mortal coil of physicality. It was, in many respects, a lofty goal.

      A rage was the complete opposite, opposed in every way to this concept of mental serenity.

      It was entirely focused on the temporal world around him, as his heart began to pound. Blood rushed in Tobio’s ears, eyes widening, and body boiling with a fury unlike anything he’d ever experienced. This singular, terrifying state of mind, designed for one thing and one thing only.

      Killing whatever was in front of him.

      The snarl erupting from his mouth didn’t make him sound human, as killing intent washed off of him in thick, heady waves. Those three shinobi, so eager to maim and slay a child flinched back. It was the last tactical mistake they’d ever get to make.

      He didn’t even remember making the seals for the Human Bullet Technique, so much as he felt the rush of air that came from speeding toward them. Between blinks he was amidst the men, kunai in hand, teeth bared like an animal.

      Shrinking back, the first of their number had the singular displeasure to suffer his wrath. A hand, stronger than any Genin’s had any right to be, whipped out in a lightning-fast punch, as Tobio stuck himself to the ground with chakra and impacted the man’s jaw. Putting everything he had into it, there was an uncomfortable snapping sound, as his target’s neck simply gave out underneath the impossible strain.

      The shinobi’s head turned, dead instantly, but Tobio didn’t have time to confirm his kill, before he was onto the next one.

      Fighting like this, in the throes of his rage, wasn’t a particularly tactical experience. It was all that well-trained muscle memory, amped up to eleven, as he leveraged every iota of his body’s strength and speed to its utmost limits. And then beyond it, in ways that a lesser mortal would have never been able to handle. But he was made of tougher stuff… literally.

      Raising up his hand, he let loose another Fire Burst jutsu. Point blank how it was, even with one of them trying to get away? He was roasted alive, as Tobio poured chakra into the technique, his target’s scream cut off haphazardly. Turning to the last, he was happy to see that Ami’s own jutsu had taken off.

      She had a talent for genjutsu, Tobio distantly thought, as he saw the man sluggishly move under the effects of the Temporary Paralysis Technique. As someone who’d suffered under her tests with it, he’d recognize that almost restrained movement anywhere. He was about to duck in and take out that third, but apparently she had it covered.

      Taking out a kunai, he noted it had a special tag wrapped around the hilt. Even the mixed-blood Genin had to grimace, as he saw that kunai soar through the air, and miss the target by a hair… only to have Ami make the ‘Rat’ seal with her hands.

      Which promptly caused the explosive seal she had attached to the kunai to explode.

      It was overkill, but they were trying to deal with people attempting to kill them in turn. So… he wasn’t particularly perturbed about it.

      That was three down. But he sincerely doubted that they were the only shinobi to lock down a Hidden Village of this size. Someone had to let them inside, and frankly, Tobio was leaning toward a fucking traitor. Unfortunately, he didn’t have enough time to settle his rage, before his danger senses rocketed up again.

      “Oh shit!” Ami yelled, as she began to duck out of the way of a whip made of water. But he practically feel that she wouldn’t make it out of the way in time. And then… something weird began to happen.

      Ami and Tobio began to make the replacement jutsu in tandem.

      Each of them only performed half of the seals, Ami the Tiger and Boar, Tobio the Ox, Dog, and Snake. In a just world, it wouldn’t have done a thing. But Exalted was a world full of edge cases, once upon a time miracles, heroes and villains fighting on the tapestry of Creation on a scale that most people couldn’t possibly fathom. And there were fewer forces stronger than the miracle of a Sworn Brotherhood, fighting against all of the odds to survive.

      Ami and Tobio swapped positions, breaking the rules of how both of them even thought the Body Replacement worked. Under the weight of a bond that could make Creation bow and bend before it, what were the fickle rules of jutsu and techniques?

      Without missing a beat, Tobio let the whip curl around his arm. Ami readied her weapons, her teammate prepared to advance, and the brown-haired woman at the other end of the whip pulled, preparing her own next strike.

      Until a voice rang out, authoritative and clear. “Hisame! Pull back.” The source of it was a mystery, until Tobio and Ami looked over to see a man. Unlike the other shinobi they’d been facing up to this point, though, there was something about this man that made them sit up and take notice. Maybe it was the way his presence just reminded them so much of their sensei.

      Or for Tobio, it could have been the way his danger sense was screaming to him. The figure in front of them was strong. At least, strong compared to any other threat they’d been fighting so far.

      Hisame, the brunette, hesitated from the order, before releasing her whip, and jumping back to join the man’s side once more. The two of them by themselves wouldn’t normally be so intimidating, but there was just something about this guy that put Tobio’s teeth on edge.

      “Konoha shinobi,” the man spoke. “Out of a desire for no conflict with your village, I’ll forgive the excesses and killing of my subordinates.”

      “Very gracious of you,” Ami snarked, even if the humor didn’t entirely reach her eyes. “What’s the catch?”

      The man snorted, as he crossed his arms. “That you leave. Walk away. This isn’t your village, your fight, or your people.”

      “It sounds like you might be scared of us to me,” Tobio pointed out.

      “Hardly,” the man scoffed. “But the longer we fight, the more that foolish boy may get meddlesome ideas. Better to situate my flank, while I deal with the real problem, and get what I came here for.”

      This was a solid deal, wasn’t it? To just… walk away? Tobio didn’t like to admit but, but this really wasn’t their battle, or their conflict. If they walked away at this very moment, nobody would think less of them. Just by getting involved, they’d gone above and beyond anything their sensei would have expected of them.

      And yet…

      Tobio felt that itch beneath his skin, as he stared down the older man. That desire to test himself, no holds barred against a powerful opponent. To see if he’d grown enough to take out what was undoubtedly a filler villain for the likes of the main cast.

      If he couldn’t take this bastard down, how was he supposed to contend with the real monsters in the world?

      “So…” The man flexed, and in that moment, an aura settled around him. A killing intent radiated off of him, thicker than Tobio’s own, as he took a step toward them. “What will your decision be, Genin?”

      Well.

      Fuck.

      

    
  




    11. Death Flags

    
       

      What would Tekuno-sensei want them to do?

      He’d want them to live, not to do anything that would betray the Hidden Leaf, but most of all… Tobio didn’t think he’d want them to do anything that would betray themselves. Deep inside himself, the boy could be honest about a few things. Tobio had done and seen incredible things since being dumped into this world. But he wholeheartedly didn’t think he’d be able ever to forgive or forget if he walked away from this fight, this village, right here and now. To leave them to the predations of a man who seemingly had no issue ordering his underlings to harm or kill children.

      Could he even trust someone like that to keep their word in a situation like this? Probably not.

      For better or worse, he could feel that simple fact of life in his unbreakable bones. That walking away just wasn’t an option, even if he wanted to. Leaving people behind when they needed his help, when they needed him, was a measure of altruism that didn’t perhaps entirely fit the career that he found himself in. But it did fit Tobio, and that was all that mattered.

      Glancing over at Ami, he shot her a crooked grin, trying to project a confidence that he didn’t entirely feel. “What do you say? Do you wanna walk away? He looks kind of tough.”

      She hummed thoughtfully, even if he could practically feel she wasn’t actively considering it. Like himself, his teammate fell into the ‘fake it till you make it’ school of bravado. “I dunno. That guy feels like, what, a Jōnin? That’s basically A-rank pay right now. Easy money.”

      “Mou, how mercenary of you, Ami-chan. Don’t you want to help out of the goodness of your heart?”

      “I’m a girl with expensive tastes, Oni-baka,” Ami responded, clicking her tongue and rolling her eyes at his words. “Good feelings don’t buy new clothes.”

      The Jōnin by this point was growing angry, eyebrows knitting together as he gritted his teeth at their antics. “Are you not taking this seriously? You could die, you understand that, right? Choosing what, this collection of huts over your lives?”

      “I’m not choosing these huts, I’m choosing my bank account,” Ami responded, shrugging with a trembling nonchalance. She was afraid. He could feel it through their bond, stunted as it was. Yet even so, his friend was sticking through it.

      “And frankly, you’re the kind of piece of shit that I doubt would honor their own word,” Tobio pointed out. “Relying on the honor of a missing-nin is foolish, at best.”

      The man’s face hardened, as his fists balled up. “Then you’ve made your choice. I’ll ensure the Hidden Leaf knows where to find your bodies.”

      Approaching on their opponent’s side of the battlefield was another Amegakure shinobi, who looked worse for wear.

      “I’m here to help, sir!” The man chirped, his voice sounding a little strange, but then what he said next made Tobio’s entire body freeze in a singular dread. “Ran into a pest on the way here.”

      Then, he threw something on the ground. A ragged forehead protector, emblazoned with the symbol of Konohagakure. For a few brief moments, Tobio felt his world grind to a halt, until… he realized something hinky was going on. If Hibachi was particularly heavily hurt, or straight up dead, Tobio would have felt it. That surety of his friends and allies being alright was a hefty part of why he’d sprung for Sworn Brotherhood in the first place.

      …But if Hibachi was fine, then that must have meant—

      “Did you really think I’d fall for such a pitiful deception?” The Jōnin spoke, eyes blazing with anger as he turned on the newcomer.

      The man’s face scrunched up in confusion, taking a hesitant step back. “…Sir?”

      “Kirisame’s eyes were blue, not brown.”

      Silence reigned for a few seconds, before the figure sighed, slumping slightly. “Welp. Can’t blame a guy for trying, right?” The figure of ‘Kirisame’ narrowly ducked out of the way of a blow, before backflipping their way. Pressing his hands together, smoke erupted around the man… revealing a familiar face.

      It was Hibachi, cut and scratched up, and definitely roughed up to some degree, yet alive all the same. And that was enough to make Tobio’s heart soar.

      “Hibachi!” Ami exclaimed, eyes wide with surprise and delight. “Kami, if you ever scare me like that again…”

      “Eh, I tried to pull a fast one, but it didn’t work,” the Genin sighed. “Infiltration is your thing, not mine.”

      “Run into any trouble outside?” Tobio asked, eyeing up the new injuries on his teammate carefully.

      His friend shrugged. “Just a few pests, like I said. But those are what traps are best at handling.”

      The three of them weren’t the most talented Genin of their generation. None of them really had anything that could pass for a bloodline besides Tobio, and even that was more out-of-context chicanery. In the everyday world, each of them would have lived and died without genuinely reaching their full potential.

      But here and now? Tobio felt like they could show the world what they were made of.

      And he didn’t plan on disappointing.

      The three of them locked in.

      No one had to say anythingor do anything to make that implicit decision. It was just something that each of them, in their hearts, knew. Sometimes, there was a moment for words, and then there were times like this, when nothing needed to be said. Words were wind in the face of crushing, overwhelming action.

      Without Sworn Brotherhood, they wouldn’t have stood a chance. They wouldn’t have had that implicit understanding and grounding in teamwork that came with years of experience. With it… they had a chance.

      What more could Tobio ask for?

      Step one in their glorious, unspoken plan not to die horribly. Take out the kunoichi backing up the Jōnin; otherwise, she could get in the way of their tenuous, nebulous, barely existent strategy. Also, do it while trying to fight the Jōnin.

      Throwing his hands into the seals needed for his Human Bullet Technique at a blistering pace, he exploded toward the older woman. She wasn’t expecting the ambush, though, considering how much shit they’d been talking to the Jōnin. Meanwhile, his teammates went for the Jōnin to keep him busy.

      If everyone were on his same level of combat ability, they’d be able to hold him longer. Unfortunately, they weren’t, even if his perks helped make the difference. So this little bout between him and this lady had a sharp time limit.

      Well. Tobio was always at his best when under pressure.

      The brunette wasn’t as slow on the take as her comrades. Creating another whip of water, the path he was racing toward was awash with waves of lashes, as he dug his feet into the ground. Skidding to retard his momentum, her whip-like motions made it all he could do to dodge, duck, dive, and twist out of the way of that long, sinewy thread in front of him.

      And even then… not enough.

      He felt that whip latch and curl around his ankle when moving into a roll to try and dodge. His eyes widened, if only a fraction, before he felt the woman send electric shocks through the jutsu, her free hand curling into seals.

      Pain on the other side of his rage felt… foreign. Like he wasn’t experiencing it himself, but instead watching it happen to someone else, which was for the best. Dissociative as it may have been to his mental wellbeing, if he was slowed down by even a single wound in the coming minutes, they’d all die. All of the little injuries and damages would no doubt build up over time, yet for now, Tobio would trust in his own durability and the effects of the regenerative meals he’d been making to see him through.

      It’d been evident that the woman had been expecting him to flinch, startle, be wracked with pain from the jutsu. What she hadn’t being expecting was for him to come to his feet, wincing but otherwise moving just fine.

      “What are you?!” She hissed, moving to pull her whip, expecting to overpower the twelve-year-old who was Tobio—a perfectly normal tactic for your average Genin.

      For Tobio, her effort to pull his feet out from under him was pretty laughable, considering he was probably the physically strongest Genin of his generation outside of Rock Lee.

      “It’s perfectly natural for a woman your age to have performance problems.”

      “Wha—” She started, totally baffled by his words, before Tobio was already exploding toward her again to close the distance that’d been made.

      This time, though, he wasn’t giving her room to throw together any cute tricks. As he strained his speed to its limits, it was a violent, chaining spree of punches and kicks that he unleashed her way. Second by second, he could see the way she was pushing up against her limitations, dodging just like he had…

      But the difference was, Tobio could slip up as much as he wanted with durability and strength like his. She only had to screw up the once.

      Something she was painfully made aware of when he feinted, making her think he was going for a kick, and instead landed a solid gut-punch inside of her guard. Her eyes practically bulged out of her skullas he put the entirety of his strength into it, lifting her up and off the ground and sending her flying through the air in the wake of his mighty blow.

      She rolled ass over teakettle, ungracefully, before coming to a stop on the dirt nearby. Twitching once, twice, and then falling still, as he breathed hard. Given the fact that he’d hit her hard enough to cause organ damage at the least…

      This kunoichi was out of the fight. However, what was more important to him was quickly returning to the fight with the Jōnin to see how his teammates were faring. What he saw was better and worse than he could have hoped for.

      Against all odds, Ami and Hibachi had not been brutally maimed or murdered. He knew that, logically, by the far-off sounds of battle he’d been hearing while distracted. He felt the fact that they still drew breath, through their mystical bond, noting every little pulse of pain and usage of chakra that sang through their connection.

      Even so, it was a balm on his heart to put his eyes on them and see that they managed to survive. To thrive, even considering the circumstances. That didn’t mean they were winning, however.

      The two of them acted in concert with one another, as much as they could, at the given moment. Primarily focusing on dodging the Jōnin’s terrifying, blisteringly fast attacks. Ami mainly distracted him with short-lived genjutsu, while Hibachi hit the man with his bag of stolen tricks.

      For them, though, the biggest problem was a consistent and intense lack of distance. Neither of them was a melee specialist the way Tobio was, so it meant that the resounding blows that the man could deliver couldn’t be countered. Said evidence of solid hits was clear as day on their bodies.

      Hibachi was even more brutalized, one eye swollen, promising a nasty black eye in his future. He nimbly backflipped out of the way of a haphazard kunai throw, but not fast enough to prevent himself from taking a scoring cut along his side.

      Ami meanwhile, wasn’t much better. She had a nasty wound on her shoulder, bleeding something fierce. Her hand seals weren’t coming as quickly, and if Tobio had to guess, she was running low on chakra. Neither of his companions had particularly impressive chakra reserves for civilians, and a fight like this was already straining those reserves to the limits, even with their shared connection lightening the chakra cost for their jutsu.

      Most damningly was the fact that they were slowing down, though. Bit by bit, second by second, as they strained to push against the boundaries of their capabilities. And the Jōnin knew it, hadn’t even really been threatened in any way that mattered, merely fended off as they bought time for their last teammate to arrive.

      So, he didn’t intend to disappoint them.

      Like most of his combat openers, the booming sound of an explosion heralded Tobio’s arrival.

      “Sorry to keep you guys waiting!” He yelled, as he came in for a kick, albeit one that was very narrowly dodged by their target.

      Ami barked a laugh, as she chucked a shuriken toward the Jōnin, who nimbly parried with a kunai. “Nah, we had him on the ropes!”

      “But you’re welcome to come when the job’s nearly done!” Hibachi added, his own nervous, cocky grin on his face.

      That might have all been idiots in over their heads, but they were his idiots, and that was what mattered. The Jōnin didn’t seem like he shared their joviality.

      “Damn brats!” He hissed, jumping back and looking at the three of them, posted together defensively. “What’s it going to take to see you dead?”

      “More than you’re capable of, old man,” Hibachi smirked. “My sensei’s smacked me harder in training.”

      The older man’s eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. “Oh really? We’ll have to test that theory then.” None of them liked his voice’s dangerous, cold tone, as he began to throw together hand seals.

      “Lock him down, Ami!” Tobio cried, as he rushed forward again, kunai in hand.

      Ami clicked her tongue, before putting together more seals, trying to lock him into the Temporary Paralysis Technique. But there was a world of difference between a Genin-level target, and someone with Jōnin-tier reserves. It only slowed the man down a second, and just that…

      …Unfortunately, not enough time to stop him from finishing his jutsu.

      “Water Release: Water Dragon Bullet Technique!”

      Like a leviathan rising from behind the Jōnin, a serpent with glowing eyes formed from Taki’s still waters, made manifest by chakra and will. That long, sinewy body, with rippling waves of water, glowing eyes, and an unmistakably draconic face, that even gave Tobio pause. All of them had a brief few seconds as they gaped, before the dragon came crashing down with a roar of rushing water toward them.

      At first, he’d been the closest, so Tobio assumed that it was coming for him. But seeing the smirk on the Jōnin’s face as he tried to leap in the way of it, he was in for a worse surprise. It pivoted like nothing living could, curling around him, as he went straight for the sole girl of their squad.

      “AMI, MOVE!” Tobio roared.

      And she tried, but wounded as she was, struggling as she was, was caught in the maw of that rushing wave. He felt his throat tighten in terror, as it slammed into the ground nearby, dust, dirt, and mud flying every which way. He would have thought her dead, if it wasn’t for their bond saying that she was still alive… if certainly in no position to continue this fight. The waves of pain and unconsciousness radiating from her told him that much.

      “Is this all you have to show me?” Their opponent taunted, face curled up in a sneer. “Is this the limits of your vaunted Konohagakure Will of Fire?”

      …That smug, awful smirk on this bastard’s face. Like he had the right to look down on them…

      It set something on fire inside of Tobio. He could stand being underestimated by the world, or their Hidden Village, or even all the Clan kids they used to go to class with. But some no-name bastard from a bumfuck village dared to say those words to him? The nugget of flame inside of the Oni-blooded shinobi grew into a conflagration, as his resolve hardened.

      “Hibachi,” Tobio spoke, voice painfully close to a snarl.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yo-yo me,” He commanded, not even bothering to clarify any further. “I’m gonna take this guy out in one go.”

      It spoke volumes to the trust that his teammate had in him, that he didn’t even blink at that statement. He merely threw a line of ninja wire toward Tobio, who raced to catch it. And then, he exploded.

      There was no worry about the conversation of his chakra reserves, as the fires behind him propelled Tobio forward faster and faster. Just the rapid wind-up as Hibachi planted his feet with chakra, and gritted his teeth, doing his best to keep a firm hold on the wire as Tobio spun even quicker, blurring with speed. With as much force as the boy could manage, he held on as Tobio picked up true velocity.

      That didn’t mean the Jōnin had been quiet the entire time, though. If anything, he was gearing up to do the same jutsu that had taken out Ami once more. But this time around, he didn’t have the opportunity to finish that job, before he found one pissed off, half-feral, raging, exploding Genin being thrown his way as Hibachi loosed the wire, and let go of Tobio.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing!” Hibachi yelled after him.

      “SAME!”

      Like a rocket, Tobio slammed into the Jōnin’s midsection, who was patently and totally unprepared. Maybe if Tobio had been going at his normal speeds, but wound up and thrown by Hibachi…? With him pouring fuel into his explosive technique?

      Dodging was, at best, a pipe dream. But Tobio wasn’t entirely focused on just slamming into the Jōnin. Instead, he redirected that burst of fire, propelling them, turning that horizontal movement vertical.

      Which was where he began to pour on the gas.

      “What are you doing?!” His opponent asked, wind whistling past them, baffled, as they shot up into the air. Hands beating, punching, slamming against Tobio’s body to try and break out of the grapple.

      But pain and he were old friends at this point, his rage keeping higher body functions at bay. Even when the man grabbed a kunai, he wasn’t particularly scared. Because whatever clever, violent action was about to take place, was going to be very short-lived, as they hit the branches and limbs of the vast tree above them.

      It was like getting bludgeoned from every direction, hard bark scraping against his tough flesh and battering his bones. The man he was holding got it even worse, though, as he was smacked from almost all directions, blood splattering as his panic only mounted. “Stop! STOP!”

      Yet Tobio only poured on the gasoline even further, and ignited himself, as a sound not unlike jet engines roared through the canopy of the tree. Burnt wood and leaves left in his wake, as they went even faster upwards. Until they finally cleared the foliage, and soared straight into that deep, azure horizon above the treeline.

      There was a peace up there in that clear, blue sky—something that Tobio could feel, even in the grips of his rage. Arms wrapped around Jōnin’s midsection, he had a few seconds of picture-perfect clarity as the remnants of his chakra sputtered out, and the boy came to a singular realization.

      Hanging there in the sky, right before gravity was about to reclaim them… he was about to die, wasn’t he?

      In his short-lived experience, there was nothing quite like the calm assurance that he was about to kick the bucket to pour cold water over someone’s head. Falling at this height, hitting every tree branch on the way down? And then hitting water at terminal velocity… even Calcium might not have been enough to save him.

      But if this was as far as he got to the peak of the world… well, at least the view was nice. Halfway delirious from chakra exhaustion, that felt like a silly thought, but an earnest one all the same.

      “YOU’VE KILLED US BOTH!” The Jōnin roared, kunai plunging down into Tobio’s back. But that pain felt distant, foreign, in what they both faced. “YOU FOOL!”

      The laugh that erupted from the Genin’s mouth was haunting, face bruised, battered, and curled into a feral rictus. “TAKING YOU WITH ME IS WORTH IT!”

      And the man might have been right, if Tobio had chosen any other option at the start of this journey. A man made of flesh and mundane bone would not have survived this. Falling from these heights might have challenged even the most durable shinobi he could think of.

      But… Tobio’s bloodline wasn’t just mundane flesh anymore.

      Inside of the Genin was something else. A force wholly phantasmal that wanted to live. That could survive the impossible, that yearned to defy death. Inside of his chakra pathway network, that lifegiving energy effectively sputtered out. Barely higher than the amounts needed to keep him alive, as he felt the fringes of chakra exhaustion begin to overtake his senses. Yet what use did Oni have for chakra? For they were beings of magic, and that was a part of his bloodline he’d oh-so perilously neglected.

      Right up until he’d needed it. Until his brute strength, speed, and tenacity to survive wouldn’t be enough. In that moment, he felt a thrum inside of his heart as gravity began to reassert itself on him and the Jōnin he was still stubbornly clinging to.

      Magical energy radiated from his core, filling his body to the breaking point.

      Revitalizing him, if only just, as the top of the canopy came rushing down to meet them. On the outside, he was half-dead, bleeding from countless wounds, bruised and battered in ways that Tobio didn’t even have the time or cognizance to take note of. Yet on the inside…

      It was funny. Phantasmal Races didn’t so much heal as their bodies were wound back on their template to an earlier state, depending on how much magical energy they had. And it turned out that a Mixed-Blood descendant of the Oni had more than enough juice to get the job done.

      They fell, one brutalized Jōnin in the throes of terror, and another Genin in a peculiar kind of peace. Two bodies hurtling to their deaths, smashing through the canopy, and back down to the lake below. All the while, Tobio could feel something happening inside of him.

      An evolution.

      Cells, bones, organs, muscle fibers, ligaments, tendons… Each component of his body that’d been stressed to its limits was reshaping, slowly at first, but growing even faster as they grew closer to the water. Until they reached terminal velocity, and hit the lake like a missile.

      His enemy was dead on impact.

      Tobio… was not. He refused to die. Death was resisted, if only for a time.

      After everything that he’d done, seen, and wanted to do… he wasn’t going to die in a shitty village like this. If he was going to die again, in this strange, dangerous, awful, and beautiful new world he’d been dropped into? He’d die on his feet, or in his bed at some ungodly old age, surrounded by a legion of family members.

      Anything between the two was just unacceptable.

      So even while his impressive bones cracked, his organs pulped, his muscle fibers tore and threatened to come apart at the seams, his magical energy filled him to the brim. A source that he’d never once touched up to this point, ignited by his near-death experience. It stitched him together and prevented him from dying, even as he was floated on the surface of the water, paralyzed beyond recognition.

      But alive. Breathing. Staring up at the light streaming in between the branches and leaves of that great, big tree. His rage, slowly leaving him, and letting that singular agony all over his body that he’d been fending off, begin to creep back in at the edges of his senses.

      Not entirely worth the feeling of being broken into a million pieces, but he was alive. He’d take what he could get.

      [HIDDEN QUEST COMPLETED: SAVE THE HIDDEN WATERFALL VILLAGE.]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MODERATE PERK. CHOOSE BETWEEN DOMINION, ERUDITION, MIGHT, AND ARTIFICE.]

      

      [QUEST COMPLETED: CHANGE THE TIMELINE IN A MINOR WAY.]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MINOR ARTIFICE PERK.]​

      Oh, perks. That was nice. Tobio blinked, tired, exhausted, and beaten in ways that were hard to quantify, as he floated on the surface of the lake. Slowly but surely, being dragged into unconsciousness, from the myriad of wounds, bruises, and miraculous fractures in his skeleton. But…

      He was alive.

      And that amazing, miraculous thing was the only thought he had in his mind as he drifted off into unconsciousness.

    
    

    
      


      Sleep came easily to Tobio, as it was an escape from the pain that awaited him. What came harder to the boy was waking up. Consciousness came gradually, in fits and starts, as he opened his eyes and found himself somewhere… he didn’t entirely recognize. And in an exquisite amount of pain too, but that was a given. It was almost too much, enough to make him want to retreat back to the comforting bliss of unconsciousness, yet he pushed that feeling back immediately and tried to focus on his surroundings.

      It was a hospital, if a low-tech one, compared to the ones he’d seen in Konoha. The bed he was in was comfortable, though, and he was, if nothing else, blessedly alone. Given he felt like a herd of deer had just run roughshod over his muscles and spine, that was for the best.

      Sitting here alone, in pain, and half-conscious, he wondered if he should or could roll his perks. They weren’t quite in a secure place, but if there was the chance that anything could fix his pain, it might have been worth it to take.

      Yeah, there was no way he had enough self-control to keep himself from rolling right then and there. Tobio was alone, and he had enough strength to push himself into a sitting position, even if his body rebelled with the slightest motion.

      He’d start small. Big decisions like the mindfuck of a choice to choose between four different categories, were too big for his brain to handle at that moment. Focusing, he let that internal hollow inside of himself swell, as it reached out to provide another new capability for him.

      It was time to see what that Artifice roll could do for him. Only for him to immediately regret it, as three different options hovered before him, courtesy of the System.

      …Fuck. Why did he think this wouldn’t strain his brain immediately?

       Brainjack Demon: The Descent This USB and headphone jack lets you steal memories from people. Simply stick the USB in their ear and put on the headphones, and you can literally hear the thoughts you want. With some skill using the buttons on it, it can also be used to erase and edit memories.

      (Will not appear until deployed consciously for the first time.) Asauchi Bleach A single blank sword, apparently one of the only Zanpakuto not created by Nimaiya and thus not subject to his knowledge. In all other respects, this is a perfectly functioning blank sword. Any non-Shinigami who spends enough time with this blade, continually infusing it with their energy, will be able to awaken it as their own Zanpakuto.

      Shinigami who purchase this should be aware that it is impossible to awaken a second Zanpakuto from an Asauchi state with one already part of their soul. Though a second Zanpakuto itself is not impossible.

      (Will not appear until deployed consciously for the first time.) Hearthfire — Basics The Elder Scrolls At this point, there isn’t much to your home. It has an entryway, the main building has two floors, a fireplace, a kitchen, an outhouse, and you’ve even got a large bed. It may not be much at the moment, but you’ve got to start off somewhere.

      (Will be organically deeded to Tobio, courtesy of a deed from his family line.)

      There was a part of him that really liked the idea of having a house. He could buy his own, granted, but having one deeded to him would save some money. And there could be future upgrades he could make to it with time, which was food for thought for the future.

      If he was a better shinobi, who was more inclined to the sneaky arts, Brainjack would be a solid pick. Being able to rifle through the memories of enemies would make a pretty solid gift to any of his allies. Even if he wouldn’t be able to explain where it came from, or the larger principles behind its usage.

      But the middle one had his mouth salivating a little.

      Up until this point, he’d been patiently waiting for an opportunity to grab a weapon of some kind. But here and now, he could gain one that would be perfectly suited to him. Bound to his soul, even, with the whole suite of bullshit that came with having an Asauchi. It might start as a sword, yet given how they could evolve, there was no reason to say that it’d stay as one.

      But he could only choose one… and also, he could only spend his moderate perk on one category. Tobio had to make some decisions.

      In his heart, Tobio wanted a nice, big house. But he was also a half-feral Oni child and yearned for the comfort of cold steel. With a heavy conscience, he woke up and chose violence. Confirming the Asauchi perk inside of himself, there was a new, waiting weight anxious to be deployed.

      An unsealed asauchi. He’d seen enough of Bleach to understand the raw potential that it held at his fingertips, provided he could meditate on the blade and develop it to its full potential. Easier said than done, but nobody said that Tobio was afraid of a little hard work.

      It was still somewhat formless, like it hadn’t decided on its final foundational shape. He knew they could be in the shape of a regular katana, though they could also come in odachi, tanto, and even wazikashi forms. He’d likely have to decide whenever he properly brought it out into the world.

      For now, he had another choice to make.

      Artifice, Erudition, and Dominion were nice, but Tobio was a simple man. Might was the only category he could fathom, after getting his ass beat so badly. He knew he should have died out there, and somehow was still kicking. Not because he was more skilled than his enemy, or stronger, just that he had a bullshit bloodline on his side that had… weirdly managed to keep him together.

      Best to prevent such a thing from happening again, as he spun the internal well inside of him, to reach out for more perks.

       Elixir Fairy Fencer F This is a single Elixir capable of fully healing you or one of your friends completely. Not even the common cold can withstand this miracle cure. If you purchased the Healing Kit the Elixir will somehow appear in there. Restocks weekly. Merges with the Healing Kit if the prior item was purchased. Chi Manipulation Avatar: The Legend of Korra A natural energy known as chi exists within all living organisms in this world, and you know the location of critical points on the human body that allow chi to flow. You’ve been trained to utilizes this knowledge during combat to temporarily paralyzes foes and temporarily disable other people’s bending. Devil Arm Arm Devil May Cry Your non-dominant arm gets replaced by a literal demonic arm. It will look very unnatural on your body, either having a completely different skin color from the rest of you, or looking like a glowing claw. You’re also provided with a way of hiding and suppressing the power of your new arm, as anything from medical sling, a glove and a sleeve, some weird metallic brace, or just a large red cloth to wrap around your arm.

      *Upon taking a Devil Arm Arm, you gain the Devil Buster Style for free.

      Not all of these were what he expected, but he wasn’t sure if he’d call them bad. Just… unexpected. Strong to be sure in their own ways, though.

      A full heal wasn’t as useful to him, given his all-around durability. To the much squishier people he tended to run with? He’d be able to prevent tragic shonen death syndrome wherever he went, which felt like an impossibly good investment.

      The second was a bootleg Gentle Fist, and he almost took it on principle. Just the concept of seeing all those Hyūga spit blood because he managed to replicate what their clan’s techniques performed, without having their special eyes? God, the notion of it warmed his heart.

      But the last was the one where he had the most complicated feelings about it. It was undoubtedly bullshit in every sense of the word, because it was from Devil May Cry. Yet it was also transforming him in a way he wouldn’t be able to take back. Was that worthwhile?

      Painful to his sensibilities though it may be, he’d feel even worse if he passed by on Elixir. Forgetting even the boon of an instant heal, he’d have been wracked with guilt if it made him unable to save a close friend of loved one, because he wanted a cool devil arm or to bully Hyūga more effectively. As tempting as both of those mental images might have been.

      Indulging his inner chuuni and xianxia young master yearnings would have to wait for another time.

      With that confirmed, he felt that inner hollow expand, as another object filled it. One moment his hands were empty, and the next there was a small, glass bottle in his grip. Tucking it to the side, it was good to have all of those rolls finished and done with, if only so he could enjoy the quiet of the moment.

      Laying back down, Tobio looked up at the ceiling and simply… enjoyed the reprieve. He didn’t know how long he’d been asleep, or how he’d survived, but the minutes he got to himself were well worth it.

      Right up until the door opened, and he knew that break was over.

      Stepping into the room appeared to be a nurse, who was more absentmindedly going about her job than anything else. Right up until she noticed him awake, and with his eyes open. Then her own gaze went wide, and her jaw dropped.

      “…Hey.”

      “H-Honorable shinobi! You’re awake!”

      “That I am,” Tobio croaked, voice a little dry and uncomfortable from disuse. “Think we can keep that to ourselves?”

      She vigorously shook her head at the notion. “Your sensei, teammates, and even Lord Shibuki have been waiting for you to awaken for days now!”

      Hmm. That wasn’t good. “How long have I been under?”

      “It’s been a week since the invasion by the traitor Suien.”

      Was that the name of the Jōnin he killed? Good to put something to the face. “That guy’s dead, right?”

      “His body was burned, alongside the rest of the deceased missing-nin,” she stated, scowling at the mention of his name. “You have my thanks for slaying him.”

      “Oh,” Tobio murmured, glancing away. “It was no big deal, trust me.” Honestly, he was more interested in killing that bastard at any costs, even at the risk of dying himself. It was a murderous urge born from the implicit knowledge that his friends were at risk if he’d failed.

      More than at risk. They would have died. He felt that in his bones in the moment, and was sure of it right then and there.

      “Can you, uh… get my teammates, and sensei?”

      “Oh! Of course, honored shinobi.” She bowed, a movement that made him feel ten times more uncomfortable, before shuffling off.

      He wouldn’t have long before his room was going to be filled with people, but for now, Tobio grabbed his Elixir and downed it quickly. It almost instantaneously began to take effect, much to his surprise, as the pain that was across his body began to recede in concert. Whatever microfractures, muscle tears, and vestigial bruises, were vanishing, astonishingly rapidly, as he tossed the bottle and glanced down at his now pristine body.

      The only thing that Tobio realized was that he wasn’t sure how to explain this one. Actually, he’d just blame it on his bloodline. That felt like it’d work.

      For now, he settled down, and prepared to receive his friends and sensei.

      …He was gonna hear an earful about that suicide move, wasn’t he?

      

    
  




    12. Interlude: Hibachi 1

    
       Hibachi​


      Most Genin were eager to write their names into legend. It happened when you were fed a steady diet of stories about the great heroes of the Hidden Leaf from a young age. How could any shinobi hopeful resist trying to live up to the tales of Hashirama Senju, the legendary Sannin, or the indomitable Lord Fourth?

      To put it simply, you couldn’t. At least, not for the average shinobi. But dreams were what you needed to sell young children to get them to buy into the structure, the overarching hierarchy, and all the sacrifices they’d inevitably make along the way. He couldn’t begrudge the powers that be for making that cruel calculus.

      He just didn’t want any part of it for himself, beyond the bare minimum requirements to skate by.

      It made Hibachi feel like a fraud, most of the time, when he pictured his future. He didn’t have any yearning for fame, power, or privilege like so many of his peers in the academy. Most of the time, it was a challenge to get out of bed in the morning, and he’d have just been satisfied with a good, honest job in some part of the General Forces. He could have seen himself slowly building his body of work until he could hope to apply in the intelligence division.

      That would have been a rather understated life, but a safe one. The kind of existence that’d have seen him determinately toiling away on D-ranks, then C-ranks, and probably avoiding anything too dangerous until the next war between Hidden Villages broke out. Hardly the kind of glamorization they did in the academy, but something far more realistic to his capabilities and drive. To go home to his dad, his brothers, and make sure that he didn’t die in the process.

      Which was what made it all the more amusing and baffling that he’d passed the Jōnin’s exam to train under a Jōnin-sensei. It seemed that someone in the Pure Lands was having a lark at his expense. He hadn’t been expecting even to try all that hard when showing up for the test, not at first. But something strange began to happen as it was happening; it felt like he was getting swept away by personalities so much bigger than his own.

      What was his luck in getting saddled with such boisterous people? Ami’s big, bossy, and acerbic nature, concealing her true face of a girl deeply invested in the lives of her comrades. Tobio, with a vast dream, almost laughable when you considered the notion of a clanless orphan daring to rise so far.

      Then again, Lord Fourth had been an orphan, as had Jiraiya of the Sannin. It wouldn’t be unfair to say that something exceptional separated individuals with that drive, that burning ambition, from everyone else. Some people just had it in spades, but most humans lacked that desire to reach the very top, even if they had to claw their way up the side of a sheer cliff to get there.

      He didn’t have it inside of him, but Tobio had it in spades. Enough to pull up Ami and Hibachi with him, as he did his best effort of a carp leaping up a waterfall. The spiky-haired boy might not have had much tact or common sense, yet that was probably for the best. No one important ever got to where they were by being like everyone else.

      Something in him told Hibachi that his new friend had it in him to go the distance.

      Given that the rest of his team had dedicated themselves to trying as hard as possible under Tekuno’s tutelage, he didn’t want to be the odd one out. So, he threw himself headfirst into some of the most grueling regimens he’d ever seen. He might have been lacking in some degree compared to the sheer progress that Tobio was making. Or maybe Tobio’s baseline had just been so much higher than theirs to begin with.

      That being said, it was daunting to see him blow ahead of them so soundly. It wasn’t something that he thought Ami had noticed yet, but the only other boy on the team was just possessed of… something that drove him forward. To making progress leaps and bounds ahead of them. In school, he’d never thought Tobio was all that different, or unusual, until that fateful exam day when he’d trounced Kiba and Sasuke in a spar.

      Maybe all of this time, Tobio had been trying harder than any of them had ever known. Though Hibachi had been quietly betting on his teammate having some degree of bloodline. He just hadn’t expected that information to be confirmed in such an uncomfortable way.

      The escort mission to Takigakure started innocently enough. Everyone in Team Eleven met the client, who, unfortunately, made them painfully aware of his cowardly ways and made their peace with his nature. All things considered, though, most of the journey went rather well.

      Then, almost the moment their sensei disappeared, things went off the rails.

      They were ambushed, with only scant warning from Tobio’s preternatural senses, and during it… Hibachi felt useless. He’d been useless, while Ami got off a Genjutsu at the very least, and Tobio had employed his full strength against their attackers. The fact that it’d included a new jutsu he’d never seen him use before, one he’d probably developed without hand seals, only made it all the more a bitter pill to swallow.

      Stumbling onto an in-progress attack on the village by a bunch of nukenin was certainly grounds for them to leave. It would have been the rational thing to do, given how little they knew about the situation inside of the Hidden Village. This wasn’t their home, these villagers weren’t their people, and more coldblooded, Hibachi didn’t think they could spend the likely profits of the new mission if they were dead.

      And yet…

      When the time came to air out his grievances with the plan, he didn’t do so. Hibachi agreed. It’d baffled him to no end after the fact, when Ami, Shibuki, and Tobio went off to go survey the situation inside of the village. Even in the midst of his trapmaking to secure his position, he was forced to contend with one painful realization.

      He wasn’t devoid of that ambition for something more after all. Or maybe it was just by the dint of being around Ami and Tobio, who burned bright, that made him feel that way. The notion that he was warming himself at their fire felt painfully accurate in some ways.
Thankfully, he didn’t have much time to do much introspection. Being ambushed had a way of clarifying your priorities very, very suddenly. It was nice of most of the ninja who tried to rush him to walk straight into the explosive tags, tripwires, and other traps he’d had the scant amount of time to set up.

      Besides that, there was one bastard with the bandanna covering his mouth. He’d had to get up close and personal to take him out, and admittedly, Hibachi was willing to concede he’d relied heavily on his leftover traps even to manage that. But it did make it painfully clear that his teammates needed him, rather than outside, guarding the children and their mother.

      One brief set of directions later, and he’d made his way along the same route he suspected his initial attackers had taken. Getting into the village was surprisingly easy. Everything that came after?

      Not so much.

      As expected, when he entered into the fray, Tobio’s raw lethality continued to be a truism. What was less expected were the extremely high-ranking shinobi the rest of Team Eleven was facing off against. The smart thing to do would have been to run. But that nagging feeling inside of him, a desire to prove himself that he hadn’t even thought he’d had, rose to the surface once more.

      And then there was no more time for talk. It’d been a hectic, frantic fight, that saw Ami taken out, and Hibachi alongside Tobio, facing off with a Jōnin. By all metrics, they should have been dead within a few moments. Instead, they pulled off a trick that he’d been half-convinced would see them dead in seconds, as Tobio sped up that explosive technique of his.

      Faster and faster, until he was launched toward the Jōnin… and took the bastard with him, as he flew. Up into the sky, past the thick branches of the massive tree at the center of Takigakure, until they were out of sight. The amount of chakra it must have taken Tobio to propel himself up that high baffled the mind, let alone how much it would have taken to propel someone else with him.

      Yet even so, all things that went up had to come down. This was one of the world’s truths, and the two of them plummeted like a falling star. The Jōnin, Suien, screaming like the cowardly scum that he was. Tobio roaring defiance, bloody, arms locked tight around his opponent, as they hit the water at terminal velocity.

      It was all Hibachi could do for a few pregnant moments to remember to learn how to breathe. He found his legs moving forward, running to the edge of the water, wading it, as he saw the floating body of Tobio on the surface of the water. And to call it a ruin was an understatement.

      In every sense of the word, Tobio’s physique had been brutalized. He didn’t know where the bruises, cuts, lacerations, and fractures began, and undamaged flesh ended. Hell, Hibachi wasn’t even sure if there was anything that had been left unscathed in his friend’s descent from the sky. Falling from that height, at that speed… it was a lethal drop. At that moment, he was sure that he was looking at the corpse of a friend who’d sacrificed everything to save their lives.

      A real hero, in a way he could never be.

      …Until Tobio breathed. It was a disgusting, ragged sound, like a clogged vacuum cleaner, his chest rising and falling in fits and starts. But it meant that he was alive, mangled chest rising and falling like a stuttering film reel. And the tears that Hibachi had been holding back flowed freely in that moment.

      The aftermath of the battle was something of a haze. He didn’t remember it clearly, if he was being entirely honest, blurry-eyed and frantic to bring Tobio to the shore as he was. Ami was knocked out, and most of the village’s inhabitants had been blessedly unharmed and kept in one place. It made it easy to free them after the fact, when he needed help to get his friends proper medical care. Or whatever passed for it in this podunk village.

      Who would have thought that the thing Hibachi would have missed the most about Konoha in that moment was the hospital? Certainly not him, yet life had a way of throwing curveballs at you, when you least expected it.

      Shibuki showed up with a glass bottle of some kind, but the Genin barely paid it any mind. Hibachi was pretty sure the coward made some excuses for his absence, for why three fresh Genin were left to face impossible odds while the Chūnin and village leader fled to safety. He didn’t entirely remember what scathing, hurtful thing came out of his mouth then, but it was enough to make Shibuki scurry off with his tail between his legs.

      A hawk was sent to Konoha to inform them of what had happened. The scant few doctors and medics in the village gathered to help their friends and themselves. Ami was, blessedly, just suffering from a broken arm and a concussion and would be fine with some solid medical techniques. They were… less hopeful about Tobio’s condition.

      “…What the fuck do you mean there’s nothing you can do?” Ami’s voice was flat, head bandaged, her arm in a sling, and her dark eyes staring straight ahead at the overworked, tired doctor in front of them.

      With a sad expression, the man gestured down at Tobio, his entire body bandaged, attached to an IV drip and a blood bag. “Young lady—”

      “That’s Genin Kato to you,” she snarled, falling back on rank and privilege, the moment that her feelings were too raw to be exposed.

      “…Genin Kato,” the man corrected, looking like he’d swallowed a lemon. “Let me be frank. Outside of pumping medicinal chakra into your friend, his condition is not one a village of our size has the resources to evaluate and treat properly.”

      Hibachi frowned, finally taking his eyes off the slowly breathing, wholly bandaged form of Tobio. He glanced at the doctor, eyebrows furrowed together. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Where do I even begin?” The older man reached out for a clipboard, flipping through the pages present. “The dosages of drugs required to put out your teammate would kill most grown men. If we didn’t have him in a medical coma, I’m almost positive the amount of pain he’d be in would be beyond belief, as his bones seem to be… putting themselves back together, with minimal effort on our part. And his flesh is actively reshaping itself underneath our efforts.”

      He gave a baffled sound, sounding more incredulous with each passing second, eyes flicking to the nearby prone Genin. “Whatever bloodline he has is the only reason he’s still breathing, and at best, using our medical techniques is the most we can do while he heals by himself. Outside of that, pray whatever bloodline he has continues those autonomic processes, because every time we try anything, we’re unsure if we’re making it better or worse.”

      It was a problem that the tired Genin could recognize immediately. Konoha, outside of Kiri, was the Hidden Village with the highest amount of bloodlines in the world. Unusual, aberrant physiologies were not just expected, but almost certainly par for the course when you had bestial Inuzuka and hulking Akimichi in one place, or the reams of medical research that had been done when Tsunade of the Sannin was still present in the village. Expecting a small village like Takigakure to have its skills and resources was unreasonable.

      Hibachi couldn’t help but stare at the exhausted-looking man, who obviously seemed to be having just as much trouble with the situation as he was. Ami opened her mouth to lambast him even further, but stopped once Hibachi put his hand on her shoulder. Then, she closed her mouth and clenched her jaw.

      “We understand,” she spat out through clenched teeth, eyes wrenched shut. “T-Thank you for what your medic-nin have done for us so far, though.”

      “It’s our honor. You saved my sister and her children; I’m trying to repay the favor. I just… wish it wasn’t so hard.” With those words, the doctor nodded and left the room, leaving the two of them alone.

      With their friend, who may or may not have been dying.

      The two of them were silent for a few moments, taking seats on either side of Tobio’s bed. It left the only sound in the room the sound of his breathing, shallow and raspy, yet steady all the way through. A part of Hibach was more amazed that his friend held onto life with a dogged stubbornness that defied the odds, more than anything else. But then, this sort of defiance of fate and common sense was par for the course for Tobio.

      Eventually, their silence was broken by Ami, who looked down at Tobio with an expression he couldn’t even begin to scrutinize. “He’s too stubborn to die. So, he won’t.”

      “Ami…”

      Something in the tone of his voice must have set her off, must have been pitying or cautious, because then she rounded on him. Eyes shining wetly and filled with indignation. “Shut up! Stop listening to stuff like common sense or logic, and just… believe, alright?”

      That got a rueful chuckle out of Hibachi. “I’m kind of an awful cynic and pessimist, y’know.”

      “I know,” she nodded. “And normally, that’s fine. But try to be optimistic for once, please? For me?”

      His throat felt tight as he looked at that pleading expression on her face, before Hibachi glanced away, nodding softly. “…Fine. Just this once, I’ll be an optimist.”

      He said those words. Much to his surprise, Hibachi wasn’t disappointed. Day by day, it was as if Tobio was being mended before their eyes. With each infusion of medicinal chakra, he was being healed, his body coming back together at the seams. It was fascinating to watch, if in a more macabre sort of way.

      What was more amusing was seeing his sensei enter into the Hidden Village. For all of the bluster that Shibuki had given them about entering into the village before, or the entrance being a secret, he’d been awfully willing to acquiesce to Tekuno-sensei when he’d arrived. Though given the stormy look on the man’s face when they saw him, it was understandable.

      Neither Ami or Hibachi could recall seeing their sensei so haggard. He’d looked as if he’d traveled hard, and slept little, as he made his way back from Konoha. Hibachi couldn’t even fathom how swiftly the Jōnin must have been going to make that trek in any appreciable amount of time.

      Entering the hospital where the three of his students had been staying, he cast his gaze of the mildly wounded duo. Every injury was catalogued and filed away somewhere in the back of the man’s mind, before he spoke. “Are the two of you okay?”

      “…Just a broken arm,” Ami shrugged, softly. “But I’ll be better soon.”

      “I’ve had enough of Takigakure for a lifetime,” Hibachi admitted. He wanted to be home, in Konoha, where most of the houses had electricity, and he could be lazy and take some time off to sit in front of the television with his dad.

      Being in this backward, shitty village was the last place he wanted to be.

      “That’s good, that’s good,” their sensei nodded, huffing out a soft sigh. “…Where’s Tobio?”

      Both Ami and Hibachi shared a look, before Ami meaningfully cleared her throat. “Ah, sensei, maybe you should rest a little befo—”

      “Ami.” There was an uncomfortable, unfamiliar flatness to his voice, as he looked over at the girl. “Don’t try to soften things for me. Take me to Tobio.”

      With a nod from Ami, the duo took him to Tobio’s bedside. He looked better than before, which was to say that with all of the casts and bandages off of him, their teammate no longer looked like a corpse. Instead, he just looked like he’d picked a fight with a mountainside, and the mountain won. All things considered, from how it’d been in the beginning? This was a noticeable improvement.

      Slowly, Tekuno walked to the side of the bed and looked down at Tobio. This time it was easy to read the plain regret that was writ large across his features, as he softly spoke. “…I should have been here.”

      That felt more foreign than anything else to him, admittedly. Hibachi wasn’t used to his sensei like this. Big, larger than life, jovial? It was easy to picture the man like that. But this was something else, something more reserved. Seeing that almost defeated expression on his sensei’s face was like watching the sky turn green.

      It felt like the world’s natural order was being overturned before his very eyes.

      “Sensei, this wasn’t your fault. We wanted to help them,” Ami protested.

      If only to have Tekuno glance over his shoulder at the girl, sighing. “In the end, it was my responsibility to see you kids home safely. To ensure you were trained enough for whatever trouble you may have encountered.”

      “We were trained, though,” Hibachi pointed out.

      “Not enough to take on as many ninjas as I’m told you fought, and realistically, how far do you think you would have gotten if Tobio wasn’t such a prodigy? Or didn’t have a bloodline limit?”

      That drew the two of them up short, but for Hibachi especially. Mostly because he’d never associated his goofy, headstrong, surprisingly good cook of a friend with the word ‘prodigy’. It had so many dangerous expectations and connotations that surrounded it, he’d always tried to avoid it like the plague.

      When people heard the word prodigy, it brought to mind the absolute legends of the Hidden Leaf—people who, for better or worse, were going to be someone someday. And even if he’d never admitted it to himself, Tobio qualified. Hibachi had just never let himself connect his friend with a future division head, clan leader, or war hero.

      Maybe that was his failing.

      When you could tear apart numerous higher-ranking foes as a Genin, and take out a Jōnin in a vicious, suicidal move… and survive it? That meant that you were going places. If it’d just been Ami and Hibachi, they’d have been dead countless times over. Ami had almost died, only narrowly managing to walk away with a broken arm from the periphery of that water dragon she’d gotten hit with, rather than full-on.

      Painful as it was to realize, Tobio was outpacing them with each passing month. Even so… even if it was dangerous, and would put him far more in the spotlight than he’d ever desired, there was a part of him that wanted to be there for his friend. To support him, when the world was inevitably going to be too much to bear.

      “Then we’ll get stronger,” Ami stated, determination and fire in her eyes. “We’ll get stronger until we’re able to beat up and fend off however many ninjas as we need to.”

      “Just like that?” Tekuno asked, glancing between the two of them.

      “Just like that,” Hibachi agreed, nodding back at his sensei. “We’re a team, through thick and thin. Besides, Tobio’s gonna need someone to watch his back and keep him alive.”

      Kami knew the guy wasn’t going to be concerned for his own sake. So, as his friends, they’d try to keep him alive from the threats that he couldn’t see, when he was cutting through people like a Kiri berserker.

      “He’s not that bad,” Tekuno responded, before pausing at their expressions. “…Did something change?”

      “All I can say is that his fighting style against us, in a spar, is a lot less… aggressive,” Ami commented. “Which makes me feel a little inadequate, if I’m being honest.”

      Hibach shrugged at those words. Given what he’d heard from Ami, Tobio had punched a guy so hard his neck snapped from the impact. He was pleased with the force used in their spars, given he was already walking away with all sorts of bruises.

      “Everyone’s got something they’re good at,” Tekuno consoled her. It wasn’t as if Ami would ever be Tsunade of the Sannin. It was a good dream, sure, but there was a reason no woman had ever walked in her footsteps to become as famously strong as her.

      She scoffed, glancing away. “I know. I’m just a little jealous he gets to mix it up into the thick of things so easily.”

      “I’m not,” Hibachi freely admitted. “It looks and sounds terrifying, painful, and dangerous.” The results of doing so were lying nearby, plain to see for anyone who wanted to.

      The conversation wound down a little from there, as the three of them filed out of the room. Neither Ami or Hibachi were present for the conversation their sensei had with Shibuki, but they did see the smile that Tekuno had given the older boy. It wasn’t much of one, though, as the smile didn’t entirely reach his eyes, as they went off to talk elsewhere.

      When they came back, Shibuki looked frazzled, and Tekuno was beaific. But, it was made clear that Team Eleven would be receiving an A-rank payout of 200,000 ryo, in addition to their previously negotiated rewards of 50,000 ryo for the C-rank, and 10,000 ryo for the D-rank trash cleaning. All in total, they’d be clocking in at around 260,000 ryo overall for the mission. A real windfall, but especially for Ami and Hibachi, who still lived at home with their parents. It wasn’t anything compared to the payouts some of the crazier A-rank missions could deliver, let alone S-rank, but for them… it was priceless.

      Maybe that’d be enough to cheer up Tobio, whenever he woke up.

      

    
  




    13. Back To The Village

    
       

      “—And that’s the long and short of what’s been going on since you’ve been asleep,” Tekuno finished, as the group sat around his bed. It was both more and less than he’d expected.

      The incoming news that he’d have something fat in his bank account was some nice news to wake up to. Add in the fact that he was healed, and everything was coming up nicely! Besides the fact that his ‘bloodline’ had been unveiled to the world in an incredibly public way, but he’d have a private freakout about that later.

      Ami however, as usual, broached the elephant in the room. “Why are you healed now, though? Like, it wasn’t just me? He still looked like ground meat not an hour before, didn’t he?” She could have said it with a little more tact, perhaps… but the description was fairly apt.

      That got a cough out of Tobio, as he glanced away from her inquisitive eyes. “B-Bloodline stuff?”

      “Bloodline stuff?” She asked, both of her eyebrows raising high, with a little incredulity.

      “That’s going to be my excuse if you keep asking, yeah,” Tobio shamelessly agreed. The nice thing about living in Konoha, with so many Clans with unique physiologies? Bloodline theft, and the theft of hiden jutsu, was one of the most serious crimes that a shinobi could commit. Most people would be willing to leave it alone at that, if only to avoid even remotely being associated with the taint of that crime.

      Well, unless they were Danzo, or Orochimaru. But those guys seemed dedicated to speedrunning as many war crimes as they could across the Elemental nations, so he barely counted them.

      “Tch,” she clicked her tongue, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “Fine.”

      Rolling his eyes at her antics, Tekuno shook his head gently. “Given the nature of your… bloodline, we’re going to need to do some proper tests when we get back. As in, hospital visits, bloodwork, as much information as we can figure out, when we start messing around with it.”

      As reticent as Tobio might have been for the idea of more information getting out about him, that ship had already flown. Nothing could remain a secret forever in the world of shinobi. It was just a matter of when and where that information grew too widespread.

      Whether that be in their village or the world at large.

      He knew a few of the powers he could get, just from the description of the original Mixed-Blood perk. A body that was resistant to death seemed like it could be the most obvious answer as to his survival… but in the Nasuverse, edge cases could really fuck up your entire analysis. So he wasn’t going to bank on that guess being true without a bit of evidence. For now, the fact that he was going to be subjected to a battery of medical tests could probably help him narrow down the truth of the matter.

      “There was one more thing, too,” Tekuno continued. “Shibuki wanted to speak with you, if you were up for it, before we left.”

      His eyes widened in surprise. “He wanted to speak to me?”

      “Yeah,” Hibachi grumbled. “Probably to thank you or whatever, for saving his entire village while hiding like a coward.”

      “Hibachi,” Tekuno warned, even if Tobio didn’t sense any particular heat in the man’s voice. His opinion toward Shibuki had presumably been ambivalent before he left, but after nearly allowing his Genin to get themselves killed… in his sensei’s shoes, he wouldn’t be a fan either.

      Tobio decided to do them all a favor and change the subject. “When are we leaving?” Tobio asked.

      “Ideally, tomorrow, since you’re up and about. I don’t want to spend another hour here, with recovering Genin, more than I have to.”

      Did he want to speak to the coward of the Hidden Waterfall? Not really. But, there was no harm in doing so. With a sigh, he inclined his head. “…Sure, send him in. Anything else?”

      The burly man’s face softened into a smile, before he nodded. “Oh yeah. One last thing.”

      Before any of them could do anything, all three of the Genin found themselves swept up in Tekuno’s broad arms. It was a hug. Perhaps the first hug Tobio had received since he’d woken up here, in this dangerous world. Warm, welcoming, and he had to blink away the warmth and wetness that threatened to make his eyes all blurry just by the sudden intensity of it. He hadn’t thought of himself as the type of person who’d be taken aback by this sort of thing, but perhaps it was just from how long he’d gone without basic human contact.

      That could get to anyone.

      “Good job,” Tekuno rumbled. “And thank you for keeping each other alive.”

      Then they were being released, and all of the Genin were flushed with embarrassment. Tobio wasn’t even immune to that, as he couldn’t find himself capable of looking at anyone after that sudden hug.

      Ami was looking down at her lap, lips pursed together. “I-It’s not a big deal…”

      “It is a big deal,” their sensei denied, shaking his head. “You three did the impossible, and all lived to tell the tale. Don’t be surprised if I’m forced to nominate all three of you for the Chūnin Exams coming up in a few months.”

      Those words were enough to remind him of the upcoming, unspoken timer he was on, for a lot of the crazier events that were heading their way. A lot was going to happen at that point, with people to save or kill and destinies to alter all the same. The notion that Suien was the hardest guy he’d have to fight, in comparison to all of the threats lurking in the Elemental Nations…

      It was a laughable notion, at best. Especially when he couldn’t trust all of his foreknowledge about the setting like he’d been expecting.

      And was it weird he was kind of excited for the challenge?

      “If it’s anything like this, we’ll crush it, sensei,” Tobio promised, shooting the older man a toothy grin.

      “Oh, I have no doubts,” he agreed. “Especially after I train you three into the dirt for the next few months.”

      All three of them laughed, only to notice the sly, excited expression on Tekuno’s face. “That was a joke, right?” Hibachi asked, smiling sheepishly.

      Their sensei, that bastard, only smirked.

      “Right?!” Hibachi hastily followed it up, the perpetual slacker looking positively frightened at the prospect of hard work.

      The man only gave a worrisome chuckle as he stood up, ambling off and out of the room. Each of the three children felt a shiver creep down their spines at his words, shared worried glances with each other.

      “Well, I’m gonna get started packing for the journey back home,” Hibachi huffed, rolling his shoulders lazily. “See you guys later.”

      It left Ami and Tobio alone, as the girl paused, looking his way with big, dark eyes. They stared at each other for a few moments, before she moved, arms wrapping around him in another hug. Though this one felt different than the more paternal, well-meaning one that Tekuno had given out.

      More… desperate. Cloying. As if she was trying to reassure herself that Tobio was still with them. He wasn’t sure why he felt like he could read into them that much, but even so, it was the vibe he got.

      Ami’s voice rasped out, unsteady and unsure, as her arms tightened around him. “…Don’t scare us like that again, Oni-baka. Understood?”

      Carefully, delicately, he lifted up his arms, and hugged her back. “Understood.”

      Releasing him, she was definitely a little red in the face, but met his eyes evenly and gave him a sharp nod. “R-Right. As long as you know. I’ve got to…”

      “Get packing?”

      “Yeah! That.”

      “Don’t let this invalid keep you.”

      With a snort, she smiled at him and left out the door. From there, Tobio was going to take it easy… until a nurse came to ask if he was willing to see Lord Shibuki. Which, of course, meant he couldn’t yet take his comfy nap.

      Truly, the depths this awful coward inconvenienced him knew no ends.

      When Shibuki entered, it was that of a man who looked more than a little well-worn. If anything, he just seemed… tired, more so than his age should have allowed for. For a few brief moments, the two of them just stared at each other, alone in the room, the silence filled with tension.

      Broken when Shibuki moved, lowering himself into a deep bow. “I, Shibuki of Takigakure, formally apologize for my cowardice.”

      What?

      “What?” He dumbly responded, blinking a few times.

      Looking up, Shibuki sat seiza, as he stared over at Tobio. “In my efforts to secure the treasure of my village, I left you and your allies alone to face the sins of my people’s past. And for that alone, I must apologize. For the lack of bravery I possessed to face them myself, and make the sacrifices needed for my people, I must doubly suborn myself. And for your own sacrifices… a reward is in store.”

      Frankly, this wasn’t the turn that Tobio had imagined this conversation to take. He was already a little off-kilter by the apology. “Uh, we’re already getting paid, but if you’re eager to give me more ryo, I won’t say no.”

      He really wouldn’t. If it meant that he could move out of his shitty studio apartment sooner, he’d be all for it.

      “This… is a matter of honor. And it’s something I can share, for better or worse.” Reaching into his robes, he pulled out a small jar, and handed it to Tobio. “The treasure of my village is called the Hero Water. It is how we’ve maintained our peace and prosperity, and what Suien was after.”

      Picking up the jar, Tobio curiously pulled the topper off and sniffed the strong smell of fermentation. He had to put it back on, before he started to salivate too much. “What is it made out of? What’s it even do?”

      “Distilled from the fermentation of the great tree our village is centered around, the Hero Water temporarily expands your chakra reserves by a factor of how much you drink it.”

      That was genuinely incredible as a specific trick. Most Hidden Villages just had the vessels of tailed beasts to act as ways to dissuade invaders, but the smaller ones needed to make do with their tricks. This was one of Taki’s, it seemed, besides Fū. Actually, where was Fū during the events of the siege in the first place?

      Whatever. He doubted it’d be important anytime soon, since they had a few years until the Akatsuki started their plan to snatch the vessels in earnest.

      “Woah…” He looked down at the fermented liquid… and realistically, wondered what he could cook out of it. “Is there any drawback to slurping it down?”

      The older boy grimaced, hands tensing at his side. “It takes a portion of your lifespan, depending precisely on how much you’ve drunk. That’s roughly a cup of the Hero Water, for you to do as you see fit with.”

      …Tobio knew it was too good to be true. Still, if he could get around the lifespan fuckery and reduce the effects, it could still be a valuable cooking ingredient. For how little he had of it, anyway.

      “I mean, I guess I should say thank you for such a kind gift.” Even if it would literally kill him if he drank it. Or not. He wasn’t sure what his Oni-half would do with it, if he sipped it straight.

      Shibuki shook his head. “I should be thanking you again. That a Genin from another village could shame me so, acting where I could not…” He sighed. “Well, negotiations between Konohagakure and Takigakure have reopened, due to this security lapse. Certain things will be changing around here. It might not even be up to me in the future to direct them.”

      There wasn’t much Tobio had to say here. If he was friends with Shibuki, or the older boy had fought alongside them, that might have swayed his opinion. But the guy hadn’t done much to endear himself to Team Eleven. Thus, Tobio just shrugged.

      “Even if you’re not Lord Shibuki, you’ll still be Shibuki, right? You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. If you wanna regain that honor you lost, stop being a coward, stop thinking about what could happen, and just… fight, the next time a crisis happens.”

      A low chuckle rolled out of the boy at those words, looking at Tobio dubiously. “Is it truly that simple?”

      “It is for me,” Tobio nodded. “But I am an unhinged maniac in a fight, so take my advice with a grain of salt.”

      Another rueful laugh escaped Shibuki, as he slowly brought himself up to his feet. “I’ll do so. I wish you luck in your life, Tobio. You seem like you’ll live in interesting times, wherever you go.”

      With that, the village’s Lord left, leaving Tobio alone once more. With a bottle filled with incredible, dangerous Hero Water, and a schedule opened up for the last bit of lazy time he’d get for a while.

      Some people might have been leery of his future. Grueling examination training, a dangerous invasion, and his frantic fight to change the future notwithstanding… everything looked like it would be alright.

      For now? Naptime.

    
    

    
      


      Getting back to the Hidden Leaf was easy enough, with well-wishers from the Takigakure villagers they’d saved seeing the team off. Compared to the pace they’d taken to get there, this one was more leisurely and sedate, if only because of how tired and worn-out the team still was.

      Except Tobio, because the miraculous Elixir had done wonders in healing him. But he was the outlier, as even their sensei was tired from how quickly he’d rushed to their side. But eventually, they made it back to Konoha, if slower than usual.

      From there, it was mostly just a matter of resting. Ami and Hibachi got proper, Hidden-leaf quality medical care. Without Tsunade it wasn’t as good as it could have been, yet it was still leaps and bounds above where it was before the legendary medic had made her reforms. In due time, the two of them would recover on their own. If their injuries were worse, he’d have probably been fretting over sharing the Elixir. Eventually, that genie was going to have to come out of the bottle, but for now that secret was going to be kept for himself.

      A substance that could instantaneously heal anything? If it wasn’t confiscated from him weekly, it’d gain an amount of undue attention that he was ill-equipped to deal with at the moment.

      More blessedly? They had a week off, before they had to meet up with their sensei again to train.

      Most of the time for Tobio was spent relaxing, cooking meals to experiment on new recipes, and checking in with Ami and Hibachi. Almost the moment that she’d gotten home injured, Ami had been fussed over by her mother. The girl was trying to act like she wasn’t enjoying being pampered like that, but failed to an almost comical degree when he’d dropped by to check on her.

      Meanwhile, Hibachi got a gruffer version from his own parent. Though the beanie-clad Genin mostly seemed like he was interested in catching up on his gardening, and fixing up what had been left behind. For now, though, all of them got a bit of respite when it came to their training, or obligations.

      For a brief time, though? Life went on in the Hidden Leaf.

    
    

    
      As the group met up at their regular training grounds, Tekuno-sensei cast a look over them, scrutinizing them carefully. With his hands on his hips, he looked uncharacteristically serious.

      “Alright, kids. You guys are about to suffer from your own success, because the people upstairs that make decisions have heard tell of your mission. And those results were impressive, to be clear,” he assured them. “So, like I said before, the chances of you lot going up for the exams is high.”

      Ami, nearly fully healed but just tender at this point, frowned softly. “Wouldn’t you say we’re ready, though?”

      “There’s more to the Chūnin Exams than raw skill and power,” he pointed out. “It’s a function of testing your professionality, in addition to other parameters. Being strong is never bad, but being worthy of the rank is more important in the eyes of Konoha as a whole.”

      If Tobio was remembering correctly, only Shikamaru got the promotion the first time around. While he’d like it himself, if only for the pay raise, he wasn’t opposed to waiting longer.

      “So what does that mean for us?” Hibachi asked.

      Tekuno hummed, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “It means that even if you’re not likely to pass, it’s more important for Konoha to look good to potential clients, and to show that we’re strong.”

      “That’s…” Hibachi trailed off, looking unsure of himself.

      “It’s a little messed up,” Tobio supplied, feeling his friend’s unease.

      Unceremoniously, Tekuno shrugged his broad shoulders. “As much as it sucks, it’s politics. The Hidden Leaf needs to show that we’re dominant, top dog, otherwise nobles and clients will begin to turn their eyes toward other Hidden Villages to satisfy their needs for senseless violence.”

      It was true, even if Tobio didn’t like how it was phrased. But the real world didn’t much care for his own sensibilities.

      “Ultimately, that means I’m opening up the C-rank jutsu,” he continued. “Though I admit, only Tobio has the chakra reserves to throw them around willy-nilly right now.”

      He tried, and failed, not to preen under the praise. His chakra reserves were much larger than a civilian-born Genin’s ought to have been, though most people were bound to also blame that on his bloodline. And to be fair, they weren’t entirely unfair about that. His physical energy made it a little lopsided, but Tobio was fairly sure that he was well ahead of the curve because of it and Sorcerer. If nothing else, he guessed that he was at least on par with the clan heirs.

      “What C-rank jutsu do you even know?” Tobio asked.

      It turned out? Quite a few.

      For Ami, he’d procured a teacher for water jutsu, if she so chose to pick them up. Otherwise, she was fine to continue learning the D-ranks he knew. For Hibachi and Tobio, they had some more options.

      In terms of Earth Release, he knew the Hiding Like a Mole technique, which would allow them to burrow through the earth. It wasn’t too crazy by itself, but paired well with a lot of other jutsu. Hibachi seemed to genuinely be considering that one for himself, if only because it’d enhance his existing trapmaking capabilities.

      Then there were the Fire Release jutsu, which mostly just included the Flame Bullet technique, and Dragon Fire technique. Both had their benefits, though one was certainly more focused on area of effect, as opposed to single targets.

      What really pricked Tobio’s interest, though, was when their sensei moved them over to the pond and exhibited a new chakra control technique.

      “Water-walking is universally known as the next in line for honing your chakra control,” Tekuno explained, as he traversed the surface of the water to his staring Genin’s surprise. “Useful, but I recommend wearing swimming trunks if you’re going to practice this.”

      Out of the many different options for his growth, he still had to figure out a path for himself. Jutsu, focusing on his combat potential, or something even stranger. No matter what he chose, though, Tobio knew it was bound to be eventful.

      

    
  




    14. Training Days

    
       

      All things considered, the Temporary Paralysis Technique wasn’t even that bad to learn. After being a victim of Ami’s practice usages during her attempts to understand it, she was almost entirely obligated to do the same for him. In the beginning, she hadn’t seemed all that worried about his capabilities when it came to genjutsu. Whatever smug confidence she’d held, though, didn’t last for long once he started to pick up the proper way to inflict the jutsu on another.

      “Goddamnit!” Ami struggled in the imaginary chains that tied her to the ground, while Tobio… felt immeasurably satisfied. Red in the face and angry, the physical labor she suffered under was more mental than real, but in a fight that momentary lapse or weakness would have been enough to secure an opening for him to end her. “This isn’t fair!”

      “Life isn’t fair,” he shrugged, sitting a few meters away. Just in case she managed to whack him in her struggles.

      Clicking her tongue irritably, she gave up, collapsing against the ground bonelessly. There was something of a despondent expression on her face, as she stared straight up at the blue Konoha sky, catching her breath after her huffing and puffing. “You’re stronger, faster, and have larger chakra reserves. How am I supposed to contribute if you are some kind of genjutsu prodigy too?”

      He scoffed. “I’m not a prodigy.”

      Tobio didn’t even need to see her face to feel her judgement through the resulting damning silence. It made his own face burn a little, even as he glanced away from the prone girl. Protesting that he wasn’t a prodigy was a little silly, when he had all of the classic features of being one. That was such a loaded term in Konoha, though, and Tobio personally didn’t want the baggage that it would have brought into his life. The expectations, getting dragged into all of the political maneuvering, being considered a real piece to be moved around a board…

      Maybe that was the other side of the coin. He’d wanted to reach the heights of this world, whether through his own efforts, or the system’s machinations. No man was an island, though, and being part of a community meant being shackled by those responsibilities and expectations. For better or worse, the moment he survived his suicidal move against Suien, he ceased to be a nobody, and became somebody to the movers and shakers in the Hidden Village.

      His earlier tact against her wouldn’t work. So instead, he turned to face her again, dispelling the genjutsu from his system. “Ami, we’re ninjas. We’re supposed to use every tool in our disposal to take one another down. Fairness has nothing to do with it.”

      She frowned but couldn’t contend with that argument, slowly peeling herself out of the dirt. There were objective winners and losers in the world of Naruto. With Sworn Brotherhood, she’d be one of those winners in time, but Tobio didn’t think his teammates would ever fully become empowered to his level.

      Which… felt a little lonely, the longer he thought on it. He’d admit it was a little odd to see her relax to some degree over those words, their shared bond smoothing over the harshest of the ruffled feathers from their conversation. “…If that’s the case, then it just means I’ve got to train even harder to stay ahead,” she huffed. “How else am I suppose to keep up with my prodigy teammate?”

      He winced at her use of the title again, but didn’t deny her that much. “Fair enough. Ready for another go?”

      “No,” she admitted. “But enemy ninja aren’t gonna wait for my sore feelings to be fixed. Let’s start from the top…”

      It wasn’t enough to solve Ami’s underlying issues with feeling weaker than him, but it’d be a start. Though after all that gooey, emotional stuff, his head swelled with distractions. What was good for clearing his thoughts? More training, and Tekuno-sensei was happy to oblige.

      Like most Fire Release jutsu, it came more naturally to Tobio than anything else. He laid that at the feet of his Origin, and didn’t look the gift horse in the mouth. For his part, he was just happy to learn it, even if he was the only one learning that particular elemental release. His peers chose to focus in on their given affinities or specialties, which was probably for the best.

      Hibachi had sprung for picking up Manipulating Windmill Triple Blades, Manipulated Shuriken Wire Binding, and Hiding Like a Mole to expand his repertoire. He became worryingly proficient in staying eerily still underneath the ground and ambushing Ami and Tobio during their ninjutsu-only spars. Only Tobio’s inherent danger sense kept giving him some warning before Hibachi struck, though Ami didn’t have any such luck. That being said, if he had to have that on someone’s side, it being on theirs was for the best.

      Meanwhile, Ami had caught up with them as she learned the Shadow Shuriken technique, while also disappearing for… some of the mysterious water jutsu training that Tekuno had promised. Tobio didn’t know what she’d learn or from whom, but he trusted her judgement when picking up something useful.

      The Dragon Fire technique was admittedly relatively simple in its execution. The user would spit flames from their mouth, which traveled just in a straight line toward the target. If they were so inclined, someone could use ninja wire as a guideline for the ‘current’ of flame. He was reasonably sure that it still had hidden depths, and could branch off to different gouts of flame as well, depending on whether or not he pumped more chakra into the initial blasts.

      Ultimately, the one that gave him the most trouble was the Water Surface Walking Technique. Unlike the Tree Climbing Technique, it needed a far more variable amount of chakra to be altered and changed on the fly, depending on the surface conditions of the water or other surface in question. That was something of a surprise to him, even if it wasn’t an insurmountable one. It just meant that he’d had to push himself to learn something new for the first time in a while.

      …Tobio got used to getting wet—a lot. Yet even so, it was well worth the effort, as he precariously balanced on the water’s surface, throwing up his hands in a cheer. “HELL YEAH!”

      With a slow, sardonic clap, Tekuno walked over to him. The difference between their skill was evident by the way Tobio’s legs trembled ever so slightly, whereas Tekuno left no waves on the water’s surface with his movement. “Congratulations. Now you need to learn how to keep yourself up under stressful conditions.”

      Tobio frowned, as a slowly growing smirk crept over his sensei’s face. “Like what?”

      “Think fast.”

      Almost lazily, Tekuno threw a kunai his way, and Tobio’s focus crumbled, as the boy fell into the water with a shout. Coming up above once more, he shot the man a nasty look, while his sensei chuckled and walked off, leaving Tobio to start the excercise from the top.

      That being said, Tobio felt like he got the last laugh as a familiar interface popped up.

      [QUEST COMPLETED: LEARN 10 D-RANK JUTSU.]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MINOR ERUDITION PERK.]

      

      [NEW QUEST: CREATE 10 ORIGINAL JUTSU.]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MODERATE ARTIFICE PERK.]

      

      [NEW QUEST: TEACH TEN PEOPLE YOUR ORIGINAL JUTSU.]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MAJOR ERUDITION PERK.]​

      …Tobio would do his best not to cry at the requirements of the new quests, and just focus on the completed quest instead of the mountain of new work dropped onto his lap. As he got home that day, he reached into that familiar hollow inside of himself, and let it swell with power, as it reached out for new possibilities. It didn’t take long before there was a sense of power flooding into his core, as the new options hovered before him.

      As usual, none of them were bad. But they were all different in very strange ways.

       Depths of the Mind Magic the Gather — Iconics The path of a Wizard is study, rote memorization and learning. These qualities are innate to those who wish to practice magic. Being infused with the cooling touch of Blue Mana, your intelligence has boosted along with your memory and ability to learn. Put simply, you are quite the savant, easily worth three of your peers when looking towards solving a problem, learning three times faster than normal, and having a perfect memory barring magical interference. Style and Substance Ultrakill I mean, sure, you could just shoot foes normally, but where’s the fun in that? Where’s the pizzazz? The style? Why just shoot them when you could fling them into the air, flip a coin before punting it into the poor fool’s face? You now gain a ‘style’ meter, toggleable at will. For the more awesome and silly shit you do, the higher your score becomes. But to what end? Why, you’ll get paid, of course. Your ‘score’ can be spent like money. A couple a flashy kills in a middle of a fight might be enough for a pizza. But if you take it to extremes, big combos, hitting foes in mid-air while bouncing shots off of coins and constantly swapping weapons, you could probably get enough in a fight to purchase something in the three hundred dollar range. Maybe that doesn’t sound like much to a dimension hopper, but hey, it’s cash for the cost of being cool as hell. It’s a fair trade, if you ask me. The Power of Kings Final Fantasy XV Royal Edition Somehow you have the Power of Kings, maybe you are or was one of the Kingsglaives or not, but somehow you are able to draw magical power from Crystal without pledging allegiance to the King, your abilities are similar to the Glaives, the most notable are: storing a weapon in subspace; Warp by throwing your weapon; you reforge your weapon by summoning it so even if you break it doesn’t matter; Elemancy (see more in notes). These skills can grow to the kings’ levels however it will be a slow pace compared to the Lucii; during the jump, this power will depend on the existence of the Crystal and can be interrupted.

      These… weren’t precisely what he was expecting, but he was pretty pleased to have at least something that’d expand his capabilities in substantive ways he could see himself using. Slowly, he took his time to go down the list of options and began his ritual of evaluating each perk by its merits.

      It pained Tobio to turn his face away from Style and Substance, but he didn’t need it. Not at that moment anyway, though maybe one day he’d get the opportunity to take it for fun. With that in the back of his mind, he turned away from the Ultrakill ability and considered the others on offer.

      That wasn’t to say he wasn’t just as pained to move on from The Power of Kings. It was a bootleg Flying Thunder God, with all of the prestige and capability that would entail for Tobio. But it was also flashy, and it’d get him the type of attention that he wasn’t sure he could survive at the moment. Even if it wasn’t technically the Fourth Hokage’s jutsu-shiki, that wouldn’t matter to those who thought it was.

      Tobio was already straining at the boundaries of his capabilities in that regard. Being so filled with vital essence and energy let him go hard in a way that most people couldn’t, but unfortunately, even he had limits—limits that just couldn’t be ignored if he wanted to be functional on a day-to-day basis.

      Living for nothing but training was hardly any living at all. Sasuke might have been able to pull that off, but that boy had that demon in him, driving the Uchiha toward revenge. No, Tobio’s eyes were cast toward the final perk, which felt like it might have the most actual effect for his purposes.

      Depths of the Mind.

      Compressing how much learning he could get done while providing crystal clear memory recall? That felt like an easy pick for him, even if it wasn’t the most immediate boost in power. Ultimately, though, Tobio had tons of active abilities. Increasing the passives under his belt felt like a more efficient play.

      In that moment, he accepted the perk. And then felt his mind expand.

      His mind was on fire, as his fading childhood neuroplasticity rippled in the expanse of his brain. Blue mana infused into the grey matter of his consciousness, and every single neuron in Tobio’s consciousness reinforced with each passing thing. Blood dripped from his nostrils, and he felt his head tremble with the raw, unmitigated potential coursing through him at that moment. Blue mana was the concept of perfection through knowledge, the element of self-improvement, that everyone was a blank slate with no small amount of limitless potential. And here and now, a little bit of that immense promise seeped into his very being.

      It was terrifying and incredible, something great and awful, as with each breath, his memory was turned crystalline. Every exquisite moment of pain, meals cooked with friends, and burning exhaustion from training were etched into who he was. More frightening, though, was how he could see himself changing.

      Noting that demarcation in his thoughts was easy, now that he could recollect everything almost impetuously. Seeing that point where his actions changed, his behavior, and there was a nudge here and there from his Origin or the blood in his veins, Frankly, he… didn’t know what to do about that, or how to even feel about it.

      Ultimately, he was too tired to care, as he cleaned himself up and got to bed. Any further questioning about the profound, personal consequences of tinkering with his psychology and soul could come when he’d at least gotten a full night of sleep to grapple with those questions.

    
    

    
      The meals that he’d been cooking were doing wonders. Stuffed full with as much chakra and magical energy as he could manage without them combusting on the spot, each little bento box he brought for his teammates and Tekuno-sensei was being devoured with relish. It was immensely, stupidly clear that Beniemiya was quite possibly one of his favorites out of all of the perks he earned.

      It didn’t grant Tobio the grand powers of creation itself. He wasn’t that much stronger or faster for having it. But what impact did it have on his teammates when it came to their energy levels across the board and their capacity to learn and absorb information? That couldn’t be overstated enough.

      Though he didn’t doubt that they were subject to supernaturally potent food, there could be knock-on effects, like Ami and Hibachi growing even taller or denser than usual shinobi. But that sounded like a problem for another day.

      Instead, the three of them were focused on the main target of your team combat training: Tekuno-sensei. As was typical for Team Eleven, the purpose of the exercise was to try and beat his ass. At best, a prospect that none of them could have even begun to visualize, before their mission to Takigakure. But after…

      If the mission had taught them one thing, it was that Jōnin could be beaten with superior teamwork. That they could be defeated if the three of them did their best to work together, rather than serving as incomparable mountains, they were failing to claw their way up. Tobio hadn’t known what the enormity of that realization had done for him, and his confidence, until they were sparring with their sensei again.

      So, the impossibility of victory merely became highly improbable, as all of Tekuno’s Genin did their level best to try and kill him. He reciprocated with violence nearly at the same level, laughing all the while.

      Shinobi bonding was weird.

      Each of them had their niche, carefully refined and negotiated, from the remains of the last mission. Ami, for example, jumped back, hands weaving into seals before she used a nearby puddle to create a Water Clone. Compared to the traditional Clone technique that trainees in the Academy were taught, they possessed a significant advantage in being physical, rather than incorporeal. That sort of thing opened up the tactical options that would be good for a stealth specialist like her.

      Tobio was more surprised that Ami had managed to pick it up that quickly, personally, but was smart enough not to voice that aloud. Though that wasn’t to say that they were perfect, out of the extended family of clone jutsu a shinobi could learn. One of the disadvantages, or just facts of the jutsu, was the reality that Water Clones were physically weaker than their progenitors, only possessing around a tenth of their strength.

      But for Ami’s role as an assassin and skirmisher, and throwing out the odd debuff here and there? Tobio felt it was good enough for what it was, as she hung back, waiting for a proper opening. There was a very unsettling way in which her clone and she could act in concert, without any real communication, something that their sensei had even commented on when she’d first used it in sparring.

      Another sign of how Sworn Brotherhood altered his friends in ways even Tobio couldn’t have foreseen. Though, admittedly, not for the worse.

      Meanwhile, Hibachi was more of a mid-range threat amongst their group. He opened up with some probing throws of kunai with one hand, before his hands moved into the seals for Hiding Like a Mole. While Ami and Tobio were the obvious, seen threats, Hibachi tended to drift toward the tricky tactics, opening up opportunities for everyone else, and coming at the situation through avenues other people wouldn’t consider.

      It served them well in their practice bouts against Tekuno-sensei, when he’d have to contend with surreptitiously placed explosive tags under the ground that he couldn’t even see. Funneling him into those chokepoints usually required communication between everyone, but…

      The fact that they were on the same instinctive wavelength went a long way toward instilling that horrifying capacity for teamwork. Tobio’s role, in comparison, was somewhat simple but perhaps the most necessary.

      He’d rage and never let up the aggression in their fights, serving as the frontline, terrifying threat for any potential hostiles they’d face moving forward. It wasn’t a role that he minded, admittedly, if only because he knew he was strong enough to survive the dangers of it. That, and he liked brawling in the thick of it when he had a choice.

      That was helped by the fact that falling into a rage was easier than ever before, with Depths of the Mind on his side. What surprised him was that even amid that psychological trigger, roaring his defiance out to the heavens, a part of him remained coldly rational in the midst of it all. It was like he was in the eye of a vast storm, with the world whirling around him, while he could look out from that inner nucleus with cool logic on his side.

      None of the effects of his rage were diminished. But it did make his efforts as a close-quarter combatant all the more terrifying, as he could chain together strikes while shrugging off retaliatory punches, cuts, and kicks from their sensei. And even more impressive was that he rarely made the same mistake twice.

      More than anything else, Tobio found that things clicked for him in a way they hadn’t before he’d gotten that perk. He wouldn’t have said that he was dumb or stupid before. Still, the world felt sharper and more focused, and his ability to make those special leaps of learning logic or ingenuity was heightened as he made great strides in his direct combat capability.

      Every lesson and learning opportunity was basically three packed into one, which was a sobering advantage when he realized it.

      All of these advantages didn’t stop the three Genin from being defeated. But it did make Tekuno-sensei work for it, whereas before it might have been truly effortless for him to overpower them. And that, more than anything else, made the inevitable sensation of being bruised, panting, and trying not to slump to the ground all worth it.

      After that bout, even Tekuno-sensei was ever so slightly winded. He looked at them with a gauging eye, even while he was smiling broadly, wiping away a bit of sweat from his temple. “Kami, what the hell are they feeding Genin these days…?”

      “Mostly Tobio’s lunches,” Ami chirped, smirking cheekily.

      “It’s all got the nutrients that a growing Genin needs,” Hibachi added, slapping his stomach with a broad grin.

      “…Yeah, that checks out,” Tekuno nodded in agreement, as he rolled his shoulders. “If nothing else, I’m not worried about the three of you in the teamwork portion of the exams. You fight like a well-oiled machine, more or less.”

      That was when Tobio did feel like he should ask a question to his sensei. “Shouldn’t we train to fight alongside you, though, sensei?”

      It gave the man pause, as he nodded slowly with a thoughtful hum, eyes widening. “You’re… certainly not wrong. It’ll ensure we’re all prepared for the next time you three get into a troublesome situation.”

      “Pfft, you’re our sensei, so if we get into trouble, we’ll just blame you for not training us enough,” Hibachi commented, smirking wryly.

      “Poor, poor, Kanden Tekuno, who can’t even train his own Genin correctly…” Ami snickered, tittering softly.

      “Oi, oi, oi…” The man grumbled, glancing away, even if his lips were twitching with a smile. “What a bunch of brats I’ve been saddled with!”

      All three of the kids laughed at that point, as Tobio shot Tekuno a big grin. “Unfortunately, too late to give any of us back. You’re stuck with us now.”

      Deep in Tobio’s heart, he felt that mystical connection of Sworn Brotherhood reach out, and begin to take ahold of Tekuno. Where there was once three in that strange, otherwordly bond, there was now four. Four souls, who in all of the Elemental Nations, were inextricably linked. He knew it in his bones, as inviolate as they were, that their sensei was joined to them.

      “Stuck as I am, let’s figure out where you lot have room for improvement,” Tekuno continued, crossing his arms. “Because you three do have places where you can improve. Listen up…”

      The training continued, with all three Genin listening intently. And day by day, improving that tight, interwoven bond of friendship and trust. They might not have been prepared to take on the world yet, but if this rate of growth continued… in a few years, they’d be one of the most terrifying forces on the battlefield.

      And Tobio couldn’t wait. Though that said, the three of them had also begun their own special project amongst their group in the midst of their teamwork training, and that was replicating the pseudo-Boogie Woogie that Tobio and Ami had performed back in Taki, with no small amount of urging from Tobio. How difficult could making your own jutsu be?

      …Pretty fucking hard, apparently.

      Making your own jutsu was challenging in a way that was straining the mental enhancement that he’d just received. Tobio had cheated to some degree with Fire Burst and Human Bullet, which somewhat misled him about the difficulty of the actual process. Fire Burst was information dumped straight into his brain, courtesy of Sorcerer, something he was well thankful for, as it immediately expanded his technique library and chakra reserves. Human Bullet was more of a watershed moment of abusing and using his Origin, too.

      But making something from scratch? That was a very, very different monster.

      Even so, all three of them had gotten it stuck in their heads after Ami and Tobio had managed to pull it off back in Takigakure. Their adaptation of the Replacement Technique was novel, ingenious, and mostly driven by leaning on an irreplacable, out-of-context mystical bond between them. But that didn’t mean they were willing to give it up.

      The first thing they did was tear apart the mechanics of how the Body Replacement Technique worked normally.

      Under the typical conditions of use, the hand seals went Tiger → Boar → Ox → Dog → Snake. It was, ironically, a child jutsu of the Body Flicker Technique. The key difference was that shinobi were effectively moving so fast that it looked like you swapped places, when in reality, the user merely swapped positions with a nearby object or target. A far cry from the practical teleportation that they’d accomplished before, but with that grounding, the team had a target to aim for.

      Their modification effectively split the difference between who needed to perform which seals, effectively ‘meeting in the middle’, so to speak. All jutsu, at their core, whether that be ninjutsu, taijutsu, or genjutsu, was based on some degree of intent from the user in question as they channeled their chakra in select ways.

      Not much of the training exercises were dedicated to practical usages, so much as Tekuno lectured them on the actual art of jutsu creation. Having their sensei break down the finer points of what each hand seal did in their chakra system, and present to shoot down any immediately erroneous assumptions, did wonders for their progress. However, one thing did become immediately, painstakingly clear.

      …This wasn’t going to get done anytime soon. But as always, Team Eleven relished the challenge, even if Ami and Hibachi griped. They’d caught his training bug to some degree, if only because their own efforts were proving far more fruitful than before.

      Only time would tell if it was enough for the Chūnin Exams ahead. For now, though? He’d enjoy these peaceful days with his friends for as long as possible.

      

    
  




    15. Sharp Dressed Man

    
       

      He’d been putting it off for some time, but Tobio knew it was time to break out his asauchi. So far, it’d been sitting in his internal space, waiting to be deployed, and his patience had finally run out. They had that Friday off, and besides meeting Ami later for that clothing fitting she’d promised for him, his day was entirely free. There’d never be a better time to get this done. And, if he was going to be honest, there was no small amount of excitement on his end to unleash his sword.

      Concentrating on the sword that’d eventually manifest into a representation of his soul, he gently released it into his hands, curious to see what form it might take. With his crisp memory, Tobio could recall that many swords took radically different evolutions once they evolved, sometimes ceasing to remain recognizable as a blade. But seeing who he was, and his combat style… the Genin didn’t believe it’d change that drastically.

      From his recollections, Tobio did recall they came in one of four different starting configurations, but even that was only the base for those vaunted weapons. First up was the traditional katana, which was unlikely to draw too much attention, beyond being an exceptionally well-made sword. Basic, yet sometimes you couldn’t beat the classics in their simplicity.

      Then there was the possible wazikashi-style asauchi. As far as Naruto’s weapons were concerned, it was a short sword that didn’t quite have the reach of a katana, though Barbarian indeed promised he wouldn’t have any trouble wielding it. Universal proficiency in all simple and martial weapons was a helluva drug, even if he hadn’t been forced yet to show off his skill with an insane number of discreet weapons. In regards to the size, well… he didn’t think it being smaller was necessarily a bad thing, after all, and there could be situations wherein it being shorter than usual was a boon even if Tobio couldn’t think of any, at that instant.

      Next up was the ōdachi, which was… big. It was an anti-cavalry sword, and functionally overkill for anything in a more conventional setting. Still, a steady diet of anime with massive swords did make him drift toward this option to some degree. The downside was that it was anything but subtle, and most of the time, he suspected it’d be inside a storage scroll just for ease of transportation.

      And lastly, he knew that a tantō could pop out. They were just daggers, at least in terms of use cases. But personally, Tobio was hoping for something longer, given that anything he could have used one for, a kunai would have been able to do the job just fine, and more disposable to boot.

      Though at the end of the day, who knew what the spirit inside his sword thought he needed more?

      A formless shape manifested before his very eyes, solidifying from ephemeral light into something solid. Realer than real, made not out of conventional steel, but reiatsu. It grew into the rough shape of a sword, making Tobio’s breath catch in his throat… and then kept growing larger.

      When you got down to brass tacks, the sword was a manifestation of his soul. Tobio tended to despise most forms of subtlety in his combat style, so he wasn’t surprised at what manifested in his hands. It was about as far from stealth, subtlety, and surreptitious action as someone could get. An otherworldly blade, inch after inch of immaculately crafted metal, gleaming in his hand and tugging at a part of his spirit that was hard to quantify.

      That heavy expanse of wickedly sharp sword was raised in the air as Tobio lifted and inspected it—his ōdachi, almost custom-made to his sensibilities.

      It was functionally taller than he was, yet Mixed Blood made wielding it easy with his superhuman strength. Between that perk and Barbarian, his sensei would be in for a wicked surprise whenever they had their next sparring match, as Tobio experimentally gave it a few swings. He’d tested out some of his sensei’s weapons before, and had used a kunai in combat as well, but even so…

      There was something about this asauchi that just felt right. It didn’t feel like he was wielding a weapon, a tool, or something else. Instead, the closest thing he could relate it to was as if he had an extension of his own arm and leg when he wielded the Zanpakutō in his hands.

      More importantly, though, Tobio wanted to get a handle on the actual effort of meditating on his blade and getting closer to his Zanpakutō spirit. For a creature that was ostensibly going to be a lifelong ally and potential friend, he wanted to ensure they would grow closer. And if he were lucky, he’d learn enough to discern the name of his blade to unlock shikai. Usually that was the process of years for Shinigami, however, and he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to make as much progress as Ichigo’s bullshit development of his own.

      Sitting cross-legged on his bed, he gingerly held his massive blade in his lap and closed his eyes. If he was being entirely honest, the process of actually connecting to it wasn’t all that difficult. Depths of the Mind made it easy to discern the difference before and after that supernatural connection, of a tie at the periphery of his senses that connected to something else. Even his more developed, Blue Mana-steeped consciousness likely pushed along the evolution of the inner spirit farther than it would have been naturally.

      When you knew yourself, the path to understanding your blade was that much easier. All Zanpakutō were a test, in their way, a dialectic between the wielder and a part of themselves that they didn’t always want to accept or understand. That was his view on the matter, even if he knew other people might not have agreed with his take.

      The challenge for Tobio, though, was learning to maintain that meditative state of Jinzen. Forcing their minds to become one should have been easy on paper. In practice? Easier said than done, when the process was so heavily dependent on spiritual energy only. He had plenty to spare, but learning how to manipulate that part of his self only was a challenge he hadn’t expected. And like any part of an Oni’s panoply, his sword was a bit of a glutton, readily slurping down whatever he pushed down without abandon.

      With his eyes closed, he sank into oblivion, into the darkness of his mind, with each passing breath. Time floated away from him as he sought out that elusive consciousness that seemed to be fighting his efforts to bond with it. There was a visualization he tried to inject into the process that was helping the process, if only incrementally.

      A drop of liquid, with a spark of flame inside, slowly falling into a vast ocean. Drop by drop, feeding into a larger reservoir. He was making progress, yes, but painfully, incrementally slowly.

      Then again, if it were so easy to reach Shikai, every Shinigami would have done so. As it was now, he was struggling to race forward as much as he would have liked.

      The sudden, out-of-nowhere pounding at his door that broke his meditation didn’t help either.

      Opening his eyes, he saw that the sun had changed position, but the clock on his wall said that he had at least spent five hours meditating, without even realizing it. And he was… probably a little late for his meeting with Ami.

      Oops.

      That insistent pounding at his door felt increasingly ominous as seconds went by. Hastily, he set his sword down and rushed to the front door, opening it to find a slightly peeved Ami. “Finally! What were you even doing in there?”

      “Sorry!” Tobio apologized. “I meant to show up for our meeting, but… Honestly, I got a little carried away with my new sword.”

      “Your new sword?” Stepping on her tip-toes, she tried to look over his shoulder and into the apartment, only for her eyes to widen as they caught his new blade. “Holy crap! Is that what you blew most of your money on from our missions?”

      …No, but he wouldn’t avoid the life raft she tossed out for him to avoid explaining where it came from. Sheepishly, he smiled, glancing away from her. “…Yeah.”

      She nodded slowly, hands perched on her hips as her attention turned back to him. “I wouldn’t want to be on the other end of that blade, especially when you’re in one of your ‘raaaawr’ moods.”

      “My what moods?” Tobio blinked, totally caught off guard.

      She smirked, lifting an eyebrow. “Y’know, when you go ‘rawr’,” Ami explained, clawing a hand his direction. “Yelling, charging in like a madman. It’s kind of cute.”

      He felt his cheeks warm out of nowhere, as he did his best not to try and not sound his age. “It’s not cute!” Tobio yelled, voice cracking, and only reddening all the harder for it. “Shut up, it’s supposed to be scary!”

      “If I didn’t know you, yeah, it’d be scary,” she agreed. “But I’ve seen you slam into too many trees, practicing your Human Bullet Technique for you to be that scary to me.”

      Was it weird that those words made something unclench in his heart? Ever since Takigakure, he’d been… perhaps not entirely afraid of what his teammates thought of him, his ‘bloodline’, and the changes that’d been overtaking him. But he would admit reluctance to hear what they thought of him, beneath it all.

      Were they jealous that he was overtaking them in such an obvious way? Was his freakish physiology frightening them, or making them want to take a step back? For all of his newfound intelligence, people were still mysterious, dizzying creatures that defied logic and explanation. Raw logic did not always translate into emotional intelligence.

      Hearing that Ami still considered him, him, was a relief in some respects. That at the end of the day, he was still just Tobio on some level, no matter how much he changed or grew.

      “Thanks,” Tobio smiled. “I mean it.”

      “What for?”

      “For making me feel normal about everything. About… being stupidly unkillable.”

      With a roll of her eyes, Ami reached out and punched his shoulder. “What kind of ungrateful idiot would be sad that one of their friends is hard to kill? Now c’mon. We’ve got to get your measurements for these clothes.”

      She tugged him out the front door with that simple yet effective wisdom, as he chuckled after her. His sword would be fine on its lonesome for a bit longer. For now, Tobio had some new clothes to acquire.

      Tailoring was an art form that, at best, was left by the wayside in the modern age Tobio had come from. It wasn’t as if people didn’t get tailored suits, or had outfits fitted to them, but the actual art and craftsmanship wasn’t as prevalent as it used to be. Mass production had destroyed those cottage industries, churning out t-shirts and jeans for far cheaper than most solitary creators could match.

      But the world of Naruto was in this weird, intermediary period, technologically speaking. They weren’t that far from the days of the Warring Clans era, where every shinobi clan fought for themselves. Life was brutish and short, savagely raiding and killing, for no greater purpose beyond whatever contract they held at the time. Technology had come far since those days, yet not so far as to industrialize vast swathes of the Elemental Nations fully.

      There were outliers, like Amegakure, but by and large, most Hidden Villages were hardly so advanced. Konohagakure was roughly around a nineties level of technology, and it wasn’t even presumed that most homes were wired for electricity or electric lighting. Nor were there the vast transportation networks and supply chains to enable the kinds of industrial revolution knock-on effects that Tobio was used to seeing.

      Much to his surprise, it was precisely the kind of place where the specific and exacting art of tailoring could still survive. The small craftsman still had a place in this world, catering to a highly specific clientele, like blacksmiths who could work with rare chakra metal samples, or individuals who could create storage seals in vast enough numbers for those not inclined to learn how to do it themselves.

      Standing in the middle of Ami’s home workshop, he could see half-finished pieces of clothing hanging to and fro on nearby walls. A kaleidoscope of different colors, some with finer details, others with a more amateurish hand, but nothing that he’d call bad. The tools of a tailor sat nearby, resting on a wooden table.

      Measuring tape, sprawled out haphazardly over some dark fabric. A little sketchbook, where unfinished designs lay bare to the world. Looming above them was the sewing machine bolted to the table, clunky but by far the most modern piece of equipment in the workshop.

      Tobio felt it was daunting, perhaps, in the same way his skill with such a wide breadth of culinary arts could be frightening to people. It felt like he was staring into a world that was, at best, only tangentially connected to his own. While he could no doubt train himself to understand the usages of these tools, the proper way to handle how to flatter someone’s figure, and so on… the time dedicated would have been extensive.

      After all, he was pretty sure that Ami had been traipsing around this room since she was old enough to walk. And using most of the implements within since she was old enough to be trusted not to poke herself in the eye with something sharp. There was something nostalgic in her eyes, as the purple-haired girl swept into the room, confident in a way that she could never quite replicate on the battlefield or sparring sessions.

      This was her domain and Tobio was, at best, a visitor. Or more likely, a prop for her to exercise her own skills on.

      “Are you sure we couldn’t have just gone shopping?” Tobio asked, hands shoved into his pockets.

      The withering look Ami shot his way spoke volumes about what she thought concerning that notion. “Absolutely not. Do you want to look like just some bargain-bin Genin, or do you want to wear something more bespoke?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Of course it matters,” Ami insisted, as she grasped a measuring tape and gestured to the center of the room. Ambling over, she was right after him, gently beginning to get the length and width of his arms, legs, and torso. “Appearances are just as important in this line of work as your actual capabilities.”

      “People don’t just want some random, no-name ninja to guard them, or perform a job for them. They want something iconic, distinctive, recognizable, for better or worse.”

      Tobio wanted to dispute her claims, but he was pretty sure her words held a kernel of truth. At least, for the nobility who hired shinobi. In the Chūnin Exams, a lot of people showed up because it was the Kazekage’s son vs. the last loyal Uchiha of Konohagakure. Names and branding, for better or worse, did have some sway on the career of a ninja.

      You could go under the radar for a time, but at some point, you needed to come out into the light. Especially people like Tobio, who held a specific kind of ambition. He didn’t just want to fade into the pages of history, like so many other background fodder characters before him. Which meant that he needed to step up his clothing game, in some respect.

      It said something about him that Ami, Hibachi, and even their filler-episode sensei had even more iconic looks than he did. The original Tobio looked like off-brand Shikamaru. Hopefully, Ami could fix some of that.

      “Did you have something in particular in mind?” He inquired, glancing over at the girl.

      With her attention focused on getting his measurements, she didn’t even turn her head away before she responded. “There’s a few ideas, but nothing too complex. Nothing too flashy, either, I think.”

      He was thankful for that. Her own color scheme of her apron and dress wouldn’t have matched him. “I agree.”

      “You’re our frontline fighter, and even if you’re stupidly strong, I’d feel bad if you got hurt from something I made,” Ami continued. “So, probably a nice, solid t-shirt, and maybe repurposing some trousers with hip vents…”

      He was trying to make a mental image of what she was going for, and failing consistently. “I’m just going to let you do your thing, I guess.”

      “Good,” she sharply nodded, pulling back from him. “I’m gonna get started here, but uh… you can go help my mom in the kitchen, if you’re sticking around.”

      “I dunno, is th—”

      “She’s making steamed red bean buns, if you wanna help.”

      His traitorous stomach growled, right then and there, as he glanced away with a flush. “…Yeah, I’ll go help.” It wasn’t as if he would be helpful here. And if he were being honest, he’d much rather have been of assistance rather than sitting around like a lump.

      True to her word, Momo made those red bean buns that Ami had mentioned. She was pleased to welcome the help, even if Tobio had to show more of his skill and prowess when preparing ingredients than he’d initially expected. Well, if the gauging looks he got from the mother were any indication, he would be invited around to help with dinner more often.

      Provided he got a full stomach out of the affair? It sounded like a perfect trade to him.

      Some time later, with some warm, steamed buns in his stomach, Ami came out of her workshop. She looked sweaty, a little disheveled, and with wild eyes, but deepy satisfied all the same. In her arms were a bundle of clothes, that she haphazardly shoved into his grasp.

      “It’s finished! Now change,” she commanded, staring at him expectantly.

      “…Like, in your living room?”

      “What-no, idiot! Go to the bathroom and change.” She was a little flushed at the implication that he’d strip right then and there, but Tobio shrugged and went off to the nearest bathroom to try on his new fit.

      And if he had to be honest? Ami had came through, as he stared at himself in the mirror.

      With a dark t-shirt and some trousers with hip vents, baggy enough not to get in the way of his movements, he had an inkling that he could probably store other supplies and scrolls there if he needed to. Finishing it off with dark sandals, he felt like he’d ascended past at least the get-up of a typical mob character in an outfit like this.

      He’d have to do something nice for Ami to repay her for taking the time out of her day.

      When he came back out, Ami’s eyes widened. Still, she didn’t squeal, or flush, but merely circled Tobio, inspecting her work on his body. “How does it feel?”

      “A little tight around the arms,” he admitted.

      “You’re a little more muscular than my usual models. When I make some spares, I’ll make some room around the biceps for you.”

      “You’re making more?”

      She scoffed. “I know how rough you can be on your gear. It’s very literally the least I could do for you.”

      Huh. Ami could be prickly at times, yet underneath that superficial veneer, he could see that there was someone who genuinely cared about people. Or at least, cared about her teammates. And that was more than he could say about most people.

      Initially, he wasn’t so sure about his other teammates, but now? He was happy to get set up with Ami and Hibachi.

      “You’re kind of a big softie, aren’t you?” Before she could even respond, Tobio drew her into a hug, patting Ami’s back gently. “Thanks for the clothes, Ami. I’ll… try to think of something nice to do for you later.”

      Releasing her, she was scarlet, sputtering softly as her hands slapped against his chest. “You… I-It’s no big deal, a-alright?! Don’t make a fuss out of it…”

      “Maybe, but if it makes you blush like a tomato again, I probably will.”

      “Oni-baka!”

      Tobio’s chuckled all the way out of her home, while Ami shouted invectives for him to leave. Still, he had his new clothing, had relaxed a bit, and had a stomach full of sweets. What more could an Oni ask for, all in one day?

      The first month of real intensive training for the Chūnin Exams was over and done with. While Tobio wasn’t entirely excited for the teenaged bloodsports about to ensue, or the literal invasion of the village, it still promised to be fruitful in regards to farming quests, both known and hidden. For him, the real challenge would be keeping all of his friends and sensei alive.

      It was a good thing that his new perks came in clutch, though, in regards to helping Ami, Hibachi, and even Tekuno-sensei to some extent. While it wouldn’t be the most useful to help them fight alone, they were already honing themselves in a team that fought far better in concert, than they ever did apart.

      He could only hope that’d be enough, as the date of the exam drifted ever closer.

      

    
  




    16. Gristle and Bone

    
       

      May 1st​

      For obvious reasons, when Tobio thought about the types of testing that went into determining the ins and outs of bloodline limits, Konoha’s facilities weren’t depicted very favorably. His mind always drifted back to Orochimaru’s ghastly experiments under the village proper. Of Danzo’s ruthless, brutal efficiency and lust for power, driving those with biological gifts to new limits. That wasn’t the most fair assumption on his part, but the manga and anime had not been very positive about how Konoha’s medical testing was shown. If they’d had Tsunade, he was sure the entire medic-nin operation would have been an entirely different beast, seeing as she was the foremost practitioner in her field.

      When Tekuno-sensei dragged him to the hospital, at long last, to get his bloodline inspected, that’s what he thought he was walking into. The reality, however, was far more mundane than being vivisected or mind-fucked. Pleasantly so, since a lot of the equipment was roughly analogous to what he’d seen or expected in his old life if a bit dated considering that the technology of Naruto’s world capped out at around the nineties. Barring the odd piece of specialty-made schizotech here and there for insane ninja experiments or ancient relics from older civilizations. Stuff like X-ray equipment, an MRI machine, heartbeat monitor, and more standard sights besides. Compared to the technological base of, say, Takigakure, though?

      Konoha might as well have been in another world entirely.

      Pretty much the moment that he and Tekuno had arrived at the hospital, he was immediately subjected to a battery of tests. While Tobio knew a bit about his ‘bloodline’ through the original Mixed Blood perk, that didn’t mean he had the hard and fast details about how those details measured out practically. Strong enough to punch through a brick wall, yet how did ‘speed to outrun light cavalry’ compare with other Genin in his age range and cohort? Tobio felt like he’d probably overpower and outspeed anyone who wasn’t Neji or Rock, sure, though that was just a feeling. That was before getting into his poison resistance, which naturally made him, unfortunately, more resistant to most mundane treatments, given all medicine was just correctly dosaged poison.

      He hadn’t even begun to mention whatever bullshit had kept him alive after his suicide attack on Suien. Tobio had a suspicion of the mechanics of how it worked, yet he’d only tangentially touched the wiki entries surrounding Tsukihime before he’d been dumped here. The exact specifics were a little esoteric to him, unfortunately, how a Death Resistive Body even worked, beyond the obvious hints in the name. So, everything that they foisted onto him was welcome if it meant he’d finally figure out what the fuck was going on inside of his physiology.

      The tests started pretty simple, like the basic hand-eye coordination you’d put a child through when taking them to a pediatrician. Tobio was leagues stronger, faster, and wiser than the last time he was twelve, but that just meant their standards for health were a little higher than what he could recall. Looking into his eyes, in a meticulous test that Tobio suspected was meant to notice any irregularities that’d hint at a dōjutsu. It’d become a little obvious when the vision test they administered got down to text so tiny that he’d have needed insane visual acuity to pick up what was written. Next, they tested his lung capacity, heart rate, and resting vital signs, as well as a simple hearing test to check if anything in his auditory range was abnormal.

      For those, he’d passed with flying colors, better than the average, but nothing that seemed too unusual given a cursory examination. However, that streak of relative normality was not bound to hold for very long.

      “Can you repeat that?” Tekuno asked, blinking over at the shinobi in front of them.

      Iō was a pretty relaxed, composed member of the medical-nin corps, who seemed hesitant as he looked over the X-ray in his hands. “Well, if I’m being entirely honest, Tobio’s bone density is… off the charts. The only comparable results I could even think of, is that of some Kaguya cadavers we recovered in one of the past wars.”

      The older man squinted at the X-ray of Tobio’s body, as if it personally offended him. “And frankly, I’m still not sure if your boy wouldn’t have them beat. This is the most perfect set of bones I’ve ever seen in my life.”

      “Isn’t that normal?” Tobio asked, frowning softly. Honestly, he had no idea how bone healing was supposed to work, he just knew how his worked. Somewhat.

      “Not to this extent,” Iō bluntly stated. “I’m talking that there’s not even the slightest hint of past trauma to your entire skeleton, no microfractures, no little marks of wear and tear.”

      It might have been surprising for them, but Tobio knew that Calcium had said that his skeleton would always stay in pristine condition. Even fractured as he was from his fall back in Takigakure, it’d pieced him back together perfectly. That perk may not have been the flashiest, yet it was still nice to see that his investment had borne out after all this time.

      Iō paused, humming softly. “Kid, do you feel like you can do anything with your bones?”

      “No,” Tobio frankly stated, having an inkling of what the man might have been thinking of. As cool as the Dead Bone Pulse would have been to have, he didn’t possess that particular bloodline.

      Shaking his head, the man pushed it back into the file, muttering softly. “Then we’ll put absurd bone density, strength, and healing as one of the findings of our investigation and keep moving forward.”

      After that, they went through the process of seeing where he stood in terms of his might and dexterity. Those weren’t quite as alarming for the staff, given that a twelve-year-old possessing his specific combination of power and swiftness was uncommon, but hardly unheard of. What really seemed to throw them for a loop, even as they had him on a treadmill or lifting weights, was that the sensor who’d been overseeing all the tests noted that his chakra levels hadn’t changed.

      At all.

      That was when they got very interested in the exact mechanics of that process. Taijutsu functioned by directly accessing the user’s physical and mental energies, bypassing the need to mold chakra at all, even if it could be used for techniques. But whatever Tobio was doing, as far as the sensor equipped in the hospital could tell, was not even touching those. And why would it, considering it was the baseline of his body, something extant from chakra as a whole?

      “Do you feel any pain or an active switch you need to hit to access your heightened physical capabilities?” Iō asked, furiously scribbling down on his notepad.

      “Is that unusual if he doesn’t?” Tekuno asked, eyebrows scrunching together.

      “Yes,” Iō bluntly stated, shamelessly answering, a mildly feverish glint in his eyes. “You don’t understand. The principles of amplified strength by chakra, or the two constituent energies that make them up, are well understood. It’s been studied for longer than I’ve been alive, and will probably continue to be studied well after we’re all gone.”

      Then, he pointed Tobio’s way, slightly sweating after stepping off the treadmill they’d been using for testing. “This is outside of that dichotomy, that system, the dogma from which almost all known medical theory stems. It’s like… natural energy, maybe, but I wouldn’t even begin to know where to test that. Maybe if we had a Sage here they’d be able to tell for sure if it’s related, but…”

      The man trailed off, for perfectly understandable reasons. They’d need someone who understood the sage arts to verify, yet the people who knew anything about them were not available. Tobio felt a little bad about giving this guy an existential crisis concerning his entire field of study. Still, it wasn’t like he was going to come out and say an otherworldly System granted him an upgraded body. Or that the metaphysics of his body worked off principles that no one in the world was prepared to begin studying, just because they couldn’t.

      As far as this man was concerned, Tobio’s body was a Mystery.

      “Let’s table any further investigation then, until you guys figure out a new tactic to take,” his sensei suggested, reaching out to clap Tobio on the shoulder. “What’s next?”

      Following the physical investigation, a more detailed examination was conducted of his cognitive abilities. He’d already been taking full advantage of his crystal clear memory for ages, but this was the first time anyone else had seen how crisp his mind was. It didn’t matter what kind of logic test he was working off, because his IQ markers were closer to the Nara average than anything else. His eidetic memory allowed him to scan a long, drawn-out page of highly complex information and rattle it off with picture-perfect precision, mostly because he’d retained the information in his mind. The only thing they didn’t pick up on was the fact that his learning speed had been ramped up, though perhaps that was because they’d assumed it’d improved simply by his newfound intake of information.

      They were no less baffled by the following attempts to sedate him. Some of the Takigakure village records they’d retrieved (confiscated by threat) of his medical treatment had spoken of how he’d required enough sedatives to kill a dozen men over, in order to have him in a medical coma. Wisely distrusting in the medical prowess of a podunk Hidden Village over their own, the medic-nin tried to sedate him.

      And failed.

      “It kinda smells funny,” Tobio admitted, holding a rag up to his face. “Was this supposed to do anything?”

      “Tobio, you’re holding a rag drenched in chloroform,” Tekuno flatly stated.

      He blinked. “Oh. Should it be doing something?”

      His sensei and the medic-nin, standing on the other side of the room to stay away from the noxious fumes, nodded in unison.

      “…Maybe try something stronger?”

      It was made painfully clear that standard sedatives wouldn’t work on him. Even the mild paralytic poisons they had didn’t do anything but somewhat make his skin prickle when they pricked his fingers to test them out. Personally, Tobio was looking forward to the first person who’d try and use poison on him to be painfully surprised when it didn’t do jack shit.

      However, what threw the medical personnel for a loop were the tentative tests of his flesh’s durability.

      “What is this?”

      One of the women personnel, Oyone, was examining his blood and skin cells under a microscope. Whatever she’d seen, it was enough to make the woman exasperated, her tone thick with disbelief.

      Another of her teammates, Sukui, wandered over. “What is it?”

      “…Double-check this to make sure I’m not crazy.”

      The glasses-wearing woman swapped places with her fellow medic-nin as she looked at what was underneath the microscope. And then went quiet as her lips pursed together, and she looked up from the scope to peer over at Tobio.

      It didn’t seem like whatever they saw was bad, but they appeared as if they were a bit confused by it. Maybe that was good. If he had to have a public bloodline, it would be better to let it be something that scientists and specialists couldn’t easily scrutinize.

      “Is there something the matter?” Tobio asked, sitting on a nearby examination table. The point where they’d extracted his blood had already clotted, closed, and was well on its way to visibly healing. For something that minor, though, he wasn’t surprised.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” Oyone carefully stated. “But from what we can tell, your cells when damaged just…”

      “Just what?”

      Sukui was the one who answered, eyebrows furrowed together. “They’re joining themselves back together in ways that honestly shouldn’t even be possible when they’ve lost most of their cellular cohesion. I’m going to make a supposition that writ large on your body, it’ll maintain structural integrity, even if the damage itself hasn’t healed. Prolonging life, maybe…?”

      That was enough to make him a little confused. “That’s a precise way to think about it.”

      “It’s the correct way to think about it,” Sukui shot back. “From what we can tell, your body should continue to operate to an unknown degree when damaged, but to test it out, we’d need to put you under particular amounts of physical trauma. For obvious reasons, that’s not appropriate; we’ll have to observe, and hope that our guesses are somewhat correct. If we had better jutsu or more specialized technicians, we could give better answers. As it is now, this is mostly conjecture.”

      That did make a degree of sense. All of the medic-nin in Konoha were perfectly good at their jobs, but that didn’t mean they were medical prodigies like Tsunade, Orochimaru, or Kabuto. Expecting them to divine the secrets of his body from some beginning tests was a bit unreasonable.

      “I think we’ll call the testing there for today,” Tekuno-sensei interjected, shooting Sukui a smile. “Thanks for helping set this up, Sukui.”

      “Well, it was the least I could do for a friend…”

      “Oh-ho, I’m only a friend now?”

      “Stop it, you cad! You know what I mean!” She didn’t seem angry, so much as there was the lightest dusting of pink on her cheeks, as she giggled at Tekuno’s teasing and antics.

      Slowly but surely, Tobio came to the horrifying realization that his sensei was flirting with this woman and did his best to tune out the rest of the conversation. Even if it did seem like Tekuno managed to land some plans on a later evening with Sukui. Respect to Tekuno, the man seemed to have some degree of game.

      Charisma wasn’t one of his dump stats.

      By that point, they were leaving the hospital, after a long day spent running him through a battery of tests. Tobio was tired, if only mentally, as he trudged out with his sensei, sighing softly.

      Tekuno glanced over to the boy, one eyebrow arching softly. “What’s the matter?”

      “Just wondering if I should focus on this, as opposed to… everything else I’ve got going on,” he admitted. “Ninjutsu, kenjutsu, taijutsu, sealing… I’ve got a full plate of stuff I’m trying to pick up.”

      That made Tekuno hum thoughtfully as he walked alongside his student. Tobio appreciated that the man wasn’t answering immediately, but instead was taking the time to think out a response properly.

      “I can’t tell you whether or not you should go down this road,” Tekuno-sensei bluntly admitted. “What I can say is that your bloodline is not a burden or a curse. It’s part of you, for better or worse, and denying the usefulness of a tool like that in your arsenal would be foolish.”

      When put into words like that, Tobio couldn’t exactly disagree without coming off a little petulantly, could he?

      “Alright,” the Genin nodded. “Let’s see what this body of mine is capable of.”

      “And we’ll be sure to document it for anyone else that comes after you,” his sensei assured him. “You’ve got the chops to make your own Clan if I’m being honest. When it comes to bloodline limits, yours… is certainly useful in our line of work.”

      The ability to stave off death in increasingly unnatural ways and some measure of control over his own blood? There were worse birthrights for him to be given from the System, or to pass on to any future kids of his own.

      Now it was time to see what that really meant for him.

    
    

    
      


      The next couple of days of training, following the medical evaluation, were rather interesting. If only because Tobio got to see where his foreknowledge regarding the Nasuverse was pertinent, and where it fell a bit short of what he was looking for. Not that it was useless, but there was an enormous gulf between what some perfectly remembered wiki article told him should be happening, and what was going on before his very eyes.

      It meant that, for better or worse, he was in, frankly, uncharted territory. Most bloodlines in Konoha, even the rare ones like that of the Kurama clan, had some internal documentation on what to expect. There were the odd curveballs, unique expressions, or top secrets… but usually, they had an idea of what to expect. Inuzuka knew how to utilize their bestial traits to enhance their jutsu. Uchiha, reduced down to Sasuke in the village, still possessed a relatively documented progression for their magic eyes. The Hyūga were a massive clan, with an extensive series of martial arts explicitly specialized for their brand of visual chicanery.

      Tobio, on the other hand, didn’t have any of that.

      He was walking a trail all of his own, the very first of his bloodline. Hopefully, not the last, if he managed to survive the next few years of overwhelming bullshit. This meant that he would have to try to be a trailblazer and discover what he could do for all the Oni-blooded idiots who would come after him.

      That in and of itself was a daunting proposition, he’d admit. However, there was no point in complaining about his plight. Doing so wouldn’t make the work ahead of him any easier, and he threw himself into it with relish. Although admittedly, the medical reports did provide him with general guidelines on where to direct his ambitions and the first steps in exploring his new power.

      Blood or flesh? Both of them had something unusual going on, just because of the exploratory studies done by the medic-nin. Either seeing if he could control the reactions and movement of his blood, or looking into the nature of his metamorphic, survival-inclined flesh. For the sake of sheer survivability, against all threats, Tobio sprung for probing the secrets of his muscle and gristle first and foremost.

      As cool as figuring out some haemokinetic Blood Release would have been, this was likely better for now. Unfortunately, the means through which he’d have to figure out how to shift around and control his body left something to be desired.

      Tekuno eyed him dubiously, as Tobio lifted a kunai to the back of his hand. “I have some reservations about this.”

      “Why? S’not like you’re the one that’s going to be bleeding.”

      “Don’t get smart with me,” the older man scowled, eyes flicking down to the sharp point of the kunai. “There’s gotta be a better way to test this.”

      To that, Tobio could only shrug with a grimace of his own. “Let’s break down my options here. I need a degree of damage that I can focus on, which means either small, self-inflicted cuts, or actively getting hard bruises across my body. Either way, I’ve got to get a little hurt to test this out and get the hang of things.”

      He briefly considered relying solely on lactic acid build-up and the standard tearing of his muscles through exercise as a method to train this power. The big problem with that was Tobio’s own body. He was suffering from success in that the bar for that sort of exhaustion and damage to his own physiology was so high that it just wasn’t reasonable for sustained training.

      Thus, the cutting.

      “Just… don’t overdo it, alright?” Tekuno asked, reaching out to rest a hand on Tobio’s shoulder. “There’s no rush on getting stronger. You’ve got years ahead of you.”

      How could Tobio even verbalize the insanity that was about to take place in the next few years? Hiruzen’s death, the invasion of Konoha, the crazy, madcap war against an army of reanimated shinobi if he didn’t manage to put Kabuto in the ground beforehand. All of that was on his head, presuming the events he’d remembered from the manga and anime were still going to happen.

      Better a pleasant lie to his sensei than a truth that strained belief.

      “Maybe we won’t run into another Jōnin on a mission. Perhaps we won’t reencounter insurmountable odds. Maybe, maybe, maybe…” Tobio gave his sensei a wan smile. “I won’t want to have any regrets about not taking every opportunity to get stronger. So… yeah, I’ve got to do this.”

      There was a sad look in Tekuno’s eyes at those words. It wasn’t pity, so much as the older man looked more profoundly aged underneath the weight of Tobio’s admission than anything else. Resignation, perhaps.

      “…Then I won’t stop you. I… understand, what it’s like have those types of thoughts,” Tekuno admitted. “Just make sure you won’t regret the things you do for power after it’s all said and done with.”

      “If my friends and I are alive to regret it, then I’ll count that as a victory anyway.”

      Making a slice to the back of his hand with a kunai, Tobio began his bloodline training in earnest. There were, unsurprisingly, some upsides and downsides as he began to explore the internal mechanics of his Death Resistive Body.

      Magical energy was fundamentally different than chakra, at least in terms of what he recalled of it from his memories. Chakra was a combination of physical and spiritual energy, whereas his own magical reserves were more of a well he could draw from at will. The downsides of doing so, though, tended to be just about as bad, if not worse, than outright chakra exhaustion.

      Things like being cooked alive, for example. But Tobio suspected that his own usage of his oni-based power was more… atavistic than a Magus would experience with magic circuits. His limitations at the time were primarily due to a lack of experience and efficiency.

      It was one thing to understand that, logically, your body was supposed to respond to your wishes and will. To automatically or purposefully close wounds under the weight of your cognition. But it was a whole other ballpark to make sustained progress with molding a brand new form of energy to that end.

      If it hadn’t been for Depths of the Mind, honing his training and mind, he didn’t think he’d have made all that much progress with the process. Yet bit by bit, Tobio was getting somewhere. Just like the medic-nin had said, he wasn’t healing himself when he pushed his magical energy to stop a wound from bleeding out.

      A more accurate way of describing it would be active triage, where he reinforced his body’s capability to stay functioning. Mostly by supplanting key, and critical functions with magical energy. When he cut himself, he didn’t heal the wound, Tobio merely used his magic to will the wound to stop bleeding, and keep the overall structural integrity of flesh around the wound relatively stable.

      So far, it wasn’t full-blown self-biokinesis, but it was quite effective in terms of his newfound ability to staunch his wounds. In time, Tobio was reasonably certain he could achieve a more sustained negation of damage to his body. And eventually, he could maybe even figure out how to change his flesh in ways that went beyond this limited region of effects.

      As dangerous as this realm of exploration might have been, there was some potential in making specific alterations to his body. Especially when it came to the points where the Eight Gates managed chakra flow inside of his body.

      Food for thought, for another day, as he received a more pleasant surprise after he tentatively developed the ‘Wound Staunching Technique’.

      [HIDDEN QUEST COMPLETED: DEVELOP YOUR FIRST BLOODLINE JUTSU.]

      

      [REWARD: CHOOSE BETWEEN 1x MINOR MIGHT, DOMINION, ARTIFICE, OR ERUDITION PERK ROLL.]​

      The sudden completion of a quest he hadn’t even known about was a bit of a surprise, but not an unwelcome one. No, for him, the real question was which of these two he wanted to grab. He’d been going fairly hard on Might perks of late, but Erudition had been pretty good lately too. Depths of the Mind had been an Erudition perk, and arguably one of the most valuable picks he’d snagged recently. The others weren’t too shabby either, as he’d picked up his asauchi from Artifice in the first place, and Dominion was where he’d grabbed Sworn Brotherhood.

      Did it make all the blood he shed worth it?

      …Tobio couldn’t even lie to himself; he’d have done worse things to himself for immediate power. The nature of the System was intoxicating like that. Being so directly rewarded for giving in to the most impulsive, dangerous thoughts at the back of his mind at a moment’s notice could make him develop some bad habits.

      At some point in the middle of the month, however, there was a much more exciting bit of news from Tekuno-sensei.

      “I’ve got your training weights.”

      Never before had Tobio been more excited at the drop of a hat, as his eyes lit up at his sensei’s words. “Really?!”

      So far, his physical training had been lagging behind his other training, though with good reason. He started at the baseline of punching through brick walls, and running fast enough to keep up with cavalry horses. It was hard to get the kind of conditioning you needed training to improve on that, unless you had Might Guy as your sensei.

      Understandably, he was itching to make some real, forward progress there.

      In Tekuno’s hands were some heavy weights, equipped with straps, and no small amount of fūinjutsu. The part of him that was a burgeoning seal aficionado was somewhat interested in the mechanics behind that… but it was overshadowed by his interest in using them.

      “How do they work? Do I just slap em’ on, or…?” Tobio asked, approaching to inspect them curiously, hands flexing at his sides.

      “It’s a touchy bit of seal work, but the basics is that there’s an activated and deactivated state,” Tekuno explained, gesturing to the weights in his hands. “They operate not entirely unlike storage seals, but with modular sealing so you can tune the internal weights to give you the best resistance.”

      That… was a lot more complex than he would have thought possible. Then again, Tobio remembered plenty of insane shit being done with fūinjutsu in the series. If the Sage and his brother managed to bind their rabbit-mommy and create the entire fucking moon of the setting, then the ceiling for the art was well beyond anything he could conceive of.

      “It sounds expensive.”

      “It was,” his sensei admitted, shrugging shamelessly. “But I’d be a shitty teacher if I didn’t splurge a little on my students every so often. Eventually, we’ll have to upgrade you to the Four Limbs Weighting Seal, but this should do… for now.”

      Getting the weights on was a little bit tricky, but Tobio couldn’t deny the results, as he did his best to try and move around his arms and legs. For almost the first time in months, he was forced to a more normal range of motion and strength. Beyond the initial tricky adjustment period of getting used to moving, he had to say…

      …He liked it.

      Being so strong and fast was a good thing, and it had kept him alive where other Genin would have certainly perished. That wasn’t anything he had an issue with. But, the Mixed Blood would have been lying if he said that the enforced normalcy didn’t feel good. After living in a world of cardboard, he was back to something that remotely approached what other people felt.

      Arms crossed and watching Tobio’s stomping, unsteady first steps across the training ground, Tekuno smirked, arching a brow at his student. “How’s it feel?”

      “Good,” Tobio confirmed. “Anything I need to be aware of, though?”

      “Not much. Just don’t wear it on missions. It’s one thing to wear it in the village, for training, but unless you have a reason to hold back in the field… don’t.”

      That made Tobio frown. “Shouldn’t I try to hold back some of what my bloodline can do?”

      “Maybe, but I’d rather listen to some old fogies bitch and moan than have to bring you back in a body storage seal.”

      Once again, he was reminded of how fortunate he was to have a teacher as dedicated to their Genin as this one. Tobio hoped that all the other Jōnin were as dedicated as Tekuno, because if they weren’t… Team Eleven was about to sweep the exams.

      All of the options of what to spend his perks on were pretty good if he was being honest. Tobio wasn’t pressed to expand his capabilities in any one way or another, so he had the singular pleasure of being able to choose wholly at his discretion. And honestly, he found that he didn’t mind it at all.

      The big thing for himself was that he was greedy. Learning more magical abilities, or knowledge, always came to the forefront when it came to the options of what he could snag. It was fine to be an unkillable juggernaut, but being able to cast more ridiculous spells was also very, very fun. Which meant that Tobio already had a good idea of what he wanted to do.

      Erudition was the only real choice for him.

      In the privacy of his own apartment once again, he felt that internal reservoir of his swell with might, as new possibilities blossomed inside of him. Reaching out, with a suite of perks flashing before him. As usual, each and every one of them was decent, at the very least.

       Revival of X The God of High School It is the belief of some that you cannot be a true master of the Martial Arts until you have contributed a creation of your own, instead of just learning from others. Whether you believe it or not, you have an inborn talent and ability to create a martial art, one that will perfectly fit you. You do not start with some fully built style embedded in your mind, rather you will occasionally, in the heat of battle gain a burst of inspiration that will result in the creation of a new technique in your own personal style, one suited for the battle you are in at that moment. As the years go by and you fight more and more impressive battles, your own personal style will form around your achievements, filled with techniques fitting to you and your own style of fighting, as well as the opponents you have conquered in the past. Inert Visions Genshin Impact When a Vision user dies, their Vision does not simply vanish with them. It becomes inert, losing the glow it once had. For most it would become a simple trinket, good for little other than decoration. However should someone ‘worthy’ pick up one of these Visions, they have a chance of reawakening it for themselves. You have collected several dead Visions. Seven in fact, one for each element. Limit Break Final Fantasy VII Alright, so you see that fighting style and weapon type you favor now with the above option? There’s a special ability you can now use with those, called a Limit Break. As you fight, deal successful attacks, or take damage, an inner rage will steadily build within you. This doesn’t really impact your behavior or fighting ability to any detriment, but once this energy has built up, you can unleash a devastating super move based on your fighting style using that rage. This can range from a superpowered jump and slash attack, punching someone so hard a dolphin manifests to join the uppercut, dice that have random effects between anything from instant death for you or your enemies, even temporarily turning into some humanoid monster… this Limit Break lets you temporarily defy the logic of the world to unleash these attacks on your foes. However, once you’ve used them once, your rage empties and you must regain that inner anger to unleash another attack. Transformative Limit Breaks last until the battle has ended, though you mercifully keep control of yourself.

      You may customize your own starting Limit Break, being just about anything so long as it doesn’t eclipse the stronger magic of this world… a good Summon or Magic materia will cause more widespread destruction than most Limit Breaks. As you grow stronger, you will learn more and more Limit Breaks, each more useful or damaging than the last so long as they stick to your theme and chosen fighting style. Once you’ve learned three levels of Limit Break, a fourth ‘ultimate’ move will become available to you either through intense fighting experience or hidden in a manual somewhere in the world that will require a substantial amount of effort to locate.

      Post-jump, you will learn all four levels of your personal Limit Breaks regardless of your experience and efforts (or lack thereof). As you grow stronger throughout your chain, you may learn new variants and Limit Break techniques that complement your new skills and abilities, each requiring more effort than the last… though thankfully, all you have already learned will grow in strength with you.

      The first wasn’t too flashy, but it’d functionally serve him his entire career. Kami knew that Tobio was going to get into enough life-and-death fights over the next few years if things continued as they were. So he’d get some good mileage out of creating something more bespoke, especially if it could be passed down to someone else afterward.

      Visions were the inherent power system of Genshin Impact, and were… pretty good, if memory served. Theoretically, if someone walked down the path of power with one, a person could become a god. But most Vision users never managed to make it that far. That didn’t mean it wasn’t a solid purchase, though.

      And then there was a goddamn Limit Break. Within reason, they had the potential to be incredibly damaging, outsized effects that would grow over time. He’d even start with one, which made it a solid investment right then and there.

      The real choice was what did he need…?

      All of the perks were, objectively, very useful. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t take out Inert Visions from the running first, though. They could be stolen or taken as discrete objects, unless he misunderstood things about Genshin Impact. Relying on his asauchi was one thing, because that was a manifested portion of his soul. This bridge was too far, even if he would have liked to hand them off to his friends and future allies.

      Limit Break genuinely did hurt him to set aside, too, though. Passing on the ability hurt him as someone who was always a big fan of Final Fantasy VII. However, he’d admit that the lack of internal cohesion in the other parts of his toolkit tilted him toward the last perk.

      God of High School was a fandom he’d only been tangentially aware of, before he’d been dropped into the world of Naruto. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t admit to being intrigued by the possibility of forming his own cohesive fighting style. Everything he’d possessed so far was more or less scattershot in terms of how it connected to each other.

      Providing that skeletal framework and the possibility to join his disparate abilities together was worth a perk. It wasn’t as if he’d been expecting to pick up anything here regardless, so in the end, he bought it and went along with the given results happily.

      Making his choice on Revival of X, Tobio felt his internal chamber swell once more, before the strange feeling dissipated. Nothing changed right on the spot, but he hadn’t been expecting anything different. It was a perk that only grew better the more he was tempered in battle.

      Another reason to grow more excited for the upcoming exams. For now…

      He was going to pull off his training weights and alleviate the ache in his body. For now, he’d have to savor that forward momentum that the burn in his muscles represented, and continue on.

      

    
  




    17. Consequences

    
       May 14th

      It was an important day. Not a training day, or one to meditate on his blade, or even cut his flesh to train his ingrained oni abilities. No, the purpose that had him filled with electric excitement was one of a far more modest origin.

      Tobio and Tekuno were heading out to sample as many restaurants and stalls as they could in one day. Ami had begged off, claiming that she didn’t want or need the incoming massive influx of calories. Hibachi had family concerns that had kept him otherwise indisposed. Personally, Tobio thought that they just weren’t strong enough to muscle through eating that much food, but he’d concede that he was a bit of an outlier. If there was anything that oni excelled at, it was doing things to excess. Drinking, fucking, and indeed, eating.

      So it’d be up to Tobio and Tekuno to eat enough delicious food in their stead. It was a sacrifice, but it was one he was willing to make. There was even the possibility that he’d manage to convince his sensei to get him some alcohol while they were out and about.

      It was a bit of a distant possibility, yet legally, Tobio was an adult as a Genin. Legally, Tekuno-sensei was his adoptive guardian where Konoha law was concerned, in regards to the right to choose specific medical treatments for him if he was unconscious, so maybe the man would be reticent to let a child drink. Or perhaps he’d be more than willing to let Tobio get shitfaced for the first time in his new life.

      Kami, he just wanted a strong drink.

      Walking through the village, he didn’t take long to get to the agreed-upon meeting spot with Tekuno in front of the first of the restaurants they’d be hitting up that day. The thing that threw him for a loop, though, was that his sensei wasn’t alone. An unfamiliar girl was standing with him.

      She looked roughly around his age, but with a complexion and hair color that certainly marked her as profoundly foreign. With a red pack on her back and a Takigakure forehead protector on her arm, he was more than a little confused as to why there was a Taki-nin in their village. Perhaps they’d realized they still owed him money.

      That would have been a pleasant surprise. But then the more he stared at the girl, the more recognition began to creep over Tobio. Because he had seen her before. How could he forget a cute tomboy from Naruto, dead before their time, and Fū definitely qualified.

      “Hi!” A cheery, unfamiliar voice greeted, as Tobio was guided along by Tekuno. “I’m Fū! You must be Tobio, right?”

      Deep in the annals of his heart, Tobio wondered what he had done to make such a grievous, terrifying change to the timeline. Currently, the host of Chōmei was not supposed to be in Konohagakure. She was supposed to be well away from their Hidden Village, and over in Takigakure getting abused or something. Not that he didn’t feel for the girl’s backstory, seeing as just about every jinchūriki was abused at one point or another for some reason.

      To this day, he isn’t sure why villagers chose to antagonize jinchūriki. It was an awful survival strategy to keep poking your resident nuke until it exploded. In some respects, it was almost like a self-fulfilling prophecy, as of course a lifetime of being ostracized would result in an unstable individual, even if most people blamed it primarily on the ‘demons’ sealed inside of them. Gaara was an outlier, though, when it came to crash out jinchūriki.

      That, however, was neither here nor there. What was making his mind race was the fact that she was not in Taki, and what reasons there might have been for this. Of course, the answer was relatively simple when Tobio thought about it, the world slowing down as Depths of the Mind gave him the breathing room to consider the situation.

      He was the reason.

      Not him, specifically, but the mission they’d done in Takigakure. If the minor village couldn’t even maintain control of its internal security and had to be bailed out by three foreign Genin, that was the kind of security lapse that would have made it a laughingstock worldwide. Maybe it already had, and he just wasn’t aware of it.

      Allowing them to maintain stewardship of the Seven-tails, after such incredible negligence in village security, wasn’t just dumb. It was, to put it simply, willfully stupid for the leadership of Konoha. Just about all the other major Hidden Villages had multiple-tailed beasts in their ranks, except for Sunagakure, and this… was Konoha’s opportunity to get in on that monopoly.

      Though to be fair, Suna was also in a desert, where their given jinchūriki had such a massive home field advantage they’d staved off invasions for decades.

      “R-Right,” Tobio stammered out, trying to rebalance himself in the wake of how much he’d… possibly fucked things up. Or not. It depended on whether or not the other villages figured out they had the Seven-tails, and what the Akatsuki did in a few years. “Pleasure to meet you. You’re from… Takigakure?”

      “Yep!” She beamed, pointing to her forehead protector, which was on her arm for some reason. “I’m here on a super-secret diplomacy mission, on behalf of my village. It’s… different, in a lot of ways, but pretty fun so far.”

      Either she was aware that this was some unofficial handover of herself, or Fū wasn’t, and it’d come as a nasty surprise when she figured out the real reason she was there. Either way, he wasn’t going to be the one to tell her.

      “I’ve been checking up on her, as an honored guest of Konoha, and figured it’d be nice to invite her for our food run,” Tekuno explained. “You’ve got a way with people, y’know, so I figured you’d get along with her.”

      He gave his sensei a long, languid blink. “…I have a way with people?”

      “Well, you made Ami’s prickly barbs recede and managed to motivate Hibachi into taking his training more seriously than ever,” his sensei pointed out. “If that isn’t charisma, I don’t know what is.”

      “Oh, and you also helped Lord Shibuki repel those invaders a few months back!” Fū pointed out, and Tobio felt his eyebrow twitch at her words. “I’d love to hear that story.”

      Given how she’d said it, no malice was intended. She might not have even known what the real story was, or how cowardly Shibuki was during that entire affair. Tobio would never miss an opportunity to talk mad shit about that guy. “I… could maybe talk about a little of it.”

      “Great!” She shot him a beaming smile, energetic and bright in a way that was disarming, as she set her hands on her hips. “Oh, let’s get moving too. I’m already peckish.”

      This wasn’t quite what he had in mind with a relaxing, cool trip to a bunch of different restaurants with his sensei. But how hard could entertaining a ‘diplomat’ really be?

    
    

    
      


      All Tobio could do, at that moment, was wonder if he’d made the right choices. He didn’t regret ensuring that his friends, or himself, were alive through his actions. Putting Suien in the ground wasn’t something he’d think twice about doing again…

      Even if he thought he might have done it more thoughtfully, if he had to do it again. Some people might not have considered almost dying worth it, but the rewards from living through the encounter were well worth it. An asauchi, a weekly elixir, and more perks besides. That being said, the consequences could theoretically be beyond his capability to handle.

      Whenever the Akatsuki started to go after the jinchūriki in earnest, they wouldn’t hesitate to roll up on the Hidden Villages to take what they wanted from them. Having Chōmei and Kurama in the same place would turn Konohagakure from a tempting target, into a more strategically viable one.

      And that was just off the top of his head. There was every opportunity he was forgetting about more possible outcomes of this situation. He didn’t have access to the high-level communiques that higher-ranking shinobi no doubt got their hands on. How other Hidden Villages might find this consolidation of power threatening, if they figured out that Konohagakure had moved Chōmei’s container closer to home.

      That was… a future problem, if he was being entirely honest—nothing he needed to worry about in the here and now. No, Tobio only had one genuine concern at the moment.

      How was this tiny tomboy eating more food than him?

      It was a ridiculous thing to get bent out of shape about, if he was being honest. The three of them were situated at the first of their stops, a stall providing small karaage appetizers, which Tekuno had sworn by. But Tobio was a growing boy, and naturally had asked for more. Then Fū did the same.

      She followed suit at the next stall. And then the place after that.

      He was… more curious than not where she was putting it all. He was a boy on the verge of being a proper teenager, being able to eat functionally his body weight in food was a given. That was before you considered that Oni were known for excess in everything, and his capacity to functionally cause most food to vanish was easy to understand.

      At most, he had to assume it had something to do with the demands of being a container for a tailed beast. That was his best guess, though, and what Tobio didn’t know about jinchūriki could fill a book. How their internal seal affected their biology for example, and it did affect them biologically.

      One only had to look at Naruto’s appearance and ‘whiskers’ to confirm that much. If he had to guess, Fū’s changes were a bit more reserved, in that her hair was a shade of mint he wasn’t positive existed anywhere else in the Elemental Nations.

      Or, he could be entirely off-kilter here. This was brave new territory, and he was still feeling a little off-kilter by someone beating him in this regard. Chances were, he could be projecting capabilities onto her that just weren’t there.

      “…This is a first for me,” he admitted, as he watched Fū finish off a bowl of ramen, slurping up the broth greedily. “How can you eat so much…?”

      “Mmphff?” She blinked, swallowing and wiping her mouth with her hand. “Oh, that? I’ve always had something of an appetite.”

      “My wallet can tell,” Tekuno joked.

      That got a scoff from Tobio, as he squinted at his sensei. “You’ve seen how much I can put away. Don’t act like you’re surprised by this.”

      “I’m really not,” he admitted readily, shrugging softly. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if it had something to do with who and what you were.”

      His ‘bloodline’.

      Shaking his head at his sensei, Tobio turned back to Fū with a smile. “How’s the food compared to Takigakure?”

      “It’s a lot more diverse,” she commented, beaming bright. “I didn’t really get a ton of chances to taste it myself, but we usually relied heavily on a lot of the fish in the lake inside our village.”

      “So plenty of freshwater fish, I guess?”

      “Mhmm! Sometimes people would catch a boar, and you could keep chickens, but we were a pretty fish-heavy village.”

      “I’m more partial to pork and beef myself.”

      “Same! Oh man, Lord Shibuki treated me to a tokachi butadon before I headed out here, and it was so good. I’m kind of hankering for it again.”

      Hmm. “I could make some sometime, or teach you, if you’d like. It shouldn’t be that hard.” His mouth opened up and spat out some nonsense before he could even stop himself.

      But someone would have thought that she’d been promised the world, just from his words. “R-Really?”

      “Well, some people have said I’m a pretty good cook, so…”

      That got a snort out of Tekuno, as both of his eyebrows raised high. “You’re better than pretty good, brat. If you’d flunked out of the academy, I have no doubt you could have made a great living as a chef.”

      “He’s that good?” Fū asked, glancing over at Tekuno.

      “He’s even better,” his sensei shamelessly praised. “I’ll put it this way. I’ve had food in almost every Elemental Nation, and Tobio’s is still at the top of my ranking lists. Whatever he’s got in those hands is practically magic.”

      Well damn. Tobio felt his face all hot underneath the deluge of hype put on his cooking skills. He knew he was that good, quite possibly the best in the world, but it was a whole other thing to have that sort of excellence spoken aloud by someone he respected.

      Fū had stars in her eyes, which made him feel even more pressed to keep his word here. There was something earnest about the girl, and how she responded to what he might consider basic human kindness. Then again, considering how he knew she’d been treated in Takigakure…

      It was even more of a reason for him to stick to the effort of teaching her. And besides, he couldn’t see it being that onerous of a task to teach her. Maybe he could teach Ami at the same time. They’d probably get along just fine, right?

      Yeah, this sounded like a good idea.

      “I’ve never had someone teach me how to cook…” She admitted, looking down at her feet nervously. “But if you’re willing… I’ll happily take the lesson.”

      Tobio studiously ignored the beaming, proud look his sensei gave him. He was already feeling a bit bashful from the stream of praise before. No point to give himself an even bigger head in the process.

      “Be prepared,” the boy warned her, grinning widely. “I’ve got a high standard for cooking these days.”

      Fū gave him a sharp nod, eyes gleaming with determination. Before they could continue, Tekuno-sensei gently clapped his hands to get their attention. “As much as I’d love to continue this conversation… we ought to get a move on? We’ve still got a few other places to check out.”

      That was met with agreement from the two kids, as the group ambled off. All the while, Tobio and Fū made idle conversation as the day transitioned into evening, and eventually their stomachs were truly too full to continue. Everything taken together, though?

      …It was a pretty good outing, all things considered, even if he’d been a little blindsided by Fū’s appearance. It was just another thing he needed to take into account when figuring out what a clusterfuck his future had become. Compared to his more immediate concerns about the upcoming exams, though, anything that’d happen with the tomboy was bound to happen well in the future.

      He had some time before things popped off, or otherwise got crazy. Which meant that for now, his main focus was polishing his weak points.

    
    

    
      May 20th

      Much of the time, Tobio rarely had anything bad to say about his sensei’s training methods. Compared to what he’d seen of the Jōnin-sensei in canon, he definitely was receiving some of the better training for the other members of the Konoha Twelve. The only way his opportunities would have been even more improved, was if he’d somehow roped in Might Guy for further assistance.

      …With all that said, he’d had more fun in the past than now.

      “Gah!” Tobio yelled, as a resounding blow from Ami crashed against his cheek. Not as damaging as it might have been on a normal Genin, but it still smarted something fierce. “My good looks!”

      “You don’t have any good looks!” Ami retorted right back, bounding back out of his retaliatory backhand.

      Normally, neither she or Hibachi would have been able to contest him physically. That wasn’t knocking either of their skills, his baseline was just naturally so much larger than their own, and it’d only improved further over the last few months. But the weights that his sensei had acquired were doing their job.

      Perhaps too well.

      He’d gotten used to moving around, walking, hell, even using his typical range of chakra adhesion to water or vertical surfaces just fine. But getting the overall balance right so that he was able to duck, dive, roll, and dodge at his best? That was a work in progress.

      Something that Ami and Hibachi were keen to take advantage of. It wasn’t as if he’d say they hadn’t earned it, being the training dummies Tobio had been using for months off his own stupidly impressive physique. But the boy would be lying if he said it wasn’t a little irritating to have his body so sluggish under the physical strain of the heavy weights.

      Coming from behind was Hibachi, and his preternatural senses for danger were the only warning he got. Twisting around, he hastily caught one of Hibachi’s thrown fists, only to grunt as the boy followed it up with a brutal knee to the stomach.

      Brutal for anyone else, that is. His teammates had long since learned precisely how durable he was, and how they could go all out against him in a way that they never could against anyone else who wasn’t a Jōnin. Great for their training, and likely good for Tobio too, given now he had a real challenge keeping up with them, sweating it out underneath his clothes.

      …Still a little irritating.

      “Hang in there, Tobio!” Tekuno-sensei called out, having pulled out a chair, kicked his feet up on a nearby stump, and lazily sipped tea from his flask. “You’ve got em’ on the ropes!”

      Those words were punctuated by Ami leaping onto his back, and beginning to try and choke him out. Fortunately, her tiny bicep just wasn’t big enough to be anything more than an inconvenience. Still…

      Was it too late to swap teams? These two brats seemed way too into trying to get even with him. It’s almost like he’d been trouncing them for as long as they’d been a team in spars, and they had a bone to pick with him or something.

      Weird.

      Either way, his taijutsu was improving, if only because he was forced to rely on his raw skill rather than his unnatural advantages. His style was still borne of Tobio’s primal, Barbarian-based skillset, but it was starting to become his own, one dull thud of a fist against his ribs and face at a time. Still…

      “This teamwork training sucks!” He called out, indignant to the world.

      A laugh erupted from Ami at that, as she darted in for a kick. “The shoe is on the other foot noOOOOW!” Her defiant yell kind of turned into a squeal as he grabbed her leg and just threw the girl bodily, sending her rolling across the dirt.

      “What if you get hit with a genjutsu? Your team needs to practice to take you down,” Tekuno catastrophized. Then, took another comfortable sip of his tea. “Just, uh… keep doin’ what you’re doin’, kids. Sensei’s taking a lazy day.”

      Which wasn’t an unfair proposition. Maybe it was just that fairness felt a long way away when he was getting beat up by his ‘friends’.

      Altogether, as the month comes to a natural close, everything sort of progresses apace.

      The efforts to work on the modified substitution jutsu haven’t panned out yet, but certainly not from a lack of trying. Just about the entire team had come together to try and crack the code, so the speak. Though Tobio’s prodigious intelligence and cognition was doing the brunt of the work, it wasn’t as if having more help wasn’t good too.

      First and foremost, was the problem of making a tie with jutsu to another person. This was more of a known issue, as they were effectively making a cooperation jutsu, which led to Tekuno providing more documentation for them to sift through. A lot of their teamwork training sessions just ended up being the three of them sitting in a clearing, and reading books.

      Technically, Ami and Hibachi mostly kept referring back to the text. Tobio’s photographic memory made it impossible for him to forget anything he read.

      Toward the end of the month certain realities were becoming exceedingly clear. When performing a cooperative jutsu, Shinobi effectively created a chakra resonance between themselves. Usually this required a lot of teamwork, meditation, and learning to act in tune with another person’s chakra network, to the point where cooperation jutsu were not the most common thing to run into out in the world.

      That said, Team Eleven had some rather significant advantages.

      Sworn Brotherhood wasn’t just doing the heavy lifting with all of that supporting work, leading to a successful cooperation jutsu. It was the load bearing pillar that made the entire thing not only feasible, but also economical to any degree. That preternatural sense of where any of them were, at any given time, along with their rough condition and health, was basically equivalent to some of the information a trained Sensor could have gotten from each other.

      The perk wasn’t the objectively strongest one he had. But it was the perk that Tobio was slowly but surely coming to love the most, if only because of the deeply hidden depths within it. The raw mechanics of the modified substitution weren’t finished yet.

      However, the groundwork needed for it to function… was laid, and in due time he didn’t doubt that they’d be able to make it happen.

    
    

    
      June 3rd

      The best part about having a massive, fuck-off sword? Tobio would have to admit it was probably the sheer comfort he got from swinging it around. His ōdachi was a massive hunk of steel, one that made him feel like he was living his every childish fantasy anytime he used it in a fight. Though, there were some downsides.

      

      Barbarian was great for giving him a style to work off, but he still needed to train to advance it. Why couldn’t his life work on video game logic? Well, even more than it already did with the System handing him out perks.

      

      But swordsmanship training was truly no great issue. Though his sensei was mixing it up this time around.

      

      “You’re not training me yourself?” Tobio asked, as the two of them walked to another training ground. “That’s…”

      

      He didn’t even know how to feel about that. For as long as he’d been in this new world, this new body, Tekuno-sensei had been an overarching presence in his life. Not being under his instruction felt wrong, somehow.

      

      “It only makes sense,” Tekuno sensei started. “Over the course of your career, you’re gonna have many teachers. Not just me, but hopefully other superiors that see the same potential in you that I do. All of them are gonna have their own fields of expertise, and skill, that would even blow me out of the water.”

      

      Which made a great deal of sense. It wasn’t as if Naruto learned a ton from Kakashi over the length of the series, though, he wasn’t entirely sure who he learned from the most. The Toads, maybe?

      

      Man, he felt bad for Ninja Jesus. The dude couldn’t catch a break with getting a good tutor for the life of him.

      

      “Who’ve you got lined up to teach me then?”

      

      “Me.”

      

      It was all Tobio could do not to jump, as yet another Jōnin appeared from behind him. There had barely been a flicker of warning from his danger sense, though that was probably because the guy didn’t mean him any harm. His senses would have probably screamed a bit louder if it’d been an actual ambush.

      

      “Do Jōnin get a kick out of scaring Genin like this?”

      

      “Yes.”

      

      “No.”

      

      Tekuno and the unidentified man exchanged a brief glance, Tekuno’s easy smirk clashing against the other man’s neutral expression. There was a camaraderie there, a shared friendship, that was likely a bit beyond the professional.

      

      Gesturing at the steel-haired man, Tekuno continued. “This is Hayama Shirakumo. We were on the same Genin team, and if I’m being honest, he’s more of a specialized swordsman than I am.”

      

      “You spent too much time playing around with your traps for Sensei to take you seriously there,” Shirakumo interjected. His voice was deep, and he had a professional demeanor, but there was a glint of amusement in his eyes when he teased his friend.

      

      “Shut up. Where was I?”

      

      “Foisting off your responsibilities on me, because I’m the better swordsman?”

      

      “Ah, yes, that. But really, does it matter if you’re a better swordsman if you get blown up before you can reach me?”

      

      Tobio got the feeling that this was a longstanding argument between the two men, and politely cleared his throat to remind them that he was still there. Both of them blinked, before Shirakumo clicked his tongue in irritation.

      

      “Let’s agree to disagree there. Anyway, like tubby said, I’m Hayama Shirakumo. Jōnin, captain, and kenjutsu specialist.” He jerked a thumb back at the sword on his back, before continuing. “You’re Tobio.”

      

      “That is my name.”

      

      “You want to be a swordsman, and think you’ve got what it takes?”

      

      “I mean…” Tobio tried not to smile a little, as he reached up and patted his sword. “I’ve got some skill.”

      

      Tekuno was even nodded. “Of course, the little guy’s practically a prodigy with the sword. You two will get along swimmingly.” His sensei was already taking some steps back, grinning toothily all the while. “Well, I’ve got two other rugrats to take care of. Make sure not to kill my Genin, Shirakumo.”

      

      “I’ll try.”

      

      “Good enough!” Tekuno laughed.

      

      No, that was not good enough, sensei! Tobio shot Tekuno’s broad back a worried look as the man began to walk away, before the sound of rasping metal caught his attention. Shirakumo was drawing his katana, fixing Tobio with a determined look.

      

      “We’ll need to see where you’re at before I can make any suggestions on how you need to improve. Draw your blade.” Nothing in his tone made it seem like much of a suggestion.

      

      The resulting ass-kicking with live steel was perhaps a humbling experience that Tobio needed.

      

      He’d assumed that just because he’d taken down some Takigakure Jōnin, he was hot shit. Granted, it hadn’t been with a sword, and he’d effectively done a suicide move to do it… but he still had that kill on his record. That body was left in the dirt as a direct result of his actions.

      

      Yet even so… he had eyes, but could not see Mt. Tai.

      

      “Sloppy.”

      

      He was scrambling back out of the way of a blade that was coming for his throat. Tobio didn’t know if the man was going to cut his throat. His sense of danger was screaming at the boy loud enough that it certainly felt that way, as Shirakumo advanced.

      

      It wasn’t a fast rush, but the kind of slow, methodical walking pace that still had Tobio on the backpedal, as he was faced with a true master of the blade. Tekuno-sensei was a good swordsman… but he didn’t live and breathe the sword like Shirakumo did. He didn’t have that blade intent, that naked skill to effortlessly parry Tobio’s novice cuts and return them with a flurry of swipes too fast for the boy to see.

      

      “You call that a cut? Where’s the follow-through?”

      

      Bit by bit, whatever ego that had been building around his swordsmanship was broken down. It was systematic, purposeful, and still reminded Tobio that there were heights to this world that he hadn’t reached yet. Each shallow cut that landed against his arms, leaving him bleeding in the dirt, slowing bit by bit…

      

      This was the part of being a swordsman he’d been missing. That key, critical piece of the puzzle that not even his sensei could provide.

      

      “That brain in your skull? Useless right here and now. The only thing in this terrible world here and now should be your willingness to cut me down, and the will to see it through.”

      

      Eventually, though, all good things had to come to an end. He collapsed, sweating, tired, and bleeding from a dozen different places that hadn’t hit anything vital. Somehow.

      

      Elder ninja training bullshit, if he had to guess. Or sensei had told Hayama precisely how much damage Tobio could take before he’d begin to break.

      

      Shirakumo barely looked tired as he lazily cleaned his blade while Tobio did his best not to collapse. It was, to be clear, another reminder of how far he needed to go to reach the peak of this world. That said, it didn’t mean that he was upset to have the measuring stick. On the contrary, the grind and climb were half of the fun of a journey like this.

      

      It’d make it all the sweeter when he inevitably surpassed his teachers.

      

      “…Adequate.” Shirakumo stated, humming softly. “For someone who’s been wielding a blade for as long as Tekuno says you have. You’ve got talent.”

      

      Panting, Tobio struggled to push himself upright, looking up at the man, panting all the while. “Hah… really?”

      

      Dropping to a crouch, the older man’s stare bored into Tobio’s eyes the entire time as he spoke. “During the spar, you were probing me, testing feints, and never making the same mistake twice. Your killing intent is also more developed than a child your age normally has, but we’ll chalk that up to your last eventful mission. And you’ve got the fundamentals of your own, personal style. It’ll do for something to work on.”

      

      Managing to get himself into a sitting position, Tobio sheathed his blade, resting it in his lap. “So what do you think I should work on, though?”

      

      “In the month before your exam?” Shirakumo shrugged. “We’ve got two main options. Polish your swordsmanship as much as we can in that time allotted, or go for something… exotic.”

      

      That made him perk up, interest piqued. “I like exotic things.”

      

      Shirakumo rolled his eyes. “Most Genin your age do. I wouldn’t even bring it up if Tekuno hadn’t said you were a fast learner, with a sublime handling of your fire release.”

      

      Lifting his sword, the man concentrated… and then, the blade rippled with a cutting edge of wind. It made Tobio’s eyes widen, because he recognized that technique just fine, without it even being described.

      

      “This is called chakra flow. It’s an advanced technique, best used on chakra metal, but your blade seems… unique, if it could stand up to my own. And with fire release training in it, you can create some very nasty jutsu later on.”

      

      It came down to a question. Did he want to focus on swordsmanship, or focus on making his sword set itself on fire in a cool way?

      

      …Was that even a debate? As much as Tobio would have liked to make himself out to be so much more mature than his peers, he was just as susceptible to the allure of tremendous supernatural ninja powers. Was it childish?

      

      Probably. Would he keep to the excuse of being twelve until he couldn’t anymore? Of course. You’d only be young once.

      

      And if he was remembering the series correctly, this was a good stepping stone to some kind of chakra mode. He didn’t have the internal reserves to fuel something so insane quite yet, and engineering something from scratch was bound to be complicated. But if nothing else, it was well worth the effort.

      

      “I wanna learn about chakra flow,” Tobio shamelessly admitted, eyes glued to the blade in Shirakumo’s hand. “If nothing else, it’ll be a challenge.”

      

      His swordsmanship was bound to grow naturally, in leaps and bounds. An opportunity to learn from someone advanced enough with nature transformation to perform chakra flow was a much rarer kind of opportunity. He didn’t intend to squander it.

      

      “It’ll be a lot tougher than just learning straight swordsmanship,” the swordsman warned, eyes glinting with something indecipherable. “And there’s no guarantee you’ll make progress this month. Are you still sure?”

      

      That only made him want to dig his heels in even more. “I already said I’d do it. I aim to keep my word.”

      

      Whatever he might have internally thought of those words, his new teacher could only give the boy a sharp nod. “We’ll start at the basics then, and go from there.”

      

      Sitting down across from each other, the man rested his blade in his lap, as he stared ahead at Tobio. “When it comes to training my wind release, it’s a function of… rotating two opposing forces of wind against each other. But you’re unfamiliar with wind release jutsu, yes?”

      

      “Yeah. Doing what you do to transform your chakra probably isn’t gonna cut it for me.” Maybe when he started to sit down and learn some wind release, though…

      

      “Understandable. So we’ll focus on the way to do this for fire release practitioners. For you, what is fire?”

      

      A more complicated and philosophical question than Tobio had been expecting. It made him blink, as he tried to ponder it. “Well…”

      

      What was fire to him?

      

      “…It’s hunger. That yawning, never-ending burning rage in my chest when I use a fire release jutsu, just barely kept from burning me to a crisp.” Especially when he considered the effects of his Origin on his supernatural powers.

      

      After all, a person’s Origin was a fragment of Akasha itself. Serving as the starting point of life, your spirit would form around that core concept, creating an individual’s soul. It influenced you from the moment you were born, to the end of your life. Metaphysically, it also influenced your Magecraft and other supernatural abilities, though said influence tended to be a bit negligible.

      

      At least until you started the three stages of connecting to it.

      

      Stage one, where Tobio was, was where you discovered what your Origin was, flicking on a switch almost. Many Magi struggled to replicate their peers’ work, unless they had a similar or identical one to begin with. For him, it was probably why he found it so easy to make explosions with fire release, or would find similar jutsu just as easy.

      

      The subsequent stages weren’t so beneficial or clean, though. When it came to stage two, that was where your inner world started leaking out into reality, superimposing your dysfunction and trauma via a reality marble. And stage three…

      

      Well, if he hit Origin Actualization, hopefully someone would be around to kill him before he burned the world to a crisp.

      

      Placing a hand on his chest, Tobio closed his eyes and reached deep. Deep enough to focus on nothing more than the flickering ember that rested there even now. Waiting and beckoning to ignite, and set the world ablaze at the slightest provocation.

      

      “The breath of light is hot, is it not?” Shirakumo’s words were… deceptively light and distant, the more Tobio sank into his pseudo-meditative state. “To begin, you have to find that ephemeral, flickering ember inside of you for us to get started truly. I know it may take several days of meditation, but—”

      

      “Are you talking about that spark inside my chest? I already found it.”

      

      There was a long, drawn-out pause. Whatever Shirakumo was thinking, he wasn’t sharing it with Tobio. If anything, the length of it worried him, as he cracked open an eye to look at his tutor. Only to find the man’s eyes boring into his face with a worrying intensity.

      

      “…Is there something wrong?”

      

      “Are you telling me you found your inner flame? That quick?” There was a hint of something… incredulous, in the usually calm man’s expression.

      

      At that, the Genin could only shrug. “I didn’t know it was supposed to be hard.”

      

      For most people, he guessed from the contextual inferences that it must have been a challenging feat. But fire was, and probably always would be, the element that he was closest to. On a fundamental basis, because it was the closest thing to properly manifesting his origin.

      

      Other people did not have all their metaphysical weight leaning on one element like that. An unfair advantage, sure. On the flipside, some people could look you in the eyes and throw you into a time loop illusion where they tortured you for days, so…

      

      Yeah, Tobio wasn’t going to complain if he just so happened to have a bit of a cheat here.

      

      “That’s… impressive,” Shirakumo admitted, sighing softly. “Then perhaps this’ll be easier than I thought. Let’s continue from there…”

      

      During the month’s sessions with Shirakumo, Tobio learned quite a few things about stoking that inner flame inside of himself. First of all, for a non-Uchiha or Senju shinobi, he had a seemingly shocking proclivity for the nature transformation of fire compared to even regular prodigies.

      

      With each training session, he felt the compounding effects of Depths of the Mind compressing his learning into a tighter and tighter ball. Until the time came to put that training into practice. To tinge his chakra with the heat of his burning soul.

      

      Okay, maybe that was a little bit dramatic. But his teacher’s way of describing things was rubbing off on him.

      

      Standing in front of him with crossed arms, Shirakumo watched with a neutral expression on his face. Meanwhile, Tobio had his blade held out, focusing on the razor’s edge. Unlike the process of wind chakra flow, where you had two opposing edges on a blade, fire was all about pouring your fire-nature chakra to create an incinerating edge. To stoke the flames, as they bloomed across the surface of your weapons.

      

      With a regular sword, it would have been deeply challenging for Tobio to manage this in a single month. A chakra steel blade would still make it tough. But with a massive weapon that was functionally an extension of his very soul…?

      

      That was a very different proposition.

      

      Tobio breathed in. He breathed out. And then, he let his sword ignite.

      

      “Ignite.”

      

      It was beautiful, the way heat and fire bloomed across the expanse of his asauchi. His blade wasn’t just hungry for his chakra; it was practically gluttonous for it, resonating with him in a way no other weapon on the planet could compare to. Tobio knew that, just the same as he knew what went up had to come down eventually. Much like any other fundamental truth of the world, he didn’t question it. Merely accepted that fact, and moved on.

      

      Unfortunately, he could only hold that for a few seconds, and it guttered out before long. It was disappointing, but the surprised expression on Shirakumo’s face made it clear he hadn’t even been expecting that much so quickly.

      

      “…You’ve got a strong talent for fire release,” his new mentor commented, wryly observing him. “One that Tekuno understated. I’ll have words with him later.”

      

      That made Tobio clear his throat, moving to wipe some beads of sweat off his forehead. “I don’t think my sensei even knows how fire-aspected I am, so go easy on him.”

      

      “I’ll have to take your word for it,” he nodded, frowning slightly. “Let’s continue to practice until you’ve got it down consistently, though.”

      

      “Yes, sensei!”

      

      If he was being honest, this could hardly count as training for Tobio, as they honed chakra flow over the rest of the month in the odd practice session here and there. He was in his happy place, learning how to burn and cut things simultaneously.

      

      What more could an Oni ask for?

      

    
  




    18. Physician, Heal Thyself

    
       June 10th

      While his given lessons with Shirakumo were bound to continue for the whole month, and potentially into the future, there were still limits to the discipline that he suspected he wasn’t even remotely brushing against. Stuff like chakra mode, for example, which was more in the territory of nintaijutsu. Expansions on chakra flow, too, where he could slash waves of flame at targets.

      Though admittedly, setting himself ablaze and then wading into battle was a tantalizing proposition on its own. Perhaps he was more excited for that prospect than he should have been.

      Tobio was a simple guy. Fighting people while on fire sounded like a lot of fun.

      Still, that didn’t mean he could be lax about training with his Mixed Blood abilities. His sensei had been right when he’d spoken about leveraging his bloodline as much as possible, if only because it was an edge every other shinobi didn’t have. That didn’t mean anyone was thrilled with how Tobio was going about practicing, though.

      “I’m gonna be sick…” Ami commented, eyes glued to the sight in front of her. She held her hands in front of her gaze, but kept opening up her fingers and peeking through.

      For some reason. Tobio didn’t know why, because the sight in front of her wouldn’t get any better. Not with what he had planned to do for his training. He supposed it was like the reflex that kept people rubbernecking past the worst kinds of car crashes in his past life. Sometimes the instinct to look, even when the sight was horrifying, was just too powerful.

      “You ready?” His sensei asked, one hand on his shoulder, and the other on his wrist, primed to pull. There was a noticeable amount of concern on the older man’s face, but also a resolve.

      A low, slow huff rolled out of Tobio, as he shrugged softly at the question. “Not really, but I’ve gotta learn to figure this out one way or another.”

      “I’m gonna hurl…”

      Hibachi, who had wisely chosen to turn his back and practice his trapping knots, piped in. “Then turn around!” Out of the duo, he had the wisdom not to peer at what was going to be a horrifying sight.

      “It’s like a construction accident!” Ami yelled. “I can’t not watch!”

      “One, two, t—” Tekuno started, before the bastard didn’t even finish the countdown, before he yanked Tobio’s arm out of its socket.

      It hurt. Not even in the top ten pains he’d had to experience in the last few months, maybe, but it wasn’t a pleasant sensation, as he hissed at the loud pop of his arm being dislocated. On the surface, this might have even looked like some extreme training by the standards of most shinobi. Tobio had sought it out nonetheless, not when the odds were so stacked against him.

      Training biokinesis and selective ‘healing’ was… tough. Part of the trouble of blazing a trail was that there was no one to follow after to learn from, or emulate. No generations of clan members who’d gone through what he had, and understood the general principles of what he was trying to do. Every Clan in Konohagakure possessed archives that spanned decades, if not centuries, detailing their secret techniques and all their permutations. Even the Nanaya had specific arts for their kin, honed over years of assassination and eugenics.

      Tobio didn’t have any of that to help him. He’d a sensei who was supportive of his ambitions, and Depths of the Mind enhanced his learning capabilities, allowing him to pick up tricks and skills even faster. That by itself was good, but not as good as a proper teacher. Which meant that unfortunately, they had to figure out what they were doing from first principles.

      Academically, this was quite interesting. Focusing on his biology on a level that most people couldn’t even dream of, as he could practically sense the region and general shape of the injury itself. Now it was a function of mind, over the processes of his flesh. Of isolating the injury in his own mind, and focusing on enforcing his will on the flesh, joint material, and bone, to work despite any inflammation or damage.

      A gagging sound erupted from Ami, eyes practically bugging out of her skull, as she tried not to collapse on the spot.

      “I told you not to look!” Hibachi yelled, sounding smug beyond belief.

      “Shut up!”

      Slowly but surely, he concentrated on the magical energies inside of himself. It wasn’t something he found all that exciting, work, shutting out the pain in his mind in a tiny, little box. Compared to his fall in Taki, something like this didn’t even begin to rate. How could it, compared to the feeling of hot, spiky agony from most of the bones in his body being bruised or broken? With that in mind, it wasn’t long before he eventually felt it pop back into place.

      The shoulder was still decidedly tender, as he moved it back and forth—but it was operational, however, which was the critical part.

      “How’s it feel?” Tekuno asked.

      “Hurts a bit,” Tobio admitted with a sigh. “I’m probably gonna have to figure out how to use medical chakra, if only so I can flood my body with the stuff and let it heal naturally.”

      Most people had to be more discerning with their usage of medical chakra. He, however, was a bit of a cheater, given his anatomy sort of… pieced itself back together with little effort. Not healing, of course, just forestalling his death. Unless he happened to flood his body with medical chakra, which would hopefully allow him to cheat a little. Hidan and Kakuzu were bastards, yet he’d concede that they had the right idea when it came to being unkillable monsters.

      Ami, no longer retching, though still a little pale, came over to inspect Tobio. “Learning medic-nin stuff is gonna have to wait till after the exam, isn’t it?”

      He huffed, acknowledging her logic. Regardless of whether he could compress the effects of multiple learning sessions into one, time was the most significant limiting factor for him. There were only so many hours in a day. “As it is now, I’m still fully capable of fighting. And being able to close my wounds consciously buys me time to get to a medic-nin, even if they’re not healed.”

      “It’s another skill in your arsenal,” Tekuno nodded in approval. “How fine do you think your bodily control can get?”

      That was an excellent question. Could he turn off his pain receptors to specific parts of his body? Alter his brain chemistry for particular effects? Both were potentially slippery slopes, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t have been worthwhile to pick up.

      “Ready to continue?” Tekuno asked.

      Tobio saw Ami still out of the corner of his eye. “…Continue?”

      “We’re starting on the fingers next,” Tobio informed her.

      Horror flickered across her face. “Why?”

      “Because if I’m being honest, being able to dislocate my joints at will sounds useful.” Horrifying to train, sure, but useful.

      “I’m… gonna go see if Hibachi needs help with those knots…” She left Tekuno and Tobio alone as the two of them prepared to continue.

      His sensei paused as he took Tobio’s fingers in his grip. “Does it bother you?”

      “Hmm?”

      “That other people might be leery of the things you do, to train your bloodline?”

      It was a good question. The answer was fairly simple, at least in his eyes. “It’s not a matter of whether it bothers me. Provided I live long enough, I’ll probably have kids. And I wouldn’t have them stumbling through this stuff half-assed.”

      “How paternal of you, Tobio-kun,” the Jōnin teased.

      “Shut up and dislocate my fingers, sensei.”

      Maybe there was a gulf between him and his friends. He could feel the discomfort and horror they might have felt at his particular training methods. If it meant that he’d be all the more prepared to protect them, and all of the people he’d gotten close to in Konoha?

      Then there probably wasn’t an upper limit to the things he’d be willing to suffer, if it meant they were alright. He hadn’t thought he’d become, or been that type of person before being dropped into Tobio, but what else was a guy like him meant to do?

      Burn bright, burn fast, and hope that there was enough of him left from the ashes in the next few years. If he lived to seventeen, well…

      That was when he could begin to think about cooling it with his training. Until then, there was nothing but the grind.

      It wasn’t the most glorious part of his bloodline to practice, but closing up wounds was the best to practice. Tobio was the one who would get the most injured in any of Team Eleven’s fights, so staying power was his priority—fundamentally, a ninja was meant to endure.

      And there’d be not a goddamn person who’d be able to outlast Tobio, by the time he was done.

      Over the month of training, bottoming out his magical energy over and over again was not an experience that he was thrilled with. Nor was he gaining too many fans at the hospital, as he repeatedly came in to have self-inflicted injuries healed. Bit by bit, though, it was beginning to pay off.

      He wouldn’t be able to seal his entire abdomen getting sliced open, for example. Cuts and gashes, though, that weren’t as serious, were a different ballpark. In fights between shinobi, those wounds could be the known quantity that causes someone to lag at a critical moment, or slow down.

      Now, though… Tobio would keep going. There was something about becoming an indomitable, inevitable monster that just appealed to his sensibilities.

      He’d consider it worth the effort if it saw him and his friends through the exams alive and intact.

    
    

    
      June 20th

      One of the most surprising joys in his new life was Tobio’s new love for cooking. There was something relaxing about the preparation of ingredients, the tender love and care put into his meals, and the deep satisfaction from eating. It was a balm on his soul that was hard to put into words when he could let out all of the tension and exhaustion with well-crafted cuisine.

      And he’d be damned if he wouldn’t manage to find a way to teach anyone how to cook.

      Maybe it was childish of him, but he was twelve, so some childishness was allowed. Teaching Fū to cook might have been the most important thing he’d do in the Chūnin Exams lead up. Truly, the fate of the world might hinge on his ability to transform a maladaptive, abused tomboy into a functional cook.

      …Maybe that wasn’t true, but Tobio would have taken it as a personal failing if he somehow managed to fail to instill anything of value to her in the scant few lessons they’d manage to eke out. Anyone could cook.

      Tekuno had been kind enough to communicate to Fū his address, and let him know when she was free. So now it was just a matter of waiting for the girl to swing by his apartment for the first of our culinary lessons. Tobio had no idea what her baseline was, but it couldn’t be that bad, could it?

      Unless Takigakure had just let her run wild and raise herself as a half-feral child. Seriously, what was the possibility that two different Hidden Villages would mistreat their Jinchūriki in such a way?

      Whatever musings he held, however, were interrupted by the sound of a knock on his door. Rushing over and opening it up, there he could behold the sight of an admittedly nervous-looking Fū.

      “H-Hey! Geeze, I was worried I had the wrong place for a moment there.”

      “No, I’m just… frugal,” Tobio defended, trying not to think of the small confines of his home. It was basically a studio apartment, but he could do with somewhere that was a little bigger.

      So far, he’d been sitting on the lion’s share of his money from the Taki missions. Perhaps after the exams were over, though, he could sit down and look for a bigger place to stay. Presuming that he didn’t get a System reward during it that would cause his concerns to be null and void. Almost as if it was reading his mind, the System dumped out two new quests.

      [NEW QUEST: REACH THE PRELIMINARIES OF THE EXAMS.]
[REWARD: CHOICE OF 1x MODERATE ARTIFICE, ERUDITION, MIGHT, OR DOMINION PERK.]

      

      [NEW QUEST: REACH THE FINALS OF THE EXAMS.]
[REWARD: CHOICE OF 1x MODERATE ARTIFICE, ERUDITION, MIGHT, OR DOMINION PERK.]​

      As if Tobio needed any more reason to beat the shit out of a bunch of children he barely knew. Of course, he was going to gun for the top, with rewards like that on the line. Who wouldn’t? Especially when either of those perks could see a massive change in his fortunes at the drop of a hat?

      “Well, come in,” Tobio invited her, smiling broadly. “It isn’t like I’ve got much, but I’ve got a stove, and a fridge. Anything else is a bit extra.”

      “Sure,” she nodded, excitedly walking inside. “What’s first? Ooh, what about something like oden?”

      “I do love oden,” he admitted. “We should probably figure out what you know how to cook first.”

      That was enough to make her sheepish, as the girl glanced away from him, shame flickering across her features. “…I know how to steam rice.”

      Just when he thought he couldn’t dislike Takigakure more, it turned out there were new depths to how low they could fall. Tobio kept his jaw clenched, if only to keep himself from grimacing. “That’s… nice. Anything else?”

      “I’ve, um, caught fish before, and I know how to roast them on a fire,” she offered. “Same with some vegetables.”

      “Do you just eat it like that, or do you put seasoning on it?”

      “Salt, when I have it, sometimes. Actually, ever since I’ve come to Konoha, I’ve had all sorts of yummy meals! You guys really have a generous stipend for your ambassadors!”

      Why would anyone decide to mistreat their human weapons like this? He had to assume there was some sort of Zetsu plot responsible for it because it was tough to imagine such a criminally stupid and negligent decision, especially when negative emotions were almost universally the cause of a bijuu’s seal failing.

      It appeared that his work had been cut out for him. But then again, when had he ever eschewed a spot of hard work?

      “Well, it’s a good thing that I thought to start at the basics,” Tobio sighed. “Let’s start with some onigiri.”

      Rice balls were about as simple as you could start with, while also incorporating something she already knew how to do, making rice.

      “R-Right,” Fū nodded, nervous but still willing to follow along. “What’s first?”

      The following few hours were interesting, if only to see how she came out of her shell. In the beginning, it was clear that she was a little nervous and ashamed of her lack of cooking knowledge. This was a Japanese setting, so Tobio wouldn’t be surprised if that was genuinely the case. When it became obvious that he wasn’t judging her by the lack of skill she had, though, Fū opened up almost immediately.

      There was a deluge of questions from here, as he relied heavily on Beniemiya for the advanced cooking skills and knowledge. The best way to cook rice, the perfect way to roll it into a ball, or what types of meats went well inside of the core of onigiri. Though they hardly stopped there, considering he’d went out and stocked his fridge.

      Omurice, miso soup, fried rice…

      It wasn’t as if he was getting tired of cooking Japanese cuisine, but it’d be nice to have something more Western one of these days. He longed for the day when he could introduce these savages to the wonder of a pizza or a hamburger. One day, he’d blow their eastern minds with the finest artery-clogging meals perfected by his American compatriots.

      For now he’d settle for blowing Fū’s mind with no small amount of perfectly crafted food.

      “—and there you go. That’s fried rice, pretty good to have alongside some other vegetables and meat dishes. Any questions?”

      “Can we eat this too?”

      That got a grin out of him. “Fū, what type of sadist do you think I am? Of course we can eat this.”

      Between the two of them, it didn’t take long before they’d basically finished the entire bowl. For her, he had to assume it was because she had a sapient chakra construct in her stomach. Tobio was just built differently.

      Sitting on the edge of his bed, she patted her stomach, a look of pure contentment. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this full…”

      Plopping down next to her, he raised an eyebrow her way. “Really?”

      “Really. Back home, in Takigakure, I’ve… never really had friends, or got to eat good stuff like this all the time.”

      “How was it?”

      “Lonely. And the village wasn’t as big, bright, or loud. But I did like walking among the trees, and seeing the big god-tree watching down on us. It always made me feel safe, and secure.”

      He hummed softly. “Do you miss it?”

      That was enough to make her pause, hands twisting back and forth in her lap. “…Sometimes? I miss Lord Shibuki, who always made time for me. The forests, the trees, the buzz of insects and birdcalls when I woke up in the morning and went for a walk.”

      “But I think the people in Konoha are a bit nicer than home,” Fū admitted, smiling toothily at Tobio. “And they cook a lot better food.”

      Perhaps this wasn’t the way he’d thought to spend his last little bit of time before being pitted into death games with other children. But all in all, there were worse things to do than trying to make a positive difference in someone’s life.

      “You’re welcome,” Tobio smiled, broadly and sincerely. “And if you ever wanna cook again, just lemme know. Or get into contact with Tekuno-sensei. He’ll usually know how to grab me.”

      “Mhmm!” She nodded excited, beaming brightly. “Anything I can do to pay you back?”

      “Cheer me when I reach the finals of the Chūnin Exams?”

      Fū’s eyebrows rose. “You’re going in for them?”

      “Yep,” he nodded. “It might not have been my first choice, but I think it’ll be good for me.”

      “Then I guess I’ve got no choice but to cheer you on then,” she grinned, reaching out to slap him in the shoulder. “Provided you can make it all the way there.”

      It was all Tobio could do to restrain his smirk. “Well, I think my team has got the teamwork portions of the exam in the bag.” Sworn Brotherhood made those bits of it such a cakewalk, that it was totally unfair.

      “If you say so~,” she smiled. “But if you don’t make it, I reserve the right to tease you about it.”

      “Mou, that’s mean, Fū-chan.”

      “W-What?” She flushed. “What gives you the right to be so p-personal?”

      “Was that too much?”

      “…I mean, I don’t mind it…” She trailed off, eyes glancing away from his own. “I-I guess…”

      Here and now, he could feel their connection tentatively begin to reach out. If he so chose… he could add her to his existing Sworn Brotherhood. The real question was, did Tobio want to save those slots for another person, or use them now? With four already filled, he only had four more slots left.

      And they were precious, rare things, even if he could sever his bonds and bind new ones later. Each one represented a daunting amount of potential, when fighting together. Let alone what happened when all eight were acting as one unit.

      Dragon-Blooded in bands of five could fight armies to a standstill. So what could eight shinobi do, when given the opportunity?

      To bind, or not to bind, that was the question…

      There were the practical realities of Sworn Brotherhood to consider. Each of those slots represented enormous potential, whether in connecting to someone in friendship or just the strange abilities the metaphysical bond could open up. Spending them frivolously, when he only had five more people to add, was unwise.

      With all of that said, though, he had to ask himself a question. Did he want to always think about the most logical, intelligent answer? Or did he want to choose his friends based on the possible connections he could have made to them?

      Almost the moment Tobio threw that question to himself, he knew he had his answer. The only people he truly wanted to sit by his hearth were the ones he genuinely liked spending time with. Ultimately, Fū was fun to be around despite her unfamiliarity and novice skill for cooking, and he didn’t want to see her dead in the next two years.

      If he came to regret a decision based on sentimentality, he’d lambast himself for it in the future. Here and now, he allowed the connection deeper than mere friendship to settle between them. Brotherhood reached out and settled around her like a cloak, and he felt her feelings, her health, looming in the back of his mind.

      “I guess that settles it,” Tobio grinned, beaming brightly. “We’re friends. And when I introduce my teammates to you, you can be friends with them too.”

      “Really?” Her voice was decidedly plaintive, with a hint of disbelief at his words. As if she couldn’t believe that someone would just want to be friends with her, out of the blue.

      He nodded, having already affirmed himself to this choice again. “Oh yeah. Ami’s a bit prickly, but she’s a big softie when you get to know her. Hard on the outside, soft on the inside, like candy. And Hibachi’s lazy, though he’ll always be the first to swing by if you need a hand for something.”

      “They’re the other members of your team, right?”

      “Team Eleven,” Tobio proudly confirmed. “We’re all under Tekuno-sensei. I wasn’t sure about the team at first, if I’m being honest. Now, though…”

      Three people had wormed their way into his heart in a staggeringly short amount of time. He’d thought that he’d be alone, paranoid, and having to claw up the peak to power in this world when he’d first arrived here. Loneliness wasn’t even the word to describe how he’d felt, and Tobio wasn’t sure if words were strong enough to encapsulate the entire feeling.

      Now, he had friends, a connection to the village, something to fight for beyond base survival. More to lose, too, if he couldn’t stop Pein’s mad goals, or Obito’s crash out about not getting a girlfriend. Before he’d lost his first life, and original name, that sort of thing might have left him feeling a bone-deep kind of fear.

      These days, it just lit a fire under his ass to get so strong that he didn’t have to rely on ninja jesus or his duck-butt boyfriend to save the day. If you wanted to see a future come to pass, sometimes you had to make it with your own two hands.

      “I think they’re my best friends in the entire world.” No, scratch that, he knew they were his best friends in the entire world. And that, more than anything else, made the warm feeling in his chest bloom all the stronger when he felt out their states on the other side of their connection.

      Contentment, satisfaction, and safety pouring out from across the village. He knew that his people were alright, which was the kind of guarantee not even the richest daimyo could afford.

      “That sounds nice,” Fū admitted, smiling softly at him. “They sound… nice.”

      “Then we’ll have to have a cooking day like this again, and invite them next time.” Those gluttonous pigs would complain about having to help, but they’d acquiesce if it meant getting to eat his cooking. “For now though, call it there for the day?”

      She nodded in agreement, sighing as she patted her toned stomach. “I’m stuffed, so I’ll have to agree. Again, this is probably the best I’ve eaten, since… ever?”

      “Then I’ll have to keep exceeding your expectations,” he grinned.

      For now, it was a matter of wrapping up for the night, as Fū made her goodbyes and headed back to her home. He, meanwhile, finished cleaning up, and devouring whatever leftovers were left. Whether it was just the fact that he was a young boy, or the Oni blood himself of him, there was rarely a point where he’d had enough of anything.

      …But the mild cleanup was worth it, for his good company throughout the day.

    
    

    
      June 23rd

      Instead of diving straight into training, their sensei had gathered them up that day, as they all sat in their training grounds. This was, quite possibly, the most serious they’d ever seen the usually smiling, grinning man. Having him be all business was a little off-putting.

      “We’re coming down to the wire now. About a week until the exams,” their sensei began. “So frankly, I’d prefer it if we cooled down the training a little.”

      “Huh?” Hibachi was taken aback by those words, even if he looked a little pleased. “Just… taking it a bit easy, until we gotta head in?”

      Tekuno nodded, crossing his arms in front of his broad chest. “It isn’t what you might have expected, but I’d rather not risk any unexpected injuries. I want you all in peak physical condition for whatever you might face coming up.”

      “Not going home covered in bruises, or sore out of my mind? No complaints from me.”

      Ami scoffed. “Of course you’d say that.”

      Hibachi could only throw a smirk her way. “Hey, I didn’t start to specialize in traps just so I could be exhausted at the end of the day.”

      “You’d be surprised,” Tekuno interjected. “Setting traps is the easy part of my specialty. The long waits are the hard part, where you have to keep your eyes peeled, especially for people smart enough to get past your ambushes, or to bait people in so I knew when to trigger my explosive tags at range.”

      “Any funny stories?” Tobio asked.

      “Had to pee my pants once, because moving away to go to the bathroom would have given away my position.”

      “Gross,” Ami responded, wrinkling her nose at the story.

      “We’ll probably have worse on us by the time we’re his age,” the boy pointed out. It was almost a certainty that Tobio was going to bisect someone eventually, wielding the type of blade he did. He wasn’t looking forward to the clean-up that’d take place after the fact.

      “Regardless, we’re mostly firming up your fundamentals this week,” their sensei continued, following the main topic rather than the tangent they found themselves on. “Every exam tends to have very different components from year to year, or even village to village. Not that I could tell you anything specific, even if I did know.”

      Ami huffed, eyebrows furrowed together. “Anything that you can share that won’t get you in trouble?”

      “Hmm…” Tekuno rubbed his chin, head tilting from side to side as he gave it some thought. “Ultimately, most Chūnin Exams have a few shared components. There’s usually something that measures teamwork, or leadership skills, general knowledge, and a degree of combat prowess. It isn’t set in stone for year to year which is going to be which.”

      It was already a bit of a massive advantage to Team Eleven that Tobio already knew what kind of tests were going to be coming. All he had to do was keep his mouth shut, beyond whatever he’d accidentally spilt to Fū, and they’d probably be fine. If asked how he knew there’d be a tournament, well, Tobio would lie and say that he’d studied prior exams.

      “We’re kind of on the ball with teamwork, right?” Hibachi piped in.

      “That’s right,” Tekuno confirmed. “Honestly, the toughest part for you lot is if you can’t rely on Tobio’s raw combat power to pull you out of a stitch.”

      None of them were under any illusions as to the contrary. Ami and Hibachi could put up a good fight, but Tobio could fight them both at the same time, and their combat potential wasn’t even close. He didn’t need to go into a rage to take either down. They’d all accepted that fact, and even built some of their team strategies around that notion of Tobio as a juggernaut.

      If he was divided from them somehow, though, that was where things got dicey.

      “It’s a little too late to do anything about that now,” Tobio pointed out, and Tekuno even nodded.

      “I don’t disagree. But that doesn’t mean I can’t answer questions, and we can’t drill in the fundamentals lightly.”

      With their priorities set, there was no point in dodging the issue. They all had a good idea of what they could do to improve, but over the last month, the group had especially been focusing on a few specific things… specifically, the jutsu that they were still cobbling together out of the kawamiri’s remains.

      Ultimately, it wasn’t even a real question as to what the group wanted to work on. They had caught the enthusiasm Tobio held for his bootleg Boogie Woogie, even if they did not share his joy in calling it that.

      It’d catch on.

      They were at the phase where practical tests and usage of the original substitution jutsu were key. Jutsu creation was as much an art as a science, and if you wanted to get good at creating a derivative, Tekuno advised them to hone their skill in the original. It wasn’t so crazy as a concept as it might have seemed at first blush, seeing as it was a popular jutsu when used at high-level shinobi combat.

      Due to his raw durability, Tobio volunteered to be the test subject for most of their bone-headed early mistakes. He was able to walk off whatever misfiring damage took place, without too trouble. More eerily though, was that they were closing in on some sort of solution.

      When they managed to make two small, wooden blocks swap, after using the whole laborious combo of hand seals, they knew that this actually had a chance to work. And that lit a fire under their ass.

      It wasn’t going to be done, unfortunately, by the time the exams were around. But by the end of the month, they had a fully functional, workable product that could be used for… something. Nothing combat-capable, not yet.

      The potential was there, though. All they needed was to knuckle down and hit that final hurdle.

      In no time at all though, the exams were upon them. And Tobio knew that if nothing else, they were bound to be eventful.

      There were a lot of targets to potentially reach out to, or take out. Quests, both hidden and known, that would be completed. And honestly… he wanted a measuring stick to put himself up against. Up to this point, Tobio had been riding on the guard rails of fate.

      Whatever he did from here on out was going to take them into terra incognita.

      He couldn’t wait.

      

    
  




    19. Tekuno Interlude 1

    
       Tekuno


      The act of becoming a Jōnin-sensei was a big commitment. He felt like that sort of thing went without saying, perhaps, but repeating it in his mind was important. Konohagakure had a reputation for putting out above-average shinobi with some regularity, but the background processes could be a touch arcane to an outside observer.

      Tekuno had always found it funny that the truth was a lot less complex than foreigners assumed.

      Unlike Iwagakure, with their reputation for quantity, Konohagakure had maintained one of quality through a rather rigorous standard. With each successive generation, the required age for academy graduation rose, and with it the general baseline of their shinobi. Graduation also came with entrance into the General Forces, which usually was a precursor to some sort of specialization into one of the various tracks for their ninja.

      That said, the most prestigious of them all were the scant graduates that managed to gain the attention of a Jōnin-sensei. Not every team became as well-known as the Sannin, but being trained underneath a properly talented superior could well and truly bring out the shine in countless young ninja. Or, more critically, reveal hidden talents that would have otherwise languished in obscurity.

      If asked, Tekuno would have professed to being one of those hidden talents. His team had hardly been made up of clan heirs, or individuals with anything particularly noteworthy about them. Yūhi-sensei had seen something in them, though, and polished out their hidden talents over the years he’d been their team leader.

      The man had been a firm believer in the transformative power of training. Genuinely passionate about teaching, in a way that Tekuno wasn’t ever sure he’d reach himself. A life cut too short by the Kyuubi’s assault on the village.

      Bringing forth his sensei’s ideals into the future wouldn’t be easy. There had been at times an insurmountable gap between even himself, and the other Jōnin that came from shinobi backgrounds. But it was better to try and fail, than not to try at all.

      When the assignments for teams to test came down, Tekuno wasn’t all that surprised when he ended up getting a team not so unlike the original Team Eleven. He didn’t have any special, outstanding capabilities that any of the current clans would have wanted for their heirs, and his capabilities as a Jōnin didn’t merit too much special consideration beyond that.

      Even so, he hadn’t minded the opportunity that was given to him. Especially once he’d gotten a chance to properly test the three newly minted Genin. It was a learning experience for him, if nothing else.

      Ami was not a prodigy, or an inheritor of any hidden bloodline. But she was a girl with no small amount of determination and spite, as made evident by his own personal observations and her personnel files. If nothing else, those two things could take a kunoichi a very long way.

      Her stated future focus on infiltration and subterfuge was perfectly viable as well, for her build and resources. Most kunoichi, outside of a few exceptional outliers, did not make the most capable frontline combatants. It was a sad fact of life, but even with chakra-enhancing their builds, they would usually lag behind their male counterparts regarding raw pound-for-pound strength.

      The life of a shinobi was a fundamentally unfair one, though. Those of their number who accepted and internalized this knowledge and turned that perceived weakness into a strength… those women carved their name into legend. Only time would tell if Ami would be among their number or not.

      Hibachi, however, was a very different challenge to overcome. In his eyes, the boy was much like himself when it came to his viewpoint on serving as a ninja, which meant that he precisely understood the brand of laziness that could be instilled. Which would be a terrible shame in his eyes, for there was a truly calculating mind underneath that half-lidded gaze.

      And in him, in that gleaming, spinning consciousness, Tekuno saw a true inheritor for his trapmaking arts. That, more than anything else, made him eager to see the boy’s true potential reached. Unfortunately he lacked any real aptitude for most combat arts. It wasn’t to say that he couldn’t train himself up in time, but there was always a difference between people who were born for a specific field, and those who had to gain their edge through hard effort.

      Some people were merely meant to wield a sword in their hands or learn to apply their taijutsu skills properly. Others, like Tekuno, were simply those who trained themselves in as many weapons as possible, without ever truly being a master of any.

      No, the real standout was Nakamura Tobio. Erstwhile orphan of no real fame, notice, or particularly outstanding skills and abilities. That was what his personnel file said, and Tekuno wished he could violently box whoever wrote it in their ears. They somehow allowed an exceptionally potent kekkei genkai to fall through the cracks due to their lack of observation.

      He would have laughed if the abilities of his newest student weren’t so incredible.

      Most enhanced abilities that shinobi possessed ran on chakra. While they had it, they could spit out gouts of flame, punch mountains apart, and far more besides. But the moment they began to run out, so did their more miraculous abilities. It was a well-known and understandable tradeoff, as chakra was comprised of both physical metabolism from the cells of the body, but also the ‘mental energy’ of the mind.

      Tobio’s capabilities spat in the face of everything that Tekuno thought he knew. At the border of chakra exhaustion, the boy possessed a staggering physicality that seemed like his baseline, rather than one enhanced by chakra. The kind of fortitude and might that would daunt much higher-ranked shinobi, save for the lack of skill to go along with it.

      Which, if he were being entirely honest, would not stay the same for long.

      The boy was currently twelve, but who knew what his potential strength, speed, and durability would be in a decade, when he was fully grown? It was exactly the kind of seed that the village had been founded to nurture, that the entire three-Genin team structure was meant to support. Provided Tekuno didn’t fuck it up, somewhere along the way.

      And provided the Hokage didn’t think that there were better uses for Tobio.

      A part of him didn’t want to share this secret, but it was one that Tekuno couldn’t justify keeping to himself. The Hokage needed to be told, and the man could only hope that Hiruzen Sarutobi would maintain his reputation for more conservative moves rather than do anything drastic. Tobio was a good kid, a loyal Genin, yet it was hard to tell how someone would react to a restriction of their freedom.

      Especially with the skulduggery that a new bloodline would entail for the village. The moment that it got out to the wider world, there’d be eyes on him, for better or worse. And sometimes, a Hidden Village would rather a resource like that stay dormant for as long as possible.

      It was why he’d scheduled ahead, to make an appointment with the Hokage. The matter of Tobio’s bloodline wasn’t so pressing that it was a priority alert, not considering how it wasn’t anything that couldn’t be chalked up to intense training. Beyond the confidential tag assigned to his request, he wasn’t expecting to be seen so quickly.

      Tekuno had thought that after all these years, standing in front of the door to the Hokage’s office wouldn’t be so daunting. He still felt like a child, even with the time that had passed. Maybe that could be chalked up to the legendary reputation of the man that he was about to meet.

      Standing before the desk, the man sitting at the desk before the room glanced his way, arching a singular brow. “Are you Kanden Tekuno, ninja registration number 007350?”

      This was a test.

      “The right number would be 003244.”

      “Ah,” the man nodded, as if that wasn’t some of the most basic tradecraft to catch out a possible infiltrator. Not that it would have been likely for one to get this deep into the village, past the ANBU and sensors who were stationed at the building. “My mistake, I appear to have had the wrong number.”

      He smiled, shrugging softly. “No harm, no foul.”

      “Well, with that clarification done, the Hokage should be all prepared for your requested meeting. Please feel free to go inside.”

      With that permission, he didn’t hesitate to step forward, and into the waiting office. It was a normal space, and one Tekuno had entered plenty of times before in order to hand in mission reports at one time or another. But the man sitting behind the large desk always managed to make him guarded in a way that most shinobi would be quick to understand.

      The Professor, one of the strongest ninja in the world, was not someone that you treated lightly. Not if you just so happened to be some first-generation civilian ninja with no real connections.

      Walking in, he stopped a few paces away and gave a respectful bow toward the man. “Lord Third.”

      “Kanden-san,” Hiruzen greeted, voice raspy and rumbling at the same time, as he idly smoked from his pipe. ‘I’ll admit that I’m surprised to have received notice for a confidential meeting from you.’ Taking another drag from his pipe, Hiruzen paused briefly to savor the smoke before continuing. “I take it the information you have to share is accordingly as important?”

      Tobio had trusted him with this news, and as much as his instincts rebelled against it, the question still needed to be asked. “This room is… secure, yes?”

      “With the finest seals we could set up for privacy,” the Hokage nodded. His flinty gaze pushed against him the longer Tekuno held off actually saying the information. “Unless it’s information of truly village-shaking importance, those should suffice.”

      He wasn’t sure if this news qualified as village-shaking. In his heart, Tekuno felt like it did, but he could recognize where he was woefully biased in favor of his students. That was probably how a teacher ought to be, though.

      “Then I’ll get on with it,” Tekuno spoke, breathing in softly. “One of my students, Nakamura Tobio, has displayed signs of an advanced kekkai genkai, and has confided in me his own personal suspicions as such.”

      Whatever casual air the meeting held up to that point evaporated in an instant. Replaced entirely by a focus that Hiruzen centered his way, leaning forward so incrementally and slightly, Tekuno would have thought he imagined it. “…Are you sure?”

      “Based off my observations? I’m almost positive.”

      “…Describe it to me, if you can.”

      “At the baseline, there’s a significant development in physical capabilities,” Tekuno began. “I went through his Academy records, and unless there was a complete and total failure on behalf of the teachers there, his strength, speed, and baseline durability have skyrocketed in no time at all.”

      “Can you give me an example?”

      “In the graduation exam spars, he soundly defeated Inuzuka Kiba, and outmaneuvered Uchiha Sasuke,” the Jōnin explained. “Moving forward past that, he’s physically well past what would be considered Genin, and even some Tokubetsu Jōnin I’m aware of.”

      In terms of raw, physical strength, he was already pushing the envelope in some regards. Most Jōnin, with some notable exceptions, were not physically robust. Chakra could push the difference at times, but the usual preference was for speed and agility over raw might and durability. A clan of such individuals who reliably had both, at such ridiculous levels, held the kind of strategic value that military strategists would be drooling over, provided that talent and potential were fostered correctly.

      Supported, rather than feared, or otherwise abused before said potential could be realised. He squashed his doubts once more, though, as Hiruzen thoughtfully stared ahead at him.

      “Hmm…” He paused, one hand reaching up to rub softly at his chin. “An unexpected variable to be sure. In time, I’d like to set up some proper specialists, but we’ll have to recall them from outposts and other assignments, which may take some time.”

      To that, Tekuno could only nod in understanding. The call for bloodline specialists full-time at the hospital was likely there, but trained medic-nin were a resource. If nothing else, he imagined that they had plenty of other draws on their time, and thus would be brought back piecemeal until schedules lined up for a full-on examination.

      It wasn’t ideal, given the peculiarities that could crop up around bloodlines. Leaving matters unsettled didn’t sit right with Tekuno. There could be special dietary requirements, debilitating effects on Tobio’s psychology, hormone levels, or even his chakra itself, that they wouldn’t know about until it was too late.

      But the one-two punch of Tsunade’s quiet abandonment of the village and Orochimaru’s much louder turncoat departure had left them without many options. Try as some medic-nin might, none had managed to reach that level of brilliance in the years since, and the village was all the poorer for it.

      “I take it you’d prefer I continue to observe to see if anything changes?”

      “That’d be best, yes,” Hiruzen nodded in agreement. “We’ll have to put some assets on observation for the young man, but you’ve been with him for longer. What would you say of the boy’s character?”

      Tekuno understood what was being asked between the lines, what Hiruzen wasn’t quite saying. Was Tobio loyal to the Hidden Leaf, or did more pressing measures to secure him need to be taken? Thankfully, he didn’t need to lie, or squeeze the truth in any respect.

      “Tobio is an intelligent boy, if a little prone to blunt solutions to his problems,” he began. “From what I understand of his academy years, he made plenty of acquaintances but no close friends. That’s begun to change, however, as he’s started to grow close to his teammates. Nor has he ever expressed even an inkling of dissatisfaction with the internal policies of the village at large.”

      In summary, he was hardly any threat to anyone. Tekuno did not doubt that there’d still be an ANBU asset or two on Tobio to ascertain if he was telling the truth before the day was out, yet anything beyond felt like it’d be too much. Unless he’d grossly misjudged Tobio’s character, he was fine where he was.

      And with a bloodline they knew startlingly little about so far, overcorrection could have some unexpected results.

      “He’s got no problematic ambitions or deep goals beyond wishing to excel in this profession,” Tekuno finished.

      “That’s good to hear. And your own personal loyalty in bringing this to my attention is appreciated as well,” Hiruzen said. “For now, please do keep me abreast of any future developments with Tobio’s bloodline.”

      “Will do, sir. Anything else?”

      “No. You’re dismissed, Kanden-san.”

      With a salute thrown the man’s way, Tekuno exited the room. The parting order wasn’t too much of a concern for the Jonin, though. He didn’t think that his three Genin were going to be able to get into that much trouble, especially when they wouldn’t be taking any particularly complex or dangerous missions for a while.

      Ultimately, that was how he liked things. Tekuno had not just a professional obligation to keep his wards from harm, but a moral one. They were prepared to throw themselves into tough training to catch up wholly with their peers.

      How much trouble could three kids get into in a few short months?

    
    

    
      


      It should have been criminal for a team of Genin to age him like this. Torture and Interrogation needed to write down their methods. The other Hidden Villages would have been downright rabid over their ability to give a Jōnin a heart attack. He was being dramatic, ever so slightly, but not by much.

      As time passed, there hadn’t seemed to be any new developments with Tobio’s kekkai genkai, so the topic had drifted to the back of his mind as a secondary concern compared to the realities of Team Eleven’s training. He’d even felt confident that taking a C-rank mission would be a solid experience for them, moving through relatively safe territory on a mere formality of a diplomatic assignment.

      For something to cut their teeth on, it should have been straightforward. Even if stepping away for a time was perhaps not the most ideal, Tekuno trusted their capability to flee from any danger. What he should have been worried about was Takigakure’s complete and total breakdown in internal security, and his Genin’s hardheadedness.

      Almost the moment that he was out of sight, they came under assault from a number of nuke-nin. The sensible thing would have been to abandon the mission and get back to Konoha or a nearby outpost to report it to someone higher-ranked.

      At the moment enemy ninja appeared, the mission ceased to be a C-rank. Naturally, his three idiots decided to do the exact opposite and throw themselves into the fray.

      Was this his fault? Had he at some point instilled this sense of bravado into them, or was it just a byproduct of youthful confidence? What was even more maddening were the reports that came in almost the moment he’d returned to Konohagakure for that emergency meeting. In the middle of worrying about scouting results that hinted at Iwagakure build-up near the border, another messenger hawk arrived from Takigakure.

      Over a score of ninja had attacked his Genin, and they had not flinched at the numbers arrayed against them. Where an entire village of ninja, albeit from a minor village, had balked they had not.

      They tore through their numbers, including a Jōnin-ranked nuke-nin. He oscillated from anxiety, anger, but also pride at their accomplishment. And then a cool fear, as he reached the part of the letter that spoke of Tobio resting in some kind of coma, after pulling off a suicidal move to take out Suien of the Waterfall.

      Tekuno couldn’t recall much of the journey back, as he ate on the wing, keeping moving faster than ever before. All to get back to the team that he should have taken with him, damn the consequences. Takigakure was not his concern, and if something happened to Tobio because he hadn’t been there to protect them…

      He’d never forgive himself.

      When he finally arrived at Takigakure, Tekuno came in like a storm. The man knew full well that he must have been in something of a state, smelling like the road, hair askew, and dirty beyond belief. He also didn’t care, as he arrived at the waterfall that served as the entrance to the village.

      It wasn’t that surprising when some of the likely paranoid Takigakure shinobi on guard materialized out of whatever spots they’d been waiting at. After an attack on Konoha, their own forces wouldn’t have been any different.

      “Halt!” One of them yelled, speaking in clipped tones, one hand already on his kunai. The other three alongside him were in similar states of tension. “State your name and business!”

      For a few brief moments, Tekuno entertained the thought of how many given fools he’d be able to put into the ground, mainly for the crime of coming between himself and his Genin. But that was an unreasonable amount of aggression for the situation, so he refrained from immediately throwing an explosive tag at them and interrogating the survivors for how to get inside the village.

      For now, anyway.

      That didn’t stop him from putting out a low aura of menace, as he took a step forward, killing intent leaking out from his body. “I am Kanden Tekuno, Jōnin of Konohagakure, and leader of Team Eleven.”

      The wariness in their postures lessened to some degree, but not entirely. For the apparent leader who’d spoken up, he cleared his throat, gesturing to the ground. “Understood. Due to recent events, we are not allowing outsiders into our village, but when the security of our borders has been reasserte—”

      A low, throaty chuckle escaped Tekuno at those words, as he shook his head ever so slightly. That motion ramped up their alarm even more, or by the casual way Tekuno kept walking forward.

      “I think there’s been something of a misunderstanding,” the Jōnin spoke, voice crisp, clear, and unyieldingly authoritative. “I am a Jōnin of Konohagakure, ally of Takigakure.”

      “…Yes?”

      “And if you don’t get me to my Genin in the next ten minutes, a strange transformation will occur.”

      There was a confusion in their eyes, one that didn’t last long. Tekuno’s eyes turned flinty, as he narrowed his gaze at the four men. “In an instant, I’ll become Kanden Tekuno, Jōnin of Konohagakure, no longer ally to your small, insignificant village. And I will put the enormity of my years and skills to inflicting such terror upon your people, you’ll be picking apart my traps for years to come from your lands and village.”

      Pale, the man’s eyes widened before Tekuno. “I-Is that a threat?”

      “I’ve never made a threat in my life.” The natural presumption being that it was a promise. Wasn’t that worse?

      It turned out that their worries about village security were in fact overwrought, and they did have space for one of the esteemed allies of the Hidden Waterfall. Funny how that worked out, wasn’t it?

      One brief trip through an underwater passage later, and he was with his Genin. Ami and Hibachi were fine, for relative values of the word, if a little shaken. He wasn’t sure if the shock of combat had hit them yet, if it had already hit them, or if they were just waiting to get back home to fall apart. Either way, he was proud of them for managing to keep it together for so long.

      And ashamed of himself anew, when he saw the ruin that had been made of Tobio’s body.

      He was one gigantic bruise, and his face was swollen almost beyond recognition. Wrapped up in bandages, the only thing the medical report said hadn’t been broken were most of his bones. A small miracle, it seemed, as the few that had cracked or fractured managed to put themselves back together curiously once fed medicinal chakra.

      Another mystery to add to the growing strangeness surrounding Tobio’s bloodline. However much they thought it added to his physical resilience, it appeared as if they’d been underestimating how robust it made the boy. To have survived a fall from that height, even if it put him into a coma…

      It was a good thing that his student didn’t have a quiet future in mind. Because with capabilities like this, he doubted he’d ever get it. His future children were being consigned to an age of frontline combat before they were ever born.

      Bile rose in Tekuno in that moment, squashed down by long-held reflexes. They didn’t live in the world that he wished they lived in. Instead, he’d made his peace with the realities of their age.

      He could only hope that the boy would wake up from his coma. It was also due to that unknown peculiarity from his bloodline that just pumping medicinal chakra into Tobio’s body allowed him to knit himself back together, bit by bit. Tekuno sat in on one of the sessions just to observe the ability at work, and to impress upon Takigakure’s scant medic-nin population the necessity of discretion. It had been an illuminating, if stomach-turning, experience.

      There wasn’t anything to do but wait for Tobio to wake up, at least for now. Given that it’d give Ami and Hibachi the time they needed to recover, he wasn’t in any particular rush, beyond the drive to see them safely ensconced in their village’s walls. For now? It was time to hurry up and wait.

      It was on the second day, when he was whittling away a piece of wood, that Ami plopped beside him on the hospital’s porch. Her arm was still healing, but at a normal rate. And he didn’t need to be all that perceptive to know that the girl had something on her mind. Still, Tekuno wasn’t going to push her, instead filling the companionable silence with the sound of soft wood being carved.

      “…Do you think I’m any good at being a shinobi, sensei?”

      Well. She wasn’t coming at him with the easy questions, was she? “Before I answer, I’d like to ask my own question.” His brown eyes turned her way. “Is that okay?”

      “Sure.” Ami shrugged with her undamaged side.

      “What’s brought on that question?”

      With pursed lips, he could see the gears whirling in her mind. Admittedly, one of the things he appreciated the most about his Genin was that they always gave his questions their due diligence, for all they could be thoughtless in some respects. He couldn’t have said the same about himself when he was their age.

      “When we were fighting the rogues, I helped. I was right there alongside Tobio, but…” She worried her lip back and forth, trying to give shape to her thoughts. “Was it because I’m too weak? That I haven’t trained enough, or hard enough, or if I’m just… not built for that.”

      It was tough to quantify the tone in her voice, or what ‘that’ meant, mostly because it oscillated between reverent and envious in the same measure. He’d seen the remains of the nuke-nin himself, and Tekuno understood why she felt that way.

      Tobio was strong, but strong enough to strike a man so hard he’d snap his neck on impact… Well, Might Guy and his apprentice would have some competition for the physically strongest men in Konohagakure before long.

      “Ami, you haven’t been a full-fledged Genin for long. The differences and gaps between you and Tobio seem like a… chasm,” Tekuno spoke. “It feels like you’ll never catch up, when you look at what he can do, and that even trying is pointless, right?”

      Her big eyes looked his way, mouth opening and closing as she floundered for words, before snapping shut. Ami stared into her lap. Tekuno, more than she ever knew, understood the envy of seeing someone race in front of you like never before.

      As a child, it’d been a festering boil beneath his skin when he saw some of his peers become the kind of prodigy he wished to be. If only he had that kind of attention doled out to him, he’d be able to thrive. Or if he’d been lucky enough to have been born into a clan with hidden techniques and centuries of carefully pruned features.

      He couldn’t say when he eased out of it, but it wasn’t all at once. It’d been a gradual thing, that poison in his veins being released drop by drop.

      “One day, you’re going to see that perceived gap between you and Tobio shrink, as his progress slows down.” It happened to everyone, eventually. The raw, explosive jumps you made when you were young giving way to a slow grind as age and responsibility hit you. “And it won’t seem so interminable of a wall you’ll need to climb over.”

      “…Really?”

      “Take it from personal experience. I wasn’t always a badass Jōnin-extraordinare with all the answers.”

      “What were you before that?”

      “Hah…” Tekuno breathed out, a wistful smile on his face. “A chubby kid with a dream, and a bit of a chip on his shoulder.”

      “And now you’ve got everything together.”

      That got a more earnest laugh from him, as he shook his head. “Adults don’t know what we’re doing any more than kids, Ami. We’re just a lot better at faking it in front of you lot.” He was still that chubby kid with a dream at heart. His goals had just gotten far more pragmatic over the years, pared down by the realities of life.

      “You’ll get to where you need to be in time,” Tekuno promised, handing her the tiny carved figurine of a boar he’d been working on. “Comparison is the thief of joy. Focus on where you’re at, and you’ll be fine.”

      Ami rolled the little wooden object in her hands for a few moments, before giving him a nod in turn. “Did that make it better for you, sensei?”

      “It was a start.” He didn’t think this was going to be solved with one conversation. But Tekuno was willing to be patient, and slowly let her grievances air out rather than trying to force a resolution.

      They were all young. Some envy was natural at that age.

      In the coming days, Tobio woke up, after having almost miraculously healed the rest of the way in the span of an hour. There was something deeply, profoundly suspicious about that, but given that Tekuno hadn’t so much as sensed a flare of chakra coming from the hospital, and he’d been checking on Tobio regularly… he was forced to accept that it was some effect of his bloodline that’d occurred the moment he went out of view.

      That said, the trip back to Konoha was one of observation, and quiet dread. Before the mission, he assumed he’d have plenty of time to train his team for a future Chūnin Exam. Now…

      For better or worse, he feared they’d be victims of their success. He could only hope that the months of training they had ahead of them would be enough to prepare them.

    
    

    
      


      When they got back to Konohagakure, Tekuno hadn’t been too sure about the hornet’s nest that their mission kicked up. There’d been some degree of underlying dissatisfaction with the capabilities of their erstwhile ally’s fighting forces, but it had been bubbling at a simmer for a long time. Three barely trained Genin taking out a sizable force of nuke-nin, even if it was mostly at the hands of one prodigious member, was impossible to ignore.

      Especially when Takigakure’s ostensible leader wasn’t able to handle the threat.

      If the other Hidden Villages found out, if the scene were made public, Takigakure would have been a laughingstock on the world stage. Nobody would have respected their sovereignty, and Konoha, by extension, would look weak for having an ally this feeble.

      Blessedly, nobody who wasn’t part of either village escaped alive to share word of the event.

      …Though Konohagakure had some stipulations to their silence. Practical ones, too, since Taki had proven fundamentally incapable of their internal security. This time their traitors had merely been seeking one of their village treasures. But what if the next time, they were looking for something far more dangerous?

      It was a small miracle that Suien had not been aware of who the host of the Seven-Tails was, but there’d been every opportunity to go after that resource instead. A Jinchūriki being co-opted by a rogue organization, or Kami forbid, another major Hidden Village, would be an untenable situation for the village as a whole.

      Or, so it was described to him. Tekuno was more willing to believe some higher-up was greedy to secure their Hidden Village’s power, and used this as a pretense to get the third strongest tailed beast under their control, but he wasn’t going to complain about that much.

      As much as people moaned about Jinchūriki and the damage a seal failure could cause, you’d rather have one on your side than against you.

      Tekuno was only privy to the broad strokes because he and his team were already so wrapped up in its conception, which was why someone got the bright idea to foist the incoming Jinchūriki on him.

      Who, he didn’t know, but he’d curse their name until his dying breath.

      He was barely managing to hold on with three precocious brats! And they expected him to manage with a fourth. Whose crush did he sleep with? The list was a little longer than Tekuno would like to narrow it down, but still, it was the principle of the thing to not hold that against a man.

      What he especially did not particularly care for, though, was the unpleasant surprise he received in the privacy of his own home.

      One moment, he was minding his own business, over his stove, preparing dinner. The next, the twitch of movement he sensed out of the periphery of his vision made him blur into motion, brandishing cooking knives that were just as good for combat as they were for cutting vegetables.

      Note to self. Buy my students pairs of cross-applicable knives.

      Standing near one of his windows (having to undo the trap on it first), was a masked figure. And unfortunately, they weren’t one of the kind he was supposed to stab for interrupting his mealtime preparations. Instead, it was an ANBU agent, looking alert but not quite prepared to move deeper into the apartment.

      Which spoke well of their intelligence. The doors and windows in his apartment were trapped, though with relatively non-lethal contraptions. Yet the lethality only spiked the deeper you ventured into his home. Around his bed were some of the most dangerous ones.

      Stumbling across the domain of an admitted trap specialist was poorly done. Now, he would have to double-check his security and see if it could stand up to an ANBU-level shinobi.

      “I’m going to assume I’m not being assassinated, and this intrusion is for a reason.” He hadn’t done anything worth being killed over, he was pretty sure.

      “No,” the ANBU shook their head, long purple hair moving with the motion. “I have a direct message from the Hokage.” She held up a sealed scroll, about to walk forward before he gestured for her to stop.

      “…You should probably just set it down on the ground. I’ll come over and get it.”

      With how hastily she did so, and the wary look she cast around her as she exited, he suspected the cat-masked woman understood a little about his reputation. As if he put explosive tags in his own home…

      Well. Only a few low-yield, directional ones, filled with paralyzing agents. That barely felt like it counted!

      Carefully, he walked over to the scroll, inspecting it for any tampering. For all intents and purposes, though, it appeared untouched. So, he ambled over to his couch and opened up the scroll.

      Its contents killed his appetite.

      To Kanden-san,

      I do not write these words lightly, or without a heavy heart. But there are realities of our Hidden Village that every shinobi must grapple with. If it were not due to prior preparations and engagements that I had to attend to, I would have spoken to you face to face for this request.

      Our village has still not entirely recovered from the damage and strife of the Kyūbi’s attack. And now, more than ever, we need to project overwhelming strength and future potential, not weakness. If not for ourselves and our own internal morale, then for the world. For the nobility that will seek to test whether or not our Hidden Village still has the capability to produce the best of the best in the Elemental Nations.

      And, for the other Hidden Villages, as a warning. That we too still have teeth, that our forests can still rear the truest prodigies in the known world. For this reason, I would ask that you strongly consider pushing your team forward for the upcoming Chūnin Selection Exams. Some would say it is too early, but your descriptions of their capabilities paint an advanced picture.

      In the end, I trust that you will make the right decision.

      Signed, Sarutobi Hiruzen

      It was an earnest, almost pleading request, that came from a congenial figure. If it wasn’t for his ability to read between the lines, Tekuno might have missed the almost plainly stated order hidden there. There was no choice, not really. Not after the glowing praise he’d heaped on his Genin… or the quietly growing scrutiny he suspected was swirling around Tobio’s bloodline.

      Whether they were ready or not, he had to shove them into the exams and hope they made it out of that crucible. As long as Tobio was alive by the end of it, he suspected that the powers that be would have been fine to write off grievous injury, maiming, or death when it came to Ami and Hibachi.

      Acceptable losses in the eyes of many of the old warhawks, if it meant that they had one more prodigy to tout across the land. Unacceptable to him, not that he could ever admit such openly. Their village worshipped those exceptions above the norm, even when it also inevitably drove them to an early death or insanity.

      Unspoken truths that anyone with eyes could see, yet would never admit.

    
    

    
      


      “It’s been a while, Tekuno.”

      Standing in the mixed crowd of shinobi, waiting for Hiruzen to show up, he passed the time thinking of recipes he wanted to foist onto Tobio to cook. As the older ninja, he was willing to admit that he wasn’t as good of a chef as his student. It was enough to distract him, as he glanced over at the sight of a familiar face.

      Yūhi Kurenai was a known element to Tekuno, if only because her father had trained him. Shinku had been a man incandescent with the Will of Fire, like no one Tekuno had ever known. He’d passed down that belief to all of his students, or at the very least, had tried his best to instil it in them.

      And for a very brief amount of time, Tekuno had a crush on her. Right up until Shinku had sussed it out when the heavyset boy had come by for dinner one day, and promptly trained him into the fucking dirt the very next day. Unfortunately, his interest in Kurenai, beautiful woman that she was, did not survive the spectre of her father’s methods hanging over him after that.

      That said, he had plenty of respect for her, and they’d worked together professionally just fine over the years.

      “The same to you, Kurenai,” Tekuno smiled as the woman approached him through the crowd. “I trust you’ve been well.”

      “It’s been hectic, I’ll admit. My Genin are a complicated bunch, to be sure, each with their own quirks,” she explained. “Word is, you also passed your own team?”

      “Team Eleven,” he nodded in confirmation. “They drive me spare most days, but I don’t think I’d trade them for all the S-Class payouts in the world.”

      There was something deeply, remarkably fulfilling about passing on your knowledge to the next generation. Worrisome at times, and there were certainly points where he felt like his heart was going to leap up his throat when they were in danger… but it was worth it all the same.

      Seeing Ami, Hibachi, and Tobio overcome challenges and become better versions of themselves… It was one of the most genuinely fulfilling duties he’d bore in a very long time. He didn’t know if he’d go back to pick up another team after Team Eleven inevitably grew up. That much planning could be left well into the future.

      Kurenai smiled in that way of hers, soft and subtle. It could make you feel like you were her entire world, for however long you kept talking. Once, he’d wondered if that was just the vaunted kunoichi training kicking in. Over time, however, Tekuno just figured… she was like that.

      Or maybe she was so good she pulled the wool over his eyes,

      “I’m happy to hear that. Do you think you’re going to put them forward for the Chūnin Exams?”

      “Well—”

      “Hey!” A new voice greeted as another figure came into view. “Kurenai!” It was someone he was familiar with as well, though less so than Kurenai. It’d been years since he’d talked to Sarutobi Asuma, though his posting in the Guardian Shinobi didn’t help things either.

      “Asuma,” Kurenai greeted, eyes lighting up at the sight of the bearded man. “Come, join us. You remember Tekuno, don’t you? My father was his sensei, once upon a time.”

      The heir apparent of the Sarutobi clan turned Tekuno’s way for a brief moment, eyebrows raising. “Huh. It is you! I haven’t seen you since… Kami, it had to have been our own Chūnin Exams.”

      “Actually, I was in the capital a few years ago, guarding a VIP. I saw you guarding the daimyo, but never quite got a moment to peek my own head in and say hello.” That was a boring mission from his own recollection, but the food in the capital was outstanding. He’d written down the names of some food stalls and restaurants to remember for the future.

      “Huh. Well, good to see you again,” Asuma nodded. “How’s life been for you?”

      Well, his teacher was dead, one of his teammates had died, his students were being nudged into an examination they weren’t ready for, and he was losing weight by the month just from the stress. But besides all of that?

      “I’ve been good,” Tekuno shrugged. “How about yourself? You’ve got a Genin team too, if memory serves.”

      “They’re some interesting characters,” Asuma smiled. “Though, motivating them can be a little tough, y’know?”

      He could not relate, but nodded along all the same. Would it be better or worse if his band of brats had been less motivated to turn themselves into killing machines as fast as possible? Tekuno decided he didn’t want to know the true answer.

      “Would you like to trade teams?” The voice that came by Tekuno’s side did not make him jump or flinch. But he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t a little surprised by Kakashi’s appearance from nowhere.

      Was this what it was like for his Genin? He’d have to make an apology to them later.

      The list of things he knew about Hatake Kakashi was not very long, but it did paint a portrait of a man who basically had been born in another league from Tekuno. And then just kept on climbing farther, until he stalled out for a few years. His legendary war hero father had trained him from a young age, hard enough to see Kakashi graduate far earlier than any of his peers, and then be picked up by the Yellow Flash himself as a student.

      The resulting calamity that was his Genin team was best not spoken of in polite company. However, he’d acquitted himself well in ANBU to Tekuno’s knowledge, and had relatively recently left the division to take up the post as a sensei. His habits and sarcasm were legendary, but Kakashi had the chops to wear that arrogance proudly.

      If he were younger, Tekuno would not have tremendously liked the man. As an older, more seasoned shinobi, though, he was mostly ambivalent about him these days. He was powerful and heir to a clan education to some degree, yet was that worth the tremendous amount of loss that Hatake had gone through in his life?

      No, Tekuno was satisfied with his boring, average level of power. He might not be the strongest of his peers, especially in a straight fight, but he’d made his peace with that. Unlike Tobio, he just didn’t have that driving, burning need to climb the ranks anymore.

      Nowadays, Tekuno was satisfied to merely help others possibly reach the heights he’d missed.…Even if there was a part of him that still yearned to shoot for the sky, after all these years. Maybe it was watching Team Eleven’s efforts that stoked his Will of Fire to a conflagration after so much time had passed.

      “Kakashi,” Kurenai greeted with an incline of her head. “Fashionably late as ever.”

      “Ah, well, my alarm clock and I had a disagreement. I won, but at what cost?”

      What? What kind of excuse was that? Tekuno squinted at the man, but Asuma and Kurenai could only groan at his words. It seemed as if this was a running theme for him.

      “He’s hardly late,” Tekuno spoke up, trying to move past that prior confusing statement. “Though I think he’s right on time.”

      Their little crowd of shinobi seemed to be parting, for a pretty logical reason. Hiruzen had showed up in the space where so many ninja had gathered, making his way through the room, and heading up to his desk in the large chamber. He had a stately demeanor about him all the while, effortlessly capturing the attention of the gathered jonin.

      It wasn’t long before he got seated in his chair, the conversations around the room dying down gradually, before a silence took over.

      “Now then, in conjunction with the beginning of the Chūnin Exam, let us first have those in charge of the rookie Genin come forward.”

      In an ideal world, he wouldn’t be following in lockstep with the other Jōnin who presented themselves. But the reality of your situation was hardly what he desired.

      “Kakashi, Kurenai, Asuma, and Tekuno.” With his pipe in his mouth, the wrinkled features of the Hokage peered out at the four of them. “So? Are there any Genin from your squads you wish to recommend for these exams?”

      It was theater, Tekuno distantly noted. As if they’d avoid putting so many clan heirs, with connections and influence, up for promotion so early. Or maybe that was just some of the bitterness that Tekuno thought he’d left behind in years past, rearing its ugly head.

      Perhaps he was less satisfied with his implicit suggestion to hurry along his kids than he’d thought.

      “It goes without saying, but if it’s a Genin who has carried out eight or more formal missions, you can recommend them for the exams if you wish.” He paused, taking a moment to clear his throat, before he continued. “Well, as a general rule, having carried out more than twice that amount of missions is appropriate.”

      Inclining his head ever so slightly, the grandfatherly figure gestured softly toward Kakashi. “Then, you first Kakashi.”

      Raising a hand in a formal salute, the Copy-nin stared ahead at the Hokage. “The Kakashi-led Team Seven… Uchiha Sasuke, Uzumaki Naruto, and Haruno Sakura. I, Hatake Kakashi, recommend these three for the Chūnin Exam.”

      The first name needed no introduction to Tekuno, the second was straight-up infamous, but he was pretty sure the third had civilian shinobi parents, didn’t she? He hadn’t recalled hearing anything unfortunate about the Haruno family, besides the fact that they were unfortunately still Genin at their age.

      …Well. Not everyone had the chops for higher promotion. Hopefully she’d do better than her parents in that regard.

      Kurenai was up next, lifting her own hand, her soft voice calling out. “The Kurenai-led Team Eight… Hyuuga Hinata, Inuzuka Kiba, and Aburame Shino. These three, I, Yuhi Kurenai, recommend for the same.”

      The speciality tracking squad, if memory served. Or, more accurately, search and destroy. All three of those Clans were good at hunting things—and people—down. They were usually even better at dispatching whatever they tracked. Having sparred with a few Aburame, the notion of dealing with their gigantic insects was enough to give him the heebie-jeebies.

      Following her was Asuma, a cigarette hanging out of his mouth, almost like an unwitting mirror to his father puffing on his pipe before him. “The Asuma-led Team Ten… Yamanaka Ino, Nara Shikamaru, and Akimichi Choji. For these three, I, Sarutobi Asuma, follow suit in their recommendation.”

      “And what about you, Kanden-san?” Hiruzen’s gaze drifted his way, and Tekuno felt himself stiffen habitually, if only from being under the older man’s regard. “What are your feelings regarding Team Eleven’s suitability?”

      He squashed the knee-jerk reaction to say that they weren’t ready. That the three of them needed more time together, more training, and that it’d be more appropriate to give them a year or two to solidify their foundations.

      Because he knew without a shadow of a doubt, they wouldn’t be given it.

      This was all theater, at best. He knew, and the Hokage knew, what his answer was going to be. Saying anything else at this juncture was merely the height of foolishness, and would only get him censured later. Yet even so…

      Tekuno hated it. Swallowing the words that he wanted to say, to push down his instinct to protect the three children entrusted to him by their parents.

      If his three Genin, who were working together with the kind of shocking cooperation that only came from years in the field, weren’t ready, the others couldn’t be any more prepared.

      He understood that on some level, it was wrong to throw them onto the flames of their ambition. But they all had their duties to fulfill, and he was no different.

      “For the Tekuno-led Team Eleven…” Clearing his throat, and taking a bracing breath, he firmed his resolve. “Nakamura Tobio, Kato Ami, and Mishima Hibachi. I, Kanden Tekuno, nominate them for the exams like my peers.”

      For better or worse, the gauntlet had been thrown. Murmurs began to break out amongst the various shinobi present, the shock of four rookie teams of Genin perhaps being enough to shake their normally unflappable demeanor. He couldn’t say either way, merely acknowledging the ripple that went through the crowd of ninja.

      Considering that most shinobi could go years before attempting to take the exams, Tekuno wasn’t surprised.

      “Then my approval for those four teams to move forward is given,” the Hokage spoke. Tekuno didn’t even need to turn around to feel the ripples of shock that came from some of the crowd.

      Altogether, though, it was clear that the die was cast. There was no going back.

      And he could only hope that Team Eleven would be able to weather the coming storm.

      

    
  




    20. Testing Fever

    
       

      Today was the day.

      Tobio had prepared as much as he could, and his foreknowledge of future events gave him a nice advantage over all their competitors. He’d prepacked several days’ worth of premium travel rations into a storage seal, done cursory academic studying, and written down a few of his observations on future opponents in coded English notes.

      There wasn’t a guarantee that he could change everything about the coming future. He didn’t have that reach when it came to his own personal and political power. However, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t try to make a difference.

      If he sat down and just accepted the future for what it was, what type of person would he be? From the moment Tobio had been thrown into this new world, he’d implicitly understood that if he wanted a brighter future for himself and everyone around him… he’d have to make it brick by brick, with his own two hands.

      The future was what you made of it. That was his nindō.

      With all of his supplies stowed away and prepared, there was nothing else to do but to meet up with the others at the academy grounds. That was what they’d agreed on, even if he felt a little trepidation. Logically, Tobio knew Team Eleven was ahead of the curve in some respects over their peers. But emotionally, rationally, there was a part of him that proved a little trepidatious.

      After so many months of training… he could only hope that their hard work would shine through.

      The event itself had drawn no small number of people to the academy, all of them Chūnin hopefuls, both native and foreign. He got to see hitai-ate from just about every major Hidden Village, and a few smaller ones. Out of the bunch, the only ones that weren’t represented were Kumogakure, and Iwagakure.

      Though it was understandable in both of their cases. The bad blood ran deep and wasn’t helped by any of the actions in the last war or after. Iwagakure, in particular, had a very singular hatred for Konoha. Still, if one man could ‘defeat’ a thousand enemy shinobi and force his people into a peace treaty, he’d be a little salty too.

      What shocked Tobio was the age of some Genin trying to make it to Chūnin. They ranged up to middle age, and if he was being honest, that was more shocking than not. Some people just ran off copium and hope, though, wondering if that next time would be the test where they could scrape through an advancement.

      Or they were some of the Chūnin plants that he remembered from the anime. A few were supposed to be around for people to copy off during the written portion of the exam.

      There were others, though, like mercenary ninja from wandering clans and groups. In many cases, Tobio understood they were functionally little better than nuke-nin, but even they had to pay lip service to the power and traditions of other nations.

      “Tobio!”

      The sound of his name being called caught his attention, but it didn’t take long to find the source. Ami and Hibachi stood side by side, the former vibrating with excitement. His beanie-headed bro seemed a bit more reserved, yet there was still a flicker of anticipation in his eyes.

      “Ami, Hibachi,” he nodded, greeting both with a broad grin of his own. “You guys ready?”

      “Am I?” Ami grinned back. “Just a few tests are all that’s standing between us and being a chūnin!”

      Hibachi scoffed. “There’s probably more than just what the tests are about on the surface.”

      That made Tobio raise his eyebrows. “Oh? Trying to show off how smart you are, and get promoted too?”

      “Hell no,” the trap-specialist sneered. “Do you think I want all that goddamn work on my shoulders? Nah, you just need to get promoted so we can dump it onto yours.”

      “Hmm…” Ami hummed softly, turning a gimlet eye Tobio’s way. “That’s not actually a bad idea.”

      Tobio scoffed. “Oi! Don’t go planning to dump all the mission paperwork onto me.”

      “You do have the best calligraphy of any of us…” Hibachi reminded, a sly look on his face.

      That was a categorically true statement, though Tobio attributed it to having an eidetic memory and insane training skills. It didn’t mean he wanted to be responsible for all the paperwork! Just the terror of being stuck behind a desk all the time was why he didn’t want to be Hokage.

      In war, sure, you got to go on the frontlines and cleave a bloody swathe through your village’s enemies. He could take the lead on that part of the job with ease. But in peacetime, you were stuck dealing with civil disputes and the more boring parts of being the military dictator of a ninja village. That aspect of the job was a waste of time.

      His goal was to get as far up as humanly possible while still being allowed to roam the field and terrorize the various shinobi elements of the Elemental Nations. Maybe he just was being too blasé about the whole thing, but that sounded like a good deal of fun. There was the chance that he, as a relatively average guy, was treating large scale armed conflict too lightly…

      …But then the part of him that was made up of a phantasmal monster that craved bloodshed and violence was pretty alright with it.

      Entering the halls of the testing site, none of them saw anybody familiar until Tobio spotted the familiar faces of not only Team Seven, but Team Guy. Specifically, Lee getting knocked on his ass.

      “Hah! You plan to take the chūnin with that energy!? You all should just do yourselves favors and quit while you’re ahead.”

      If Tobio was actually twelve, and had to suffer through the menacing attitudes of these proctors, maybe it would have been a little daunting to him. As it was now, it felt like the worst, most obvious kind of performance to his sensibilities—a dog and pony show, meant to winnow out the most spineless of applicants.

      “Geeze…” Hibachi winced. “They’re really letting this happen?”

      Ami shrugged, not looking particularly sympathetic to Tenten and Lee’s plight. “If they’re too weak to handle this, how are they supposed to handle the rest of the exam? Better they get failed out now, right?”

      “I think there’s more going on, admittedly,” Tobio commented, feeling the vague sensation of a genjutsu upon his system. “More than just the two ‘Genin’ keeping people from moving forward.”

      “Huh?” Ami frowned, glancing his way. “What do you mean?”

      “Can’t you tell, little miss genjutsu mistress?”

      Eyebrows furrowing together, he got to see the moment when it clicked for the purple-haired girl. “Oh! I see…”

      All of this did serve a secondary purpose, though, and it was to filter out further those who couldn’t even figure out the fact that the 301 hovering above the door they were ‘guarding’ was under a genjutsu. The real question was, did Tobio want to say it aloud, or keep them under a low profile for now, and move onto the real third floor?

      If his memory was correct, and he was almost positive it was, just about anyone who mattered ahad lready made it past this filler point. The only reason he’d want to stick around is to increase the amount of competition, which felt like a bad idea. At least, beyond raising the amount of mooks their team could mug for a scroll in the Forest of Death.

      No, for now, he didn’t see much of a point in filling in other people. They’d see Team Guy and Team Eleven upstairs, once Rock Lee got done flexing on Sasuke.

      “I feel like I’m missing something,” Hibachi blinked, looking between Ami and Tobio. “What are you two talking about?”

      “There’s a genjutsu, idiot,” Ami hissed, squinting over at him. “We’re not on the right floor!”

      “…Oh,” he blinked, nodding slowly. “Alright, yeah, that’s on me. I’m just a little dazed by you being so normal.”

      That squint of hers turned flinty, as she focused in on Hibachi. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, I just remember you having such a crush on Sasuke back in the Academy, like most of the girls there, but you’re not trying to flirt with him or anything…”

      Tobio watched the back and forth between them with a sort of macabre interest, especially as Ami’s cheeks pinked. “I-I got over it! S’not like you can hold me to a childish crush or anything! I’m a new woman!”

      “It’s only been a few months.”

      “A new woman, with a new lease on life!” She practically yelled, reaching over to hook her arms in both Hibachi and Tobio’s. “I’ve got bigger fish to fry these days before I go ga-ga over boys.”

      “That’s awfully mature of you, Ami,” Tobio commented, a little surprised by the response.

      “Y-You think so?”

      It took a lot of studious effort for him to ignore the fact that Ami had a crush on him. Even Tobio wasn’t so thick to not see the signs. He just… didn’t really know what to do about it, and honestly, he’d prefer to put off dealing with it for a little while longer. Nothing wrong ever happened from ignoring key, interpersonal dynamics in a professional environment.

      He’d stab anyone who said otherwise.

      Ignoring the swell of other people tied up in the genjutsu, the three of them headed up another floor, before finding themselves at two heavy, solid doors. Tobio took the vanguard to push them open, as the trio entered into what was a massive, if sparse, classroom.

      Whatever the normal turnout for Chūnin Exams usually was, these were packed. The ages ran the gamut, but it wasn’t that hard to find the home Konoha teams in the mix. And honestly, it was a little wild to see pretty much the entire main cast after months of radio silence on their end.

      Team Eight was Kiba, Shino, and Hinata, all of them standing clustered together. Kiba looked excited, though his fellow teammates seemed a bit more reserved. Hinata for example, was a wallflower at the best of times, and Tobio couldn’t imagine she was particularly thrilled with the attention the youngest people in the room were getting.

      Shino was… Shino. Reading an Aburame’s emotions was a fool’s errand at the best of times.

      Whereas Team Ten was in their own little grouping. This generation’s rendition of the Ino–Shika–Chō Trio, with Shikamaru, Ino, and Chōji.

      “Damn,” Hibachi huffed, looking around the packed room. “They let anyone in to take these things.”

      “I’m pretty sure the genjutsu we passed didn’t even qualify as the first real test,” Tobio pointed out. “A lot more people will probably get filtered out with the subsequent ones.”

      “Then we’ll just have to make sure we pass each stage with flying colors,” Ami nodded, looking as determined as ever. “I’d kill myself if I let Sakura or Ino get further than me.”

      Tobio turned a sidelong look her way. “Are you still beefing with them?”

      “No!” She protested. “But it’s the principle of the matter. With how hard we’ve been training, I’m sure they’ve been going at it just as hard. Imagine how satisfying it’ll be when I can trounce them still.”

      The Mixed-Blood didn’t have the heart to tell her that a stiff breeze could beat the shit out of Sakura and Ino right now. They took each other out in a double knockout in the original order of events. How things would shake out now… he couldn’t say.

      “Should we, like, talk to anyone, or…?” Hibachi asked, changing the subject. “It feels like it’s been forever since the academy, weirdly enough, but everyone’s probably had their own exciting missions of their own.”

      His poor teammates just didn’t know how far ahead of the curve they were. It’d be more of a delight to let them discover that on their own. Hibachi did raise a salient point, though.

      Did they want to stick to themselves or talk to one of the other teams before the exam got started?

      With a sigh, Tobio grinned toothily. “We should probably be social. Y’know, making our boredom everyone elses’ problems, like proper ninja.”

      “Ah, like sensei,” Hibachi nodded in understanding. “We should aspire to be such menaces to society.”

      “Does that mean when we get our own Genin students, we should bully them as much as he does us?” Ami asked.

      “Who is we?” Hibachi huffed, rolling his eyes at her words. “When I hit Chūnin, I’m going into a cushy desk job.”

      Tobio cast his dark-eyed gaze toward his bro. “What if we need your snark in the field?”

      “Then I’ll have to pry myself out of my comfortable intel job, just to keep you two idiots alive,” he snarked back. “And after, I’ll go back to my dank, dark domain.”

      “Ew. What a cryptid…” Ami wrinkled her nose, looking at him askew.

      “As much as I’d like to continue this banter, let’s go see what Ino, Shikamaru, and Chōji have been up to.”

      “…Can I change my vote for being antisocial?” the sole kunoichi on their team whined.

      Tobio scoffed. “This team is a dictatorship. Let’s go.”

      “Democracy dies in darkness…” Hibachi murmured, as the three of them headed off toward Team Ten.

      Nara Shikamaru, for all that Tobio looked like an off-color clone of him at the start of his transmigration, was the first to notice them. He looked tired, and perhaps a little lazy, but that was hiding one of the most brilliant minds of their generation behind that subtle mask.

      “Tobio, Ami, Hibachi,” he greeted with an inclination of his head, hands shoved into his pockets.

      “Team Ten,” Tobio greeted back, giving them all their own nods in return. “What’s been going on?”

      Chōji was too busy eating to answer, so with a put-upon sigh, Shikamaru stepped up to the lot. “Honestly? Our sensei put us up for these troublesome exams.”

      “Really?” Ami asked, looking a little surprised. “Our sensei was hesitant to do that.”

      “Probably because he was worried you weren’t cut out for it,” Ino bluntly stated, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “No offense, but none of you were setting the world on fire at the academy.”

      Ami, much to Tobio’s surprise, didn’t fly off the handle immediately. “Ah, yes. You were really trailblazing there, when you got kunoichi of the year, didn’t you?”

      Then the purple-haired girl gasped, eyes widening as she feigned surprise. “Oh wait! You didn’t win kunoichi of the year!”

      “I still scored higher than you!”

      “I had a stomachache the day of the test. Threw me off my game,” Ami shrugged.

      That was the start of the back and forth between them, as Ami and Ino sniped at each other. Some of it subtle, some of it… not particularly subtle.

      Tobio gave Shikamaru and Chōji an awkward pair of glances, as he tried not to snoop too much at the exchange of insults. “…So how’s life been?”

      “Kind of boring, but that’s how I’ve liked it,” Shikamaru admitted.

      “Same,” Hibachi agreed.

      Chōji was the one who spoke up next, stopping his indomitable snacking spree. “We did a C-rank mission a month ago, escorting a merchant caravan to the capital. It was pretty interesting.”

      “Oh yeah,” Shikamaru blinked, nodding at that reminder. “Asuma-sensei used to be on the Twelve Guardian Ninja roster for the daimyo. He knew a few places around the capital to show us around before we headed back.”

      “Plenty of great food spots too,” Chōji added.

      That piqued Tobio’s interest. “Any places in particular as standouts?”

      “Oh man, lemme tell you about this one ramen stand, they let their pork marinade in this specialty sauce…”

      Chōji was a good guy. The Akimichi were the smartest of all of the Clans in Tobio’s opinion, focusing on good food and healthy living with a stupidly large family. What could be better?

      Of course, while the four of them were having a polite, rational conversation like boys their own age could, Ami and Ino’s little tirade hit a critical mass.

      “You know, I’ve always been envious of you,” Ino admitted.

      That was enough to make Ami blink in surprise. “What? Really?”

      Of course, Tobio saw that glint in her eye, and knew that the kunai was about to plunge in at any moment. “Oh yeah. It takes a lot of confidence to walk around in clothes like those. I could never do it.”

      He felt as if Ami could take all sorts of insults in stride. Slights against her cooking? She knew she wasn’t as good of a cook as her mother. Knocks against her skills? Well, Ami worked hard every day to make up for her deficiencies.

      …But fucking with her fashion sense? Even he understood that was a bridge too far.

      Tobio could see it in the way she got all still, the same she did right before she went in for the kill during their spars. And he was lunging to wrap his arms around her midsection, lifting her up and off of her feet as he held the thrashing kunoichi from surging forward for Ino.

      “You blonde bimbo bitch, I swear by the fuckin’ Kami I’m gonna knock your goddamn teeth out, a—”

      It was for the best that Team Seven walked in at that point.

      Enmity forgotten, though with a tiny smirk on her face, Ino turned to greet Sasuke. “Oh Sasuke-kun~! You’ve finally arrived.”

      “Get away from Sasuke-kun, Ino-pig!!”

      Ah, it was nice to see that the entirety of Team Seven was as loud as ever. Tobio would have liked to enjoy it more, but he currently had arms full of aggressively thrashing kunoichi.

      “Let me at her!”

      “Save it for later in the exams!” Tobio barked, making the girl pause briefly, before she huffed softly.

      “…Alright, alright. I’m chill.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      Her guise lasted for about three seconds, before she began thrashing again. “I’m gonna shove some pins under your fingernails if you don’t let me go!”

      Tobio laughed. “Joke’s on you. That’s just torture training.”

      “…”

      “What?”

      “That’s kind of fucked up, bro,” Hibachi commented.

      “Oi. It isn’t like it’ll hurt,” Tobio denied. “I’m pretty sure I can figure out how to eventually turn off my pain receptors.”

      “That… doesn’t make it any better!” Ami yelled, her ire at least redirected for a moment. Tobio felt more confident in letting her down at this point, if only because Team Eight was coming by. Obviously, they’d be a stabilizing influence.

      “My, my, everyone is here!” Kiba barked, looking smug underneath his parka.

      “Man… you guys too?” Shikamaru commented, giving the approaching team a sidelong glance.

      “Ha~! I see…” He nodded, Akamaru on his head shifting with the movement. “I wonder how far we’ll all get, eh, Tobio-kun?”

      …Didn’t he originally say that to Sasuke? Why was bro calling him out in front of all these people.

      Sasuke chuckled softly, entering into the conversation. “Hmph. Mighty confident, Kiba. Especially for a mutt that lost to him back at the graduation exam.”

      “Can’t you say the same?” Kiba shot back.

      “Don’t worry,” Sasuke smirked, before turning toward Tobio. “I plan on redeeming that loss soon.”

      “Bro, don’t bring me into this rivalry,” Tobio complained, looking between the two of them worriedly. “I’m just here to pass.”

      And then there was the new voice, that made Tobio’s blood run cold.

      “Hey, you guys! You could all be a little quieter.”

      Turning around, everyone turned to face the approaching, gray-haired boy. He wasn’t that much older than them, and honestly, if Tobio didn’t know who he really was he wouldn’t have thought much of him. With his spectacles and lean build, he was fairly unassuming, all things considered.

      Unassuming, just like a ninja should be. It was unfortunate that it was attached to one of the biggest traitors in the entire series, who would eventually become the mastermind behind the army of undead shinobi in a couple of years.

      One of his stretch goals in Tobio’s rough plans for this exam was finding a way to take out this guy.

      Kabuto.

      “You guys must be the twelve rookies… fresh out of the academy, right?”

      “What’s it matter to you?” Hibachi asked, frowning over at the slightly older Genin.

      “Because this isn’t a school field trip.”

      “Who are you? Acting all haughty!” Ino frowned.

      “I’m Kabuto,” he spoke, as if that answered everything. “Anyway, take a look around you.”

      True enough they did so, though it was made painfully clear that they were… perhaps a little louder than would have been advisable. All of the bickering and boasting drew quite a few eyes to them.

      Not that Tobio was afraid of anyone in this room outside of Rock Lee, Kabuto, and Gaara, but still.

      “Everyone’s on edge already, waiting to take the exam. Figured I’d warn you guys before you got your ass kicked by them.” It was a friendly, polite action. If you didn’t know any better, and were blissfully unaware that he was the world’s number one Orochimaru dickrider.

      Or a Danzo supporter.

      Or Obito’s zombie apocalypse enabler.

      Whose fucking side was Kabuto even supposed to be on? Did that guy even know himself? It got a little hazy toward the end of the story, and it felt like Kishimoto just kind of… lost the plot when it came to his storyline.

      “I guess it can’t be helped,” he huffed, reaching into his back pocket. “You rookies are totally clueless. You even remind me of my old self.”

      “Then this is your second time taking the test?” Sakura questioned.

      “No, not really. It’s my seventh time. This exam is held twice a year, so this is my fourth year taking them,” he explained.

      That was enough to make Ami frown. “So why would we want a loser’s take?”

      Kabuto, an outstanding actor that he was, did fake a wince. “That may be true, but I’ve still gathered up a lot of information over my attempts.”

      Hibachi shrugged. “I’ll hand it to them, information-gathering is part of being a ninja.”

      “Then allow me to share my info with my cute juniors… in the form of these ninja info cards!”

      “I take it back, this guy’s a dork.”

      Sakura was undeterred, though. “Ninja info cards?”

      “They’re basically cards that have information coded into them through the usage of chakra.”

      “Fūinjutsu,” Hibachi corrected.

      That was enough to make Kabuto’s eyes flick up toward the beanie-headed boy, before giving him a nod. “That’s so. It took me years to gather up all the info into these cards, with almost two-hundred entries. They’re blank, but when I put my personal chakra into the cards…”

      He spun some around on the ground, revealing some kind of combination map and bar graph. Which, if Tobio was going to be honest, was kind of impressive from a technical aspect. Kabuto might have been a filthy traitor, but he did know his shit.

      “It shows the number of test takers and participating shinobi nations, and the number of applicants from each respective village is individually displayed,” Kabuto explained.

      “That’s… extensive,” Shikamaru commented, taken a little aback.

      “Do you have cards with detailed information on individuals?”

      “Hah… are there ones you’re concerned about?” Shuffling through his deck, the teen gave them a nod. “I’ve got information for the applicants this time around, even if it isn’t perfect… including your teams.”

      All of the hairs on the back of Tobio’s neck raised. They couldn’t have information on them, could they? The Takigakure mission was supposed to be classified.

      “Gaara from Sunagakure, Rock Lee from Konohagakure, and Nakamura Tobio from Konohagakure as well.”

      “Oh, you know their names. No sweat, then!”

      Tobio could only gape at the sheer audacity of Sasuke. “My man, I am literally standing right here. You could just ask if you wanted to know about me!”

      “Got something to hide?”

      “Yes,” Tobio bluntly stated. “My secrets have secrets.”

      Shuffling out a new card, it had a whole-ass drawing on it, with Rock Lee’s stats and abilities listed out. The same for Gaara, with both of their information being listed out. But the one thing he didn’t much care for, was the fucking lore dump that Kabuto apparently had about himself.

      “Lastly, we’ve got Nakamura Tobio. Missions: Ten D-ranked, one C-ranked, and a mysterious A-rank. His sensei is Kanden Tekuno. Specifically Tobio is known for a superlative skill in just about all shinobi arts, save for the social ones, with a massive number of known jutsu, and a growing reputation as a kenjutsu prodigy.”

      Tobio was about to break out into hives, and it was Kabuto’s fucking fault.

      The idea that he was possibly on Orochimaru’s radar was enough to make him freeze on the spot. It felt like the world was slowing down around him, as every paranoid fantasy he had about this world. Avoiding attention forever just wasn’t feasible, not when he was having medical tests for bloodlines done, and coming to the attention of powerful people.

      Hell, Tobio had even made his peace with Danzō being aware of him. That old warhawk had fingers in so many pies, it went without saying that he was going to know before long. But having someone like Orochimaru on your case was just… bad for your health, across the board.

      Even worse was the fact that there was an entire picture of him on the card, along with his main statistics. All of them were surprisingly high, though his genjutsu and ninja tools were lower than the rest. It wasn’t all that surprising.

      “Of note is Tobio’s extreme durability, and outsized chakra reserves for his background.”

      “That’s pretty extensive!” Ami exclaimed, looking genuinely surprised. “How’d you even get all that?”

      “I’ve got my sources.”

      “Some sources…” Shikamaru mumbled.

      “Konoha, Suna, Ame, Kusa, Taki, Oto… This year every Hidden Village has sent outstanding Genin to compete,” Kabuto continued.

      “I don’t know much about Otokagure,” he lied, like a fucking liar. “It’s a minor village of a small nation that was created last year, so there isn’t really much information. But all of the other competing villages are well-respected, and home to formidably powerful shinobi.”

      Hinata looked a little frightened, wringing her hands. “T-That kind of thing makes you lose your confidence…”

      “In other words, all of the applicants who have gathered here…” Sakura trailed off.

      “That’s right! Not just Lee, Gaara, and Tobio… they’re all elite Genin selected by each nation.”

      Tobio frowned. “Hey, don’t put me in that elite category.”

      Ami and Hibachi shared a sidelong look with one another, one inscrutable to his gaze, as they stayed silent. Though he felt like they might have been judging him.

      Naruto fell silent, though. Almost trembling, from what it looked like, or shivering, and Sakura reached over to put a hand on his shoulder. “Say… Naruto, don’t be scared, it’ll be—”

      Of course, she misjudged the situation. He wasn’t terrified, but restraining himself, as he exploded with noise. “My name is Uzumaki Naruto!” He bellowed, pointing out toward the crowd. “And I won’t lose to any of you bastards! Got that?!”

      It got the attention of the entire room, and Tobio could only wince as everyone turned to face the rookies. “…Goddamnit! You do know we’re gonna get lumped in with you, right?”

      “Are you saying you’d have a problem if they ganged up on us?” Hibachi asked.

      “No,” Tobio bluntly stated. “The number of people in this room I’m genuinely worried about fighting can be counted on one hand. But it’s the principle of the thing.”

      “Kind of arrogant, isn’t it?” Sasuke asked, turning Tobio’s way with a keen focus. “Unless you’ve advanced that far in so little time.”

      He didn’t know what to say to that. So he defaulted to his usual strategy of demurring. “I’ve picked up a thing or two over the last few months. Our sensei’s really passionate about teaching.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Hibachi huffed. “The guy trains us into the fucking dirt.”

      Ami nodded in vociferous agreement. “You guys are all getting it as badly, right?”

      “Well…” Sakura trailed off, exchanging glances with Sasuke and Naruto, who seemed to be taking the news well. For relative values of the term.

      “Kakashi-sensei’s always showing up late for our team meetings!” Naruto exclaimed, throwing his hands into the air. “It’s so frustrating, y’know?”

      “I’ll admit to some… dissatisfaction,” Sasuke agreed, looking like he’d sucked on something sour.

      “Honestly, we mostly train our clan jutsu when we’re with Asuma-sensei,” Ino admitted, shrugging softly. “He hands us critiques and suggestions, but we’ve usually got our own hands full.”

      It did occur to Tobio at some point that… wasn’t the Oto team supposed to ‘attack’ Kabuto at this point? He glanced over to them, unsure if they were still going to go through with that chain of events. In the anime and manga, it was a little goofy when they were ostensibly supposed to be on the same side. Though that presumed that the three of them even knew Kabuto was a deeply embedded Konoha spy for Orochimaru.

      The divergence was so small, it likely didn’t even matter. Over the last couple of months, Tobio had been made painfully aware that events didn’t occur precisely how they were supposed to have in the media that he was familiar with. For all that Naruto was predictable in some aspects, he’d been adding an increasing number of divergences to the setting at large. Things not being precisely how he’d remembered them was… expected.

      Ideal, even. He didn’t want to live in a world where predestination meant all of his choices and struggles up to this point didn’t matter.

      Before Tobio could spiral even further into introspection, there was an explosion of smoke at the front of the room. It quieted everyone down, and got all of their attention, as every Genin looked forward to try and see what caused the commotion.

      Once the smoke cleared, the entirety of the proctors stood there, with Ibiki Morino standing at their forefront. And Tobio wouldn’t lie, they possessed some immaculate pull-up game. The aura farming was real.

      Yes, Torture and Interrogation, we see the fit.

      With a slight little smile, the man spoke. “Sorry to keep you guys waiting. I’m Morino Ibiki, the examiner for the first test of the chūnin exam.”

      There was just something about the man, about the way he carried himself, that grabbed your attention. Or maybe it was his trenchcoat, and Tobio was projecting his longing for something so sleek and cool in his life. He wasn’t tall enough to pull off that look yet, but one day…

      One day…

      “Let’s lay down some ground rules, shall we? From this point forward, there will be no more fighting without the express permission of the examining officers,” he explained. “And even if that permission is granted, anything that endangers another applicant’s life is strictly forbidden.”

      His gaze turned flinty and cold, with just the slightest amount of killing intent leaking into the room. “Any of you little piglets that break that rule are out of this exam. Disqualified immediately, with no second chances. Do I make myself clear?”

      Silence reigned for a few seconds, before he nodded, satisfied with the seriousness of his words being impressed upon everyone. “We will now begin the first part of the chūnin exams. Turn in your written applications, take one of these seating assignment cards, and report directly to the seat assigned.”

      “When everyone’s seated, we’ll pass out the written portion of the test.”

      From there, just about everything else continued as how Tobio had been expecting, as people got seated and spread across the room. He was near the front, Ami and Hibachi near the middle section of the room, as the rules of the written exam were explained.

      Each shinobi started out with ten points, and the test had ten questions, each worth one point each. For every wrong answer, they took away a point. All ten right, and you could retain your total. The second rule was that the sum total was going to be the combined amount of all three members of your team. And, the expected rule about being caught cheating, which removes two points from each person.

      “You have one hour… starting… NOW!”

      Flipping the paper over and looking at it, Tobio immediately focused in on the cryptography that was listed there. There was a code to be found among the different characters, but maybe they made that one a free gimme? Because it wasn’t hard to find at all.

      Who were they expecting to fool with a bog-standard polyalphabetic cipher? Child’s play. The next one wasn’t that difficult either, as he glanced at the question.

      The parabola marked B represents the greatest effective distance the enemy shinobi, A, could throw a shuriken star from the top of a 23-foot-tall tree. Calculate the specific features of the scenario and deduce the range of the shuriken’s effectiveness, assuming a consistent speed for shinobi A’s assault upon any enemy shinobi operating within the arc the flight of the shuriken describes. Show your work.

      He didn’t take more than five minutes to break that one down, before his pencil stilled at a particular realization.

      “Wait…” He murmured, just barely loud enough over his breath. “…Fuck, I’m actually smart…”

      He couldn’t dodge the prodigy allegations for long, because Tobio was capable of just raw-dogging this entire test without even needing to cheat. Which was in and of itself a flex, even if he did kind of miss the entire point about cheating being the purpose. Depths of the Mind had made him genuinely a genius, and it was times like this where he was painfully made aware of the difference between himself and everyone else.

      Passing the test wasn’t the problem. It was helping his other two idiots cheat their way to the top. Not that his friends were dumb…

      …They just weren’t as smart as him. But that was fine. What was the point of having a genius teammate if they wouldn’t help you cheat on official village examinations?

      The real question was figuring out how to get away with it.

      

    
  




    21. Cheaters Do Actually Prosper

    
       

      One aspect of Sworn Brotherhood that Tobio hadn’t been using outside of combat was his communication skills. There was, indeed, a general lack of tension among the group as a whole. Probably far more than any other genin team currently taking the exam at this moment. Compared to how much truly silent information exchange that they could have been doing, though…

      All of them were lacking in that regard, Tobio included.

      That was something that deserved to be rectified, and where else would he have a better chance to do so? It was just a matter of finding the right way to get his teammates’ attention, without drawing too much notice from the proctors. Humming softly, Tobio closed his eyes and focused on their bootleg ninshu bond, before drumming his knuckles against the wooden table in front of him.

      Both Ami and Hibachi’s attention felt sharp, yet not unfriendly, as he could practically feel the two of them perk up at the noise. Their felt eyes were more questioning than confused on the other end of their connection, that preternatural conveyance telling him that much, as he began to roll his shoulders and head in ways that were on the surface merely a boy stretching out aimlessly.

      Underneath the underneath, though, there was a complex transmission of nearly indetectable information being passed to them. A cough here, a little shift of his chair incrementally right or left, fingers drumming in select sequences. Much like a family of triplets, they had their own secret language, built-in with their mystical bond.

      Now it was time to see if the three of them could learn to capitalize on it.

      The real challenge was trying to get that sort of unfamiliar, unspoken language across to them. His perk promised that eventually there’d be no more need for words between anyone in a given group, because they were connected that deeply. But the problem was that they weren’t there yet.

      Dragon-Blooded who were part of the same Sworn Brotherhood fought together for years at a time, toward the same goal. They were impressive by the standards of other Genin, yet not all that connected compared to the Princes of the Earth they were emulating. It was a painful realization for Tobio, as he didn’t know how much of the ad-hoc communication got through.

      He just had a feeling it wasn’t as much as he’d wanted it to. Such was life, though. Provided that they didn’t freak out when the tenth question came around, things would probably be fine.

      …That said, nobody said he couldn’t shoot for extra credit.

      It might have been something of a flex for extra credit, if there could be such a thing, but Tobio figured there was no harm in going above and beyond. After all, he did know how everyone cheated canonically, and chances were that part hadn’t changed this time around. Would it hurt if he just… made a small essay, detailing all the myriad ways they managed it?

      Being sneaky enough to cheat and not get caught was one thing, but it was another to be observant enough to tell how everyone around you was cheating as well. That was promotion-worthy behavior, at least in his eyes. Who knew if the proctors would feel the same?

      The painted Sunagakure-nin on the same team as Gaara of the Sand has a doll posing as a proctor. Both of the Hyuga are using their byakugan to cheat, via looking through people’s bodies to get their answers. Kabuto possesses an alarming amount of classified information on various individuals in the exam, which suggests a deep level of personal surveillance skill on his part or an active subversion of the village’s information quarantine. When it comes to Yamanaka Ino, she has projected her mind into Haruno Sakura’s body to…

      And so on it went, as he tried to use his crystalline memory to recall and theorize how everyone skirted around the rules of the test. Easier said than done, especially seeing as how Tobio had to be mindful of not mentioning any exact names or knowledge he shouldn’t have. Between that, and his little facade of micromovements and speaking to his team through body language, he’d have to hope that they read enough to understand which answers were the right ones.

      And before long, it was time for the tenth question that Tobio knew was coming.

      “Alright,” the scarred man frowned, looking out at the classroom of test-takers. “Here comes the tenth question. Though before we get to the question itself, I’m adding one more new rule.”

      To the various people in the crowd, that sort of addition seemed arbitrary. But like a lot of the subtler effects of the exam, it was meant to shake an examinee’s confidence. Keeping them perpetually off-kilter was just part of the job for the examiners, even if it did seem contrary at times.

      They weren’t in a low-stress career, after all. If a shinobi couldn’t take this much, they didn’t deserve to pass.

      “This rule is absolute. First you must choose… whether to accept or reject this question to begin with.”

      “Ch-choose? What if someone doesn’t accept the question?” Temari blurted out, drawing Ibiki’s eyes her way.

      A pitiless gaze, the man stared out toward the blonde Suna kunoichi. “If you reject the question and don’t even try to answer it, you’ll lose all your points immediately and fail. Along with both of your teammates.”

      “Say what?!”

      “Then why would anyone choose to reject it?”

      The two background ninja Tobio hadn’t been paying too much attention to did have a good question. It was also about to be answered very shortly by their proctor.

      “Because of the other rule. If you try to answer the question and get it wrong, you will never be permitted to apply for the Chūnin Selection Exams again. Never.”

      Which was a lie, like, a flat out lie to discourage people. Tobio refused to believe that the entire educational and testing apparatus of Konohagakure had that much sway to make even foreign ninja ineligible for promotion. Most of the people in the room weren’t adults, though, and tended toward the younger side of things. That sort of big, scary pronouncement worked because of it.

      “You can’t be serious,” Kiba barked out. “That’s ridiculous! There are ninja here who’ve sat for chūnin exams more than once!”

      To that, Ibiki could only give a cruel chuckle. “Just your rotten luck. I wasn’t making the rules in the past years. Now, I am.”

      “I’ve been upfront with you. You can take a failing grade now, and try again later. Anyone who has doubts would be smart to reject the tenth question right now. Come back and reapply next year, and the year after that.”

      He said it casually, as if some of the contestants in the room weren’t on their last legs when it came to trying to get promoted. Tobio, however, didn’t even blink. He didn’t even look all that frightened or concerned, and he hoped that his teammates registered that confidence on the other end of their bond, or in his body language.

      “Ready?” With a pause to allow his words to sink in, their proctor continued. “Then let’s begin. Those who choose not to accept should raise their hands. Once their number has been confirmed, they will leave the room.”

      And then, slowly but surely… a spree of people began to get up, raising their hands, whether outing themselves or being outed alongside their teammates. Because for better or worse, Tobio had the surety and confidence of a guy who knew what was already coming next. The rest of the hopefuls in the room, seeking promotions…

      They didn’t have that same drive or self-confidence when it came to the future. Hell, Tobio barely did himself, and he already knew his direct and immediate future.

      It seemed as if everything was going to be going one way, until he heard gasps coming out from behind his position at the front of the classroom. They were confusing, right up until Tobio turned around and saw Naruto raising a shaking hand… only to slam it down against his desk in the loudest way possible.

      “Never underestimate me!” He bellowed, and geeze, what a pair of lungs on him. “I don’t quit, and I won’t run!”

      “I’ll accept your stupid question, even if I risk ending up a rookie for the rest of my life! I’ll still become Hokage, even if I can only make it by pure stubbornness. I don’t care!” If nothing else, Tobio would call himself envious of the sheer social bravado Naruto had, to yell that much out in the middle of an official test.

      Ninja Jesus really was built different.

      Ibiki, for his part, seemed nonplussed. The older man even fixed Naruto with a firm stare. “I’ll ask you one last time. This is a decision that could affect not just the rest of your life, but that of your teammates. Quit now, while you still have the chance.”

      “I never go back on my word,” Naruto smiled, sweating bullets. “Stubborness is part of my shinobi skillset!”

      Their proctor’s expression stayed stiff for a few more seconds, before he broke out into a tiny smile. Ibiki stared out at the crowd carefully, gaze piercing out into the examinees that remained. “So… all seventy-eight of you who are still here? You’ve just passed the first exam.”

      There was a ripple of shocked movement that went through the crowd at those words, besides Tobio, anyway. He’d already known about this tenth question beforehand. The hard part was just making sure his teammates hadn’t bugged out, but blessedly, Ami was too stubborn and Hibachi was trusting enough to not get out while the getting was good.

      Even if he knew that the boy wanted to, judging by their bond. Hibachi… just didn’t have the same drive Tobio and Ami did, but honestly, that was fine. Everyone was different, and it was probably normal that people didn’t have grand ambitions like becoming hokage, or shinobi no kami.

      Some people had to have simple aspirations, for the grand ones to stand out in starker contrast.

      “What you mean, ‘passed’?” Sakura blurted out, sounding personally offended by the prospect of not getting to answer more questions. Like the nerd she was. “When did that happen? What about the tenth question?!”

      “There isn’t one,” Ibiki grinned shamelessly. “Not beyond the whole accept or reject thing.”

      Sakura’s boggled, hornswoggled expression was worth the entire price of admission. If their team got disqualified from this point on, he’d still call it worth it.

      “Hey!” Temari yelled, slapping her table angrily. “Then what was the point of the other nine questions?! That was a total waste of our time.”

      Which wasn’t entirely true, he suspected. They were a test of someone’s shinobi skills of spying, keeping from getting caught spying, and their raw intelligence to go into the questions raw. Even if the test technically didn’t matter, Tobio guessed that being able to demonstrate those qualities in some respect significantly helped an examinee’s prospects of promotion.

      “There was no waste. Those questions had a purpose, which they’ve already served. Our goal was to test your skills at spying,” Ibiki freely admitted, saying the quiet part out loud.

      “…Our skills at spying?” Temari blinked, before a dawning realization spread across her face.

      “Remember the rules at the beginning?” He asked, an implicit question to see who’d been paying attention. “You pass or fail as part of a three-man cell. With that rule, I pressured you with the fear that anything you did wrong… would bring your teammates down with you.”

      “You know, I kinda figured that was it,” Naruto admitted, nodding sagely.

      Which… was a straight up fucking lie, but Tobio wasn’t going to be too hard on ninja jesus. There was no point in calling out his bullshit here to disrupt the flow of the exams.

      Ibiki took the lapse in interruptions to keep talking. “That said, the questions are purposefully created far beyond the level that junior ninja could be expected to handle. Most of you, having reached that same conclusion, had only one way of retaining your points.”

      “The cheating,” Ami murmured, barely audible to Tobio’s ears.

      “In other words… we set up the test up on the assumption you’d cheat. And to ensure that there would be suitable targets for you to cheat from, we snuck in a pair of chūnin who already knew all the answers.”

      Tobio didn’t have the faintest clue who they were, though, since he’d kind of gone into the test raw. Naruto, however, lacked that same humility.

      “Ha, ha, ha! Yeah, it was obvious! Any idiot could tell who they were,” he boisterously proclaimed. And Tobio had to remind himself that it wasn’t his fault he was a maladapted jinchūriki.

      There was no reason to clown on him… yet.

      Carefully, Ibiki’s gloved hands reached up to slowly undo his bandanna. “Of course, anyone who cheated in a clumsy or obvious way failed.” It wasn’t clear what he was doing, or why at first, until Ibiki fully revealed what was underneath. The manga had… underplayed the sheer visceral range of the damage that he’d undergone.

      All of the bald man’s head was a complete, solid mass of scar tissue, and not from the same time of injuries. Burns, gnarly whorls from where screws were brought into play, long and thin slashing marks… it was a level of torture that, realistically, Tobio had never thought about before. Obviously, though, it happened in real life. When someone needed to get information out of a shinobi, and they knew they had it…

      Well, he supposed that was when torture was on the table. The rest of his body, covered as it was, likely wasn’t too much better. Perhaps even worse, considering they didn’t need to go as ‘easy’ on the rest of Ibiki, to keep him alive.

      “There may be circumstances where being caught in an act of espionage can cost you more than just your life,” Ibiki smiled, but it was a wan smile, the kind where the light didn’t reach his eyes. “You pay in ways that can be taken from you, little by little, time and time again, when countless lives hang in the balance.”

      Putting his forehead protector back on, the man gave a little sigh. “Furthermore, the information you obtain can’t be trusted if you’re not taking it in complete secrecy to begin with. Compromised sources or operations are so unreliable, you might as well be doing your enemy’s work for them. Putting those you serve, and who serve you, in danger.”

      “That’s why we maneuvered you into using espionage tactics to cheat. It’s the simplest way of weeding out those whose abilities aren’t yet up to snuff.”

      Temari say there quiet for a few more seconds, before her eyebrows furrowed together. “Okay… but still, what was the deal with the tenth question?”

      “Ah! The tenth question was, if I’m being honest, the first real question on the exam.”

      “What on earth do you mean?” Sakura asked, not entirely getting the gist of the situation.

      “Allow me to explain. The tenth question was a choice between two options.” Raising his hand up, the grin on his face turned a touch more sinister. “Both were difficult and dangerous. Those who chose to reject were failed, and their comrades alongside them. Those who chose to accept and couldn’t answer the question lost any chance of ever even trying again.”

      Tobio was unsure about that one, considering how many shinobi would be dying in Konoha in the next few years. But he kept his opinions there to himself.

      “It was a nasty, unfair, no-win set of options.”

      “Because what kind of chūnin would ever get away with only taking the safe jobs?” Tobio guessed, cocking his head to the side. “Higher ranks come with more authority, respect, power, but it also comes with new responsibilities and dangers.”

      “Precisely!” Ibiki smiled, eyes glinting over toward Tobio. “Those who can’t gamble with their own fate, and trade today’s certain risk for tomorrow’s uncertain future are weaklings that only make clear-cut and easy decisions. In my opinion, they don’t belong in the ranks of the chūnin at all!”

      “By choosing to accept, you answered the most insoluble tenth question correctly. Keep that spirit, and you can conquer all of the doubts and difficulties you’ll face.”

      It was becoming exceedingly clear to Tobio that the ‘Will of Fire’ was not some bullshit propaganda touted out. He… was almost certain that Ibiki genuinely believed in that philosophy. Was that at all surprising to him, though? When you were being tortured, with no knowledge of rescue, day after day…

      Some people would break under that sort of pressure. But it felt like Ibiki internalized it, that the flame inside was far hotter than anything that’d been applied to his skin. Tobio… didn’t have the faintest clue how he’d hold up to torture. The level of challenge someone would have to take him down nonlethally didn’t bear thinking about.

      “You’ve passed the first hurdle. Part one of the Chūnin Selection Exam is now concluded. I’ll pray you fight the good fight moving forward.”

      It was a heartwarming, earnest ending to an anxiety-ridden portion of the test for some people. Which was why it made the situation all the more frantic the moment that the window crashed in, and a familiar kunoichi made her own loud entrance. An unfurling banner accompanied the sudden sound of crashing glass, as Ibiki closed his eyes in mild exasperation.

      …Were Konoha ninja just incapable of entering and exiting rooms like normal people?

      Anko Mitarashi, blessedly, lived up to the hype, at least when it came to her appearance. The mesh armor she wore wasn’t as sheer as some smut had made it look in his past life, but it didn’t leave that much about her figure to the imagination. With her long trench coat, skirt, and leg greaves, she cut an impressively curvy figure, standing before the entire room of chūnin hopefuls.

      Though maybe she could wear some more clo—

      Oh no. Oh kami no, he was starting to notice women again.

      That sort of thing wasn’t inherently a problem, but he was twelve, and being distracted by extremely curvaceous kunoichi felt like a weakness. Or not, maybe it’d really come in handy in the coming years. Right now, though, he was more mortified than not, because… he couldn’t even do anything about it!

      If he was a teenager, maybe he’d be more confident with hitting on a hot, older shinobi. As it was now, she’d probably ask if his balls had dropped or something. This was some bullshit!

      “None of you are in any position to celebrate,” she barked out, while Tobio quietly fumed to himself. “I am the second chief examination officer, Mitarashi Anko! Time’s a-wastin’, people, let’s go! Follow me!”

      It was a loud, bombastic declaration, the kind that was meant to stir up a lot of excitement in the air. Which made it all the more amusing when silence reigned across the classroom, and Ibiki peeked around the other side of the banner. “…Can’t you sense the mood in here?”

      Looking out against the crowd, she turned back to Ibiki with surprise. “Seventy-eight of them? Ibiki, you passed twenty-six teams?!”

      Huffing, she slid her hands into her pockets. “Obviously, you went too easy on them.”

      “This year, we have applicants of exceptional caliber,” he defended, smiling back at her. Which was technically true, this year canonically had been utterly stacked with great talents.

      “Yeah, right,” she rolled her eyes. ‘I’ll cut the number down by half before the next test is done.’ There was a shiver in her posture, whether real or exaggerated, as her smile returned in earnest. “Ooh! I get excited just thinking about it. I’ll explain in detail as soon as we move to the next location, so follow me!”

      It wasn’t long before the rest of the crowd filed out of the building after her, Tobio reuniting with his team, as a low murmur came over the others as well.

      “How was the test?” Tobio asked. He was genuinely curious.

      “Easier, once I figured out what your weird movements and shuffles meant,” Hibachi admitted. “But I dunno how well I did on the test. It was a lot harder than I thought it’d be.”

      Ami nodded in agreement. “Yeah, is that sort of thing… normal? Being able to read your teammates to that extent?”

      “We’re the best team,” Tobio demurred, trying to deflect from the supernatural, low-level battle network that they were linked into. “It’s natural that we’d be synchronized.”

      Ami brightened from that praise, closing her eyes as she radiated an unearned smugness. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

      “I guess…?” Hibachi added, not quite as convinced, but not giving Tobio a pointed stare yet either. “Let’s just say that we got lucky that Tobio’s got such easy-to-read body language all the time.”

      “Only when I want to.”

      “My man, my brother, when you’re about to spar sensei, you’re vibrating in place waiting your turn,” Hibachi admonished.

      “What?” Tobio barked. “I’m not that bad. Am I that bad, Ami?”

      “I mean…” She glanced away. “It’s kind of cute! Like a small dog that’s just too excited for its own good, y’know?”

      He hated these idiots. Why did he ever think it was a good idea to help them do better on this test? Betrayal and calumny were what he’d earned with the wages of his System-borne cheats! Tobio would never emotionally recover from this.

      Anko shifted their way a little too quickly, and her chest bounced a bit noticeably in the same motion. It caught his eye, perhaps a little more than it ought to have.

      …Alright, he’d recovered.
Behind her was the massive expanse of the Forest of Death, which for reasons that escaped Tobio was only kept closed by… a regular chain link fence. Given that there were bears the size of small houses roaming about inside, pools of voracious leeches, and gigantic snakes, Tobio didn’t know why there wasn’t more security around the perimeter. He’d chalk it up to budget cuts, and save himself the grief of wondering why.

      “This is the arena for the second exam: training ground forty-four. Also known as… the Forest of Death!” He could give Anko credit for doing her best to ham it up. Considering the dangers that lay within, though, maybe she wasn’t doing it enough.

      And then Naruto had to open his big fucking mouth. “Like that’s really gonna scare us. You’re trying to psych us out, and I’m not gonna fall for it!”

      Anko’s body stilled, ever so slightly, even as a grin spread across her face. It was all the warning Tobio received before he felt the spike of bloodlust that came from her, all of his preternatural senses screaming out a brief warning as the woman spoke. “Oh really? You’re pretty cocky, huh?”

      The movement was fast. His eyes could barely track the kunai that’d been whipped toward Naruto, leaving a shallow cut along his whiskers, before Anko blurred into motion beside him. “Heh. Your kind are always the first to go…”

      She was, to be fair, right to scare the shit out of him. But perhaps she could have been a little less creepy, as opposed to lapping up the blood. “Spilling all that red, luscious, lovely blood…”

      “That’s unsanitary,” Hibachi murmured, wincing at the sight. “Who knows where Naruto’s been?”

      Despite himself, Tobio let out a laugh, if a hollow one. Because the only reason this scene stood out to his head was the ‘Kusa’ shinobi that approached Anko from behind to hand her the thrown kunai back. He could barely sense the man, which was understandable. Because that wasn’t some random foreign shinobi.

      It was fucking Orochimaru, and Tobio was doing his best not to bug out on the spot. Here and now, he could… what, yell out that the kusa ninja over there was their village’s most famous traitor? And end up getting them all killed in an actual bloodbath. Maybe he could tell someone in a bit, but should he? Who would believe him, especially once they asked how he knew this stuff?

      His situation was, in many respects, a case of zugzwang. Whatever move he made was bound to put him into a perilous situation.

      “Are you alright?” Ami asked, concern on her face. “You’re a little pale.”

      “Just jitters,” Tobio wanly smiled back, trying to wave it off.

      “That’s… surprising,” she nodded, and he could tell that she didn’t entirely believe him. But nor was she calling him out even further on it, as their attention drifted back to Anko at the front of the crowd. Now that the kerfluffle had come to a stop, she was pulling out a stack of papers from her coat.

      “Before we begin the second exam there’s something I have to hand out,” she explained, much to the confusion of the various shinobi standing around. “They’re consent forms. Everyone has to sign one.”

      “…Why?” Naruto asked, the most boggled out of everyone.

      “We want all the details covered before the first deaths occur,” she chuckled, laughing in an admittedly cute way, that was almost a total inversion of her previous bloodthirsty display. “Sign before you go in, so Konoha can’t be held liable. You wouldn’t want me to get in trouble, would you?”

      “Wait, I thought there were no deaths supposed to happen?” Ino asked, gaining Anko’s attention.

      “You’re absolutely right about that… nominally speaking,” Anko responded, glancing toward the kunoichi. “But the Forest of Death is a dangerous place, with wildlife that is kept specifically as hazards for this test and training purposes. And, we’re hardly going to be able to note what everyone does at all times inside of the forest.”

      …Tobio studiously kept his gaze from drifting toward the Oto team. It wasn’t like he wanted to murder them, but technically they were all dead anyway in a month or so. Better his team used them as a whetstone for their capabilities than anyone else in his eyes.

      Casting her eyes toward around the cautious Genin eyeing her up, Anko could only huff in dissatisfaction. “Allow me to explain what the second exam entails, and then you all can sign the forms.”

      “To put it simply, it’s a no holds barred survival test. Training ground forty-four is bordered by a circular perimeter, interrupted at regular intervals by forty-four locked gates.” Holding up a very simplistic map, it illustrated the roughly twenty-kilometer diameter of the training grounds.

      All of that was on the outskirts of the village itself, which seemed… dangerous, but Tobio had long since learned to make his peace with it. “As you can see, there are forests, a river, and at the center is a tower, roughly ten kilometers at the radius.”

      That was a big area on the surface for a bunch of twelve-year-olds to navigate, just not as bad as it sounded when you thought about how quickly ninja could tear up territory. Tobio was pretty fast himself, and while he might not have had the best sense of direction, he was confident in his ability to tear up that terrain easily. With his teammates alongside him, not so much.

      If they hadn’t all learned to tree walk at this point, it would have been a nightmare.

      “Within the confines of this carefully delineated area, you’re going to undergo a survival test. During the course of that test, you may use any ninja arts or weapons you have at your disposal,” Anko continued.

      Tobio could almost feel his asauchi in its storage scroll, twitching for violence.

      With her piercing, light brown eyes, bereft of any pupils, Anko’s stare was focused as she held up a scroll before the crowd. “It’s a variant of a fight to the death mission, or capture the flag… or, in this case, capture the scroll.”

      “Scroll?” One of the various mooks asked.

      Holding out two different scrolls, both were colored differently, and emblazoned with alternative kanji. “There’s a ‘scroll of heaven’ and a ‘scroll of earth’, with your objective being to acquire both of them.”

      “There’s seventy-eight of you here, so that’s about twenty-six teams of three. Thirteen of you will start out with a heaven scroll,” she lifted one to illustrate, before raising the other, “and the other thirteen will have an earth scroll. But you’ll need both of them to pass.”

      “Naturally, you’ll have to get your hands on whatever you don’t have…” Anko smirked, eyes glinting flintily. “However, you want to handle that. Then it’s a matter of bringing them both to the tower at the center.”

      “Which means it’s a free for all,” Tobio spoke up, arms crossed in front of his chest. Though, given that he knew all of this was coming beforehand, it wasn’t all that surprising.

      “You bet! Starting from the moment all the teams are inside, you’ve got one hundred and twenty hours to complete this exam–exactly five days!”

      “Five days! Ino exclaimed.

      “What are we supposed to do for food?!” Choji yelled.

      “That’s your problem,” Anko shrugged unapologetically. “The forests are full of nature’s bounty. Also they’re full of man-eating animals, deadly insects, and poisonous plants… but what’s life without a little risk?”

      Another thing that he’d foreseen, and prepared accordingly. His scroll was filled with premade rations for days and days, so Team Eleven at least would be eating like kings. Even failing that, Beniemiya would have ensured that he would have known what was edible and what wasn’t, and also came with processing skills to butcher whatever they hunted.

      It might not have been the strongest out of his perks, but by god, it was definitely one of the best utility perks he could have lucked out with.

      “…Are you cooking the entire time?” Ami asked, sounding mildly concerned.

      “Ami, I’ve already got premade meals prepared for at least a week of consistent eating,” he assured her. That was presuming he didn’t want to try and hunt a giant snake, or bear, while they were in there. A recipe for grilled snake was bouncing around in the back of his head.

      Hibachi piped up as well. “And I should be able to make us a shitty earthen hut, though not often.”

      “Honestly, the hardest part of this entire thing for us is gonna be hunting the other scroll we need…” And avoiding certain targets that they couldn’t fight, like Orochimaru or Gaara.

      Kabuto was… probably not someone any of them could fight either. Even if Tobio desperately wanted to kill the older boy before he could play an earnest part in engineering the ninja apocalypse.

      Planning all these assassinations wasn’t good for his mental health, but he’d deal with it if he lived that long.

      He’d missed a bit of what Anko had been speaking about, given the little back and forth between him and his team. Though when the conversation drifted toward what teams could be disqualified for, he paid attention again.

      “Now let’s talk about rules… and what offenses you can be disqualified for. Obviously, teams that fail to reach the tower in time, with all members of their cell and carrying both scrolls, are out.”

      An obvious rule, seeing as this was the most teamwork-driven portion of the exam. If you couldn’t hack it here, arguably, you didn’t deserve the promotion. Brotherhood was going to let them eat just about everyone else alive.

      “Losing any members to death or severe injury naturally disqualifies you. Nor can you leave the forest before time is up. No recess, no time-outs. Treat this like it’s a legit mission.” Putting her hands on her hips, she also added one more thing. “Also, you’re forbidden to look at the contents of the scrolls until you’re inside the tower.”

      “What happens if we sneak a peek?” Naruto asked.

      “That’s for those who look to know.”

      At his baffled expression, she continued. “If any of you make it to the chūnin level, there will be times when you’ll be entrusted with top-secret documents. Consider it a test of your trustworthiness.”

      “Beyond that, you’ve got a bit of time to decide if you want to sign the consent forms. The exam will begin once you all enter from your chosen gate.”

      There wasn’t much else for her to say, beyond the dispersal of all the examinees to go for their consent forms. Tobio hadn’t even considered the alternative of declining, but it did occur to him that he should probably check in with his teammates about it.

      “…You guys don’t have to continue, if you don’t want to,” Tobio added.

      “Pfft, really? Why thank you, honorable lord Tobio,” Hibachi chuckled. “Your permission is appreciated.”

      “W-What? I was just trying to be nice!”

      “I know, and I appreciate it,” his bro nodded. “But if you think I’m taking this test for you, or Ami, you’re dead wrong. I’m doing it for myself, to prove I’ve got it in me to go the distance.”

      “What happened to your dream of a cushy, lazy life?” Ami asked, eyebrows raised.

      Hibachi shrugged, one hand reaching up to lazily adjust his hat. “I still have it. But… I also recognize that like, I’d be doing myself a disservice if I didn’t at least try to see what I was capable of. To… try and go push myself a bit.”

      “You two have infected me with your enthusiasm and discipline,” he shivered, shaking his head slowly. “I used to crave waking up late, and now I feel all weird if I’m sleeping in too much.”

      “We’ll make a training maniac out of you yet,” Tobio grinned toothily.

      “Please don’t,” Hibachi winced.

      Ami sighed exaggeratedly, shooting him a sad smile. “It’s too late for you, Hibachi. You’ve been ensnared in our tricky web of conditioning.”

      “I’ll see if Sensei can get you some training weights, like the ones I wear,” Tobio promised.

      “Let’s not be too hasty,” Hibachi quickly added.

      “Too late. I’m telling Sensei the moment we see him.”

      “You ass…” Hibachi muttered darkly. “I’ll remember this.”

      It wasn’t long before they had their forms sorted out, and were even given their chosen scroll. An earth scroll, excitingly enough. Which meant that the only thing to do was finding a good gate. But once that was figured out…

      They were there, standing before that big, yawning opening into untouched, dangerous wilderness. Just about everything would be trying to kill them, whether that be foreign teams, or the wildlife itself. And yet, Tobio couldn’t help but to feel excited all the same.

      “You guys ready for this?”

      “No,” Hibachi sighed. “But I’m gonna try my best anyway.”

      Ami beamed at him, before she gave her own answer. “Oh, I’m more than ready. Kind of hoping we run into Ino’s team.”

      Tobio sighed, fixing her with a stare. “Ami,”

      “What? I just wanna rough her up a little, nothing lethal!”

      During that brief rest they had, all of the members of Team Eleven bantered back and forth. It was a good way to forestall the stress and tension for the other two members of Tobio’s team, until it was finally time to enter. The moment that they were open to enter the forest, Team Eleven rocketed forward. Other teams might have needed words to communicate their aims, or to direct themselves, but none of them did. Not when they had something far more instinctive riding roughshod on their shared bond.

      As always, they trusted Tobio enough to follow his lead, and frankly, he’d given the situation some thought as well. There were three main priorities they had, from what he could remember of the story. Each one came with it’s own challenges, but none of them were insurmountable with five days to spare.

      First up was obviously getting an accompanying heaven scroll for their earth variant. Without that, they wouldn’t be able to pass to the next stage. Teaming up the other Konoha teams to bully all the foreign ones was more ideal, admittedly, but it depended on if they properly ran into any of them.

      He doubted Team Eleven was going to be getting ambushed, whether from the wildlife or enemy action, so that wasn’t a problem for them. Just finding what they needed was at the top of his concerns. But it wasn’t the only item on the agenda.

      Next up was the Oto team, who were going to be tasked with ‘testing’ Sasuke, once Orochimaru bit him. Trying to stop that was… out of his hands, as much as he’d hated to admit it. That said, it didn’t mean that he couldn’t cut down some of the Hidden Sound’s talent while they were running around. Killing was distasteful, he’d admit, but so was letting them have free rein of the forest.

      For better or worse, they’d have to go, especially since he didn’t have any proof of a Otogakure and Sunagakure alliance to bring to his superiors. Without that proof, it’d just be the rambling of an unaffiliated Genin. They might have their own suspicions, yet not enough to do anything about it. More importantly for him, they’d have questions about how he knew that sort of stuff.

      Tobio had to play with the hand he was dealt. At least they’d help him steadily rank up to his fifty-kill goal for that next Might perk.

      Last but not least was a more unusual goal: subverting Karin. She was in this exam with the Kusagakure delegation, and provided he separated her away from the village that was actively killing her, he doubted she’d prove too loyal to them. If anyone asked how he knew she was an Uzumaki, he’d get everyone’s stories straight ahead of time.

      …Ami and Hibachi would have questions, no doubt. Tobio could only hope that he’d earned enough trust with the two of them that they’d wait for a more opportune time to grill him over some of his foreknowledge. Potentially keeping a secret from their Sensei, too.

      Part of his plan to recruit her was a bit dependent on Konoha being willing to brave the frustration and danger of Kusagakure being angry, but for a prime Uzumaki specimen? One of their erstwhile allied Clans they failed to save? Hopefully, Tobio could play on Hiruzen’s sentimentality and practicality, and play one of his trump cards like the Elixir to convince the old coot.

      The real question was… which goal did they want to see to first?

      

    
  




    22. Into The Woods

    
       

      It was tough to decide which of the three goals he wanted to tackle first. Each of them had its own merits, though some would be harder to achieve than others. In the end, however, his mind kept drifting back to one in particular: Karin.

      He could practically taste the perks that’d come from disrupting canon this much, this early on. It might have made him a bit of a gremlin, but if they were being honest, he needed those power-ups. Anything less would run the risk of leaving him ill-equipped for the real threats running around the preliminaries.

      Neji, Lee, and Gaara.

      The first of the bunch, he could potentially eke out a win against, if he cut loose and showed off a few of his tricks. Lee and Gaara, however, were a totally different story. When it came to the caliber of examinees this year, those two were at the very top of the hierarchy, and for very good reason.

      He wasn’t ashamed to admit that while his taijutsu was good, it wasn’t beat Rock Lee good. Hell, his kenjutsu alone might not have cut it even if he stopped holding back from lethal cuts. When it came to raw skill alone, Rock Lee was just built different. And Gaara was a totally different beast entirely, considering what he was holding in his stomach.

      No, if he was going to stand a chance against those two, he wanted to stack the deck as much as possible. That meant doing the reasonable thing and aiming to get her to defect to Konohagakure from Kusagakure. And besides, giving Karin a happier life in Konoha was, at the very least, pretty much the smallest amount of active good he could do for a character that was woefully squandered in the original material. When the alternative was allowing her to suffer in Kusagakure as a living blood bag or working for Orochimaru, it wasn’t hard to argue for a moral good of whisking her away from either of those futures. Maybe even letting her know that she still had active kin, in the form of Naruto.

      That said, it did mean he had to make some explanations to his teammates.

      “You guys trust me, right?” He called back, as they leapt through the massive overgrowth of trees at the periphery of the forest, keeping a cautious pace. Tobio’s relevant danger senses would likely alert him well in advance of any genuine threats, but it didn’t hurt to stay on his guard.

      “…Yeah?” Hibachi nodded, sounding confused.

      “Of course!” Ami enthusiastically confirmed. “Unless you tried to turn us into missing-nin or something, but you’re too lazy for that.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Tobio snarked. “But… you’re not far from what I’m about to bring up. I wanna help someone defect from their village, because they’re technically from an allied clan of Konoha.”

      There was silence, as everyone came to a slowed stop on one of the massive branches of the gargantuan trees in the forest. He could feel both of their stares on him when he said that. Though Hibachi was the first to break the silence, as his jaw had been working back and forth.

      “…Are you going to explain how you know that?”

      The sole kunoichi among them nodded in agreement. “It’s a big claim,” Ami added.

      This was where Tobio had to grimace. “I promise I’ll give a deeper explanation, but for now, are you guys willing to follow my lead on this?”

      “What clan is this mystery shinobi even from?” Hibachi pushed.

      “The Uzumaki. They were, before Uzushiogakure was destroyed, our greatest allies, and the clan got scattered all over the place. Notable signs of the bloodline are bright red hair, and when in conjunction with that name…”

      “…It means that’s a member of the clan, or at least strongly hinting at that,” Hibachi sighed. “I still want to know how you know this, though…”

      Tobio opened his mouth, before Hibachi raised a hand to stop him. “I’m willing to follow your lead here. You’ve never led us wrong yet, and if you say they’re willing to defect, I’ll take your word for it. But when we’re somewhere secure, you’re getting grilled.”

      He could only grimace at that. “Fair.

      “So what team is he on?” Ami asked.

      “She’s on one of the Kusa teams,” Tobio confirmed. “Bright red hair, glasses, red eyes too.”

      Ami grew a little quiet, hands twitching. “…She?”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “No, no,” she smiled, even if Tobio didn’t see the light reach her eyes when she said that. “No problem at all.”

      “…Okay,” he nodded, not entirely believing Ami, but he didn’t have the time to get into it with her. “Let’s try to track those idiots down.”

      For now, they had a mission, and a target. Finding Karin, and convincing her that it was in her best interest to allow herself to be kidnapped.

      How hard could it be?

    
    

    
      Karin

      Ever since her mother had passed away, Karin had taken up the duties that she’d left behind. And, if she was going to be entirely blunt, Karin despised them. A girl could only take being referred to as a strategic resource so many times, bottling down her antagonism and anger. All around her in Kusagakure, there was nothing but the chakra of men and women who ever grasped for more.

      Less like people, and more like cold flames moving through the edge of her senses. Perfidious, hungry, and in many respects, disgusting. They didn’t see Karin for who she was, or what aspirations she might have had for her life, but for what she could do for them. A resource to be used and exploited over the course of her existence. Nothing more, and nothing less. For all that a Hidden Village was supposed to shelter and protect its members in theory, that was hardly the case when it came to Karin’s treatment.

      It was a twilight existence that would see her dead. She knew it, deep in her bones, when a bit more of her was bitten away by people who didn’t quite see her. Just like her mother before her, it was death by a thousand cuts, slow and outside of her control.

      She couldn’t see an escape, though, not any that’d see her avoiding being thrown in another hell like the one she was trying to escape. Much to her anger, and frustration, no matter what move she made, her fate was sealed. Even this excursion to the Chūnin Selection Exams was another way to dig her in ever deeper.

      Once she was properly promoted, after all, she knew that none of the Kusagakure village leadership intended for her to ever leave those grounds again. Whether that was due to her use as a medic, or… whatever other aims, they might have had for her. The noose was slipping around her, inch by inch, and Karin could see it coming.

      Yet could do nothing but rage silently against her fate. If there was a way to slip her leash, she hadn’t found it yet.

      She winced as her teammate’s teeth sunk into the flesh of her arm, a familiar pain by this point, but the ache of having her chakra taken never got easier. Pulling back, Hideo wiped his mouth off, while Koda approached with their heaven scroll in tow.

      “Here,” he ordered. “Take this and hide.”

      “Shouldn’t I… help?” She asked, her voice plaintive.

      “The only reason you’re here is because we needed a third member,” Koda sneered. “That, and you’re good for a top-up. Just stay out of trouble and don’t get in our way.”

      “…Okay.” Karin hated the way her voice felt weak, and resigned, as her own teammates bounded away from her.

      Once upon a time, she’d been filled with nothing but a vivacious excitement for life. And then the realities of her situation had painfully closed in around her. That same excitement had failed to outlast the crushing inhumanity of her treatment.

      As they bounded out of sight, she did her best to try and bury herself in the roots of one of the massive trees. Stories were told about Hashirama’s experiments with forestry, and that it was why many batches of forests in the Land of Fire could be so… bombastic, compared to plenty outside of the nation. Whether that was true or not, Karin didn’t know, but she’d admit that the forests were really quite beautiful.

      Nestled in between those roots, she had nothing to do but sit and wait, as the minutes went by. Hopefully, her team wouldn’t take too long to regroup. In the distance, though, she heard something else. A sizable figure moving through the underbrush, that got her alarm and attention.

      Whipping her head toward the direction of the noise, it didn’t take long before the figure in question ambled out from the darkness of the forest.

      Karin had seen bears before, but there were bears, and there was whatever this monstrosity was. It’s head was larger than her entire body, with slavering, drooling jaws, and deep-set eyes that belied a cruel intelligence. This wasn’t some foraging omnivore, looking for easy food.

      It was a predator, and it smelled much easier fare ripe for the taking.

      Her breath stilled in her throat as her entire body trembled tight in fear, praying for the ambling creature to merely move past her. To no avail as it lifted that massive head up into the air and sniffed. Once, twice, and three times, before turning ponderously her way.

      For a few pregnant moments, beast and kunoichi stared at each other, right up until that silence was broken. And then it was rushing forward toward her spot nestled in the roots. And Karin was running too, overtaken by fear, eyes wide with the kind of primal terror mankind was supposed to have left behind.

      When, once upon a time, they were far lower on the food chain.

      But her movements were sluggish, two back-to-back donations of her chakra messing with her mobility, as she tripped over a tree root. The sheer stupidity of it had her gasping, even as she slammed against the forest floor, and looked over her shoulder at the approaching bear.

      Was this how she died? As pathetic as she lived, unsurprisingly.

      Her hands tried to move into hand seals, trembling as they were, to do anything. Any jutsu she could try and use to escape from this precarious situation, terrible as it was. To rewrite her fate.

      But it wasn’t going to be fast enough to stop those incoming jaws that plummeted down toward her.

      BOOM~!

      She didn’t see where the sound of the explosion came from, but it was impossible to miss the blur of fiery steel that soared through the air. That, and the blazing, impossibly warm chakra that appeared out of nowhere.

      A boy was coming from above, the bear’s head tilted upward in alert. Not fast enough, though, to keep a blade wreathed in flame from outright decapitating the creature, cauterizing as it cleaved, in a single stroke. Powerful beyond belief, as the figure slammed into the dirt, sending dust flying.

      Karin couldn’t help but scramble for her glasses, trying to make sense of the figure in front of her, slowly coming up from a crouch, massive blade in his powerful arms. Slowly but surely coming into focus, as she took in the sight of her savior.

      “Hey,” the boy spoke, looking down at her, his serious expression melting into a smile, while the still twitching body of the bear behind him slowly stilled. “You good?”

      And when she reached and saw him, saw the entirety of his chakra… it felt like staring into a hearth. Hot, to be sure, but comforting all the same. It was the promise that yes, he was dangerous, yet hardly a danger to be around. Like coming home after a long day, on a cold winter’s night, and being safe, secure, and protected.

      “…Y-Yes,” she responded, a small, nervous smile on her face, staring up at the foreign, handsome Konoha shinobi who’d saved her life. “I think I’m going to be alright.”

    
    

    
      Tobio​

      If he was being honest, the explosive entrance was kind of an accident.

      Their search for Karin had gone surprisingly well, in fact, given that it’d only taken a few hours to find her in kilometers of forest. Compared to the actual area they’d had to search, as opposed to how quickly they’d discovered her, the Kusagakure team she was on must have started somewhat close to their own entrance.

      Most of the search was split between them breaking off, but not too far as to be unable to deliver aid to each other. Not that any of them needed it in the first place, though.

      Tobio managed to stumble upon Karin right in the nick of time. He’d seen a truly massive bear lumbering up to devour her, presumably, and didn’t have time to think. Instead, he moved, and as Tobio exploded down toward the massive creature, he did feel something click in the back of his mind the moment his blade hit its flesh.

      There was a world of difference between sparring, and active combat. He hadn’t internalized that fully, not really, not until he was pushed into a life or death situation once again. And his body moved in a way that he hadn’t expected…

      …His heart pounded in his chest as everything came together in a crescendo. Blood roared through Tobio’s ears as his face was curled into a snarl, and something primal felt like it was being engraved inside of him. An understanding of the oldest law known to man, that every beast instinctively understood.

      Kill or be killed.

      The heat blossomed across his back as he slammed into the earth beneath the bear. Flesh, bone, cartilage, all of it cleaved through with one chakra-flow enhanced strike. Blessedly, he managed to cauterize whatever he’d cut, ensuring that there wasn’t a mess made either, even if the gigantic corpse next to him would remain fresh.

      In the back of his mind, though, as he breathed and regained his proper footing, the world did feel a little different. Something about his rage that he couldn’t quite quantify on the spot, not with ease. Though resting in the back of his mind was also something new, and unusual.

      A spell.

      Not a jutsu, not a new form of chakra enhancement or manipulation, but an outright spell. He could, if he so chose… speak with animals in their own language. Not the most useful spell all the time, but in terms of raw utility and espionage capabilities, it did have some potential.

      And it gave him a very solid hint as to how his Barbarian perk was developing. That said, he didn’t have much in the way of time to mess around with it. In front of him, a redhead was staring incredibly intently at him, and he was feeling a little daunted by her regard.

      [QUEST COMPLETED: CHANGE THE TIMELINE IN A MAJOR WAY]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MODERATE ARTIFICE PERK ROLL.]​

      Tobio would tuck away dealing with that delicious, sweet reward until later. Truthfully, he was surprised that just getting on Karin’s good side to this extent was enough to change the timeline, but he wasn’t going to be too angry about it. It just meant he had more rewards coming his way in due time.

      “…Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “What happened to your chakra?” She questioned, looking more confused now, than flushed and adoring. Though, that emotion was still there, just superseded by other feelings at the moment. “It was… warm, and cuddly, and now it’s… WHOOSH!” Karin through her hands up, eyebrows knitted together in confusion.

      He didn’t have the faintest clue as to what she was talking about. Was this Mind’s Eye of Kagura chicanery he was running into here? Tobio assumed it was.

      “Buy a guy dinner first if you’re gonna look at his chakra,” he smirked.

      “That’s not—” she flustered out, before her smile turned into a pout. “You’re an ass!”

      “I’ve been told that before, yes.” Putting his blade away, he offered her a hand to get up.

      Cautiously, she looked at it, before her crimson eyes saw something that he couldn’t see in himself. With a careful grasp on his hand, he pulled her up and off the ground. “Thanks.”

      “No thanks needed, actually,” he admitted, shooting her another smile. “I’m Nakamura Tobio.”

      “U-Uzumaki Karin,” she introduced herself in turn, her smile returning ever so slightly. “I imagine you only saved me because you wanted my scroll?”

      There was the briefest sense that someone else was watching, like there were eyes on Tobio. It made him casually glance around, though he didn’t see anyone around them. Maybe it was another animal thinking of trying its luck at them?

      Whatever.

      “Actually, I make it a policy to protect people weaker than me when I can,” he admitted. “There’s a lot of cruelty in this world, and there’s no point in perpetuating it when it costs me nothing to save you.”

      Not nothing, as his chakra reserves had dipped a little. Provided they didn’t run into any more serious fights, though, his usage of chakra flow back there wouldn’t be a problem.

      “O-Oh.”

      “That said, I do want to have your scroll, but I’m pretty sure my team could pick up what we need elsewhere,” he admitted. “But… I had a much different proposition in mind.”

      Her guard was up with those words. “Y-Yeah?”

      “I know you’re an Uzumaki, as in, Clan Uzumaki,” Tobio carefully stated, trying to project as much gentility and confidence in his voice as he could manage. “And I also know that you don’t like where you are now.”

      “How? How are you supposed to know that?” She was guarded, defensive, taking a step back, clutching her team’s scroll carefully. “How is anyone supposed to know what that’s like!”

      His eyes were drawn to the series of old bite marks across her arms. Everything he’d been terrified of happening because of his own ‘bloodline’, Karin had been living. The things she’d gone through, and her own resiliency to survive it…

      If it was Tobio, he would have turned traitor ages ago, and not have rested until he took apart Kusagakure brick by brick.

      “I can’t,” he admitted. “But I want to help anyway.”

      “Because of my bloodline?” Karin questioned. “Because I’m a strategic asset?”

      While her words weren’t as cutting as they were before, she wasn’t entirely trusting of him. Understandable, given what she’d been through. If he had to say why, though, that was a more complicated question to answer.

      Because no one deserves to be treated like this.

      Because you’re the only biological family Naruto’s got in this entire world, and he deserves to have a cousin.

      Because I’m tired of letting bad things happen to decent people, and using my weakness as an excuse.

      “Because real evil is treating people like things,” Tobio stated, resolution filling him. The sword on his back hummed with the feeling, a distant sensation as a little bit of his worldview clicked into place. “And, for all of Konoha’s faults, it’s a damn sight better than anywhere else in the Elemental Nations for you.”

      Karin’s stare bored into him, but Tobio didn’t falter underneath her crimson gaze. Instead, he had the pleasure of seeing something like incredulousness enter her vision. “…Oh my god. You’re actually serious. You believe in Konoha that much?”

      Oh wait, can’t she read dishonesty through chakra? Thank the Kami I didn’t lie…

      Tobio shook his head. “Not in the slightest. Konoha to me isn’t the village. It’s my teammates, my sensei, and my friends.” He paused, before adding something more. “And I have several things they’d want, so honestly, I’m willing to bet against those things to secure your defection and smooth entry into the village. If you want it.”

      His bloodline was one of those things they wanted. Especially by the show he was planning to give during the preliminaries. Though if he really needed the extra political will to make the entire affair move smoothly, he’d been keeping the Elixir in reserve for a reason.

      For a few pregnant seconds, Karin just watched him. Searched the lines of his face, or something beyond his flesh, before she gave a slow, stuttering nod. “F-Fine. I’ll… I’ll trust you. But if you end up getting me deeper into trouble…”

      “That won’t happen,” Tobio assured her. “And if I do, I’ll get you out of it.” If Konoha wasn’t the kind of place that could protect Karin, then it wasn’t the kind of Hidden Village he wanted to be a part of. He wanted to believe, though, and trust that the authorities wouldn’t leave the legacy of the Uzumaki in the lurch.

      Which meant extending that first bit of trust first. And praying that he wouldn’t come to regret it.

      “If you fuck me over, I’m gonna stab you with my kunai.”

      He nodded in agreement. “That’s fair.”

      “So what now? The members of my team are going to be back eventually.”

      “Now? I’m going to tell my own teammates to stop being such VOYEURS!” He reared around, yelling out into the forest.

      “What are you talking abo—” Karin started, before Ami and Hibachi melted out of the darkness of the trees above.

      They weren’t the set of eyes he’d felt on him before. Tobio could tell that much, but they’d also converged on his position quietly, trusting their own preternatural instincts to approach. Though, they also trusted him to handle the situation on his own, watching patiently.

      Ami and Hibachi descended down the trees in their own ways, the former relying on just running down the surface, while Hibachi took the method of using a ninja wire to rappel down.

      “Did you get your honeypot mission over with?” Hibachi asked, earning an indignant squawk of outrage from Ami, and a nuclear red blush from Karin.

      “It was not a honeypot! There wasn’t even any seduction involved!”

      “I mean…” Hibachi shrugged. “Did you or did you not save her life, and then spit out a bunch of charismatic platitudes to make her all pliant?”

      All of that was technically true. Tobio hated that he couldn’t even refute it. “You make it sound so sordid.”

      “I’m still here,” Karin reminded them. “I can still change my mind!”

      The beanie-headed genin shook his head, tutting softly. “Sorry, Uzumaki. It’s too late for you. Tobio’s gone and done something sweet, so you’re stuck to him like a burr.”

      Ami stared deeply at Hibachi, before turning to squint at Tobio and Karin. “Are we sure we can’t say a bear ate him? Technically if we enter the forest with three genin, and leave with three genin…”

      “I’m considering it,” Tobio grunted out.

      “Sounds good to me,” Karin added.

      “Oi, oi, oi, what’s this betrayal? Traitors!” Hibachi piped up.

      “You’re the one spouting all that… that… slander!” Ami chipped in.

      “Yeah!” Karin exclaimed.

      “You’re not allowed to be on my side, Kusa!” Ami yelled back. “You’re just as guilty!

      “O-Oh, sorry,” Karin shrinked back, before her eyebrows knitted together in confusion. “Wait, what did I do?”

      “EXIST.”

      Tobio clapped his hands together to get everyone’s attention. It was a move he’d copied from sensei, whenever the older man wanted to get his rambunctious group of idiots back on track from their diversions. “Alright, fun time’s over! Is everyone ready to get moving?”

      “Yeah,” Hibachi confirmed.

      “Mhmm,” Karin added.

      Though it seemed like Ami had a much more important question. “Are you going to cook any of this bear?”

      …That was a very good question. “I’ll cut out a piece for later.” As much as he’d like to take the entire pelt, it was just too fucking huge for Tobio to use. Disappointing, but that was par for the course. “Give me a second to carve something out, and we’ll be good to go.”

      It didn’t take him long to pull out a few of the bear’s teeth, a nice hunk of rib meat for him to throw into a storage seal. Ideally, they’d be able to make a nice, long stew out of it. That usually worked the best for bear meat, from what Beniemiya was informing him. Mostly so you could be sure that any parasites or diseases that bears usually held were cooked out of the process, by the heat. However, Tobio doubted he could set up a full kitchen in the Forest of Death, so he’d have to settle for saving it for later. With that done, the four of them were off, eager to avoid Karin’s teammates from returning and stopping them from absconding with their prize.

      Not that the two genin could stop Tobio, but he’d try to murder as few children as possible. It was the kind of thing that seemed like a really slippery slope. No one cared if you killed the first few, not in this world, but once you started you’d just keep continuing with it.

      If nothing else, the rest of the team had the professionalism to get moving. Ami might have been shooting Karin some scrutinizing looks as they leapt through the trees, and Hibachi might have been snickering softly, but things went okay. None of them were looking to target another team that day to begin with, and Tobio had enough skill to navigate them away from ambushes or other genin.

      Truthfully, now that they had Karin’s scroll, they technically had everything they needed to pass the exam. But there was no point in rushing to the tower, when it didn’t gain them extra points. He wouldn’t have been surprised if some teams were outright camping around the tower, to try and ambush people attempting to turn in their scrolls.

      Which meant that the biggest priority for the group was finding someplace dry, secure, and defensible to hunker down for the night. Easier said than done, though with a bit of effort and a can-do attitude, they found a good spot to hunker down in.

      Within many of the massive trees, there were sizable hollows, carved whether by time or wildlife. For their purposes, however, one of them was roughly the size of a small hut. It wasn’t a great deal of room, but for four twelve-year-olds, it was more than enough.

      The wood itself was too living to get caught ablaze, either, which meant that they were eating a warm meal that night, from the supplies Tobio had brought into the test. While he got started on dinner, Hibachi and Ami threw up a net at the entrance of their little hidey-hole.

      And Karin just looked a little lost. “Are… your camps always like this?”

      “What, Tobio cooking something that smells delicious, and the rest of us doing the grunt work?” Hibachi asked.

      “I mean, I didn’t want to phrase it like that, but…”

      “No, no, Hibachi’s right,” Ami nodded. “I’d be angry with Tobio about not helping to set up camp, but his meals are… just that good.”

      Speaking of dinner, it was a nice, grill of bear meat skewers along with root vegetables, sprinkled with salt and other seasonings. Each piece was infused with magic, and at a certain point, every stomach in the hollow was greedily rumbling.

      “Dinner… is served,” Tobio grunted, as he ladled out servings to everyone easily enough.

      Whatever conversation or grilling that anyone might have wanted to do of Karin, or vice versa, died on the spot. Not when the food was right in their faces, and they were all hungry children going through puberty. This time around, he’d made sure to go heavy on the regenerative properties of his magical cuisine, if only to help them restore their energy for the trials ahead.

      Judging by the looks on some of their faces, too, none of them would stand for first watch either.

      “You guys should get some sleep,” Tobio stated. “I’ll try to cover first watch.”

      It wasn’t admittedly out of the goodness of his own heart. He wanted the free time where he wasn’t being watched to try and mess around with his awaiting perk. The thing was practically burning a hole in his metaphysical pocket.

      “Sounds good,” Hibachi yawned, not seeing even the slightest problem with it. “Wake me up if you’re being killed.”

      “Thanks for the concern.”

      “No problem.”

      Ami rolled her eyes at the antics, before glancing back at Karin. “Are you all good? Or do need to…” She shared a look that was inscrutable to Tobio, but whatever it was translated fine to Karin.

      “Oh! Um, yeah, we should probably do that before bed.”

      “What are you two talking about?” Tobio asked.

      “Bathroom stuff.”

      “Ah. I was just gonna pee off the ledge.”

      “Well, that’s not an option for us, numbnuts!” Ami huffed, grabbing Karin’s arm. “We’ll be back in a bit.”

      True to their word, they were back in no time at all, before getting settled in for bed. The day’s exertions certainly took a toll on everyone, however, and it wasn’t long before the lot of them were all falling to sleep. Which left Tobio alone, at long last, with his thoughts.

      At this point in the evening, there wasn’t any point in fretting over the possibilities that would come from Orochimaru hunting him. Either the snake-pedo was shooting to make him a part of his collection and give him a hickey, or he wouldn’t. Whichever way the wind was blowing, the amount of fight that Tobio could give up in the first place was… minimal, at best.

      Here and now, he was washing his hands of fretting about it. If it impacted his life in the coming days, well, his opinion was bound to change to some degree. No, most of Tobio’s attention was on the perk that’d been resting in his soul.

      Taking first watch had a lot of upsides, and getting some proper privacy was one of them. He’d waited till everyone else was asleep, though, before he reached out and allowed his soul’s hollow to fill with unmitigated potential once again.

      And just like every other time before, the three rolls listed were some doozies.

       Sacred Sakura Sapling Genshin Impact Born from the body of a close friend of the Electro Archon, the Sacred Sakura tree is a holy site for those of Inazuma. The trunk of the tree stretches high into the sky and assumes the shape of a fox, and the leaves that drop from the canopy have a certain electrical energy, but it is the roots that are the real prize. The roots of this tree purges evil and corruption from the land by absorbing it into themselves. Unfortunately they cannot purify this taint themselves, and so this must be done by others in a purification ritual. While you do not have the original tree, you do have an offshoot sapling that could soon grow to similar heights. Sparking Innovation Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild The fruits of hard work and study. By studying the arts of the ancient Sheikah, You can now create basic “Ancient” technology. The chief use of this is that you have the knowledge of creating the ‘blue flame’ that acts as the energy source for much Sheikah Tech. This Blue Flame can be used to fuel various “magitech” as Sheikah devices are known to be, and in turn you are capable of creating simple tools such as cameras and recording devices with this level of knowledge. Nothing ground shaking on its own, but it’s the base of even greater innovation… World Arts HighSchool DxD Sure, the Sacred Gears are pretty broken by themselves, being quite difficult to take out unless one has some soul powers, granting a pretty ability. Though the biggest advantages are the Balance Breakers and Sub-species the users might unlock, those can be pretty broken. To even out things, you have found a way to imitate such a power, now you’re able to push other weapons and artifacts into a ‘Balance Breaker’-like state, as well as letting them develop sub-species eventually. You can affect items at will, which means that you could easily give this to the weapons of all your army, although it’s not ensured they would all end up with the same Balance Breaker, nor with the same skill at using them.

      He had to go down the list, and consider each one fairly.

      Sacred Sakura Sapling wasn’t too impressive on the outset, but it did give access to a resource that would benefit Konoha as a whole. Honestly, part of him was keen to take it just to spite Taki’s own giant tree, and show that Konohagakure could do it so much better.

      And there was probably something to be said about introducing a nice tree to the setting, that would genuinely make the world a better place. Hell, he’d probably be able to figure out something to do with the roots and blossoms, whether that be food or otherwise.

      Sparking Innovation was fundamentally a paradigm shift when it came to Naruto’s technological level. It was taking what was normally 90’s schizotech, and putting it up against something more fantastical. Genuine magitech, by a certain degree. Even the least of Breath of the Wild’s ancient Sheikah technology was still far beyond anything a lot of people could hope to replicate.

      Hell, he’d be able to engineer what were effectively smartphones early, if given enough time and resources. Could it be trained out on other people, too, so that Konoha had an insurmountable expertise and advantage moving forward? Or combining it with conventional sealing techniques, to create…

      Tobio didn’t know what, yet surely it’d be wondrous or horrific. Probably both, knowing the shinobi propensity to weaponize whatever they got their hands on. He wasn’t knocking it, mind you. The Mixed Blood wasn’t much better in that regard.

      World Arts was weird, though, and coming from Tobio that was saying something.

      It wasn’t the power to create Sacred Gears, otherwise he would have jumped onto that shit immediately. Instead, it was the ability to graft similar powers onto other items and artifacts. Right now the only example he’d be able to point to would be something like his own blade, though other items out in the world would probably qualify.

      What that would look like in practice for a zanpakutō, Tobio didn’t remotely know. Was it more like a false release sort of situation, rather than a conventional shikai or bankai? Or was it something completely new, and more akin to the unique mutations that Sacred Gears could take on for individual users?

      He felt like every option here was good, to be clear. They were just good in different, substantive ways. But as always, he had to make a decision.

      Out of the bunch of them, Tobio did genuinely like all of the options… but he’d be lying if he said that they really took his imagination the way World Arts did. Not only would he be able to empower his blade even more, with a bootleg Balance Breaker, but he’d be able to spread the effect to the weapons of his friends and allies.

      That sort of thing was no small feat in a world like their own. Technically, he could sell the privilege to the highest bidder. He could probably think of other weapons out in the world that likely qualified, but for now, he wasn’t really trying to spread it around.

      Hmm. Tobio was already making plans with it… if that wasn’t a sign of what to pick, he didn’t know what was. With that resolution made, Tobio allowed the hollow in his soul to fill up once again, swelling with the power of his new ability. More than anything else, though, was the knowledge.

      The Biblical God in DxD was on some other shit, creating a system so robust it outlasted well beyond his death. In fact, he created subsystems and built-in evolutionary mechanics, customized to enable a person’s journey through life. In taking this perk, he was gaining the merest fraction of the processes involved, and they made his big, powerful mind strain at the seams…

      …But he understood the raw, metaphysical mechanics of tuning an artifact to someone’s soul. And enabling them to grow far in excess of their function. As far as his sword was concerned, it wouldn’t push it into shikai, or bankai… but as far as power went in its Balance Breaker, whatever it might be, it was bound to be good.

      That said, he did have to temper his excitement with the actual job of sitting watch. His shift passed without incident, beyond some questionable animal calls in the night. When he passed off to Ami and Hibachi, they reported much the same when he woke up in the morning.

      Breakfast was still delicious, but merely a meal of riceballs he’d premade. Munching happily, once he finished Tobio brought up the elephant in the room.

      “Do we want to go straight to the tower, or go hunting for some of the other non-Konoha teams?”

      Hibachi’s eyebrows were hidden, but Tobio suspected they’d have been raised. “Is there any reason to?”

      “Thinning the herd, knocking out competition, and a generalized fuck you to anyone who isn’t a Konoha-nin,” Ami stated, before glancing at Karin. “No offense.”

      “Some taken,” the redhead admitted. “Do you guys want me to come with you, or…?”

      It would be for the best, even if Karin wasn’t a member of his bullshit psychic network. Nor could she be, since Tobio didn’t feel the slight mystical pull that usually meant someone could be ushered in. There was a level of trust and friendship that just wasn’t there… yet.

      “You should likely stick with us,” Tobio huffed. “It should be fine. The only people in this forest I’m afraid of should already be out of it.”

      “You were afraid of someone?” Ami asked, looking surprised.

      “Raccoon eyes, from Suna.”

      “…That guy? I mean, he seemed like a bit of a spazz, but…”

      “That guy, Gaara of the Sand, is the most dangerous kid in the entire exam. If we have to ever end up fighting him, the plan is to leave him entirely to me, and the rest of you run,” Tobio stated, voice uncharacteristically firm. “Even going all out… I’m not sure if I could beat him.”

      Silence took over for a few moments, as the other three genin shifted uncomfortably under the weight of his words.

      “We should, uh, get going, yeah?” Hibachi asked, trying to change the mood.

      “Yeah,” Tobio sighed. “Let’s get moving.”

      With that said, the four of them were prepared to head out. Into the forest they went, on alert, but with a few different options available to them.

      If they so chose, they could beeline straight to the tower. Provided the stations of canon moved as normal, the Sound Team would likely be assaulting Team Seven, though they’d manage with the help of some other genin to survive. The entire affair wasn’t really their problem, and he doubted they needed his help… that much.

      However, he’d be lying if he said that he didn’t want to cut down the Oto team while he had the opportunity. Getting rid of them now would just solve problems down the line, make some progress on one of his quests, and give him an opportunity to test out his Balance Breaker. It was a nice route to take, but not one he had to.

      That said, they had a whole day ahead of them. Where was he going to direct his motley band of murderous children?

      

    
  




    23. The Five Poisons

    
       

      They had quite a few objectives that they could chase after that day, but the only one Tobio wanted was to get rid of the Otogakure team. For all that they might have been children, closer to their age than anything else, he didn’t like the idea of letting them free rein to commit Orochimaru’s orders. Besides, he’d be denying Snake Epstein sacrifice fodder later, making him kill even more of his grunts to bring back the first two Hokage.

      “Let’s go hunting for some teams to take out,” Tobio stated, if only so he could obscure the shape of his true plan. Maybe it wasn’t so nice to deceive his teammates… but he was sure that if they knew the truth they’d be just as willing to help out.

      Or maybe that was his own arrogance talking.

      “Now that’s a plan I can get behind,” Ami smiled, her expression profoundly predatory.

      “Yeah, risking our sure win just to get into some fights…” Hibachi sighed. “Well, I guess I might as well go along just to ensure that the two of you stay alive.”

      “And me?” Karin asked.

      Tobio hadn’t forgotten Karin, so much as he’d perhaps… not considered her in his plans. It was a failing on his part, he’d admit. “Honestly, it’s fine if you don’t want to fight, or get your hands dirty here. Think of yourself as a… VIP we’re safeguarding.”

      “I mean, I can help if you guys need it—”

      “No,” Ami bluntly stated. “S’no point in you risking yourself like that. Not that we’re like, unappreciative of it, but…”

      Hibachi picked up where Ami trailed off. “What Ami is trying to say is that Team Eleven is a machine that chews up ninja and spits out corpses. Getting someone else in on it, without having trained you into our tempo is just bound to stir up trouble.”

      “Oh,” she blinked. “Well, if you’re sure…”

      “We are,” Tobio nodded, smiling her way. “But I appreciate you making the offer.”

      And there was Karin’s blush again, as Tobio did his best to pretend like there wasn’t another twelve-year-old girl with a possible crush on him. His psyche couldn’t handle facing the problem head-on. “W-Well, it was the least I could do for the guy who saved me!”

      He also did his best to ignore Ami’s stare burning into the side of his head. Instead, he’d merely turn on his heel and begin to lead his pack of preteen maniacs hunting.
As a unit, all the members of Team Eleven were a well-oiled machine. They’d passed the need for words ages ago, which meant that the three of them could operate with merely glances or gestures to communicate everything they needed to. Sometimes not even that much, as the supernatural effects of Sworn Brotherhood sunk deeper into each of them.

      The closer they were as friends or otherwise, the more profound those consequences would be. Unfortunately, that didn’t mean they weren’t without downsides, though. Something Tobio was made aware of for the first time, as Karin kept up with them.

      “Can you give me more warning before you change directions suddenly?” Karin blurted out, having to twist suddenly in order to keep up with their serpentine pattern through the trees.

      Ah. Tobio had the good grace to at least look a little embarrassed. “Sorry,” he apologized. “We’re just used to reacting and moving without words.”

      “It’s fine, just uh, a little more warning next time? Please?”

      “Will do.”

      Their pace suffered to some extent with her alongside them, but not as much as Tobio had initially feared. While Karin wasn’t an athlete like the rest of his team, her stamina was better than expected for someone who constantly had their life force chomped down on. He’d lay it at the feet of her Uzumaki heritage, providing at least some benefit there. She wasn’t at the level of Naruto, who could run all day and night and then ask for more, but compared to your average shinobi she was definitely a cut above.

      Keeping her in their orbit as they moved required a little bit of an adjustment, though it was offset by the one thing Karin could provide to their team. As a sensor, she was basically unparalleled in the entire setting. When it came to the topic of hunting, Karin could practically sense out other teams well before they were ever seen.

      As usual, the forest was large, but between Karin’s abilities, and Tobio’s own skills at tracking, there was never a question of whether or not their quarry would escape them. Merely how long it would take them to track them down.

      The answer? A few hours.

      “I see somebody,” Tobio spoke, voice quiet. Contrary to popular belief, whispering carries further than just keeping your voice low. He’d been surprised when he found that out himself.

      Each of the three Oto-nin that he remembered from the series was there. Dosu, Zaku, and Kin, perched on a tree limb and seemingly talking about their next move. He didn’t think they’d ambushed Team Seven yet, but he wasn’t keen to allow them to do so, either.

      “That’s the Otogakure team, isn’t it?” Ami asked. “Do we know how tough they are?”

      “Not tough enough to beat us,” Hibachi guessed. “Or Tobio.”

      “Don’t be cocky,” Tobio piped in.

      “Is it untrue?”

      Tobio trailed off, frowning softly. “I mean, no. But getting too full of ourselves is a recipe for trouble in the future.”

      Karin was in the background for their conversation, crouched as she was. “Should I just hang back for this?”

      “Yeah,” Tobio effortlessly agreed. “Listen up, here’s the plan….”

      They had no small amount of options when it came to properly engaging with the Oto-nin. When it came to their combat capabilities, short of squaring up against Gaara, Tobio would bet on his two idiots against most of the other teams in the forest. At least, fighting as a unit. If they had to engage with someone like Neji, or Lee, 1v1, their odds would begin to shrink rapidly. Hopefully, they’d stick to bullying groups that they could reasonably take in a fight.

      All of that said, it didn’t mean he thought they should go in immediately. In fact, as dangerous as it might have been, he had a pretty entertaining idea of something to do in order to spice up the exam a little. Entertaining for them, anyway.

      When else would he get the opportunity to aura farm in front of Team Seven?

      “…Let’s stalk them a bit,” Tobio offered, glancing back at the rest of the team.

      “Instead of just taking them out now?” Hibachi asked, a little confused by the sudden shift in tactic.

      “Yeah,” he nodded, getting more excited for the concept the more he let it build in his head. It might have been a truly childish thing to do, but Tobio was a child. He could be excused for having a little fun during these exams. “To maneuver them into a better opportunity for an ambush.”

      “I mean…” Ami shrugged. ‘The idea has merit. And we’re already well ahead when it comes to getting our scrolls.’ She glanced back at Karin, arching a brow the redhead’s way. “Think you’ll be able to keep up?”

      “I can do this pace all day,” Karin challenged back. Tobio believed her, if she had even a fraction of the Uzumaki’s famed physical capabilities. Compared to an average ninja like his friends, she was the end product of nearly a thousand years of space alien genetics development.

      Clan shinobi were built different.

      “Then it’s settled,” Tobio smiled. “Let’s tail them, and see the best moment to pounce.”

      Though he had a pretty good idea of when that’d be…

    
    

    
      Sakura

      Sakura would like to be generous and admit that things had gone from bad to worse. It’d be one thing if they’d been attacked by a superior opponent, and forced to retreat with some degree of their fighting strength defunct. She could theoretically see a tactic, or a plan, that’d allow them to navigate their way from that situation.

      But the escalation had been sharp, from that sort of threat to having an S-rank missing-nin assault them.

      He’d managed to completely dismantle Naruto and Sasuke in a fight, both of them she would generously(and in Naruto’s case begrudgingly), admit to physically outpacing her. Or, merely even outmatching her in many of the more combat focused aspects of living as a shinobi.

      It made her realize profoundly how useless she was, as to not even manage to add anything of note to the fight. She’d been less than an asset, actively a burden that needed to be protected by her teammates. Galling, for someone who had become the top-ranking kunoichi of her class.

      If she managed to survive this exam, that inability would have to change. She swore that much to herself. Step one of that process was actually getting there, though, seeing as both of her teammates were out of commission, and she’d been up all night trying to watch over them.

      Their position wasn’t so insecure though, seeing as she’d laid traps. But that wasn’t a guarantee against all assaults. Something she was painfully coming to realize now, faced with three different foreign ninja staring her down.

      “As of now, you’re off duty. Just wake Sasuke for us,” the masked one of their number asked, staring at her with a singular shown eye. “The three of us want to take him on.”

      It was effort to keep the tremble from entering her voice, as she swallowed thickly. “Wh-What are you talking about?! I know Orochimaru was the one pulling your strings, so what do you want?!”

      “And with him in this condition, from the mark on his neck…! Get out of here!”

      From there, they’d almost gone right into her traps, specifically the massive log trap she’d managed to set up. For a few brief moments, she’d thought that she had them caught…

      …Until their leader blew right through the log with a keening, whining sound that came from nowhere. It was enough to turn her fledgling joy into misery, as all three ninja began to descend toward her.

      “You’re a no-talent kunoichi!” Their leader cried. “And that trap was an insult!”

      And for a few seconds, she saw her life flash before her eyes, before…

      KRA-KOOOOM~!

      It was like an explosion roared through the air from above, as a figure slammed into the bandaged leader, knocking him out of formation. The older boy grunted with pain, while his teammates also leapt back, out of the way of a rain of kunai and shuriken, as a new figure fell to the earth between her team, and the Oto-nin.

      Broad shoulders supported a truly massive blade, not unlike the kind that Zabuza had wielded. The only real difference was the sheer width of that missing-nin’s sword, whereas this one was so much thinner. But something told her that the vaguely familiar figure could whip it around with just as much deadly ease.

      “You alright?”

      “H-Huh?”

      Glancing over his shoulder, with a start, she realized that she’d recognized that face. It was Nakamura Tobio, the boy who’d managed to defeat Sasuke during the graduation exams in the sparring ring. He hadn’t scored as highly academically, or with some of the other tests, but in that he’d impressed quite a few of their peers with his raw skill.

      Apparently while she’d been inactive, the gap between herself and everyone else around her was only growing even wider.

      “Who the hell are you supposed to be?” The bandaged figure snarled, anger and seething clear as day in his voice.

      “Me?” It was a broad, toothy grin that spread across Tobio’s face with that question, as Sakura glanced briefly at his descending teammates, and a third redhaired girl that came along with them. “I’m just a swordsman of no importance.”

      “Then that means you’ll have no one to mourn you when I tear you to pieces!”

      “Yikes,” Ami grimaced. “This guy really loves to hear himself talk, huh?”

      Hibachi nodded in agreement. “It’s typical bad guy personality habits. Guys like that can’t help themselves.”

      “…Kill them,” the bandaged leader spoke, and with those two words, all of the ninja around her blurred into action.

    
    

    
      Tobio

      There was no greater purpose, no deeper cause, no political machinations that Tobio needed to worry about in this fight. Just the overwhelming and simple fact that the Oto-nin were invaders, objectively working to threaten the lives of the people that he loved and cared for. It was precisely the kind of fight that Tobio loved.

      Righteous, straightforward, and he wouldn’t lose any sleep at night over putting these idiots in the dirt. At the start of all of this, he might have fretted over his willingness to kill. Now, it was a chore, something that he didn’t hold any particular fondness for, but was willing to do.

      It was the fight that held his affection.

      Rushing forward to meet Dosu, he felt on the periphery of his senses that Hibachi rushed to Zaku, and Ami was gearing up to face Kin. Good training for those two, while he played with his food a little bit, and tried out an idea he had on the way here.

      Rushing toward Tobio’s raised blade, the older boy raised his thick, heavy gauntlet, looking positively gleefully murderous. “Have a taste of my Resonating Echo Dr—”

      And then the world turned to a very strange, muted silence.

      With Tobio’s memory of the original series, he was able to more or less remember how this attack worked. Dosu’s gauntlet was a giant speaker that generated powerful sound waves, amplified by the user’s movements, but even sharper ones if the speaker was struck. Dosu could then manipulate those sound waves for different effects.

      Because sound was such a esoteric concept, unless Tobio got an earthen barrier between himself and such blasts, he’d get hit. Which would then damage his semicircular canals, throwing Tobio off his game. Let alone what might happen if Tobio let it hit his center of mass.

      Yet even so, could his semicircular ear canals be fucked over if Tobio beat this prick to the punch?

      The world was silent the moment Tobio concentrated on his own biological shifting abilities, leaving him entirely focused on the fight, as Dosu blasted a concussive wave of sound his way. But Tobio was able to fight through the nausea with ease, his hearing protected in a little sealed pocket of flesh. Provided he wasn’t directly struck with the speaker, this fight was a much different proposition.

      It was all down to his raw technique this time, rather than nigh-mindless rage, as he sprinted through the blast. Pain was an illusion, at best, and it helped that Tobio could just shut off the nerves that told him he was experiencing it.

      There was some mouthed exclamation from Tobio’s reckless charge, as the boy held up his gauntlet to take the blow being wound up. It was a fairly reasonable tactic, if it wasn’t for one crucial fact; Tobio merely activated chakra flow and cut through it. And the arm behind it.

      Man, he was smart to temporarily maim himself, huh? It was the only reason this dumbass tactic would have worked, because Tobio had the resources to make it work. Not just in his abilities, but the raw flesh-working skills to pull it off. That, and the fact that Dosu’s screaming must have been something abysmal judging by the expression he made.

      The sheer pain was enough to make Dosu stagger back, the smell of burned flesh in the air, as the older boy stared at where he’d been cut. Cauterized, seared bone and tissue was all that remained of the midpoint of his forearm and up, with the speaker itself truly broken. A casualty, seeing as he’d wanted to run some tests on it.

      But on the bright side, Tobio got to say unequivocally, chakra flow worked as advertised.

      Stance widening briefly, he twisted his body, the flaming sword lashing out once more as a wounded Dosu attempted to leap back. Not fast enough to avoid catching Tobio’s massive sword sliding nearly clean through the boy’s ribcage, not quite bisecting him but damn near managing it.

      It was a killing blow, the sole compassion that Tobio would afford this infiltrator who’d come to wreak havoc on Konoha. He might not have been the most loyal to the village as a whole, but it was where his friends were, and a damn sight better than anywhere else in their shitty world.

      Like a sack of potatoes, Dosu’s body dropped, steaming as Tobio focused on undoing the mild alterations he’d performed on his ears. Sound came back in, as a sharp cry of surprise filled the air.

      “—e killed Dosu!” A feminine voice called, sounding terrified, as Tobio glanced at Kin. Which was entirely the wrong move for the kunoichi.

      Ami loved to capitalize on distractions in a fight. He’d been stabbed enough times by her in sparring to confirm that much.

      “Eyes on your opponent, bitch!” Ami yelled, kunai flashing as she had a feral grin of her own on her face.

      Kin narrowly managed to avoid getting outright cut, ducking out of the way with a swear of her own. It was a good dodge, too. She just hadn’t accounted for Tobio leaping in the air, in unspoken synch with Ami’s maneuvers. He was already above where she was going to be landing, one hand lifted out toward her direction.

      “Fire Burst!”

      Like the hues of hell, an orange and red conflagration overtook Kin. Tobio had just enough time to see her eyes widen, before the jutsu hit her.

      The screams of people being burned alive would never quite sit well with him. He’d make his peace with it, though.

      “I had her,” Ami grumbled, eyes flicking toward the writhing form of Kin in the dirt.

      “I’m sure.”

      “I did!”

      “Yeah, yeah…” Tobio’s attention turned toward Hibachi’s fight, which… seemed like it didn’t even need his intervention.

      The beanie-clad genin was in a dance with Zaku, as they were stepping lightly across the trap-laden battlefield that Sakura had set up. For Zaku’s part, he kept trying to dart away. Unfortunately for the sole enemy ninja left, Hibachi didn’t seem keen to give him that space.

      And he had the tools to do it with, one hand maneuvering a shuriken on a ninja wire, while the other was fiercely parrying blows with a kunai. The clang of steel and the sweat on Hibachi’s brow spoke of the struggle itself, but there was a determination in their friend’s eyes at that moment.

      One Tobio recognized well. Those were the eyes of someone with something to prove.

      “Are we gonna go help him?” Ami asked, ready to dart in.

      “…Nah,” Tobio responded, shaking his head. “Let’s let him cook.”

      “…What does that even mean?”

      For as long as Tobio had known Hibachi, he understood implicitly that the boy’s spirit just wasn’t meant for the battlefield. There was no shame in that, not everyone could be as unhinged as Tobio was. But that didn’t mean he had no martial pride.

      And it was a man’s romance to see that pride through to the bloody finish.

      Things went back and forth, parries, ducks, bobs and weaves, until Zaku lifted both of his hands. “I’m tired of this! Get blown away!”

      For a few brief moments, it looked as Hibachi was in the wrong position… until he cracked a smirk. “Heh.”

      The reason for it wasn’t immediately obvious, as Zaku’s foot shifted… and triggered one of Sakura’s traps. Immediately, the boy was blown away by the explosive tag, eyes wide open as he cried out, going flying through the air. It was a moment of vulnerability that Hibachi had been waiting for.

      His ninja wire flared out, twisting around Zaku’s neck, as Hibachi pulled him through the air toward an awaiting kunai. There was a slick sound of flesh parting, as that kunai found purchase in the neck of Zaku. With one final twitch, the older boy dropped, leaving a heaving, tired Hibachi still standing.

      Albeit with a coolness in his eyes that hadn’t been there before.

      The clearing was left quiet, with nothing but their breathing, and the cooling bodies of their foes before them. Sakura blinked, eyes wide, as she spoke gently. “I-It… Its over?”

      “Yeah,” Tobio nodded. “At least for now, anyway.”

      “You killed them, though…”

      “No, I did simple math. It was either subtract three promising Konoha shinobi, or subtract three foreign ninja. Would you have rather I left you to face them by yourself?”

      To that, Sakura had nothing to say, mouth gawping a little from her position standing guard over her teammates. If nothing else, he hoped it was a learning experience for her. She’d had to have seen violence on the Wave mission before, but this was the bloody face of what being a shinobi was.

      If she couldn’t live with it, then better to figure it out here and now. Though something did occur to him, standing there in the clearing.

      …Wasn’t Lee supposed to drop in here? Tobio remembered that happening too, distinctly in fact. Ino-Shika-Cho too, seeing as they were supposed to help out. But that foreknowledge was getting increasingly unreliable with each passing day. The more he fucked around with the timeline, the more what he remembered was becoming… loose.

      A scary thought for later. Wasn’t there something else that happened as well? That answer came in the form of a burst of malevolent chakra that brushed against his senses.

      Turning around, Sasuke was getting to his feet, arm, shoulder, and face emblazoned with the curse mark.

      Oh yeah. There was still that to deal with.

      The one thing they didn’t show in the anime and manga was how wrong the curse mark looked. It was like snarling, snaking lines of dark fire, burning against Sasuke’s skin. Even from a distance, Tobio could sense that there was something off. Compared to his own meager sensing abilities, though, Karin’s hand smacked up to her mouth in surprise.

      “…His chakra’s all wrong…” She gagged, eyes wide behind her glasses. “W-What happened to him?”

      “We were attacked, by O-Orochimaru!” Sakura stuttered out.

      “Yeah, I think you mentioned that before,” Ami pointed out, warily looking around. “I’m not sure if you’re alarmed enough for having a run-in with a member of the sannin.”

      “They’re alive, aren’t they?” Hibachi piped in. “If he wanted them dead, they’d be dead.”

      “Point.”

      Tobio longed to share in the general air of panic, but he couldn’t let them spiral off into that paranoia. “Cool it, Ami!” He barked, glancing her way, before looking back at Sasuke.

      The boy was still getting his bearings to some degree, flexing and unflexing his hands, as a slow and distinctly malicious grin spread across his features. It looked unnatural on Sasuke’s features, glee writ large, but with an unsettling glint in his eyes that went beyond the mundane. Those were the eyes of someone who was deeply, mentally unbalanced.

      Which made complete sense. The Cursed Seal was basically Orochimaru’s perversion of senjutsu, making artificial facsimiles of what was closer to a holy state of becoming a Sage. In fact, when it came to his underlings, being mentally unbalanced and easily manipulated was a feature, not a flaw. How else was he supposed to more easily take their bodies in the case of his early demise?

      Even when he wasn’t even around, Snake Epstein was ruining things for everyone else.

      “The power… flowing through me…” Sasuke murmured, flexing and unflexing his hands in wonder.

      “Are you, uh…” Tobio’s mouth felt dry, as he stared at the boy. “Are you alright over there?”

      In an instant, Sasuke’s head whipped toward Tobio, and it felt like a dangerous amount of attention to have on him. Though, that might have had more to do with the Sharingan swirling dangerously in his eyes. Two tomoe, fresh off the heels of fighting Orochimaru.

      “…You rescued us,” he noted, voice deceptively quiet, even as his gaze flicked over to the corpses of the Oto-nin. “Why?”

      “Why?” Ami blinked. “Why would we even need a reason to rescue fellow Konoha-nin?”

      “Even when we’re competing against each other? To the death, obviously?”

      Tobio frowned. “At the end of the day this is just a test. It isn’t like it’s impossible for anyone here to retake it in the future.”

      “I can’t slow down like that,” Sasuke sneered. “I won’t. And you’re the perfect benchmark to test my progress.” The expression on the boy’s face wasn’t normally this cruel. Aloof, maybe, that was something Tobio could attest to.

      But willfully violent like this was another thing entirely. It had to be the mark affecting his behavior.

      Sakura seemed just as taken aback by his words. “S-Sasuke, what are you even talking ab—”

      “Shut up, Sakura,” Sasuke spoke, eyes narrowing. “This is between me and Tobio. He beat me at graduation… and he’s been growing even stronger, hasn’t he?”

      Tobio raised his hands in a placating gesture, smiling softly. “Sasuke, let’s all calm down, alright. We’re all friends here, aren’t we?”

      For a few glorious, brief moments, he thought that was enough. To make Sasuke see reason, or restrain himself. But then the madness in his gaze reasserted itself, and the boy was blurring toward him. His technique was immaculate, and it was only the screaming of his instincts that saw Tobio jolting back to narrowly avoid the flurry of strikes.

      “Tobio!” Hibachi yelled, alarmed, but hardly in a state to fight against a curse-mark empowered Sasuke.

      “Stay back! He’s compromised!” He warned, gritting his teeth as he twisted out of the way of a perfect haymaker.

      The worst part? Whatever he did against Sasuke, the boy was going to pick up and internalize via his magic bullshit eyes. This must have been what Rock Lee felt when he saw Sasuke use all of his moves against Gaara.

      Damn Uchiha.

      Using his sword was out of the question, just with how lethal it was, so Tobio dropped it and leaned back on his old mainstay. It was a little nostalgic to go back to mere taijutsu, as he rushed forward at Sasuke to match blows.

      The question was… what was his real goal here? To beat the shit out of Sasuke and lay him out, or just try and convince him to relax? There was a potential in either option, seeing as Sakura was able to get him to stand down in the original story.

      But he had to choose now, before Sasuke beat the shit out of him. Tobio had never forgotten that the Uchiha was the more proficient technical fighter, and he wasn’t sure if he’d gotten better or plateaued over the last few months.

      In an ideal world, he’d try and talk down Sasuke. But there were some things a guy just had to do, and ensuring that he at least internalized that the cursed mark wasn’t that good of a powerup might be beneficial. It didn’t have anything to do with Tobio’s own desire to prove himself to another opponent.

      That was just slander.

      Hell, he’d even thrown away his blade because he didn’t believe that Sasuke would have given him the time to sheathe it properly. So it was to be a duel of straight hands, as he tried to get the boy under control. And if Tobio was going to be honest…

      He almost lost. That galled him, more than anything else, if only because it was closer than he would have imagined. Sasuke was coming at him with violence, limbs a maddening blur that he was just barely keeping ahead of. Even worse was the fact that Tobio knew it wasn’t due to his own inherent taijutsu prowess that he was managing to stay ahead.

      Mixed Blood meant that he was just stronger, faster, and just plain tougher. Every time the more technically proficient Sasuke landed a blow to his ribs, Tobio felt it, in a way he hadn’t felt solid hits in a good, long time sparring with his teammates. That said, it wasn’t as if he wasn’t getting anything out of this fight.

      Every punch he failed to land, every kick that Sasuke nimbly dodged, was being corrected on the spot. Depths Of The Mind was a nefarious perk, as it locked the two of them into a feedback loop. Tobio improved and formulated his own martial arts style, while Sasuke’s spinning Sharingan copied it down and the Uchiha immediately threw it back out at him.

      It wasn’t made better by Sasuke’s cursed hickey, either. The boy was sweating bullets, face manic, as he slowly but surely started to overcome Tobio’s defenses with nimble, tactical strikes. “How’s it feel, Tobio?! To be on the backfoot!”

      “Your rage has unbalanced you, Sasuke,” Tobio panted, even as he couldn’t help but smile all the same. “That is not the shinobi way, is it?”

      “Shut up and fight!” Sasuke snarled.

      “Sasuke, stop it!” Sakura cried, taking a step forward, before being yanked back by Ami.

      The purple-haired girl shot her a fierce look. “Are you crazy? Don’t get between them.”

      “I have to stop Sasuke!” Sakura yelled back. “He’s… he’s not normally like this.”

      “An enraged berserker?” Karin asked, looking at the display with a gimlet eye.

      Hibachi clicked his tongue. “Damn Uchiha, stealing Tobio’s moves…”

      “No, it… has something to do with that seal on his neck. That’s where all the weird chakra is coming from,” Karin guessed, squinting.

      Tobio couldn’t give them any more attention, though, not when he was just trying not to lose. Even with all of his advantages, was this his limit?

      …But inside of him, he felt something begin to click into place. Not a new power, or a hidden strength, but a solidification of his skills and abilities that had been honed over the last few months. Everything coming together, as he stared at Sasuke winding up for another kick…

      A proper technique that he could use to bring this to a close. Revival of X, at long last rising from the depths of his soul.

      It felt like a divine revelation.

      The world coming to a pinpoint head, as he ignored the yelling of his teammates and Sakura. Just the fine, singular focus on Sasuke, red eyes boring into his own. No greater concerns, like the exam, or Orochimaru’s impending invasion of the Hidden Leaf, hovering in the back of his mind.

      For a few brief moments, he felt like enlightenment was crashing down onto him. Everything was the same for a few moments, and then it felt like it was coming into a new, sharper color, as he stared at Sasuke. And felt the need to keep from recoiling.

      In Buddhism, there were five poisons, klesha, that impeded your spiritual progress. Ignorance, which sprung from delusion. Attachment, which sprung from desire and passion. Aversion, more accurately translated to anger and hatred. Pride, speaking of arrogance and conceit. Lastly, Envy, the green jealousy that rotted men from the inside out.

      Enlightenment could reveal incredibly sour truths, and now the blinkers had been taken off Tobio by the dint of… whatever this new technique he made was. Now that Tobio could see clearly, unmoored by the limitations of flesh… Sasuke disgusted him on some level. It wasn’t the boy’s fault, but in each action he took, he unknowingly dragged his soul back from reaching that same enlightenment that Tobio had found.

      In his ignorance, he clung to the feelings of power his curse granted him. Without ever realizing that it was in fact a weakness, rather than a virtue. His lack of discernment in failing to control himself damned him even more.

      His longing for power kept him from holding this borrowed strength at arm’s length.

      An inflated sense of his own might was part of the reason why he even wanted to fight Tobio. To prove who was the strongest.

      Looking at the progress of others with envious eyes, rather than trying to measure himself against them. Rather than seeing how he improved over the Sasuke of the previous day. Worse than any of these other poisons in his veins, though, was the last.

      Sasuke hated.

      Himself, the village, but most of all his brother. It was the kind of all-consuming hatred that made him willing to put everything on a pyre for the sake of his revenge.

      These five poisons were a rot inside of people, and when he focused, Tobio could sense how they drove Sasuke. All of these animal instincts that sprung from the darkness that came before, which needed to be parted from a soul in order to reach nirvana.

      Even he wasn’t free from them. But at least Tobio could recognize where he needed to begin to change.

      “I’m sorry you were hurt like this,” he honestly, wholeheartedly spoke, as Sasuke’s eyebrows furrowed together in confusion.

      [HIDDEN QUEST COMPLETED: CREATE YOUR FIRST MARTIAL ART TECHNIQUE.]

      

      [REWARD: 1x MINOR MIGHT OR ARTIFICE PERK ROLL.]​

      They were so back.

      It was as if Sasuke’s next move was telegraphed from a mile away. His stance twisted, gearing up into a punch. Which was actually a feint, so he could get into position to knee Tobio in the gut. It would have worked, if he hadn’t been able to read it coming.

      The world blurred.

      And then Sasuke was being flipped onto his stomach, as Tobio gently but firmly pinned him to the ground with a foot onto his back.

      “W-What…?” He asked, blinking in confusion. “I don’t… how did you…”

      “All of that rage you carry in your heart without purpose keeps you from reaching your full potential,” Tobio softly spoke. His own anger was a mental trigger, more of a tool than an actual description of how he felt. “Until you can let it go, though? You’ll never become who you’re meant to be.”

      Sasuke thrashed under his foot, beginning to yell again. “I can still fight! I can still—”

      “Sasuke!” Sakura yelled, eyes bleary and wet. “P-Please, just… stop. It’s over.”

      That, more than anything else, seemed to take the fight out of the boy, as his curse mark began to recede, inch by inch. Before slowly, he just… fell unconscious again. “I… wasn’t… strong enough…”

      With a huff, Tobio took his foot off of Sasuke’s back, stretching his sore muscles. “For a guy his size, he hits like a truck.”

      “Are you alright?” Karin asked, looking concerned. “That was… a lot.”

      “It was kind of crazy, but if Orochimaru did show up and plant some freaky seal on him, it’d explain those weird tattoos and markings,” Ami added.

      “He did,” Sakura confirmed.

      “Well, I dunno if we should stick around after all of that,” Tobio pointed out. “We weren’t exactly quiet.”

      That, and Tobio really wanted to find somewhere quiet to roll his new perk. Even a minor perk would be really good right now.

      Ami didn’t waste any time glancing over at the corpses of the Oto-nin. “Bright side? We might have solved Team Seven’s scroll issue, if you haven’t gotten one yet.”

      There was indeed a matching scroll for what Team Seven needed. It was a bit of serendipity, too, seeing as Tobio mostly spent the intervening time pulling back his new senses. The technique he’d made was good, but sensing the worst parts of people would get old, quick.

      However, one thing did change while he was distracted. The sole blonde in the clearing woke up, yelling out incoherently.

      Naruto sat up quickly, looking around in confusion, with no small amount of tension in his body. Until he saw that there wasn’t any fighting still going on. “…What did I miss?”

      Hibachi sighed. “You’re gonna wanna stay sitting down for this. You missed a lot.”
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      Things moved quickly after that.

      Naruto did not take the presence of thoroughly mutilated bodies too well, so Tobio did something rather unkind to poor Karin. He made Naruto aware that he had a cousin, standing right over there, and signed to Hibachi to do away with the corpses. A few moments later, they were out of sight and out of mind, buried under a simple manipulation of Earth Release. It was at that point Tobio glanced back over to Naruto, bouncing up and down as he badgered Karin with questions. The most important of which was her current status, as the group got up and off the ground.

      “Are you joining Konoha?” Naruto excitedly asked, Sasuke slung on his back, as the group sped away from the scene of the crime. If nothing else, the boy’s capability to change emotional states on a dime was something to envy. “That’s great!”

      “That’s the plan, yeah,” Karin nervously nodded. “So you didn’t even know the Uzumaki were a clan…?”

      “W-Well, no,” he admitted, blinking nervously. “But it makes sense! Why I’m so cool and everything.”

      “Right,” she agreed, keeping whatever hidden thoughts she might have had about the boy’s awesomeness to herself. The conversation continued back and forth like that for a while, as the rest of the combined group mostly focused on keeping moving to put some proper distance between themselves and the slaughtered Oto-nin. The Mixed Blood Genin didn’t think Orochimaru would even check on their status, but he didn’t want to be around if the powerful sannin felt inclined to do so. It was after a good bit of travel, though, that he signaled to the group for them to come to a stop.

      “Let’s stop for camp here,” Tobio interrupted, if only to save Karin from having her ear talked off by Naruto. The boy could grow on you, like a fungus, but his excitement felt like a distraction for himself to keep his mind off the bodies Tobio had cut down back there.

      As usual, they were making camp in the driest, most secure spot he could find. Sasuke was laid down, a fire was set out as the sun began to set, and for a brief period of time it felt like things were going a-okay. If anything, better than okay, considering the trouble he should have invited into his life with interfering that much with the timeline.

      “Do you have enough food for everyone?” Ami asked, mildly concerned. “It was one thing when it was just Karin, but these extra people…”

      Tobio rolled his eyes at her concern. “I always pack extra food. Even over explosive seals.”

      “Really?” Sakura asked, eyes wide.

      “No, no, that’s a good thing,” Hibachi confirmed, a deeply gluttonous glint in his eyes. “When you taste even his premade rations, you’ll understand.”

      “There’s no way it’s that good,” Naruto doubted, rolling his eyes. “Or at least better than ramen.”

      “…You’ll understand when you get your first bite.”

      This was quickly confirmed by the happy moans, grunts, and devoured onigiri that was destroyed by the two new genin to their team. Enough so that Sakura was basically out like a light the moment her head hit a bedroll, exhausted from the labors of staying up to protect her teammates. Not that he could blame her, with everyone on his team keeping a pretty grueling pace to search for the forest these last few days. With Tobio taking first watch, Ami, Hibachi, and Karin were trying to follow after her, and catch some sleep themselves.

      The only ones left awake were Karin, himself, and Naruto. With the title-character himself fidgeting a bit before approaching Tobio. Settling down quietly next to him, the boy waited for a bit, trying to find his words.

      “…Why did you kill those guys?”

      Welp. This was a conversation Tobio suspected was coming, but had been trying to avoid. He turned to face Naruto, lips pursed together as he thought over his words. All the while, the blonde, blue-eyed boy stared ahead of Tobio carefully. Being under Naruto’s regard like this could be a good or bad thing, though Tobio would have to be truly monstrous to be beyond saving from the boy’s perspective. That said, it didn’t mean he was going to be careless with his words.

      “…Because it was the easiest way to save your lives.”

      “Because it was easy?” There’s an edge in Naruto’s voice when he said those words, but Tobio didn’t let it scare him. Not before he’d had a chance to explain himself.

      “There were so many permutations to that situation that I couldn’t assure your life, Sakura’s life, or Sasuke’s life, if I chose to hold back,” Tobio bluntly, honestly stated. “Maybe I could have pulled my punches, and if they were from our village, I would have.”

      Leaning forward, though, Tobio stared right back at Naruto. “But each and every shinobi in the exam, at this moment, understands they they’re taking their life in their hands by being here. They chose to come here, threaten my comrades, and I repaid their violent intentions by putting them in the dirt.”

      “But killing is wrong!”

      “Killing is what shinobi do, Naruto,” Tobio sighed. “Killing, stealing, blackmail, we’re deniable assets hired by the rich and powerful, and that is the way of the world.”

      “Then the world shouldn’t be that way.”

      Tobio nodded. “I agree.”

      His open agreement obviously took the boy aback a bit, as he blinked. “What?”

      The oni-blooded Genin snorted. “Do you think I like hurting people? I like a good fight, but I am a strong proponent of peace in most other things.”

      Lying on his side nearby, facing away from them, Hibachi snorted, and Tobio chose to ignore one of his best friends. It was the diplomatic, peaceful option.

      “But peace requires both parties to agree to it, to want it, to crave it. At the same time, war requires only one or two dissenting opinions. If I were strong enough as the fourth Hokage, or the first, powerful enough to instill fear on an entire continent or give everyone else pause, I could probably see the sort of peace you and I might like established. Both of us are years away from that sort of strength, though.”

      Naruto’s expression firmed up, cheeks puffing out in a way that made him look precisely his age. “Then… when I become Hokage, I’ll change things. I’ll change the world for everyone.”

      “I hope so,” Tobio nodded. “Mostly because I’m lazy, but if you change the world, it means that I’ve got more time for the things I love.” Sparring, studying and modifying justsu, cooking. If he had to retire at this moment, Tobio figured he could make a good living as a chef.

      “…You think I’ll actually do it?” He seemed… surprised by that, and given that the original Tobio had never been a proponent for it, that was a fair take. “Really?”

      “Really,” he agreed. “If it’s a matter of determination and grit, you’ve got it in spades.”

      For that, Naruto couldn’t help but grin, beaming, and prior murders forgotten under the praise. “Heh. Believe it, Tobi!”

      Tobio winced, and grimaced at the nickname. “Let’s just stick to Tobio.”

      “Ah, yeah, alright,” Naruto nervously chuckled. “I’ll uh, leave you to first watch.”

      “That’s good. Karin might have some interesting stories to tell you of her life in Kusagakure, maybe?” He suggested. Granted, most of the stories were bound to be awful, but hey. It was never too early to spread his disdain for Kusa around.

      “Oh, that’s a great idea!” Naruto beamed, scrambling off to go bother the redhead right then and there. Tobio felt bad for doing that, though not by much.

      His conversation with Naruto was one that had to happen, but now that it was over, Tobio had the first watch to cover while everyone else got dinner and settled in. Sasuke was still unconscious, though, which was… unusual. Wasn’t he supposed to have woken up already? Tobio would have to ascribe it to exhaustion brought on by the initial usage of the cursed hickey. Hell, there were a lot of little things that didn’t add up, like Team Seven still possessing their original scroll, but he the amount of sheer divergences to the timeline at this point were only racking up with each passing day. If changing things at Takigakure had been the equivalent of throwing a stone in a pond, everything he was doing at the exams was bound to equate to throwing a brick in.

      Either way, the first watch was what Tobio wanted, if only because he desperately wanted the free time to drool all over his precious new perk choice. With Five Poisons Sense, he doubted anything with ill intent was going to be able to sneak up on them either.

      Which meant there was no better time to crack open his soul for otherworldly power.

      The real question was… did he want to spring for a Might perk, or an Artifice? Both were very good, given that he got his sword from an Artifice roll, but that didn’t mean the other couldn’t have an argument to be made for it. In fact, he’d gotten things like Calcium and Elixir from Might, so in many ways it had been doing some heavy lifting for Tobio.

      Yet he could only pick one. Decisions, decisions…

      Between the two of them, he felt like the move was to gird himself for the violence to come. So Tobio settled down and allowed his inner space to reach out and bring him some delicious rewards. It was as unusual as ever to be metaphysically filled to the brim beyond words, but he chose to focus on his anticipation instead.

      Made all the more enjoyable as the possible reward choices came rolling in for his viewing pleasure.

       Primal Amulet MtG — Ixalan A jade amulet, this amulet gives the benefits of the Jade used by the Merfolk, intensifying your strength and magical prowess by a measure that grows greater when in the untouched wilderness beyond a town, or city — the farther from the nearest settlement you are, the more efficient and effective this Jade is, though small as it is, it has limits — as a normal Merfolk, you would not be able to grow beyond the might of five of your kind, even in a completely pristine valley of Ixalan. Moonveil Elden Ring The masterpiece of a Sellian swordsmith, this katana is forged wholly of glintstone. Light wreaths it when sheathed-and when swiftly drawn for a few seconds, it can be used to launched waves of light following the motion of its slashes. A sorcerer’s weapon, first and foremost, while the strong and the dexterous handle it well, it is one gifted in intellect that brings out its full worth as a weapon. Hot Witch Ben 10 Sorcerers and witches have a sort of exotic charm behind them compared to ordinary humans and you’re no exception. Not only are you quite attractive in terms of appearance, you have a special quality that adds to the sort of ‘mystical’ look befitting your heritage… colorful eyes, hair, perhaps some tattoos or skin without a single blemish. Careful, you might charm someone with that.

      The Primal Amulet was useful, objectively, in this situation. But any kind of civilization would see the use cases for it begin to dwindle precariously. Even if it wasn’t going to be used by Tobio, though, it’d be a good gift for any of his friends. And if he could plant the seed of a Balance Breaker inside of it…

      Well, that’d be even better.

      A part of him that was a fervent Fromsoft fan was already freaking out at the appearance of the Moonveil katana, however. He would barely have to lie about where it came from, even if he didn’t really need to use it. It’d be a good gift for any of his allies. And again, very good for candidate for Balance Breaker in the future.

      …Hot Witch was what it said on the tin. It would make him more attractive, if in a supernatural sort of way. A very vain part of him didn’t mind that sort of thing, even if it wouldn’t hold the same appeal as the other objects he could snatch up.

      Tobio would have hesitated to say there was anything he would have struggled to take, if given the opportunity. Hot Witch would boost his attractiveness, albeit in a way he might not have expected. Perhaps not the best thing to screw around with when everyone was on edge already.

      And if he was going to have people like him… he’d like to do it the old-fashioned way. By getting so ripped that women looked at him for his muscles, like the Sage intended.

      Yeah, that sounded right.

      In the case of Primal Amulet, there were just too many cases of combat occurring inside a city for it to be the best pick. It was useful, to be sure, but best served when truly in the depths of the wild, where the touch of civilization has never been seen. For that alone, it was something that he was going to have to decline.

      However, Moonveil… was a special kind of power-up. Especially if he could combine it with his Zanpakuto. Working like how it worked in the game, it’d scale off his intelligence, dexterity, and strength. Not to toot his own horn, but Tobio was certainly above average in terms of raw smarts these days. So it’d work out pretty well, if properly used.

      He huffed, a nervous smirk crossing over his lips. “Fuck it, we ball…”

      Tobio pulled the trigger on his newest perk and allowed his soul to bloom with a new, curious power. All while his sword was changing before his very eyes. Engravings and strange, glintstone additions being warped onto the metal, as it evolved into a new shape.

      “What hath mine own fucking wielder done? Am I bound to a fool?”​

      Did he just hear something? It felt like he’d heard someone talking, briefly, nearby, but it wasn’t anyone from the camp. Maybe he was just tweaking a little from the odd sensation of how it felt to have the Zanpakuto shift for the first time.

      Either way, it was going to be exciting to get to try it out in the future. Surely, his sword spirit would be fine with all these strange and unusual additions to the functions of his soul and sword.

      Surely.

    
    

    
      


      Tobio’s dreams were rarely all that complex.

      Most of the deep, psychological issues someone might have presumed on a child who engaged in regular acts of violence… just weren’t present. Whether that was because he could draw on the wellspring of resolve from his past life, or Mixed Bloods were just different, he couldn’t say. But there were times like this when his dreams could get strange.

      A gathering of sharp-toothed and horned figures, that danced, drank, and ate. But the specifics were never the exact same, and the figures changed shape on a dime. All he could get was that there was an alien feeling of excess that went beyond the human range of desire. Urges, unbidden, to sink his teeth into flesh, and live like these monsters with the faces of men.

      Sometimes it was a feminine figure, blurry, who he got the feeling was trying to tell him something. But that was a brief flash, before his dreams moved onto something more entertaining, like cooking, or an exaggerated fight where he cut through a mountain.

      Nightmares were absent, as was anything that he could recall in crystalline clear definition. Which made his latest dream all the more unusual.

      Typically, it was something that was far less clear and coherent than this. But he found himself resting on a vast shore that stretched on to the horizon. A sea of stars was off in the distance, but what drew his attention was the dominating presence before him.

      The moon.

      It hung there in the sky like a watcher. But not an unfriendly one. More curious than anything else, as he stood in the middle of the shore, and watched the moon rise on the horizon. And then, with a susurrant whisper, a voice he could barely make out spoke from behind him.

      “Thou art not prepared yet. Sleep.”

      And then he opened his eyes to the cracking of the dawn.

      Whatever that dream was, or what it meant… felt like a tomorrow problem. Maybe it didn’t mean anything at all. Looking too much into what could be nothing at all, or something to do with the dubious wisdom of implanting glintstone into his soul felt like too much work. Sure, Tobio could reflect on his actions and probably point out some instances where he could have made wiser choices, but what would be the point?

      Introspection? Self-reflection? What is that? Could he eat it?

      That said, there was some unequivocally good news! Sasuke awoke the following morning. Which was good, Tobio was beginning to worry that he’d fucked the timeline beyond all recognition. Characters weren’t coming into certain ‘scenes’ when they were supposed to stumble into, and he was murdering all sorts of people well before their time. That the timeline wasn’t totally borked was… a good thing.

      Hopefully.

      “It was like I was just watching it happen,” Sasuke stated, voice quiet, as the group settled in for the morning repast. “Like I barely had any control over myself, and I was just… on a hair trigger the entire time.”

      “Explains why you went off on me,” Tobio murmured.

      Sasuke scoffed. “Not like it did anything. Even with that power-up and whaling on you, you still won.”

      Tobio wasn’t keen to tell Sasuke exactly how tight that victory had been. With the curse mark, Sasuke had been fighting at a much higher level of physicality and brutality than he’d usually engage with. The fact that he’d been only holding back to taijutsu, and hadn’t rushed Tobio with some ninjutsu, was the biggest reason why he only walked away with some bruises.

      And those were already healing nicely, even if his ribs did twinge a little.

      “You still managed to land some good hits. But trusting in some cursed seal that a missing-nin gave you is…”

      “Idiotic?” Hibachi offered. “Dumb as fuck, considering what could have been inside of it?”

      “Orochimaru made it seem like it’d be a gift, before he gave me it,” Sasuke sighed, reaching up to rub his neck.

      “He also attacked us and knocked us out, teme,” Naruto pointed out, being the voice of reason in a shocking amount of sense. “That’s not exactly trustworthy behavior.”

      Even Sasuke had the good sense to look a little abashed when Naruto of all people was making sense. He just looked like he sucked on a lemon, rather than admit it. Fair. In his shoes, Tobio wouldn’t want to admit that much in his shoes either.

      Now that the snake hickey wasn’t active anymore, the kleshas that had been overpowering Sasuke weren’t as prominent either. Tobio checked, and found that the intensity had been brought to a simmering low. Though Aversion was still sky high comparatively. If someone murdered his entire family, though…

      Well. The Last Loyal Uchiha’s spiritual development was bound to be a long, winding road through that trauma.

      “Are you guys even going to be able to make it to the Tower…?” Karin asked, blinking owlishly.

      Sasuke looked toward the redhead, as if seeing her for the first time. “…Who is she again?”

      “My cousin!” Naruto excitedly exclaimed. “She’s uh… defecating to Konoha!”

      “Defecting,” Karin hastily correcting, shooting Naruto a small scowl. “I am defecting to Konoha.”

      “Yeah, that. What’s the difference?”

      With a pause, she leaned in and whispered in his ear. It was amusing to watch Naruto’s features turn shocked in real time. “That’s what defecating means?!”

      The lone Uchiha gave his teammate a slow, languid blink, before turning to address the rest of the group. “Anyway, it might be tough, but I think we should be able to make it the rest of the way to the tower. Thanks… for the extra mission scroll.”

      “It was no problem,” Tobio assured them.

      He’d thought about not giving Team Seven the scroll, but… he didn’t have a reason not to? Sure, if he was someone so utterly gutted by a drive for perks that he’d do anything for them, that was probably worth a hidden quest completion. Tobio wasn’t, though, and it’d be a real asshole move for utterly no gain.

      That said, did he want to leave them to try and make the journey by themselves, or head out alongside them to the tower? In terms of mission objectives, they’d mostly accomplished everything they’d set out to do.

      In the end, they decided to just go together. There was no reason to dally, and between Tobio’s new technique and Karin, they were not getting ambushed anytime soon. Though Naruto and Sasuke had to adjust to their individually sealed states.

      For Sasuke, that meant basically no active chakra usage. Naruto’s reliance on clones was curtailed as well, massive group of Genin made their way through the forest.

      One of the things that Tobio loved about his new life was the speed and ease with which shinobi could travel over terrain. Dense, living forests like this would have required at least a well-paved road to make it anywhere in a respectable amount of time in his old life. Here and now, with a body like this, it wasn’t even comparable.

      The kilometers they needed to traverse to get to the tower were onerous, and he’d had to cut down a few curious predators that had mistaken them for meals, but it was never a question of whether or not they’d make it there. No, it was merely how long it’d take for them to get there that day.

      Navigating around what dangers Karin could sense, and having Tobio cleave through what she didn’t, the motley group of genin found themselves approaching the massive tower within a few hours of travel. It was a tall, imposing construction, jutting out above the skyline with wires branching off from it every which way.

      Each side even had their own series of doors and passages. Judging by the fact that each one was labeled for a different, team, though, it wasn’t rocket science what the event organized initially wanted from their examinees.

      “I guess that’s it,” Sasuke huffed, sweating more than ever before. Then, he turned to Tobio. “…Thank you. For stopping me when I was…”

      “It’s cool,” Tobio assured him. “Everyone has a bad moment. Maybe let someone know about the rogue sannin’s hickey on your neck, though?”

      “I will,” he assured Tobio, nodding sharply.

      “Oh, can you really praise us too, when you’re talking about how we swooped in and saved your team?” Hibachi asked. “It’ll look good on our records.”

      That got a more begrudging nod from Sasuke, as he turned to leave. Naruto, though, gave Karin a happy, excited wave. “Don’t worry about a thing! Jiji is gonna sort you out before long, alright?”

      He had an earnest gleam in his eyes, and Naruto’s personality was the type that was hard to rebuff for long. Especially when he genuinely and wholeheartedly longed for family ties. That much was clear from his every interaction with Karin, grinning from ear to ear, even while he boasted his future aims.

      “I’m sure,” she nodded, smiling softly in return. “I’ll see you later, Naruto.”

      With that, Naruto followed Sasuke into the tower, and Sakura paused before heading in after him. Meeting eyes with Ami, her mouth opened, and the closed, before giving the girl a nod. Ami for her part blinked in surprise, before nodding back.

      As to whatever girl-to-girl telepathy just went on, Tobio didn’t know, or care. They had bigger fish to fry, left alone and going around to their own private door.

      Though it didn’t stop Hibachi from asking an important question. “…Are we even allowed to take Karin in with us to our door?” Hibachi asked.

      “Probably not,” Tobio admitted, before the boy shrugged. “But we’re already kind of bending a lot of rules, trying to get her to defect during an active exam. It isn’t a huge deal if we end up breaking a few more.”

      “I’m right here,” Karin stated, giving Tobio a deadpan expression.

      “If you can’t joke about defecting to the superior village, Karin, what can you joke about?”

      That was enough to get a snort out of the girl, which was for the best. As good as she’d been at keeping up with Team Eleven, there was a gulf between her and Tobio’s teammates, and even Team Seven. For all that he’d tried to rope her into their little friendship, she still was a little tense and a bit out of sync with the rest of them.

      He didn’t even feel that familiar tug with Karin yet, the kind that presaged the capability for her to be added to the Sworn Brotherhood. Hopefully, that’d come in time, as he gained her trust in earnest, and she saw that Konoha was remarkably different from Kusagakure. Mostly in that it wasn’t going to eat her alive, like her previous home.

      As the four of them entered into the space, it was well-lit, clean, and with a set of instructions printed on a poster against the wall. To open their scrolls, at last, not that any of them had been particularly itching to do so.

      “If we get failed on some technicality, or trick, because we weren’t supposed to open them…” Ami grumbled.

      “That’s unlikely,” Hibachi shot back.

      “But not impossible! Let’s just crack em’ open, and if we fail we can blame Tobio.”

      “Agreed.”

      Tobio clicked his tongue, as the group of them gathered around their two scrolls, squinting at his teammates. “You two are ingrates.”

      “Giving you a hard time is how you know we care,” Hibachi chuckled.

      Shaking his head, Tobio rolled his eyes and finally cracked open the seals, which erupted in an explosion of smoke, before revealing…

      “Funeno-sensei?” Ami asked, in confusion.

      “That’s right, Ami-san!” The familiar face of one of the ‘background’ teachers at the academy smiled out at them. “And… company?” He blinked, looking over at Karin.

      “Oh, she’s an Uzumaki defector,” Tobio reassured the man. “It’s all good.”

      “…What?”

      Hibachi shrugged. “Tobio said it’s all good, bro. Don’t know what else to say.”

      It turned out that it was not, in fact, all good.

      

    
  




    25. Onboarding

    
       

      Who would have known that bringing in an active defector during a Chūnin Exams would have been kicked up the chain? Probably anyone with half a brain, Tobio included. But he wanted to imagine a more peaceable, kinder world where he didn’t have to deal with the rightful consequences of his actions.

      This was not that world.

      There were suddenly an awful lot of high-ranking shinobi barking orders at them, specifically oriented toward getting them into a nice, private space. Saddled in a waiting room, it wasn’t long before Tekuno-sensei showed up, a tired-looking expression on his face. It was the kind expression that a parent wore when they just walked into news that their child was responsible for something exceedingly destructive, and now they had to pay for it. Ami, Hibachi, Karin, and Tobio were sitting there, with the first three looking nervous. Tobio did his best to look about as placid and innocent as possible.

      Staring at the three nervous Genin, and an unrepentant fourth, Tekuno let out a long sigh. “…Whose idea was this?”

      Instantly, everyone’s hands were pointing to Tobio.

      He gasped. “Betrayal!”

      “It was literally your idea, Tobio!” Ami yelled. “Now they’re all giving us the side-eye!”

      “People defect! Sometimes! It could have been a group effort to decide to try and poach Karin.”

      The bespectacled girl blinked. “I’m still right here.”

      “True, but you also betrayed me. Nobody said you had to join these traitors in giving me the finger.”

      She scoffed in turn, glancing away from him silently.

      As usual, Tekuno clapped his hands when their bickering hit the professionalism limit. “Alright, alright, I’m gonna need Tobio, and Uzumaki-san with me. Right now.”

      “Are we going somewhere?” Karin asked, worried, as she stood up, Tobio alongside her.

      “Yeah, you could say that,” Tekuno nodded. “If you’re really keen on defecting, then we need to go see the Hokage. Thankfully, he’s here at the moment. And he’s also gonna have to speak to Tobio, seeing as he was the architect of this whole thing.”

      Well, this wasn’t exactly unexpected. Everything had a price, and he’d gone way outside of the remit of a typical genin with his actions. “…Fair. Fine, let’s go face the music.”

      Tekuno gave him an approving nod over his shoulder, before turning back around to lead the two children elsewhere in the building. “Come on.”

      Moving through winding halls of the tower, it didn’t take long before they’d reached their destination. Tobio sensed the Hokage long before he saw him, though. If only by the sheer and total absence of a lot of the emotional instability that he’d been used to getting from most children and shinobi.

      Hiruzen was a cool lake. Someone who wasn’t a sage, or enlightened, but had a much tighter grasp on his sense of self and emotions than most people. Then again, how could you ever hope to master a village if you couldn’t master yourself? Tobio was sure that the man still had some blindspots, or flaws, but with age came a masterful sort of refinement of your emotional range that most children lacked. Even so…

      He hadn’t been in the same room as the Hokage in months, and it still made his teeth go on edge. There wasn’t any one thing that made him tense and nervous, admittedly. It was just the entire spectrum of danger-sensing abilities he possessed, constantly keeping him aware of just how deadly the kindly old man was every time he looked at the Mixed Blood. No matter how innocuous the room they’d been led into seemed, or how innocent the old man was seated in the spare office, totally relaxing just wasn’t possible for the boy. Not around Hiruzen, with what he knew and felt.

      Currently, it was just Tekuno-sensei, Tobio, Karin, and Hiruzen in the room. Not that Tobio didn’t remotely believe there were some ANBU within a moment’s notice, waiting and watching their superior’s meeting. Glancing over at Tekuno-sensei, too, it was hard to tell if he was going to find an ally here in his teacher, considering the line he’d crossed.

      His sensei’s face might as well have been made of stone, for how much it moved from the neutral state he had it in. Compared to the big man’s normally expressive, smiling features, it was a little disorienting. Though given that they were being told to meet with the Hokage rather than the typical flowery language used for requests…

      Even Tobio wasn’t such a social boor to ignore the fact that he’d, in part, committed a bit of a social fucky-wucky. He’d caused a possible diplomatic incident, and this was the price. If he could do it over, though, he’d still do it again. If Konoha wasn’t the place that he thought it was, well, Tobio would make it the ideal village he hoped for, brick by brick. And the Kami help anyone who would get in his way.

      “You’ve put me into something of a predicament, Tobio-san,” the older man sighed, taking a long drag from his pipe, as he closed his eyes. “On one hand, you have a spotless record of while admittedly foolhardy, successful actions. You’re an exemplar of your generation, with burgeoning skills in nearly every field of our profession.”

      Tobio blinked in surprise, a little taken aback. He was an exemplar? Him? In the abstract, he could see the case being made for perhaps his own skills being relatively sterling, but Tobio had just… never really thought of himself that way. Then again, he was also the type of person to fight tooth and nail about being tagged with the title of ‘prodigy’. With the utter grinder that any above-average ninja got tossed into from Konoha, in the name of maintaining their superiority, it wasn’t a particularly enviable title in his eyes.

      …But objectively, Hiruzen was telling the truth. There were some things that Tobio wasn’t all that good at, but he knew a startling amount of jutsu for a Genin, combined with a bloodline limit and a terrifying rate of skill acquisition. From the outside looking in, he was the very definition of the word exemplar.

      Taking another drag of his pipe, Hiruzen exhaled, allowing the smoke to drift upward. All the while, it felt as if Tobio was waiting for the sword to drop. There had to be, for all of this buildup.

      The Hokage gestured to Karin, who was doing her level best not to freak out, but still twitched at the man pointing his pipe at her. “Even now, your Will of Fire is incandescent, to reach out to a descendant of our allies suffering under the yoke of foreign oppression.”

      Glancing toward the redhead full on, Hiruzen gave her a congenial smile. “I can say wholeheartedly that the Hidden Leaf would be honored to welcome a member of the Uzumaki, if you truly are a member of that august Clan.”

      Tobio felt his heart break a little as the tension melted out of Karin’s posture, disbelief spreading across her features. “…Really?”

      “Of course,” Hiruzen nodded. “Our Hidden Village owes much to the Uzumaki, and sheltering one of their own in our village is no hardship. I do believe we even still have specific Uzumaki properties available for Clan ownership, once your status is verified.”

      If the news that she was going to be accepted into Konoha was mind-blowing, the knowledge that she theoretically owned property blew her mind. “W-What? There’s gotta be a catch, right?”

      “There is, but it’s one I imagine you’d want to pay regardless,” Hiruzen smiled. “Loyalty to Konoha, naturally. But we, unlike what you may not be used to, do not ask our shinobi to sacrifice unduly.”

      Tobio did his best to try to keep his face straight while the Hokage gave a perhaps, coddling, framing of Konohagakure’s internal policy. If the old man wanted to sell this to Karin all the more, well, he wasn’t going to stop him. Karin seemed to want to hope, all the same, and compared to her conditions in Kusagakure…

      What did she have to lose?

      “Then… I accept,” she smiled, trying to fight off tears of sheer joy, anxiety, or optimism.

      [HIDDEN QUEST COMPLETED: MAKE A BLOODLINE HOLDER DEFECT TO THE HIDDEN LEAF.]
[REWARD: 1x MODERATE DOMINION PERK.]

      

      [QUEST COMPLETED: REACH THE PRELIMINARIES.]
[REWARD: CHOICE OF 1x MODERATE ARTIFICE, ERUDITION, MIGHT, OR DOMINION PERK.]​

      On one hand, incredibly radical gains. He was already chomping at the bit to see what kind of perk he’d roll. But unfortunately, it seemed as if the warm and fuzzies were over with, as Hiruzen was turning Tobio’s way. The grandfatherly man’s smile was fading away, as his expression flattened out and focused on Tobio entirely.

      It was all the boy could do not to squirm underneath his regard.

      “As for you, Tobio, I suspect the situation is far more complex. Even with your potential, you’ve forced me into something of a corner to deal with the offense that Kusagakure will inevitably take from this,” Hiruzen explained, his eyes boring into Tobio’s own. “What do you think I should do in such a situation? With a shinobi who enacts their own impromptu missions, without sanction from the village?”

      That threw him for a loop, because genuinely, Tobio didn’t have the faintest clue. Looking at his sensei for a hint wasn’t helping matters either, as the man wasn’t giving anything away. Which meant that the boy had to navigate this politically fraught conversation all by himself.

      “I believe,” Tobio began, rolling his wrist at his sides to bleed off some of his anxious energy. “That there’s a heavy-handed and light-handed approach to how you could take this.”

      “Mm?”

      “Light-handed would be a slap on the wrist, and letting me go my way,” he admitted, which was also what Tobio was kind of hoping for. If Naruto got away with all those pranks, surely Tobio could get off with basically a stern dressing down.

      Taking another puff of his pipe, Hiruzen nodded. “That’s true. And if I chose to be firmer in my dealings? Less willing to let things slide?”

      “Probably forcing my team to drop out of the exams at this moment,” Tobio grimaced. “Putting us on scutwork, stuff like that.”

      Ideally, Hiruzen wouldn’t do anything like that, if only because Tobio was really looking forward to being promoted. But he did go above and well beyond his rank, promising things he didn’t have the authority to promise. The fact that his Hokage was so willing to give it to them was more of a blessing than anything else.

      “Those are some salient points, though in this situation, I believe I’m going to split the difference,” Hiruzen breathed out, straightening his posture. “Thus, I’ll have to inflict the effective punishment that will also end up protecting you.”

      “…Whuh?” What the hell was this old geezer talking about?

      There was an amused glint in Sarutobi’s eyes, as his lips curved into the faintest ghost of a smile. “Protecting one lone shinobi from the consequences of their actions is a politically fraught task. But if said ninja was, in fact, the heir of his own clan…”

      Tobio squinted at the man’s face in confusion. “But I don’t have a-Oh!”

      Oh, that clever bastard.

      “I see you get it,” Hiruzen smiled, looking far more smug than he ought to have. “Provided you want the hassle of running your own Clan.”

      Tobio didn’t see anything wrong with it, admittedly, even if it’d be something of a hassle at first. Having political power in the village, especially when his Elixir started to become well-known, could only be a benefit. There were a lot of things about the Hidden Leaf that he didn’t mind, but there was just as much that he didn’t care for when it came to the governance of their military dictatorship.

      With this, he’d have the power to genuinely change them. If it wasn’t for his bloodline, he knew full well this option would never have been extended to Tobio. Not anytime soon, anyway But the political realities were what they were, and Hiruzen was a canny enough individual to roll with the punches as they came. A more cynical side of himself noted that it’d also be another thing tying Tobio down to the village in a more visceral way.

      “I don’t know what running a Clan even entails,” Tobio admitted. “But… I’m not opposed to giving it a shot.”

      Hiruzen hummed softly. “Mostly? A great deal of paperwork that I’m sure your sensei will be happy to help with.”

      A small choking sound escaped Tekuno, as his eyes reflected a small amount of panic. “H-Hokage?”

      “Well, legally speaking, Kanden-san is the closest thing you have to a legal guardian. So it’s natural he’d help out, yes?” Hiruzen sent the man a glance that was full of meaning, before Tekuno deflated under the look.

      “…Yes, Hokage-sama.” He had the look of a man who had just realized that his immediate future was going to be filled with nothing but paperwork.

      “As for you, Uzumaki-san,” Hiruzen shifted, glancing at the redhead who’d been watching their back and forth with wide eyes. “Would you be willing to talk to one of my personnel? They’ll merely be asking some questions to facilitate your smooth transition into the village.”

      Reading between the lines, Tobio figured that she was going to be lightly grilled for as much actionable intel as she might have had on Kusagakure. Which, if he was being honest, sounded perfectly acceptable to him. In her shoes, he would have been plotting active malfeasance against the Hidden Grass.

      Or maybe she would take a personal hand in that when she’d gotten more settled in. Tobio would be more than happy to pitch in with highly destructive planning operations on behalf of a resurgent Uzumaki Clan.

      She did shoot him a brief, worried glance before Tobio smiled back. “It probably won’t take long, Karin. I’ll see if I can come see you after this stage of the exams is done, alright?”

      Those words were enough to bolster her confidence, and she smiled at him back. “Y-Yeah. So, where am I headed…?”

      In a shimmer of movement Tobio could barely track, a masked ANBU-nin appeared in the room, who Hiruzen gestured to. The man wore an elaborately painted bird mask, though still in the same stylings as all the other ANBU Tobio had ever seen. “This is Crane. He’ll be escorting you, if you would…?”

      Shooting Tobio a final glance back, the redhead and her escort left the room, with Hiruzen taking a stand from his perch on the nearby crate. “With that out of the way, young man, I’d say that our business is more or less concluded. I’m sure you’d like to regroup with your team and properly prepare for the rest of the exam?”

      Having gotten to the tower early, they’d be insane if they didn’t. “Yes, Hokage-sama.”

      “Then I’m sure you and your sensei have quite a bit to catch up on, hmm?” Giving the boy a final smile, and a nod at Tekuno, Hiruzen left the room, leaving Tobio and Tekuno alone at last.

      The two of them stared at each other for a little bit, Tekuno’s face a firm mask, until it broke into a relieved smile. “That… went a lot better than I was expecting!”

      Tobio blinked. “How did you expect it to go?”

      “I genuinely had no idea,” the larger man fully admitted. “It’s been quite some time since we’ve had a defection of a kekkei genkai into the village, let alone a famous one, and during an event like this.”

      “So… I didn’t screw up everything for everyone?”

      “No, no. I mean, if you’d stolen them away from a major Hidden Village, maybe we’d have more problems,” Tekuno admitted, grimacing at the thought. “But seducing an Uzumaki away from Kusa? They’ll grumble and complain, but what are they going to do? Say they were using and abusing the descendant of one of our greatest allies willfully, and hiding them from us?”

      “It wasn’t a seduction!” Tobio protested, blushing softly.

      His sensei gave him a judging stare, and Tobio had to fight the urge to try and fidget underneath it. “…Are you sure? She was looking at you… well, whatever. You’re a little too young to be thinking about those kinds of missions anyway.”

      “I saved her in the forest and treated her with basic human kindness. It was really that easy.”

      “And that, my trouble-prone student, is why Konohagakure is the best village. We’re just that good at seduction to make it effortless.” He tried to tune out his sensei’s words there.

      “So… we’re good?”

      “Absolutely not, but I’ll get my revenge for the bureaucratic shitshow you’ve mired me in later,” Tekuno admitted, smiling congenially. “How’d you know she was an Uzumaki, anyway?”

      This was a question that Tobio had been dancing around, and had the relevant parties involved in his deception coached in. He didn’t know if it’d stand up to T&I, but it didn’t need to. It just needed to pass the initial sniff test so that nobody would be looking deeper into the story.

      “Well, you know I’ve got an eidetic memory, right?”

      “I’m painfully aware, yes.”

      “I read a lot about bloodlines when it became obvious I had one, and ran into some stuff about the Uzumaki in the library. One of their most defining traits was their vibrant red hair, so when I saved her in the forest and introduced myself…”

      “You deduced that she too was a member of that Clan,” his sensei finished, nodding along. “Smart. A bit of a risk, but if the bloodwork comes back positive, then you’ll have landed a new kekkai genkai for the village on your record.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      The senior ninja shrugged, raising a hand and tilting it side to side in a ‘so-so’ gesture. “It’s… important, I guess, for certain people who get really focused on that sort of thing. Granted, she’s a clan of one right now, but the old fogies tend to take a long-term view of this sort of thing.”

      That was a relief to him. “So they’re not going to do like, anything weird, or make messed-up requests of her?”

      Tekuno paused, glancing away suspiciously. “Not right now. Maybe in a few years, though. Nothing you can’t expect for yourself when you’re eventually old enough to have kids,” his sensei… evasively mentioned.

      “…What does that mean?”

      With a knowing look, his sensei turned around and left the room, Tobio jogging after him. “Sensei, get back here and explain yourself!”

      Tekuno did not, in fact, explain himself, not even when his wayward, panicked student was threatening him with appropriate levels of violence. But he was wearing a crooked grin as they finally met back up with the rest of his team.

      Ami and Hibachi were in their own private room, a privilege granted to all the teams. Though Tobio suspected it was more so they could all be carefully segregated from each other. It’d prevent between-test tampering to some degree, while also ensuring the secret techniques of other Hidden Villages remained private.

      Not that his teammates had any relevant secret techniques, though. But it was the principle of the thing. Both of them looked up at they entered, relief flickering through their features.

      “What’s the verdict? Is the team going to be alright?” Ami pressed.

      “Do you think sensei would be smiling if we weren’t?” Hibachi pointed out.

      “No, but still! It could be like, we’ve got to drop out or something! After all this work!”

      Tekuno shook his head at that guess. “No, though Tobio’s got a mountain of paperwork ahead of him that I’m unfortunately being dragged into.”

      “Huh?” Ami blinked.

      “The Hokage wasn’t sure if he had the political will or capability to protect a single genin,” Tobio explained, taking mercy on his confused friend. “But the head of a new clan with a kekkai genkai is a different story.”

      It was something that everyone knew was coming eventually, even if they didn’t outright admit it. But saying it aloud to his friends made it real in a way that it hadn’t been before. Tobio, after so long of being an orphan, was going to be someone. And that was frightening in it’s own way, admittedly.

      He wasn’t some canny political animal, with years of experience. No, Tobio was… quite literally, just some guy. But if it meant that he’d have a different kind of soft power at his disposal, though, he was eager to see what it brought him.

      “You’re going to have your own Clan?” Hibachi asked, eyebrows raising. “Does that mean I can be a retainer and get my family a tax rebate?”

      “I like how that’s the first thing you ask.”

      “It’s a serious question! Retainers have it made, dude.”

      Tekuno clapped his hands, trying to get everyone’s attention. “Let’s not get too ahead of ourselves. We’ve still got a mountain of paperwork before we’re even there, let alone petitioning the daimyo for permission.”

      Tobio was a little surprised at those words. “Wait, we have to ask the daimyo for permission?”

      “Considering we ‘answer’ to him, yes, and the creation of a new clan gives you… well, I’d say it’s a bit of a lesser noble title. Though that might change as time goes on, your numbers grow, or you have notable strategic assets to bring into the village.”

      …For a few brief moments, he thought about mentioning his Elixir. But it wasn’t the time to bring it up. Not yet, anyway.

      “I’ve got a more important question. Is there a spare room where I can be alone for a bit?” He asked, glancing over to Tekuno.

      “Any particular reason?”

      “I just… need a quick breather to myself,” Tobio lied, like a liar. He wanted to open up his rolls, because they were burning holes in his metaphysical pockets.

      Ami clicked her tongue in irritation. “Really?”

      “Understandably, any man would need a break from Ami, so I get it,” Hibachi nodded sagely, laughing when Ami reached out to slap his shoulder.

      “Shut up!”

      Rolling his eyes at their antics, Tekuno-sensei nodded at Tobio. “There’s enough rooms here if you need a moment to yourself. Or if you need to run to the bathroom.”

      Did he assume that was what Tobio wanted? Well, he wasn’t going to dissuade him from that presumption, following after his sensei. It wasn’t that long before he was left alone in what was a small, but blessedly private bathroom. Rough, yet good enough for Tobio’s purposes as he slumped down to the ground.

      There was something to be said about the relief he felt about being wholeheartedly, earnestly, alone. Provided no one interrupted Tobio’s little vigil in one of the private rooms of the tower, he could focus on situating his new perks without worry. The big thing was spinning through his rewards, and seeing if there was anything that could help in the upcoming fights.

      And if he got anything too crazy, well, he could say that it was something he didn’t have a use for during the Forest of Death section. Gaslight, gatekeep, genin-boss weren’t toxic; they were sensei-approved maneuvers to get out of awkward situations. Or avoiding inconvenient truths he wasn’t ready to share with anyone.

      Either way, Tobio didn’t see a point in pushing this off any further. If he got something that resulted in as much of a painful adaption as Calcium, he’d need the privacy to avoid anyone coming in to check on him. Without any further delay, the boy reached out in that familiar expanse of his soul and allowed the first of his possible rewards to flow inside of him.

      It was an easy pick to shoot for the Dominion perk first, since that didn’t require nearly as much forethought.

       The Cloak of Shadows Warhammer Fantasy: Skaven The tool of the Deathmaster, woven from the hairs of Eshin’s victims and an arachnarok queen’s finest silk, steeped in the liquified shadow of an Eshin Sorcerer. The Cloak of Shadows is a tool and article of clothing, that can shroud and completely hide its wearer in shadows so thick he is invisible to all but magic sight. As well, the assassin who wears it finds that the shadows completely drown any sound he makes — even the shattering of stained glass is muffled until the shards clatter to the ground. It seems another of these legendary cloaks was made, and stolen, and stolen again, and stolen a third time until it came to you at last.

      An odd quality of the cloak is that as its wearer kills and kills again, it seems to grow in length — absorbing the shadows from his victims. Creation of Familiars Fate/Faerie Britain You are skilled in the creation of familiars—and not just one or two specific types, like most mages make use of, but any sort of familiar. Familiars can be imbued with their own Magic Circuits, allowing them to be used as a medium to cast spells; they also hold a connection to their master’s mind, and mental communication is possible. It’s even possible to outright take control of a soulless familiar, directing it with your mind while your body lies stationary. That often isn’t necessary, however, as a familiar’s connection to their master’s mind means that they carry out their will even without special direction.

      Now, just about any half-decent mage can create a familiar. It’s a simple spell commonly worked on small animals, dead animals, or small statuettes. But while you have surpassing talent in all areas involving familiars, where you excel is transforming items into them—including items of such power as Noble Phantasms or your own CP-purchased gear. Using such excellent material, the resulting familiar will be able to change form into the appearance of some manner of fantastic beast, grow or shrink in size for convenience, and will be much more powerful than any ordinary familiar could be, proportional to the strength of the artifact they are created from.

      Please note that while Ghost Liners can be considered a type of familiar, Servants are far too powerful and complex to actually create without magecraft on the same level the most advanced tier of Student of Mystery, and you’d have to possess appropriate components. But creating a Heroic Spirit out of a figure of legend or fiction that didn’t make a strong enough impact on history to be recorded on the Throne of Heroes is technically possible. Energy Sense Sailor Moon Mana. Ki. Prana. Life energy. If it’s a power that rests in a living being, you can sense it. You can detect someone’s hidden potential in any skillset or magical power you possess. You can sense when someone has a hidden strength to them, unknown to even them. You can also sense when great bursts of energy happen within a distance around you similar in size to a large city. This includes dramatic flashy fights involving the slinging of spells. This sense can eventually be extended to reach to the edges of the Solar System.

      Okay. He’d have to think about this.

      The first perk was interesting, in that The Cloak Of Shadows was an item that would grow in power with everyone killed by it’s wielder. It didn’t feel like gear that fit him, but it was widely useful in terms of like, boosting a stealth specialist to terrifying new levels.

      In addition, it was a strong contender for being further amped up by World Arts. What a Balance Breaker would look like for it, he didn’t even remotely know. Still, that didn’t make it any less feasible.

      Creation of Familiars was a weirder perk, even if he directly saw the usage for it. Familiars in the Nasuverse usually required someone to give up some magic circuits, blood, hair, something of themselves for their creation. Could he bypass that entire process, though, since his sword was literally a portion of his soul? Even stranger were the possibilities of bringing certain people back to life, though to make a Servant-tier Familiar, the costs would have been truly ruinous.

      What would even happen if he used it on his Zanpakutō? Would it create a separate entity, or allow the sword spirit to externalize itself way beyond schedule? There were a lot of questions, exciting ones, but it was also a tricky thing to explain away.

      …And then there was Energy Sense, which in time had the prospect to turn him into the greatest sensor that the world had ever seen. Hell, he’d be able to become a terrifyingly good talent scout, when it came to unpolished gems just waiting for someone to recognize their potential.

      It just wasn’t as exciting, perhaps, in regard to the other options. That didn’t mean it wasn’t good. Decisions had to be made, though. And they had to be made now.

      Would this ever get less stressful?

      All of them were good in their own ways. It was just a matter of how much faith did he put into each option. That, and the fact of what he wanted most of all at the moment.

      Seeing as his tactics usually involved leaving no one alive to complain about his stealth skills, The Cloak Of Shadows was out. There would be no Skaven cosplaying this time around. Moving forward, he had to disqualify Creation Of Familiars for a similar reason.

      Nasuverse Magecraft and adjacent practices were massive time sinks. Great, very useful across the board, but research-intensive, no matter how much you wanted to beat around the bush. It just wasn’t something he could fit into his life right now, even if the instant ally would have come in handy.

      Which left Energy Sense as the winning move. With a small sigh, he reached out and let it settle into his soul. And the moment he did, it felt like the world was expanding once more.

      Five Poisons Sense by itself only really reached out to a few meters around him, requiring Tobio to be close for it to reach full efficacy. But this was every shinobi’s natural chakra sense amped up to the level of a sensor’s capabilities. He felt the world bloom into focus around him, as tiny and large bonfires of chakra rested into his periphery.

      It took him a moment to try and grapple with the new senses, yet if nothing else, he didn’t think it was going to be easy to sneak up on him now. Not unless the assailant was an actual energy-bereft robot. Even puppets had some chakra in them, from the strings used to control them.

      Moving forward, how big was his range going to get…? It hinted at solar system-sized, but maybe that was just the perk glamorizing things. Tobio hadn’t been the most familiar with Sailor Moon before, yet how crazy could it be?

      Either way, he still had more decisions to make. Specifically, what kind of category for free perk he wanted to take…

      Artifice perks were out. Even if he would have wanted to learn how to make stuff, or how cool that might have been, it just wasn’t in the cards for the moment. He was going to have to find time to try and farm some of those perks, though. They were useful, even if he didn’t always want to create stuff most of the time, ass opposed to breaking it.

      Dominion was out for similar reasons, if only because he’d gotten too many lately. Not that they weren’t good, as evidenced by his current ability of recognizing where everyone in the building currently was. Which left the final choice between Might and Erudition.

      …Fuck it. He was already deadly enough. It was time to refine his existing capabilities, if he could roll the right Erudition perk.

      “Let’s go gambling…” He murmured, as his soul expanded for the second time in a day.

       Signum Linguistics Skulduggery Pleasant Also called Symbol Magic. It’s one of China Sorrows’ specialties. Harnesses a magical language to produce a wide variety of effects. Fairly unique in that it can be learned by anyone, even if they’ve already chosen their discipline. As such, this magic can be purchased regardless of how many others you’ve bought already, even without Multidisciplinary Magic. Mystic Eyes Lord El-Melloi Case Files You’re still young, you don’t have to live on your own achievements just yet, for now you need only prepare yourself. Helpfully, you’ve got an advantage right out of the gate in the form of some hereditary trait or mutation. Despite the name, this is not limited to mystic eyes, and also includes pure eyes and other unusual gifts, such as phantasmal ancestry, ESP, and the Fraga Clan’s Traditional Carrier trait, though if you purchase multiple actual Mystic Eyes, Rail Zeppelin will be very interested in you. You may select any such ability that occurs or exists in the modern Age except Wish-granting and Mystic Eyes of Death Perception. This can be bought multiple times, but each time you buy it the price doubles. All As One Guild Wars 2 You learned how to merge two elements into one, effectively creating a new element for you to channel; merge water and earth to manipulate plants, lightning and fire to manipulate plasma, and many other combinations. Each new channeling mode has an equal number of possible skills to discover and learn, affording you unheard-of versatility.

      …Hmm.

      As always, he’d start from the top. Signum Linguistics was an odd one, from what he remembered of the book series it came from. It was the fundamental language of magic, not unlike seals, and could do all sorts of things like healing their wielder when power was poured into them, to communicating with other people who had paired signs.

      It was less exciting then Mystic Eyes, though, which would potentially hand him what were a pair of dōjutsu. If there was eyes on him before, good lord, they’d be lusting after his peepers when they got a load of some of the bullshit magic eyes from the Nasuverse. He wouldn’t be able to get the really busted stuff, but there was still a lot going on elsewhere that would come in handy.

      All As One though, would grant him an unprecedented level of versatility. He would receive just about every elemental release in history, though Tobio wouldn’t have any training in them. They’d all have to be trained over time, which presented itself as a truly awe-inspiring amount of time needing to train them up, or unlock their baseline elemental proficiencies that made up the combinations. That said…

      Fuck-motherin’ Mokuton.

      Actually, someone would just outright declare war if that became publicly available. Danzo and Orochimaru’s attention too, would be… uncomfortable, to say the least. Regardless of what he chose, though, he couldn’t sit on these decisions forever. It was time to start cutting off the fat, and see what was left underneath.

      Signum Linguistics was out. Not that it was a bad perk, by any stretch of the imagination, but the other two offered were too appealing to Tobio by half. It just couldn’t compete when put up against them.

      And as much as it pained him to admit it, All As One would probably have to go.

      It wasn’t that it couldn’t give him access to all sorts of powerful and unique elemental releases. No, that was a given, seeing as how the perk was described. The problem was that it would require an enormous amount of time and resources invested into the process to master the basic elements to the point where he was confident enough to start combining them.

      That was before you got into the complexities of making brand-new jutsu for each one, if he didn’t have a teacher. Or the possibly very real danger of attracting attention he wasn’t prepared for by manifesting something like the Mokuton. As much as it pained him to admit, it’d be exactly the type of perk that’d cause Tobio to spread himself a little too far.

      When all the other choices were pared away, the only thing that was left was Mystic Eyes. He’d possibly be damning himself and his descendants to be hunted for their magic eyeballs for all eternity, but that was a risk Tobio was willing to take. Dōjutsu were worth the risk, something just about every single ninja would admit to. The heritability would be, at best, a bit sketchy, or perhaps mutate, but what was another kekkai genkai to add to the pile? If the Uchiha and Uzumaki got such a bullshit number of powers, then it was only fair his future clan would too.

      The real question was what kind of eyes?

      He could feel his choice to select the perk stalled out, much like the original choice to select an Origin, along with a variety of special peepers for him to choose from. But the variety was dizzying.

      There were Mystic Eyes of Flame, that’d allow him to start and control fires with a glance, or Eyes of Compulsion, which amped up his existing genjutsu capabilities to new heights. More besides, that he’d only tangentially heard of from the massive Nasuverse list of properties. But there was one in particular that caught Tobio’s attention.

      The Mystic Eyes of Analysis weren’t the flashiest or the most powerful by themselves, but the ability to see magic and the exact effects with a bit of training couldn’t be overstated. He didn’t need another sledgehammer in his toolkit, admittedly. Tobio needed a scalpel to cut to the heart of problems and compound his already prodigious learning speed.

      With that settled, Tobio pulled the metaphysical trigger on his decision. And then sat down to await the expected pain from changing his eyes on a metaphysical level. As always, the System didn’t disappoint his expectations.

      Like any of the other perks he’d taken that altered his biology, the resulting process wasn’t pleasant. If anything, Tobio would have been more worried if he hadn’t already been used to the System’s painful adjustments by this point. Now, it was just another off-kilter, wacky, magical addition to his Oni physique.

      What was another sign of inhumanity atop everything else?

      Gritting his teeth, he kept silent as he felt warmth blossom behind his eyes, before enveloping them wholly. It was as if he had a lit fire in his skull, as a new passage was being unconsciously carved with each passing second. All while his original eyes were being altered by the choice he’d made, cells breaking down and transforming into new, foreign uses as the moments slid by.

      By the time it was done, Tobio was breathing hard, sweat beading at his brow, as he felt the pain pass by to something of a dull throb. Eventually, even that would fade, leaving him to stand up and amble over to the sole mirror in the tiny bathroom. It was time to get a good look at what he’d had to suffer through.

      Looking at himself in the mirror, the difference in his eyes wasn’t noticeable at first glance. It was only when you looked at the shade of his iris that the changes were all that clear. Instead of the dark brown, average eyes he’d had before, Tobio’s gaze was lighter. Closer to dark amber than anything else.

      In the back of his mind, though, there was something new. Almost like a channel, or some kind of pathway, that he could pour power into with an instinctive tensing of a new muscle. Just to test it out, he pushed chakra toward his eyes, and then had the singular delight of seeing them glow. They shifted from their new amber-like color to the molten hues of a hot forge.

      …It probably wasn’t healthy for your eyes to feel warm either, but that just meant they were working. Compared to some of the things that could happen with Mystic Eyes of Analysis, like them set magically alight, this was just a slight discomfort. The biggest thing that he could use for his inspection was his sword, though.

      “…Whoa.”

      Tobio could generally sense that his sword was a radiating mass of chakra, glintstone, and other magical energy that he couldn’t properly discern before. But with his eyes alight, he could see the crystalline layers of glintstone that ran through his zanpakuto. The various mechanisms through which it could inherently be used to swing crescent waves of blue fire at his foes.

      And more curiously, something that was resting deeper inside of it. A nested feature, maybe, or something else, that seemed to be resting inside the sword.

      Now wasn’t the time and place to start doing a full-scale investigation on his sword, though. He’d spent enough time in the bathroom, getting his new abilities situated. Tobio was still coming to grips with his new sensing abilities in general. For now, though…

      He really did pity anyone trying to ambush Team Eleven from here out.

      “Did you have a nice meditation on the porcelain throne?” Hibachi asked, smirking Tobio’s way as he entered back into the room they were posted up in.

      “Of course,” Tobio smirked back. “Really meditated hard, if you know what I mean.”

      Ami, of course, could only look at the two of them with the most disgusted expression that she could conjure. “…You two are disgusting.”

      Tekuno snorted at her words. “If you think this is bad, you should have seen us during the war. A bunch of shinobi, cooped up in trenches and bunkers, shooting the shit and smelling like sweat and the wilderness.”

      “Wait, we smell?” Ami blurted out, looking a little mortified. Tobio noticed, but it was something that he’d just gotten used to.

      “I’d be more shocked if you didn’t,” Tekuno pointed out. “Honestly, it isn’t a huge deal. We’ll see about getting you guys cleaned up before the next stage.”

      “We’ve still got a few days, don’t we?” Hibachi asked.

      Tekuno-sensei nodded. “A few days to rest up, during which you’ll be sequestered away from the other teams. Mostly to prevent any sabotage. You wouldn’t believe how tricksy teams can get, when promotions are on the line. Foreign and domestic teams, to be clear.”

      “I don’t think any of our teams would do that to us,” Tobio pointed out, even if he didn’t entirely believe those words. Kabuto’s presence showed that their own erstwhile allies couldn’t entirely be trusted.

      “Better safe than sorry, as far as the proctors are concerned,” their sensei shrugged. “Still, for now, it’s best you guys rest up. Get some sleep where you don’t have to watch your back.”

      True enough, Tobio was a lot more tired than he would have thought. But the wear of being in an environment where you at least always had to be on edge saw the novelty evaporate quickly. Now though, he could just begin the process of decompressing.

      …It felt good.

      “If anyone needs me, I’m gonna be taking a nap,” he commented, finding a nice spot in the room, and haphazardly rolling out his bedroll.

      “…Just like that?” Ami asked, a little shocked.

      “I’m always serious about napping, Ami.”

      “Honestly, if you’re napping, I’m probably going to join you,” Hibachi admitted, already pulling out his own bedroll. “Ain’t like I’ve got any special preparations to make, and we might as well take the time to rest.”

      “I’m more shocked the two of you can relax at a time like this,” Ami admitted.

      Hibachi scoffed. “What would even be the point of worrying about the next stage? At this point, either we’ll pass or we won’t. Either way, it’s out of our hands.”

      “You’re not even going to try and fight?”

      “If I’m fighting you, maybe, or someone like, I dunno, Sakura, Shikamaru, Ino…” He trailed off, shrugging softly. “Normal people, y’know? If you try to make me fight Tobio, I’m surrendering on the spot.”

      “Smart,” Tobio agreed.

      “As humble as ever,” Hibachi sighed, shaking his head slowly. “This is just a test. I can always retake it later, and if we’re being honest, it isn’t worth staking our lives over.”

      “Hibachi’s right,” Tekuno-sensei chimed in. “It’d be one thing if this were an important field mission, where the reputation and wealth of the village as a whole were at stake. But I’d rather have the three of you fail here, and live to take it another day, than die in the duels to come.”

      Once again, Tobio was reminded of how lucky he was to end up with Tekuno. He’d assumed that nearly every Jōnin had some kind of dysfunction from what he’d seen of them in the manga and anime, but apparently that wasn’t the case. The other teams, save Team Guy, just had bum sensei who couldn’t teach their way out of a paper bag.

      Was that rude? Maybe, but he didn’t think his progress would have been nearly as rapid if Kakashi had been his Jōnin-sensei. His life likely would have been very different across the board, honestly.

      With those words said, the three kids settled in to rest for the last several days they had before the next stage of the exams. Tobio already knew what was coming up, but he kept mum about it, painfully paranoid about possible ears in the walls. Beyond eating, sleeping, and resting up, none of Team Eleven did anything too arduous during the wait.

      And before no time at all, they were being quietly ushered toward the next stage of the exam.

      

    
  




    26. Matches Begin

    
       

      The chamber at the base of the tower was large, but Tobio supposed it would have to be to suffice for the preliminaries. With two walkways on either side of the room, a stage where Hiruzen, the Jōnin-sensei, and the various proctors were posted up, and a massive statue with two hands in a hand seal. It was suitably impressive, as Anko’s words washed over the group.

      “Congratulations to you all for passing the second exam!” She spoke, casting her gaze over the assorted group of teenagers. “Now Lord Hokage himself will explain about the third exam. Listen up, and take every word he says to heart!”

      All of the children, Tobio included, straightened up their posture when Hiruzen came to the fore. It was hard not to, when you were face-to-face with a living legend. Tobio didn’t much care for a lot of the policies that Hiruzen had executed over his tenure, but he’d be lying if he said the old man didn’t daunt him still.

      When it came to the Five Poisons Sense, it was hard to get a read on what he was going to do next. Even his Energy Sense saw him as a little muted, as if he was actively restraining his chakra signature… which, probably was actively the answer, when Tobio focused in on him. For all that he’d left his best years behind him, Hiruzen’s power and potential still blazed intently deep down.

      “The third examination is about to commence… but before I go into the specifics of how it will be conducted, let me make one thing clear. It pertains to the underlying purpose of the exam.”

      Ami and Hibachi stiffened by Tobio’s sides, as the two of them focused in on the old man, a little confused. Whereas this was more or less something he could remember the rough strokes of, according to canon.

      “Why do you suppose an examination of this nature is being jointly conducted by all of the nations in our mutual alliance?” It was a question posed to the children, though from his tone, it wasn’t one he was waiting for an opinion on. Instead, something to make them think, before he continued.

      Tipping his hat lowly, it shaded Hiruzen’s eyes before he proceeded with his speech. “To promote friendship among allied nations and raise the level and standards in the art of the shinobi… Be very clear about what those fine-sounding phrases actually mean! This series of so-called examinations is, in fact, a war in miniature between all of our allied lands.”

      And to call them allies, in truth, felt like something of a misnomer from Tobio’s perspective. Sure, they nominally were joined together with Sunagakure, yet it was also something where Suna sort of resented Konoha for pilfering contracts from them. The Village Hidden in the Sound was supposedly a ‘minor’ Hidden Village, though not an enemy, even if no one understood the depths of their duplicity yet.

      “Wh-What do you mean…?” Tenten spoke, voice just barely loud enough to be heard.

      Hiruzen, the Professor at heart, was happy to answer. “If you were to study our recent history and consult a map, it would swiftly become apparent that our alliance is, in fact, a temporary and mutually beneficial agreement between a group of geographically contiguous lands.”

      In the beginning, Hiruzen definitely held the attention of a lot of the crowd, but Tobio didn’t think a lot of the kids were entirely following. Which wasn’t their fault, the civilian-born children especially seemed a little lost by the entire affair. Tobio might have, if it wasn’t for how absolutely boosted his brain was these days.

      “Our previous existence was one of continual strife, constantly jockeying against one another openly and in secret,” he spoke, as if that wasn’t still the status quo across the Elemental Nations. “For power and the control of resources that were perpetually depleted almost down to exhaustion in the struggle.”

      Resources such as money and the patronage of powerful clients, for example. Kekkai Genkai, a war that Konoha handily won, with the second-place position being maybe Kiri before the purges. Extent and periphery targets, like land, food, and the works.

      “A better way was devised. The way of the Chūnin Selection Exams.”

      Of course, with typical shonen protagonist bravado, Naruto chose that exact moment to blurt something out. “That’s the stupidest thing I ever heard! I thought the point was select Chūnin!”

      To be fair to Naruto, Tobio thought the name was stupid as well, when the exam was really just one gigantic way to flex on the rivals of your Hidden Village. Doing well in the finals in front of nobles and other possible clients was a great way to get your Hidden Village on the road to acquiring no small number of clients.

      Whether he was actually answering Naruto’s outburst, or smoothly gliding past it, Hiruzen continued to speak. “Make no mistake. When this exam is done, it will have had the side effect of winnowing out any applicants unfit to ascend to the level of Chūnin. But even more importantly, it serves as an area wherein for the honor of their respective homelands… young shinobi may fight to the death, if need be.”

      How much of that was true, and how much of that was bullshit, was hard to say. Tobio believed that there were certainly measures for an objective level of combat capability that you were supposed to be able to wield. Although the Hokage likely expected anyone who was truly capable of becoming a Chūnin to recognize the underlying themes of the other qualities the examiners were looking for.

      Being able to destroy a town or a village was easy enough for shinobi. As Tobio had learned from Tekuno-sensei, with enough explosive tags any dream was theoretically possible. The real challenge was all the other ephemeral qualities, such as leadership skills and being able to judge a situation, among other things.

      He didn’t think the Chūnin Exams in their current state tested all that well for those qualities. Maybe in the future, when graduation ages were raised, or the process of becoming a shinobi was more polished, the path to the higher ranks wouldn’t be so scattershot.

      Food for thought for later.

      Ino chimed in at this point as well. “The honor of their lands?!”

      “This third examination will be conducted under the watchful eyes of a number of distinguished guests. Including the rulers and nobility of the various lands you all aspire to serve. And among their number will be those who rule over each country’s own hidden villages. They will be watching you.”

      That managed to make everyone quiet and still, as he tipped his hat down, pausing to take a drag from his still smoking pipe. Letting out a long exhale, the Hokage marched on. “If any one nation’s applicants demonstrate outstanding skill and superiority, the noblemen from every land will be quick to commission work from those trained in that superior nation.”

      Which was sensible, really. Tobio agreed with the concept in principle, even if it did make him feel like a bit of a prize horse being shown off. But he was a professional, and that meant having to do dirty jobs that he might not have always cared for. Provided Konoha didn’t pass that threshold into asking him to commit acts too heinous, they’d continue to have his loyalty.

      If he did have to become a nukenin…

      Well, Tobio had never really entertained it for too long. It’d be a very different kind of life, that was for sure.

      “Conversely, if a particular country’s applicants are shown to be incompetent or feeble, commissions to agents of that country will decline.”

      In fairness, that was just business. The reality of the situation meant that people with painful skills tended to get a bit prickly about that situation when it happened, though. When you could command the elements or kill hundreds of normal people, violent expressions of your displeasure began to get outsized.

      Dramatically so.

      “And when one land is strong in battle, and the village coffers overflow with the fruits of many outside commissions this begets, then that village may say to its neighbors, ‘Beware, for we possess the prowess and riches and influence of political power’.”

      Whatever Kiba had been sitting on up to this point bubbled to the surface, as he barked out another question. “So?! Why is it necessary to stake our lives and fight in a tournament like this?”

      Hiruzen could only fix the boy a firm stare, amidst all of his other shinobi. “The strength of a country is derived from the strength of its Hidden Village, and the Village draws upon the power of the Shinobi who live there. And that might can only emerge in the midst of a desperate life-and-death battle!”

      …Tobio would like to say that Hiruzen was talking shit, but in actuality, it was pretty accurate advice for Tobio’s situation precisely. He unironically did get stronger when thrown into life and death situations, as a result of Revival of X. Though the genin wasn’t keen for that fact to get spread around. The last thing he wanted was to have his team foisted into dangerous scenarios to fuel his growth.

      Risking Tobio’s own life was one thing. He’d do that without a shadow of hesitation, because throwing yourself into life-or-death situations for supernatural rewards was kind of fun. Risking the lives of Tekuno-sensei, Ami, or Hibachi on his madcap endeavors was a very different proposition. No matter how strong they were getting from Sworn Brotherhood, he wasn’t keen to see if that was enough when pushed against some of the real monsters of this world. All of their opponents so far in truth had been jobbers, let alone anyone who was well and truly worth the title of S-Class.

      Not yet, anyway.

      Then, Hiruzen said the quiet part out loud. “These exams provide a public arena for each country to show off and boast of the strength of its warriors, and hence the power of the country itself. As you struggle for the sake of your very lives and your people, you help to fulfill the dream that was envisioned by our ancestors.”

      Maybe the tact of this speech was primarily because so many Konohagakure shinobi had made it to this stage of the exams. Tobio didn’t know for sure, but he suspected that the Hokage would have adjusted things accordingly if the numbers had been different.

      “But,” Tenten started. “You’ve always emphasized the concept of friendship… why?”

      “Though my meaning is subtle, I chose my words with care. To preserve the balance of power at the risk of lives is the essence of friendship in the world of shinobi.”

      Gaara, however, had evidently reached the critical mass of how much of this he could take. “Whatever. Could you wrap up the philosophical talk and get down to the life and death stuff any time soon?”

      “Hmph! So, you insist that I explain the third exam?”

      Though with that, there was a bit of an intervention as a figure of a shinobi appeared in the tell-tale puff of shunshin smoke. “Forgive my interruption, Lord Hokage, if you don’t mind handing over the rest of the proceedings to me, Gekko Hayate, proctor of the third exam.”

      Something about this caught on Tobio’s paranoid side, and he suspected at least some of this was coordinated beforehand. Or, otherwise set up in advance for Hayate to come in at this moment. The Hokage paused, before nodding. “Go ahead.”

      Standing up, it was Tobio’s first real glance at Gekko Hayate, a relatively minor character in Naruto as far as the lore went. He looked a bit sickly, all things considered, with bags under his eyes and a rasp in his voice, but Tobio wasn’t entirely fooled. Pretending to look weak, and then striking in that interim, was the oldest Shinobi trick in the book.

      Though he did remember that there was some kind of medical condition that the man had. Someone that could be likely helped by the Elixir, if he hadn’t been so focused on hiding it. Food for thought, but not useful for the moment.

      “Good to meet you, everyone. I’m Hayate. Before we start the exam, though, I must ask you all to do something for me,” the man specified, as Tobio already had a pretty good idea of what was coming. “There are some preliminaries to the exam proper, and whether you proceed to the main exam is contingent on how well you manage those.”

      “Preliminaries?” Sakura spoke, confusion writ large on her features.

      Shikamaru’s reaction was a little more dramatic. Tobio guessed he didn’t see this coming. “Preliminaries…? Like what?”

      “Why can’t all of the remaining applicants just proceed directly to the next exam?” Sakura questioned.

      “Well, I don’t want to say that the first two exams weren’t demanding enough in their own ways. But the truth is that we still have too many applicants. Under the traditional rules of the exam, we have to run a preliminary test to reduce the number of applicants who’ll proceed to the third exam.”

      “B-But…”

      “Sakura, they can make whatever rules they want,” Ami huffed. “We’re the ones who just have to live with them.”

      “As Lord Hokage mentioned, a number of honored guests will be observing you during the third stage,” Hayate explained. “So we must make the exam intense, tight, and fast-moving. Civilians tend to prefer it that way.”

      Making official Hidden Village policy catered to nobility wasn’t just smart, it was the best way to handle things if you wanted to make money at the end of the day. Not that Tobio agreed all the way, but that was how things shook out sometimes.

      “Hmm. So, anyway, now that you know something of what it’s really all about, anyone who doesn’t feel up to the challenge, either physically or mentally, can walk away and just take one step forward. Because the preliminaries start… right now!”

      If Team Eleven hadn’t gotten to the tower with those extra days to spare, or Team Seven, it would have been a more daunting proposition. But a day or so to rest, recover their chakra levels, and get psyched up for whatever the next stage was had done wonders. Ami and Hibachi weren’t quite as good as Tobio at bouncing back or endurance, yet he didn’t think they’d be incapable of giving a good showing now.

      “Now?!” Kiba yelled.

      “Stop yelling! Talk at normal volume!” Tobio yelled back. “Everyone can hear you fine!”

      “Now you’re yelling!” He yelled back.

      Which, goddamnit, was objectively true. Scowling, he opened his mouth to say something else, but Kabuto beat him to it. “Well, I’m outta here.”

      “What?” Naruto barked, looking surprised. “K-Kabuto…?”

      Pulling out a clipboard, while everyone else was stunned into surprise, Hayate looked at the bespectacled ‘Genin’. “Aren’t you Yakushi Kabuto of Konoha…? Okay, you can go.”

      Glancing around at the confused expressions of the genin, Hayate rapped his knuckles against his clipboard. “In case I forgot to mention it, from here on in, you all fight as individuals. Not as team members. So you can make the decision that’s right for you without worrying about anyone else.”

      “So… anyone else want out? Show of hands?”

      “Hey! Kabuto, what’s up with you quitting?” Naruto asked, looking genuinely aggrieved at the proposition.

      Looking about as pitiful as he could, which Tobio implicitly understood was a lie, Kabuto could only give the boy a small, rueful smile. Honestly, if Tobio didn’t know that he was a traitor by this point, he might have even been convinced. “I’m sorry, but I took a lot more injuries in the forest than I’d been planning on. Now they’re saying this could be a fight to the death… and I just don’t think I’m up to that!”

      The words did manage to get everyone else silenced, as they thought of his words. Tobio glanced over at Ami and Hibachi, but he needn’t have been worried. Instead of concern, there was only resolution on their faces. Ami did notice him watching, and cracked a grin. “What, did you think we were going to drop out here?”

      “A little.”

      “I thought about it,” Hibachi sighed. “But Ami would be insufferable about it if I did. And I wanna be one step closer to that cushy desk job by getting promoted.”

      Respectable, even if it wasn’t the most noble shinobi goal. Tobio had been coming around to smaller dreams in recent months, even if he still wanted to become the summit of power in the Elemental Nations. It just wasn’t the only thing he wanted anymore.

      Funny how getting to know people and making bonds in the Hidden Village could alter a guy’s priorities.

      Kabuto was already walking off, though Hayate still looked around the crowd to see if anyone else was going follow suit. When it became clear that Kabuto was the exception to the norm, he shrugged. “Looks like no one else is bailing out.”

      Though out of the corner of his eye, Tobio could spot Sasuke trying to hold it together. Sakura was having a hushed, if rapid conversation with him, likely about the cursed mark. Whatever the resolution was, it didn’t seem as if the last loyal Uchiha was going to be stepping out of the battle this time around.

      Once he was sure that no body else was stepping away, Hayate gave a short, perfunctory nod. “Well then. We’ll now begin the preliminaries, which will consist of individual combat matches, as though this were part of a tournament. As there are a total of twenty combatants, we will hold ten bouts. And the victors of those bouts will advance to the third stage in truth.”

      His eyes bored into them, looking each genin in the eyes. “Make no mistake, this is no-holds-barred combat. Each pair of combatants will fight until one of them dead, unconscious, or actively admits defeat. As soon as you sense that your opponent is overpowering you, I recommend immediately conceding if you value your life.”

      “Though, since we don’t want a total bloodbath on our hands there may be cases where we ascertain there is an undisputed winner and step in to end the match early. Don’t count on that.”

      Behind him, a slot began to open, revealing what appeared to be an electronic screen. Hayate gestured to it with a jerked thumb. “At the start of every round, we will display the names of the two combatants competing in that match. Not to hurry you all to the slaughter, but let’s begin. We’ll announce the first two names now.”

      There was a dreadful anticipation in the air as everyone’s eyes turned toward the screen itself. All of them wondering if it was going to be their names emblazoned there very shortly. Given that Tobio was almost positive that these were somewhat rigged matches, though, he didn’t think they’d change up that much. And his guess was right, as two familiar names appeared.

      Uchiha Sasuke vs Akado Yoroi.

      “Will the individuals whose names are listed on the board come forward now?” Hayate asked, with Sasuke and the scarfed, bespectacled traitor following suit. “Akado Yoroi, Uchiha Sasuke, you two have been selected to compete in the first bout. Any objections?”

      “I’m good,” Sasuke authoritatively stated, nodding sharply. He wasn’t, but Tobio didn’t think he’d lose. Not with the extra time to rest and adjust to the cursed mark.

      “None here,” Yoroi agreed.

      “Alright then,” their proctor nodded. “Everyone other than the two combatants should move to the upper gallery now.”

      Everyone began to move, Tekuno-sensei joining the rest of his students on the upper walkway with all the other genin and their sensei. “Nervous?” He asked, shooting them a small grin.

      “A little,” Tobio admitted. “But as long as I don’t accidentally get paired with one or two certain people, it’ll be hard to imagine myself losing.”

      “Oh ho! A little cocky, ain’t it?”

      Ami scoffed, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “If he could survive that fall, there’s no way he could lose to anyone here.”

      Which was a level of faith that really did touch Tobio’s heart. But there were a scant few people present that he’d be genuinely struggling with. Neji was almost certainly a better taijutsu combatant and could pinpoint strike his tenketsu. Rock Lee was, well, Rock Lee, and would beat his ass like a rented drum. And in the case of Gaara…

      King crash out himself was the kind of threat who would go for the kill from the outset. Tobio was good, but he didn’t know if he was good enough to contend with everything that the bijuu container could bring to the fore.

      The resulting match wasn’t anything that Tobio was surprised about, though. Sasuke pulled out Lee’s stolen moves and took the day, if with a little more physical grace than he had before. But the next match was, by the deaths of the Sound Team, more of a surprise for Tobio. After all, someone had to fill the spots that their absence had created.

      Mishima Hibachi vs Aburame Shino.

      Hibachi swallowed thickly, looking over at the words, and then back over at Shino with a grimace. “…Welp. I’m up.”

      “What’s with that attitude?” Tobio asked, squinting over at Hibachi. “Get whatever defeatist crap you’ve got in your head out of there. You’re gonna win this match, or give Aburame a fight he’ll never forget. Understood?”

      At those words, Hibachi blinked, and a little of his nervousness began to fade away. It wasn’t enough to put him entirely at ease, but that familiar determination Tobio had glimpsed in the forest returned. “I mean, with a glowing command like that, how can I refuse?”

      “And if things get too dodgy…” Tekuno trailed off, shooting Hibachi a meaningful look. “There’s no harm in pulling back or conceding. Being amazing in a fight isn’t the only path to promotion.”

      “Maybe,” Hibachi conceded. “But this is for me. I wanna see how far I’ve come since the Academy, and I don’t think Shino’s going to kill me if I don’t surrender.”

      “Which means you better not be afraid to get crazy,” Ami badgered him, glaring at the boy. “Go after him with your teeth if you gotta!”

      “…Perhaps not that far,” Tekuno worriedly added, after the questioning looks some of the other Jonin sent him.

      Tobio didn’t know why. Biting was a perfectly valid strategy in a fight. Perhaps he was a little biased, though, since Mixed Blood had given him a set of canines pretty good for biting. Could he work that into his fighting style somehow…?

      Hibachi left them, heading down the steps to the main fighting stage, projecting a kind of forward confidence Tobio didn’t know if he truly felt. Shino followed suit, as the two of them approached each other, and the proctor, at the center.

      “Alright, so begins the second of the preliminaries,” Hayate commented, with a fairly untheatric lilt to his voice. “On the count of three, we’ll begin.”

      Both of them nodded, before the Jonin coughed softly and began to speak once more. “One… two… three.”

      Disappearing in a flash of hand seals, Hayate shunshin’d out of the ring, leaving the two genin to their devices. Though they didn’t dive straight into action, seeing as Shino decided to speak first.

      “If you go through with this, you’ll get hurt so badly you’ll never be the same.” They were simple words, spoken in the most matter of fact way possible. Yet something about Shino’s monotone was threatening, even all the way where Tobio was standing. “Walk away… while you still can.”

      To which Hibachi could only grin, even as sweat beaded on his face. “Big words, Aburame! Let’s see if you can back them up.”

      Hibachi didn’t waste any time trying to rush him, pulling out a kunai from his back belt pouch to immediately go for the stab. Considering the threat that had been leveled his way, though, Tobio wasn’t going to begrudge him for that level of bloodthirstiness. Though he didn’t expect Hibachi’s eyes to widen as he halted his movement, jumping to the side with alertness.

      “Oh? You noticed?” Shino spoke, still standing where he was originally placed. “Most people usually are too focused on me to pay attention to their surroundings.”

      “If there’s one thing I recognize, it’s a trap, and being baited in…” Hibachi grunted, glancing around with concern. “…Where the hell are all these bugs coming from?”

      True enough, there was a steady swarm of beetles crawling across the floor toward him, having come from behind. Gleaming, tiny bodies that stood out with their dark carapaces against the floor of the arena.

      “Do you like my little friends? They’re called kikaichu-parasitic destruction beetles. They attack in swarms and devour the chakra of their prey,” Shino explained, holding up a finger, where one of the tiny beetles rested. “Of course, there’s no way you’ll survive an onslaught of this magnitude… so if you value your life, you’d best surrender.”

      For a few seconds, Hibachi looked like he was considering it. And then, he smirked. “…Nah.”

      In a blistering flash of hand seals, the stone floor beneath him shimmered in a fine sand, and then Hibachi was sinking into the earth right before the bugs reached his position. Whatever their capabilities were, diving into the dirt fast enough wasn’t one of them. And then Hibachi was out of sight, and out of mind, as Shino looked around the arena cautiously.

      “Where did he go?” Ino asked, looking around.

      “He’s using an Earth Release jutsu,” Shikamaru guessed. “But not one of the heavier ones, with a big chakra requirement.”

      “So it’s a trick? He’s hiding?”

      Asuma gave a slow nod from where he was standing. “Don’t look down on a ninja using some mid-fight stealth. You rarely get the opportunity to do so, but if it’s worth the expenditure of chakra… it could be worth it.”

      “It’ll be worth it,” Tekuno-sensei grinned. “I recognize exactly the trick that he’s going for…”

      And so did Tobio. “…Oh! Yeah, that’d do it.”

      The earth beneath Shino exploded, as two hands came up and grasped at his ankles. It wasn’t to be, though, as Shino leapt away as Hibachi erupted out of the ground. From the outside looking in, it would have looked as if Hibachi’s ambush had failed. But if there was anything that Tobio had learned from Tekuno-sensei, a trap with only one layer was born to fail when ninja were involved.

      So naturally, a proper trapper had to account for multiple layers of deceit. That was the only way you’d ever manage to properly handle the squirrely minds of your average shinobi. Out of all of Team Eleven, if Tekuno-sensei had an heir to his ambush-happy heart, it was Hibachi.

      Here and now, the beanie-clad boy proved that.

      Coming out of the ground, no small amount of bugs were coming his way. Some probably even latched onto Hibachi, though Tobio had a hard time telling just from sight alone, nor did Energy Sense have an easy time distinguishing between individual insects. But that didn’t matter, when Shino leapt away, landing on an innocent spot on the floor.

      Right for Hibachi to smirk. “Gotcha.” Throwing his hand into a seal, Shino had the briefest moment to look confused, as his bugs almost reached Hibachi. Right before one of the explosive seals that was left in the ground exploded.

      It was rock and hot shrapnel that made Shino get blown back, righting in the air and skidding across the arena floor. Right into the next one, as Hibach performed another hand seal. “You didn’t think I was just hiding, did you?”

      “The thought occurred to me!” Shino barked back, exertion like Tobio had never seen before lacing his voice. All the while, Hibachi was doing his best to jump and outspeed the bugs, getting ever closer to his position.

      A few had even managed to latch onto him, judging by the gradual lag in his movements. “Might as well surrender,” he snarked. “You’ve got no idea how many I’ve planted in the ground.”

      “Predicated on my kikaichu not eating you alive first. Nothing but hope that your plan will succeed.”

      “I’m an optimist at heart,” Hibachi grimaced, smiling all the while, as he hastily tried to beat at his arms. “But I see you’ve chosen the hard way.”

      Landing again, Shino breathed hard, reaching up to adjust his slightly cracked glasses. “Likewise.”

      The ensuing fight wasn’t the most delicate, or clever. Both of them had gambits that were laid plainly on the table. Could Shino outlast, or maneuver, around the various explosive tags that had been hidden in the ground? Or would Hibachi suffer from the onslaught of insects, and have his chakra drained out of him.

      Much to Tobio’s chagrin, it seemed as if for as evenly matched as they seemed at the outset, Shino had the slightest advantage. Especially when he seemed to start dodging into disparate directions for no reason, making split-second leaps out of the range of Hibachi’s bombs.

      “Are you kidding me?!”

      “Once I had my bugs start searching for the chakra signatures, it was easier than not,” Shino admitted.

      There was a despondent look on Hibachi’s face at those words, before he huffed, and raised his arms. “…Then I concede. If you can see around my entire strategy, I’m just going to get eaten alive for no reason.” Then Hibachi paused, frowning. “Also, these bugs really hurt. Please call them back.”

      “With pleasure,” Shino nodded, as the tide of insects, reduced but still sizable, began to creep back toward him. “Admittedly, if my insects couldn’t sense those disturbances, I would have likely lost this round.”

      “Yeah, well, second place doesn’t count for much among ninja,” Hibachi huffed.

      Hayate appeared in the arena, gesturing to Shino. “The round goes to Aburame Shino.”

      Both of the Genin began to make their way off the field, likely to be seen by medics, with Ami’s eyes following the defeated Hibachi. “…I don’t think I could have done any better. So he should take pride in pushing Shino so far.”

      “Tell him after you win your own match,” Tobio shrugged.

      She blinked, glancing his way. “You think I’m going to win?”

      “Against most of the people here, save a few outliers? I think you’ve got very good odds to eke out a win.” Unlike Tobio, who could devour jutsu(fire release, especially), everyone on his team had a decent set for their current time spent as Genin that they’d learned. Beyond that, her own skills weren’t half-bad in a direct fight.

      Provided she didn’t fight a few of the truly physical monsters, Ami had good odds to win. Tekuno-sensei agreed, nodding along. “You’ve come a long way with your Water Release, Ami. It might be costly, but that’s what I’d focus on to win.”

      If nothing else, those words seemed to have bolstered her mood, as she beamed at the two of them. “Ehehe… If you guys think I can do it, what choice do I have?”

      The next round was the same as canon as well. Tsurugi Misumu vs Kankuro, which was taken fairly handily by the Hidden Sand ninja. But it seemed as if they were keen to get through the matches quickly, which was why the next one came as a mild surprise.

      Yamanaka Ino vs Kato Ami.

      Hmm. This was an interesting match-up, and definitely one Ami had been looking forward to. “Oh yeah. It’s all coming together.”

      “Don’t get cocky,” Tobio warned her. “Ino’s not the complete pushover you think she is.”

      “I’m not,” she lied, like a liar. “It’ll be fiiiine.”

      “As long as you try your best, I’ll be happy no matter what happens,” Tekuno reassured her. “Failing to advance to the finals is hardly a mark of shame.”

      “Maybe, but I want you to be able to brag about us,” Ami bluntly stated. “That more of your students made it to the finals than others.”

      “I think no matter what happens, the three of you have already made me plenty proud.” To that, Tobio and Ami could only duck their heads at the earnest, effusive praise their sensei had for them.

      Stomping off down to the arena, she and Ino stood across from one another as the two girls stared back at each other.

      “Shouldn’t you just surrender?” Ino asked, smirking softly.

      “Feels like that should be my line, Yamanaka. I wouldn’t want to break a nail, beating you into the ground.”

      “Big words with your what, three jutsu? And beating me up, like a gorilla?”

      “If it works, it works. So, you’re resigning yourself to getting trounced in front of everyone we know?”

      The blonde scoffed. “Maybe I should be saying the same to you.”

      At that point, Hayate came to the fore to try and interrupt this bickering. “We’ll begin the match now. In three… two… one!”

      With his own darting out of the field, neither of the two girls hesitated to get moving into action. Ami darted to the side, reaching into her pouch and pulling out a kunai with streamer attached. What, from a distance, certainly looked like an explosive tag, and that Ino treated like one Ami threw it.

      But, as someone who had been on the recipient of this exceptionally dirty trick, Tobio knew that it was just a fake. Most people who weren’t familiar with sealing would see fuin written on a kunai and react accordingly, doubly so in the heat of battle. But it was ultimately a fake-out, and one that opponent up an avenue for Ami.

      Throwing her hand together into a Tiger seal, Ami concentrated Ino’s way. “Water Release: Gunshot!”

      …Why was it called a gunshot, when guns didn’t exist here? Whatever, there was probably a good reason for it. Maybe Tobio could just blame Kishimoto for bad writing again.

      Moving his attention back to the fight, the sudden blasts of water that were being manifested forth and shot toward Ino were powerful. Not enough to be lethal, but certainly enough to bruise or break bone. The only reason Tobio tanked them, was because he was fundamentally a lot harder to damage in their sparring sessions.

      The trade-off being the fact that he knew Ami would be going through her chakra reserves quickly. It was in her better interests to try and finish the fight quickly, and she didn’t have Hibachi’s same proclivity for traps above all other tactics. It was, in many respects, the best that she could manage.

      But not enough.

      “Guess nothing’s changed since the Academy, huh?” Ino barked out, as the deluge came to a stop. “All you’ve got are tricks! All flash, no substance.”

      “…What did you just say?” There was a coldness in Ami’s voice, as she squinted over at Ino.

      A smirk came over the blonde’s face. “Didn’t you hear me? You’re just the same as you were at the Academy. Probably still lagging behind your teammates, trying to show off for Sasuke-kun.”

      “I’m definitely not into Sasuke anymore,” Ami bluntly stated. “A little too much baggage for my liking.”

      “Oh? So you’re showing off for someone else instead?”

      “Ino, I’m not trying to show off for anyone. I’m fighting to prove I’ve got it for myself.”

      “And yet you’re still fighting at a distance…”

      Clicking her tongue, Ami’s own anger spiked, and that was the moment Tobio understood that she had lost. “I’ll show you fighting at a distance, idiot!”

      Pulling out her kunai, she moved to close the distance between the two girls. Right into the Mind Body Switch Technique that she couldn’t have known about beforehand. Hell, the only reason Tobio hadn’t informed everyone on his team about the capabilities of everyone else, was because he didn’t want to have to answer awkward questions by Clans looking to guard their secrets.

      But this was the unfortunate consequence, as Ami was hit, and immediately had a foreign smirk on her face as she lifted up her kunai to her neck. Even her voice was different, when she spoke. “Proctor? You can call it.”

      Hayate appeared, glancing at the limp body of Ino, before looking back at Ami, and sighing softly. “The winner is Yamanaka Ino.”

      It was a bit of a graceless victory, especially as Ino came back to her body, and Ami looked more shocked and confused than anything else. Though the immediate, crestfallen expression on her face wasn’t that surprising, as she hastily walked back up to the upper floors. She was quiet, and Tobio could tell that she was pushing whatever negative emotions back, if barely.

      The wetness in her eyes made that much clear. No matter how much they’d advanced so far, in such a short amount of time… Ami and Hibachi were still very much children. With all of the foibles and flaws that entailed.

      Sometimes you could recognize all of that, though, and implicitly understand that it wasn’t what someone needed. So, Tobio did what he did best, which was be thoughtlessly kind and caring. He walked over to Ami, and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, hugging the girl softly. It was enough get her to break out of her reverie.

      “Eh?”

      “You tried. There’s no harm in getting caught up in a trick. Just don’t let it happen again, and that’s a step moving forward.”

      Her mood wasn’t entirely improved, but it was lighter, as the next round came by.

      Tenten vs Temari, though it was a fight he already knew the conclusion to. Glancing over at the Sungakure genin, Tobio did his best not to freeze when he saw her sitting position.

      Legs.

      Tobio did his best to not focus on the pretty, older foreign genin whenever she noticed her name being up on the board. Temari was, admittedly, a lot safer for him to check out than all of the literal girls around him, seeing as she was a teenager proper. Though it was a little undercut by the moment he’d just had with Ami, but—

      Legs.

      …Yeah, Tobio wasn’t looking forward to going through puberty again if it meant that he was going to be distracted by these urges. It was already bad enough the first time, but he was pretty sure that Mixed Blood puberty would be categorically worse by an order of magnitude. Looking up from her seat, the girl hopped down and Tenten followed suit, both of them looking raring to go. Though only Temari would end up the victor, in a terrifying display of jutsu-shiki via her fan. Nothing he couldn’t properly tank, if given the opportunity, but still frightening by itself for the sheer range of her capabilities.

      Nara Shikamaru vs Haruno Sakura.

      …This fight was weird.

      By all known metrics, Sakura wasn’t one of the people who Tobio would call physically intimidating. Neither was Shikamaru, though, and in fact, the two of them were fairly evenly matched in terms of intelligence. The only real benefit that Shikamaru had, as Tobio saw it, was the fact that he had clan jutsu at his disposal.

      The fight between the two of them ended in Shikamaru’s win, but it wasn’t an easy one. He fought primarily at range, while Sakura used tricks, wiles, and did her best to try and maintain a definitive gap between herself and the shadow. Altogether, it was the type of scrap that made her seem ten times more determined than her weaponized mental illness when she originally fought Ino.

      Ultimately, though, it saw her losing, and the next match proceeded apace.

      Inuzuka Kiba vs Uzumaki Naruto.

      Same verse, same as the first. Naruto won by a hair, or more specifically, a fart, which made Tobio highly suspect there was some degree of actual fuckery with fate going on here. It was extremely unlikely for events to transpire to such eerie accuracy, even if there were some substantive changes in the exam. Given that he’d been outright rewarded for taking things off of the rails, perhaps there was a force at work that he couldn’t sense. Prophecy was a real and verified thing in this world, after all.

      The hard fight to watch was yet to come, however.

      Hyuga Neji vs Hyuga Hinata.

      It had been a good, long time since he’d seen someone be so thoroughly dismantled by another human being. Raw, pure, taijutsu prowess was on display, and a gap in skill that not even Hinata’s firmed resolve from Naruto’s shouting could cross. A sheer gap of peerless, martial skill.

      Tobio was happy that he didn’t end up fighting Neji. Having his internal organs exploded would have been annoying, but not entirely a fight ending blow. Just kind of painful to walk around with. Internal bleeding sucked, as he could attest to from experience.

      He might have continued to think over that fight, if it wasn’t for the fact that he was up next.

      Rock Lee vs Nakamura Tobio.

      And that was enough to make his blood run cold.

      “…Shit.”

      “You okay, kiddo?” Tekuno asked, looking at the way Tobio had paled.

      “I’m good,” Tobio shakily replied, trying to calm his nerves. “…I’m good.”

      “If you say so,” Tekuno nodded, even if he didn’t entirely agree. Why would he? None of the sensei present understood the kind of martial arts monster that Might Guy had created. They wouldn’t, until Tobio pressed him to his limits.

      And then they’d all see what the Green Beast of Konoha had wrought.

      In the annals of Naruto’s anime and manga history, it was pretty universally agreed upon that Rock Lee was the character who had the most squandered potential.

      He didn’t have any bloodline, any real superlative talent outside of taijutsu, and a distinct lack of ninjutsu, or genjutsu. By that metric, he should have been relegated to a background character, limited to throwing hands and direct chakra manipulation. Yet somehow, that wasn’t the case.

      Instead, he was given a place of prominence by his own incredible prowess and feats as a genin. He was able to push a jinchūkiri in his age range to genuinely trying hard, capable of fighting well on the same level as various kekkai genkai wielders, and overall represented the overall themes of Naruto better than the main character himself. The concept that hard work and effort could overcome whatever obstacles were in your way.

      Tobio didn’t know if he could win.

      For the first time, ever since Taki, Tobio just didn’t know if this was a fight that he could win. Yet on the flipside, it was already stirring some excitement inside of him. It was a fight that didn’t have life or death stakes, there was no honor or prestige on the line, and he didn’t think Lee was going to pull any outright lethal chicanery on him.

      Without any frills, or complexity, this was a fight where he could enjoy it for what it was. A purely martial contest, with nothing but his own warrior’s pride on the line. That simple fact provided no small amount of joy to him, and overwhelmed whatever tension Tobio might have been holding over the ensuing beatdown to come.

      Walking down to the arena, he observed Rock Lee patiently. In many respects, nobody would have taken him seriously with his goofy green jumpsuit, bowl-cut hairstyle, and bushy eyebrows. All of it was a facade for the terrifying fighter underneath.

      “Let us have a good fight, Tobio-san,” Lee spoke, giving Tobio a polite bow. “Though I’d recommend that you should surrender. For the sake of my dreams… I won’t be holding back.”

      It was all Tobio could do not to vibrate in anticipation, as a feral grin ripped across his features. “Are you sure I shouldn’t be saying the same to you, Rock-san? No offense, but I’m a good deal tougher than I look.”

      More importantly, was the fact that for the first time in a long time, Tobio got the feeling that he was looking at a kindred spirit. Someone who wanted to fight for the sake of fighting, and wasn’t afraid of putting it all on the line for their pride. For once, Tobio wanted a bout to go on for as long as possible.

      Who knew the next time he’d get a ninja with the same amount of mental dysfunction as him?

      “If that’s all said and done…” Hayate murmured. “Let the fight commence in three… two… one!”

      The Jonin hurried out of the way as fast as humanly possible, which was for the best. As soon as the way was clear between the two of them, Tobio and Rock Lee blurred into motion. Tobio could barely concentrate on the cheers of encouragement coming from his team, or the feeling of foreign eyes on him as other shinobi took his measure.

      All of the world came down to a pinprick of him, his opponent, and the battle ahead.

      

    
  




    27. Dance of Kōjin

    
       

      Tobio gave in to his rage and let his mind clear of the distractions. There weren’t the eyes of the various shinobi around him, or the outside concerns for holding back. Here and now, there was himself and Lee. His opponent, his sword, and the will to cut. Them. Down. Everything else, every clever plan he had, or ingenious strategy, was suborned in favor of that bleeding edge where instinct met skill.

      He didn’t think.

      What use was a brain, consciousness, revolving around itself in a spiral, when faced with such a foe? Useless!

      And so he roared, eyes bright, blade swiping through the air with a keening whistle as he twisted all of his might into it. It would have been enough to bisect most people, or at the very least cause them grievous injury. Most people were not Rock Lee, however. Where Tobio had talent, skill, and innate gifts… the bushy-eyebrowed boy opposite to him had none of those things.

      Nothing but a stubborn will, and his own library of painfully engraved lessons that made him move like a phantom. Lee slid underneath the strike, dodging by a hair’s breadth, and slipped past Tobio’s guard, burying his fist in Tobio’s ribs before darting back out of range. It was a good hit, and on any other Genin would have resulted in some bruised or broken ribs.

      Most Genin didn’t have unbreakable skeletons. What should have been a debilitating strike only forced Tobio back a few paces, eyes alight with a feverish delight. It hurt, and there would almost certainly be a bruise after the fight was over… but he was hardly taken off the board just from one hit.

      The more important part of it, though, was that it hurt. Just off raw strength, Lee possessed the might to well and truly put Tobio on the back foot if he didn’t take this seriously.

      “That’s good,” Tobio breathed, heart racing, as his excitement began to build. “That’s really good, Lee. Allow me to retort.”

      Something had come to Tobio’s attention over the last day or so. He’d been slacking when it came to properly using and abusing his Origin. Oh sure, he came up with plenty of novel tricks with it, but there was more to be explored with it. His soul harbored a fragment of the Root, of Akasha, but what had Tobio done with it so far? Nothing worth mentioning in his eyes, even if he’d come exceptionally far for a new Genin in a matter of months. Yet there were some obvious ways to combine his favorite tricks with more well-known principles of chakra manipulation, wasn’t there?

      The Human Bullet Technique was one of his favorite jutsu. Scratch that, it was objectively his favorite jutsu, but the biggest problem with it was the requirement for hand seals. He could do it with one hand at this point, but even that wasn’t fast enough. Not for the speeds he craved, nor was it entirely using his Origin of Ignition to the fullest potential. There were real monsters out there in the Nasuverse, like Shirou, who were doing things that with weaponized mental illness that he couldn’t even fathom. If he wanted to catch out with those exemplars, or even remotely gain the possibility of developing his own Reality Marble, he needed to dig deeper than he had been.

      So Tobio started to get creative in figuring out how to fix that. Naturally, nobody was going to thank him for the solution that he’d discovered after putting his prodigious brain, metaphysical leanings, and good amount of luck toward the problem. Mostly because the solution had come from the most unlikely of places.

      When someone put too much chakra into the Tree Walking exercise, they created an explosion. Said explosion was seen as a direct failure of the technique, as you were meant to use it for adhesion rather than repulsion, but who said you had to use a technique exactly how it was meant to be used? Sometimes, doing the wrong thing in the right way could lead to something deliciously new.

      Something dangerous.

      In his soul, the portion of the Root that served as the metaphysical structure for which his life revolved was fundamentally an explosion. A short, quick burst that served as the genesis for something new. So he focused on that concept, knowing full well that what he was about to do was going to fuck up his sandals. But if it worked like how he’d suspect it would, it’d be worth the destruction. And…

      Tobio just didn’t care. Clothing could be replaced, but he thrill of a good fight was eternal, and he’d be doing himself and Rock Lee a disservice if he didn’t put the enormity of his instincts toward defeating him. To pushing every single limit in his body to their utmost, as he threw everything on the line here and now. Chakra gathered under his feet, and then was expelled in a haphazard rush, as he erupted forward with a bang. Debris from the arena’s floor was set flying as he was propelled toward his opponent, gaze shining with anticipation, as wind ripples against his face.

      All while Tobio’s teeth were bared in a feral grin, as he reared back for another slash.

      He could imagine that the only thing that saved Lee from having his arm severely lacerated was the boy’s own preternatural combat instincts. Even with the deft slide out of the way, he didn’t escape suffering from a cut along the limb, though. It wasn’t a deep one, the blade having missed anything particularly vital, only the tip of the blade running across his bicep with a narrow slice.

      But it was first blood, and from a technique Tobio had developed on the spot. He could see the moment the glint in Rock Lee’s eyes turned, as an internal calculus and determination was forming there. All while Tobio regained his proper footing and reviewed the technique’s chakra usage and variables in a flash of insight.

      Explosive movement from the tenketsu in his feet, directional, but theoretically capable from any tenketsu on his body if he was willing to ruin his clothing. Usage cases, shunshin-tier speed dodges or blitzes. A dangerous tool in his arsenal, to be sure, though just another among many.

      “You’re a dangerous foe, Tobio-san, coming at me with a strike like that,” Lee spoke, pacing carefully to the side. The cut bled easily, but not enough to be a truly mortal or fraught wound.

      Tobio gave him a scoff, rolling his eyes at those words. “Funny, coming from someone who punched me hard enough to break my ribs.”

      “And yet I didn’t feel any break.” The two of them stalked in slow circles, not getting any closer as they spoke, an unspoken lull in the match.

      “Strange how that works, isn’t it? Guess I drank my milk growing up, but you should be taking this more seriously.”

      His eyes lit up with self-righteous anger as he puffed up briefly. “What?”

      “You’re still too slow, but it ain’t natural. You’ve got… what, weights?”

      For a few brief seconds, Lee looked at Might Guy, as the man sighed out of the corner of Tobio’s eyes. Then his neutral expression melted into a big, gleaming grin. “You heard him, Lee! He thinks he can take you on without your weights.”

      If Rock Lee was a bonfire in Tobio’s preternatural senses, Might Guy was a conflagration. The kleshas were perhaps no less potent in him, but they were tightly controlled, and in their wake the five antitodes reigned supreme. To reach the heights of martial mastery, such as Might Guy had, one needed to not only hone their body into something more than a weapon.

      They’d needed to push their spiritual enlightenment as well. How else could you ever hope to know and control your body if you did not know yourself at the same time? That was the only explanation Tobio could muster for why the taijutsu master was more self-controlled than even the Hokage.

      What a frightening man.

      “But you said it was only for emergencies!” Rock Lee protested, eyebrows narrowing together in confusion.

      “I know. Just this once, though… you’ve got permission to cut loose.”

      A shiver ran up Tobio’s spine at those words, as he tried not to vibrate with unbridled, anxious hope. Judging by the expression of shock, into mounting glee that began to spread across Lee’s face, he seemed to have felt the same way.

      While his memories of his original life and any personal information were null and void, certain things remained crisp in Tobio’s mind. A lot of the information on various franchises that his perks came from, for example, was bright and burning beacons of knowledge. And, when it came to Naruto, a few select scenes stood out to him for their given impact.

      He just never thought he’d get to see one firsthand.

      Lee shot him a brief look of concern, but Tobio could only shake his head, grinning widely. “No, no. Take off your weights. I insist. I won’t stop you. I’d be doing you a disservice to interrupt.”

      In a real fight, he would have taken the opportunity to attack any opponent who left themselves so open. This was hardly one for the same stakes, and frankly, his blood was too riled to ever attack Lee before he was fighting at full strength. To be on the other side of the Eight Gates and experience them firsthand was combat training that rarely ever came along.

      With that motivation, Rock Lee didn’t hesitate to reach down and unhook his leg weights. It seemingly was heavy, but the tiny weights were deceptively innocuous. To the point where it even had Tobio doubting if the reality of the situation would match what he remembered from the anime. After all, how much had things been different, as opposed to his lived experience?

      It wasn’t until Lee dropped them, and they made impact with the ground, that his thrill grew once more. The crash of crushed stone tiles as they cratered on either side of Lee was absurdly loud, to an almost comical degree. Tobio’s eyes bugged out, as he couldn’t even begin to imagine the conditioning that had to have gone into Lee’s physique.

      He’d been going fast before, but how much had those weights held back the boy…?

      “Ah,” Lee breathed. “Now I’ll be able to go at my full speed.”

      “How fast are we talking, becau—”

      Only months of training with Tekuno-sensei saved Tobio from Rock Lee’s haymaker. Even then, it was a close thing, as the Mixed Blood tilted his head ever so slightly to the side, shock coloring his features at the sheer acceleration put on display from the Genin in front of him. All of it from no bloodlines, no hidden power system, just… straight, plain fitness brought to new terrifying heights.

      Shinobi could be such bullshit.

      And yet, Tobio was grinning from ear to ear as that shock disappeared, as he focused chakra into his feet and exploded away. His visual acuity was, at best, keeping up with Lee’s movements. That was the best he could say about it, as their dance of dodging and attempted punches, kicks, or sword swings turned nigh incomprehensible to outside observers.

      If it could be said that someone had the edge, though, it was Tobio. The long, sweeping swings of his blade monopolized so much space that it enabled the Mixed Blood to dictate the pace of the engagement. Tobio knew full well that giving Lee even the slightest amount of leeway in terms of getting up close and personal would spell his end.

      The inability of his body to be broken was one thing, but internal trauma and concentrated damage to his joints, muscles, and ligaments were still a concern. So he did his best not to even allow himself to be put into that sort of opportunity, keeping the long, bladed edge turned toward the taijutsu-focused Genin. For a time, that was enough, until Lee disengaged, making some distance with a toss of several shuriken to force Tobio to dodge or parry them.

      Not that he’d seemingly expected them to actually land, but it was a stalling measure. Something to give him the precious breaths he needed to unwrap his bindings just enough. Tobio just barely had enough time for himself to recognize the move that Lee was about to attempt. And then, even less time to realize something as Lee blinked out of sight.

      …He’d been going slightly slower than his top speed, to lull Tobio into the wrong rhythm. “Well played—” Tobio started, before trying to twitch out of the way of the blow. But this time, he wasn’t fast enough as he felt his brain knock against his skull as Lee axe-kicked him in the chin. It was enough to bring him aloft from the sheer force of it, registering through his rage as a distant pain.

      And then, through what could only be described as a true amount of ninja bullshit, he found himself being kicked upward into the air. Blow after blow that ought to have knocked out a lesser combatant, or someone less durable, before the bandages wrapped around Tobio’s body. All the while, his frantic grin never abated.

      Because this was the fight he’d wanted. The battle to push him to new limits, through the haze of pain and a dozen different strikes that promised to bruise later. None of them were enough to take him out… but the Forward Lotus was a different story altogether. Both of them spun toward the arena floor, faster and faster, until Lee disengaged at the last possible moment.

      Tobio impacted, stone and pebbles, dust and debris, flying free from the moment he cratered into the ground. It was enough to draw gasps and cries of surprise from the peanut gallery, as he lay there, feeling every new pain in his form. Yet even so, it was blunted, not just through the haze of his body’s fundamental toughness, but through his rage, and then further filtered through the magical hardening of his Bestial Heart.

      For the Bear Totem, more than any other, lived up to the old shinobi adage. They were the people who endured. Scant few besides Tobio could say they could survive trauma quite like him.

      Huffing, puffing, and panting, Lee stood hunched over, as the dust cleared and a prone figure lay there. Only for Tobio’s body to twitch, as he groaned, and began to pick himself back up. All while that pleased, pleasured expression was writ large across his features. Bleeding from innumerable small scratches, he might have seemed in something of a state…

      …If it wasn’t for the fact that before their eyes, those wounds began to close at a terrifying rate. Primal magic, Barbarian magic, suffused his form in that moment, as broken blood vessels and worn joints righted themselves under the weight of his innate, supernatural durability. Joined by Tobio’s profound, excited laughter.

      “Ha. Haha. Hahaha! HAHAHA! YES!”

      “You know, I love my sensei and my teammates to bits, but it’s not quite the same. Tekuno-sensei is too high a mountain to climb, and my teammates aren’t quite enough to really push me to my limits…” Lee’s eyes widened as Tobio pulled himself out of the crater, stepping lightly, as his body rewound itself through the primordial magics ingrained in it.

      “But you? I knew you were good, Lee, but I must apologize. I didn’t know you were splendid. Exceptional, even.”

      “You’re… far tougher than I expected, either,” Lee admitted, freely taking the opportunity to catch his breath. Sweat shone on his brow, showing the wear that the fight so far was taking on him. Tobio wouldn’t begrudge him that, though, seeing as he still held such an overwhelming advantage in terms of how much damage he could take.

      The boy would need it for what came next, and Tobio didn’t want the fight to be over too quickly.

      “Thank you,” he nodded, even as he cracked his neck, resting his massive blade on his shoulder. “But that’s not all there is, is it?”

      Lee’s expression tightened, hands curling into even tighter fists.

      A smirk drifted over Tobio’s face. “Don’t die. It’ll be really awkward if I thought so highly of you, and ended up cutting your arm off or something.” For a brief moment, he saw Lee’s pride flare in his Five Poisons sense, before being squashed down under discipline.

      Whatever his opponent might have said was drowned out by the way Tobio’s gleaming sword glowed. It was a fiendish, blue light that shone forth from the edge, as cold fire was cast out from the steel. In some respects, the sight of it was almost enrapturing, like stars twinkling on a quiet winter night.

      Which merely presaged the danger to come, as Tobio began to swing. It was a blistering fast series of swipes that saw his chakra reserves drain incrementally, as cleaves of glintstone-derived light sallied forth through the air at rapid speeds. Each one a cutting edge that could easily bring this fight to a close, if they managed to land on Rock Lee.

      Tobio admittedly wasn’t too worried, though. Even as he tried to cut Rock Lee from afar, he didn’t think his new rival would fall for the strikes. A belief that was validated as the green-clad Genin began to dodge. It was tight for him though, tighter than the boy would have expected, as Tobio swung and kept up the pressure from afar. Each crescent of light came a hair’s breadth from sliding into Lee, as he dodged and ran along the perimeter of the arena, Tobio’s body turning to track him as he did so.

      It wasn’t until Tobio stopped the assault from afar that Lee found himself cut by the last of them, a solid but shallow strike against his left side. He was tired, but hardly out of the fight, even with that narrow blow. Tobio’s own chakra levels were barely touched either, considering the first real concentrated jutsu he’d done had been the moonveil slashes.

      They were a little too intensive to continue for long, though, especially when Tobio didn’t know if he’d need his chakra for other jutsu later. His assault ceased, as the Oni blasted toward him, blade sweeping out for his wounded opponent. Closing the distance again and taking the initiative was more important than glazing Lee further.

      Of course, this was right when Lee did something he’d never done in the anime.

      Reaching into his pack, the bowl-cut boy pulled forth two steel knuckles, slipping them on and meeting Tobio’s advance. Where most might have struggled to handle the blow, Lee’s fist met his blade, as a resounding clang rang forth through the arena. Mysterious, inhuman strength, against nothing but the indomitable human spirit.

      It was outstanding, incredible, amazing, as Tobio found his blows blocked for the first time in memory. Tekuno-sensei had always dodged, as had all of his teammates. In the case of anyone else he’d fought, well, they’d tried to dodge. And had paid the price for it very shortly after.

      Blocking was new, as his muscles flexed and Lee met the strike with more might of his own. He wasn’t yielding, not here, not now, and that only made Tobio’s heart race all the more.

      Pulling back his blade for another swipe, Lee met the next one, grunting with exertion. Not enough to knock him back, as their pace of trying to brutally match each other’s strength began. Slow… until it was a cacophony of metal that filled the air in an infernal din.

      Clang.

      Clang-Clang-Clang!

      Clang-Clang-Clang-Clang-Clang-Clang-CLANG!

      His limbs were a blur as he swung, and Rock Lee’s arms were no slower as they matched him, blow for blow. It was a flurry of strikes as he sought any opening, anything, to cut down his foe. The world was falling to a bleeding edge, the cutting point of his sword, and nothing else. Until—

      He’d gotten too into things, Tobio distantly recognized, as he’d focused on the battle and nothing else. It was enough to allow Lee just the slightest opening he’d needed to step to the side, narrowly dodging a strike and slamming his first into Tobio’s jaw. For as much as the boy had progressed… his raw techniques were still inferior to Rock Lee’s.

      Reeling back from the blow, he staggered back as his mind raced. For a few fleeting seconds, he almost thought that his opponent would begin chaining blows on his body, for as much good blunt force damage would have done him. Which was why he was surprised when Rock Lee backed off instead, making distance between the two of them.

      The mystery of why it didn’t last very long.

      He felt it before he saw it. That prickling on the back of his neck as the chakra in Lee began to shift, ever so slightly, before it became visible to the naked eye. A pressure unlike anything he’d ever seen before in this new life, bearing down around Rock Lee. Hair floating, veins constricted and bulging, skin darkening…

      Tobio still knew what to expect and found himself excited beyond words, as his Mystic Eyes alighted subconsciously. If only so he could take in the beauty of the Eight Gates for himself, how they were truly meant to be.

      “The third gate, seimon, OPEN!” Then, as he moved into a crouch, Tobio could see the boy’s entire chakra network, swirling with energy. It was beyond anyone’s control, let alone Lee’s, but pride and willpower won out over the in-process degradation of the Genin’s body that Tobio could witness in realtime. “HYAAAAH!”

      Everything had been a prelude to this moment. Lee taking off the weights, putting his opponent through his paces, throwing every technique and blow Tobio’s way. All of it leading up to this stage, where he opened the Gates to unleash the terrifying effects onto Tobio.

      The real fight had just begun.

      Rock Lee was magnificent. Stupendous. Incredible. The pinnacle of what a shinobi could be, in this world, when all of the superfluous techniques were stripped away and reduced to the first weapon humanity ever possessed.

      Their bodies.

      Like before, back in the forest against Sasuke, he felt himself slipping into a trance. A state beyond cognition and the self, as instinct began to override everything else. A technique to deal with Lee’s upcoming assault was being born, and if Tobio wasn’t prepared, he had every opportunity to be… quite hurt in the upcoming clash.

      But no sword was ever tempered without some heat and pressure applied. Whether he won or lost, this entire experience had been one that had pushed him even further past the boy he’d been.

      “Technique number two…” He spoke, as his mind began to drift surprisingly from the fight in front of him. To something seemingly innocuous, and totally at odds with the preteen violence going on.

      Many throughout the Elemental Nations worshipped different Kami.

      It was surprising when Tobio discovered that fact, but yes, people did not only revere the Sage of Six Paths. He was an important figure in the mythology of the world, to be sure, but in the same way that a Bodhisattva is. Someone who had achieved enlightenment from this earthly realm and sought to spread it far and wide, in the Sage’s case, being his spreading of chakra by traditional means.

      Your average peasant who worked the rice paddies did not care about chakra or enlightenment, however. They had more temporal concerns, which colored the types of deities and tutelary spirits they prayed to. On the coast of the Elemental Nations, offerings were feted to Susanoo-no-Mikoto, so that his storms may spare their villages and fishing vessels. Daikokuten was lauded by itinerant merchants, hoping for safe, profitable journeys along the still bandit infested or chakra-beast prone wilderness.

      And for many others, cooks, housewives, and many others besides, they had small shrines to Kōjin, Sambō-Kōjin or Sanbō-Kōjin, lord of fire, the hearth, and the kitchen. Also known as Kamado-gami, quite literally the god of the stove. He was the representation of the violent forces of nature being turned toward the betterment of mankind.

      When Tobio had learned that, something within him felt like it resonated with that concept. He’d had to think on why, perhaps, yet the answer was profoundly simple whenever he thought about it. Because for all that Tobio didn’t like to think about it… he was different now, than the man or boy he’d been when all of this started so many months ago.

      Taking Mixed Blood had changed him in ways that he couldn’t possibly foresee, and would continue to alter him. It changed the trajectory of his life, of the lives his future children would have, and every descendant that came after him. It was a choice that had saved his life more times than he could count, to be sure, but had also set his lineage and life on the path of violence.

      But if they had to be violent monsters, to enjoy blood, fire, and the thrill of battle, let it be for purposes that would help the world. He didn’t want them to be the scourge that needed to be ripped out root and stem, but those who would defend the hearth against any who would gutter out that flame.

      That idea felt right. Like he was coming home, in some respect, as he mantled that responsibility, if only for a time.

      “…Dance of Kōjin!”

      For most, fire was something to fear, the dangerous foe that would burn and sear. To destroy until nothing but ashes remained. And for Tobio, it felt different, as blue fire began to pour out of his every tenketsu, cool and ethereal. It did not burn him, but began to coat his skin and clothing in a strange mix of chakra, Mystery, and a force even his Energy Sense was struggling to make sense of.

      Even so, he knew that there was a new strength in his limbs, a new alacrity in all of his movements. While his chakra reserves were dropping at a sharp rate, he suspected they’d last at least until this fight was over. After…

      Well, Tobio wouldn’t be surprised if he was struggling to stay on his feet.

      When he spoke, his voice was different.

      “You’ve pushed me to my limits Lee!” Tobio half-yelled, half-laughed, eyes nothing but specks of red in an ocean of blue. There was a warbling in his words, as if they were behind some kind of barrier or obstruction. Covered in flame, pouring it out of his body, there was an instinctive part of him that understood his body could support more efficient and bigger fire release effects like this, let alone other explosions. Those were things to test out later, when he wasn’t in the heat of battle. “From the bottom of my heart… THANK YOU!”

      There were no words left to say. Not as both of them blurred into motion.

      This wasn’t how two Genin were meant to fight.

      In a distant part of his mind, Tobio understood that. Yet somewhere along the line, logic and reason had been thrown out of the window. Left in its wake was a confluence of burning power and might. Terrifying, horrifying, prowess, and life-threatening recklessness. On the part of Rock Lee, physical ruin, and on Tobio’s the risk of chakra exhaustion.

      …Yet still they fought.

      His Five Poisons sense was blaring out warnings, and Tobio saw no reason not to listen to them. They might have been the only reason why he was still standing, as he twisted out of the way of blows that would have seen him ruined. Ligaments and joints torn or pulped from Rock Lee’s titanic blows.

      And Rock Lee was on another level of sensory perception, as his subconscious mind overwrote the conscious with each passing second. Diving out of the way of fiery swipes of Tobio’s sword that would have seen him crippled. The exam was forgotten by this point between the two of them.

      There was something more primal at stake here. For Rock Lee, it was showing the heights that could be accomplished by a shinobi without an ounce of talent in genjutsu or ninjutsu. It was the statement that his sensei had not wasted his time and effort teaching him.

      Admittedly, Tobio’s reasons for fighting were simpler.

      Deep down inside of the boy there was a fear that had never quite been extinguished. That no matter what he did, or where he went, he’d never be able to make a difference in this world. For better or worse, Tobio refused to be another mob character in the crowd. Which meant that he had to beat Lee here.

      If he couldn’t defeat this one hurdle, what did that say for his own prospects? How could he defeat the real threats of this setting, without relying on ninja jesus and his boyfriend with magic pink-eye?

      And so the world refused to change.

      Streaks of blue fire blitzed to and fro, while Lee’s reddened body blurred after him. Yet even so, there was a time limit to this dance. Tobio’s chakra supply, and Lee’s own durability. Something had to budge if there was going to be a proper ending to this fight.

      “HYAAAAH!”

      The Fifth Gate. Tobio didn’t see it so much as he felt it, a pressure unlike any of the others, oppressive in a way that made his teeth itch. It was chakra, radiating out from Rock Lee in a toxic anima that seemed to saturate everything around him. Skin darkening and hair sprawling up, Tobio knew that this was it.

      The apex of the match. After this… neither of them would have anything left.

      It was, in many respects, a coin toss.

      Lifting up his sword, Tobio poured chakra into it. And his gluttonous sliver of his soul accepted it, filling with might and power, flame wreathing it to an almost blinding extent. It was, plain and simple, obviously dangerous in a way even a blockhead could tell.

      It was also a feint.

      Lee moved forward in a blistering charge, and Tobio hadn’t even known people could move that fast. It seemed inhuman, the way the world slowed down to nothing but a crawl as the two of them moved toward each other in one last clash. Tobio swept out his blade, in a telegraphed, ‘desperate’ swing that Lee was moving to slide under to get to Tobio.

      Which was exactly the mistake that Tobio had been counting on, as his left fist came and smashed into Lee’s face. The momentum that both boys had built up was colliding in one location, as Lee went flying back. Not cleaved in two like he might have been expecting, but something no less dangerous.

      His newest technique was a physical amplification ability as well, ramping up Tobio’s attributes at a precipitous chakra cost. Well worth it, though, when his already prodigious might was brought to new, terrifying heights. He held back from pulping his opponent’s head, however, mostly because he hadn’t been trying to kill Lee.

      Just to hit him hard enough to knock him out.

      Spiraling through the air, the boy was patently knocked out from the first strike. Tobio knew that, logically, as he felt the fight go out of Lee, and dropped all of his chakra-intensive techniques at the same time. Frankly, it was a relief, because he was barely on his feet from the costs, breathing hard, and streaming sweat from the heat and exertion.

      Lee landed, bounced once, and then went still. For a few pregnant moments, it seemed like that was it, that his opponent was finished. Before a trembling Lee stirred, and began to get up.

      His body was broken, cut, burned, and damaged from half a dozen different spots. He was in no shape to continue the fight, not even from the nasty bruise beginning to form on his face. Yet even so, he stood, shaky, trying to get into a proper posture.

      It was the most inspiring thing Tobio had seen in his entire life.

      “Stand proud, Lee,” Tobio huffed, hefting up his blade onto his shoulder. “You are strong. And for as long as I live, I’ll never forget this moment. This fight. But…”

      Tobio let out a hot, ragged breath, feeling the ache in every muscle, and the deep emptiness of his lost chakra. It didn’t stop him from fixing Lee with amber, unyielding eyes. “It is over.”

      Lee didn’t say anything to that, still holding that pose, stiff as a board. Until Tobio realized what had happened.

      “…Oh.”

      The boy was unconscious, standing proud, but the fight was out of his eyes and body. This was just… pride? Determination? Something else, maybe, that had gotten him up and off the ground.

      What a splendid foe.

      “Proctor!” Tobio called out to their proctor. “Lee’s unconscious.”

      To his credit, Hayate came down and checked, approaching Lee carefully and inspecting the dull-eyed boy. Before giving a sigh, and then gesturing to Tobio. “By knock-out… Nakamura Tobio wins.”

      He heard Team Eleven rise into cheers, as Tobio finally, at least, rested on his blade as he took stock of himself and his surroundings. The arena was… a bit of a wreck, from the crater where he’d been Front Lotus’d, or the other burned, broken parts of the terrain. Blood was splattered all over the place, and… was that a tooth he saw?

      Huh. Lee had knocked out one of his molars at one point. Maybe it’d grow back.

      His body was a wreck, too. Even if it didn’t show it as much on his Death Resistive Body, he could feel the internal damage from the various blows he’d taken, wearing him down. That was before anyone got into the fact that his chakra reserves were, at best, guttered. The fact that he was still conscious was more of a miracle than anything else.

      This might have been the worst shape he was in without literally being on the brink of death, like when he’d killed Suien. Enough so that he barely could react to his sensei approaching, with a look of mixed awe and concern on his face. “Let’s get you to the medic, kiddo.”

      “…Yeah,” Tobio agreed, breathing raggedly. “Did I do good?”

      A sharp bark of a laugh was his answer, as his sensei hoisted one arm over his shoulders. “Good? Tobio, I don’t think anyone has words for what you pulled off back there.”

      If nothing else, the System recognized his actions.

      [QUEST COMPLETED: REACH THE FINALS OF THE EXAMS.]

      

      [REWARD: CHOICE OF 1x MODERATE ARTIFICE, ERUDITION, MIGHT, OR DOMINION PERK.]​

      Oh yeah. It was worth it.

      “That’s good,” Tobio huffed. “I’ll try not to die before we get to the medic-nin.”

      “Hit you that hard, did he?”

      “The hardest I’ve ever been hit.” Was it weird Tobio said that with a grin? “I wanna fight him again.”

      His sensei hummed at that, a flicker of worry in his eyes. “Perhaps in the future, when he’s… better.”

      It didn’t take long for Tobio and Lee to both be shuffled off to the medics after their matches. Though not before Ami and Hibachi gave him big, bright grins his way. When it came to everyone else, though, there was something new in their eyes. For the other teams and their sensei, he’d singlehandedly transformed Team Eleven from regular Genin to… something else.

      People to watch, maybe. Tobio didn’t know if that would be a problem, but it was a future-Tobio issue. Fuck that guy.

      Then he was being carried off, and brought to a nice, quiet room, where medics fussed over him and his lack of concern for his injuries.

      More important was the perk he wanted to select, the moment that the medics were out of the room and Tekuno-sensei was off to watch with Hibachi and Ami the last match.

      It was burning a real hole in his metaphysical pocket, and honestly, what else was he going to do just lying there like a loaf?

      All of the options were tempting, though admittedly, Tobio went with Might. Having his ass beat by an Eight Gates user certainly colored that reasoning. There was only so much a guy could take before he knew he had to get tougher.

      With all of that said, he reached out and spun the cosmic gamble. While his body ached, that familiar metaphysical ache was of a different kind. It echoed out into the blind eternities, or wherever these perks came from. Though, as usual, the System seemed designed to make him die from the fact that he couldn’t take all of them.

       Embers of the Heroic Age Marvel 2099 The original Heroic Age ended, but even 100 years later its embers still burn. While the most powerful beings seem to be relics and remnants of the heroic age — Doom, the Fantastic Four, the invading Phalanx — the new heroes starting a second Heroic Age aren’t wholly without the power once shown in the original one.

      Like some of the mutants, or the heroes of the original heroic age, you show the greatest power that made the original heroic age. Not the Power Cosmic, or any specific super power, but the ability to grow from your experiences, to break the limits of your powers and go beyond them in times of dire need.

      When the odds are truly against you and those things dear to you at risk you may see your powers and special abilities momentarily swell to far greater heights than ever before, lifting ten times what is your normal maximum, or otherwise seeming to break the limits of your powers. Repeat this enough times and while this won’t be your new maximum you will find the limits of your powers and special abilities growing looser, and restrictions becoming less restricting or eventually falling away.

      Even less extreme situations can cause this growth, though it will be slower. Conflict and danger will allow your powers and special abilities to grow seemingly without an upper limit other than when you run out of things that are truly a risk to you and your goals. Clarent Fate/Legends — Garden of Avalon The corrupted sword that Mordred stole to use against her father, now finds a copy of itself in your hands. It appears that it acknowledges you as a rightful owner however, a touch different to poor Mordred the thief. Clarent is a powerful magical blade, one that makes the wielder stronger, faster and tougher when holding it as well as significantly increasing their charisma and presence. The most notable ability of the sword, at least now that it is here, is that you are able to channel your emotions into the blade alongside mana to unleash potent attacks. The deeper the emotions and more mana you put in, the more powerful and large the outgoing blast will become.

      (Can be imported into asauchi, or made its own weapon.) Super Cells Dragon Ball Super Through a concentration of S-Cells or a similar substance in the body of your species, they have a similar line of transformations to the Super Saiyan forms of the Saiyan race. This line has a great deal of potential, as each form offers a large multiplier in power, but they become more and more difficult to obtain and more energy-intensive as well. However, with the introduction of new kinds of Ki or energy, it may be possible to find new lines of transformations to build off of the ordinary kinds your race has access to. You may customise to an extent the requirements to become a Super Saiyan, or similar state, but they must remain around as difficult to attain and rare as the Super Saiyan state is.

      Starting from the top, Embers of the Heroic Age wasn’t a perk that did anything by itself. It was a supplementary perk that pushed his boundaries and limits, made it so that no matter what, Tobio could keep growing. Granted, it’d require death-defying, exceptionally dangerous situations for that to happen…

      …But he didn’t think that they were going to run out of dangerous situations anytime soon.

      Clarent was simple, if he was being honest. It made everything he already did better, objectively, whether that was being faster, stronger, tougher, and with fuck-off beams of energy from the sword. Unlike Mordred, too, he’d be the ‘rightful’ wielder, so his capability with the weapon wouldn’t be dwarfed.

      Whether he fused it with his sword or handed it off to someone he loved, it was objectively a solid choice.

      Whereas the last one was a little tricky to speak about authoritatively. Super Cells did what it said on the can, it would allow him and his descendants the capability to reach a Super Saiyan-like state. They were tied to the different energy sources he had at his disposal, but between Chakra and Mystery, the end result would no doubt be something exceedingly potent and terrifying.

      The big thing would be that he had access to two different lines of transformation, and they’d need to be trained in their own right. Perhaps with the possibility of some sort of fused state at the end of the progression.

      Three perks that each had their own benefits and restrictions, whether that be simplicity, or the right triggers for progression. Yet as always, only one could be carried forward into the future.

      

    
  




    28. End of Preliminaries

    
       

      To be sure, all of the choices were good. But if he had to choose only one, Embers of the Heroic Age was what he’d fall back on. The reasoning for his choice was relatively simple, too.

      At the end of the day, there was one thing that Tobio had desired above everything else. Beyond staying alive for the next few years of tumult, or rising above being just another mook in the crowd. Over everything else, he desired in this new life of his… Tobio wanted to be a hero. He’d admit that it was a fully selfish, greedy thing to want to be a hero, the hero, of a story. To take that mantle from the prophecy designated individuals, and strive for such an arrogant title. The appeal of a quiet life still rested in his mind, but to be sure, there was a part of him just as greatly hungering for some measure of glory.

      If he was going to be well-known and involved in the chaos of what was to come, by god, he’d get his fucking laurels too.

      And there was nothing that’d allow him to do that better, to embody that archetype, than that singular perk. Even while Clarent would prove an immediate boon to his parameters across the board, and S-Cells would provide a long-term goal for him and his descendants to chase. Neither of them nourished that wholehearted, earnest part of Tobio more than that perk.

      It might have been foolish to have it as a reason behind his actions. Nobody said he’d needed to be totally ambivalent, unbiased, or objective when it came to what he wanted, though.

      With his decision set, he pulled the mental trigger on the selection. In that instant, nothing really changed. But inside of him, Tobio could feel something new lurking. That was the best way he could describe the sheer potential he sensed, waiting in the wings for the right impetus. It’d be interesting to see the next time he was pushed to the brink, what hidden depths of might could be dredged up from inside of him. Whatever happened to him, it’d be an unpleasant surprise for whoever took him as merely a lowly Genin.

      Resting on the bed, he picked up two familiar chakra signatures ambling toward his hospital room, Tobio glanced up at Asuma, helping a beaten but alive Choji into the hospital room. The chunky boy looked like he’d been smacked around something fierce, and the mark on his arm looked as if it’d been scraped raw, but he had all of his limbs and faculties.

      Compared to what he’d been quietly afraid of, what might happen when the kid fought Gaara, that was getting off relatively light.

      “How’d the fight go?” Tobio asked, as Choji clambered onto the bed next to him, the thin frame creaking precariously as he did so.

      “I lost,” Choji glumly responded.

      Asuma sighed at his side, reaching over to gently pat Choji on his head. “You gave a helluva fight. There’s nothing to be ashamed of there.”

      Some of the medics in the room were already heading over to attend to Choji, while Tobio’s wounds were just finishing being wrapped up. Given that he could just will most of them closed, there weren’t as many as they might have been expecting. His insides might have still looked like ground meat from Lee’s blows, but they’d heal eventually.

      And once Lee was properly healed up, they could start to discuss a proper sparring regimen. Getting smacked around like that had been a great learning experience after all.

      “You’re all good to go, if you want to make the announcements of the next stage,” the medic tending to him answered.

      Much to Choji’s incredulousness, as the boy shot him a boggled look. “…After all that stuff Lee did to you?”

      A low chuckle rolled out of Tobio, as he scratched nervously at the back of his head. Dried blood that’d crusted to his skull came away with the motion. Ugh. “What can I say? I’m sturdy.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Asuma murmured, shooting Tobio a sidelong look. “Your sensei must be putting you lot through hell to get you that tough.”

      “Nah,” Tobio grinned, flashing white teeth and sharp canines. “I’m just built that way.”

      Hopping off the bed, he gave Choji and his sensei a parting wave, heading back to the main arena floor. It wasn’t long before all the winners were positioned along the front of the room, though even so, Tobio could feel eyes on him that weren’t there before.

      He’d expected a lot of reactions to going all out for once. Before his fight with Lee, and Tobio had just been another civilian Genin of no note, he might not have rated much in the way of notice. Now, though, with no small amount of his capabilities on full display…

      The looks he got from the Jōnin-sensei were gauging, like he was a new and interesting puzzle to open. Hiruzen’s eyes felt more incisive than ever, as if he’d now become another mystery to solve for the old shinobi. What really took Tobio aback were the glances he was getting from the other Genin.

      Fear in the case of Temari and Kankuro, as if he were being lumped in with Gaara as some case of battle maniac. Maybe he was, to some degree, but what did take him aback was the quiet awe and shock radiating from the other Konohagakure Genin.

      Nothing about Sasuke’s avaricious gaze felt healthy in the slightest. The Klesha roiled under the surface of his red-eyed stare, feeding whatever bonkers thoughts the Uchiha was toiling under. Naruto seemed more surprised than anything else, while Shikamaru and Shino were cool as ice, giving away very little that he could read from just a glance.

      And Ino was—

      Hmm.

      No, that was a bag of crazy he didn’t even want to peer at too deeply. Staring at the tempestuous emotions and reactions of a twelve-year-old girl was already feeling too creepy for Tobio. Taking his stance in the line-up of victors, the rest of the losing Genin who weren’t too broken were otherwise up on the walkways, alongside their sensei.

      Standing before them were Ibiki, Anko, Hayate, and Hiruzen, as their proctor began to speak in earnest. “To those of you who won your bouts and qualified for the finals of the third phase, congratulations! Hokage-sama, they’re all yours once more.”

      With a smile, Hiruzen looked downright grandfatherly as he began to speak. “Well then… starting now, I shall begin explaining the finals. As I mentioned earlier, you will conduct your final round battles in front of everyone. Each of you represents the prospective battle strength and tactics of your various lands, and so being given the capability to showcase your various talents.”

      “Thus, the finals will commence one month from now.” It was something Tobio had already known, but more of a surprise to the others around him.

      “We’re not doing it right here, right now?” Naruto blurted out, a little confused.

      “We call this the requisite preparation period,” Hiruzen explained, tilting his head ever so slightly to the side.

      “What do you mean?” Neji asked.

      Taking his pipe in hand, Hiruzen took a puff, before breathing it back up. “It’s a period of time that allows us to relay the results of the preliminaries to the rulers and shinobi leaders of each land, and to summon them to the finals. It also serves as a preparation period for you applicants.”

      “What do you mean?” Kankuro asked, looking a little belligerent with his words.

      “You must prepare to understand your enemy, and understand yourself,” he gestured, pointing at each person in the line-up. “During this period, you can analyze the intelligence you have gathered on your foes during the preliminaries and use it to increase your chances of victory.”

      “Even though up to this point, all of the battles have been real battles, they were conducted alongside the premise that you were fighting an unknown enemy,” the Professor happily taught, leaning into that age-old reputation. “However, the finals are a different story. Some of you may have ended up exposing everything in front of potential rivals, while others may have gone against strong opponents and found yourselves injured.”

      “To make this fair and just,” Tobio had to hold in a laugh at that, “-we give you a month. Each of you must embrace the opportunity to practice hard, learn some new tricks, and of course, get some rest.”

      Honestly, chances were the moment they were out of the forest, Tobio was going to be training harder than ever. It’d be exciting, though, depending on who he fought.

      “There’s one last thing we must do for the finals, however.” At his words, Anko approached with a small wooden box, with a hole at the top. “There are slips of paper inside of the box Anko is holding. Each of you, take one per person.”

      Going down the line, every person took one slip of paper.

      “Alright, does everyone have one now? Then, starting at the left, each of you read out the number written on your slip.”

      When it came to the resulting match order, Tobio was admittedly a little less sanguine about seeing them listed out.

      “…Shit,” he quietly spoke, looking at the matchings.

      Match one was Naruto vs Neji, there were no surprises there. What made Tobio spooked was the fact that the following match was him vs Gaara. He… barely paid the rest any attention, because they weren’t that important, and most of his attention was on the pale-green eyes turned his way.

      And the anticipation inside of them.

      …Fuck it. A month to get strong enough to survive Gaara’s bullshit? He’d survived worse.

      

    
  




    29. Hiruzen Interlude

    
       

      More than any other foe he’d fought, time was the cruelest.

      Over the course of the sixty-nine years he’d lived, Hiruzen had waged wars in distant lands, lost nearly all of his children, and had unfortunately been party to some of the best and worst moments of his home. Horrors were wrought outside of his sight, giving birth to tragedies uncounted. Many of his shinobi had soared to unbridled heights, only to fall victim to new tragedies.

      He was tired of this hat and the demands that it made of him. For a time, he thought that his successor would be safe, yet even that had not been so. Under the cover of darkness, the Kyūbi was unleashed onto Konoha. Scores of shinobi were left dead in the wake of the rampage, tens of orphans, and their image on the international stage was diminished.

      However, Hiruzen felt as if they could have recovered from the damage to the village or their prestige among the Elemental Nations that had been soiled. The real loss was the death of his successor, who could have tied everything back together. Minato was just that kind of man, a true inheritor of the Will of Fire, in every way that mattered.

      Now Hiruzen held the hat once more, and if he were a lesser man, he’d have felt relieved for the power. As it was, he felt as if he was in a holding pattern, bearing the hat only so he could hand it off to those capable of bearing it. Those who wouldn’t collapse, or otherwise fall, under the weight of the responsibilities that had plagued him for much of his life.

      Much to his surprise, however, he found that even in his long life he could still prove to be surprised.

      The Warring Clans era had been notable for proving a crucible for the various kekkai genkai that once walked the Elemental Nations. Only those that could survive the bloodbath of feuding families, assassinations, outright war, famine, disease, and worse, made it to the modern day. Even worse though, was the fact that so much knowledge had been lost.

      Clan archives had been burned, destroyed, pilfered, or encrypted with codes no one living could read. Which meant that it was difficult to nail down whether the bloodline that had manifested in the village was genuinely a new mutation or branching of an existing one, or merely an old Clan trait that had resurfaced after so long. Personally, Hiruzen was leaning toward the former.

      If Nakamura Tobio’s bloodline had erupted before now, unless the last wielder was slain young, he suspected it would have proven more prominent in stories. The listing of his traits sounded like how civilians thought shinobi worked, rather than how their capabilities functioned in reality.

      Strength, speed, and durability that were not tied to chakra at all, like traditional taijutsu techniques and methodologies. Bones that defied all known attempts at study, let alone the medical staff’s attempts at extracting bone marrow for study. Physiological manipulation on par with some of what he recalled of the Blood Bone Pulse, from past wars. All of it springing from ex nihilo, it seemed.

      If they had the records of his parents to compare, that would have made it easier to track the source of young Tobio’s bloodline. Yet even there, the Kyūbi’s rampage had stymied traditional study there as well. Records on his apparently civilian lineage were scarce, and interviews with those who knew his parents by undercover ANBU had not borne much in the way of actionable intel.

      They had theories, to be sure, concerning his origins. Some analysts turned toward the task of updating his dossier, theorizing that his family line was born out of the Land of Waves, or the borderlands between the Land of Water and Fire. All of it was speculative ethnography at best, without other genetic matches to test against to be sure.

      His results in the first portion of the example did require a sharp edit of his capabilities once more. It wasn’t as if his intelligence had not been a known element of Tobio’s skillset, but apparently, they had been vastly underestimating how smart he was, or capable of analysis. Even now, his mind drifted back to the personnel specifically highlighted on the back of his test.

      Most of them were simple notations on how the various scions of Konoha’s most eminent clans had managed to cheat. One of the explanations, though, was worrisome. Kabuto Yakushi possessed knowledge that one of his rank should not have, and subsequent examination of his records came up with some peculiarities.

      …For now, he’d tasked his ANBU with doing nothing but observation. But he had something of a suspicion that one of his old friends was still involved in skulduggery once more.

      If that had been the only bout of amusement that came from the Hidden Leaf’s newest problem child, Hiruzen would have rested easily. However, it seemed as if Tobio was keen to rush his Hokage to an early grave, as the second part of the exams came to a close, and he presented a fully-fledged Uzumaki remnant wearing a Kusagakure headband. While the providence of their bloodline had not been proven beyond a shadow of a doubt yet, Hiruzen was inclined to believe the claim.

      Unlike most living shinobi, he had met enough Uzumaki in their heyday to glean the look of their lineage. And that specific, crimson shade of hair was once warily regarded across the Elemental Nations for a reason. Which meant that he had a new, small crisis on his hands, if a good one at the very least.

      Not being able to do more for the Uzu had been one of his longest held regrets, among so many others, over the course of his life. Being unable to save or secure much in the way of the legacy of the Uzumaki was a painful mark against his tenure as a Hokage, and one of the reasons why the Konoha forehead protectors bore a swirl at the center of the leaf. This, for all of the troubles he’d likely be borrowing against the future, was worth the hassle.

      If not for himself, then for Naruto, for Kushina, and for Lady Mito.

      The knock-on consequences of slighting Kusagakure during an official Chūnin Exam might be a little tricky, admittedly, but he was willing to run the risk. Even beyond the sentimental reasons, the Uzumaki were feared for a reason. And if young Karin inherited even a fraction of their famed capabilities, well, future generations of Konoha shinobi would benefit from the decision.

      Though he suspected their relationship with Kusa might be fraught, to say the least, if they found out. If.

      These were the various thoughts swirling in the back of his mind as they segued into the preliminary matches for the third phase of the exam. An unexpected one to be sure, but it merely meant that Konoha had a true surplus of talent this year. After giving his speech to the young shinobi, he retired to the camera room alongside Anko and some of the other proctors to watch the bouts in earnest.

      Pleasantly enough, it also gave him the chance to evaluate the other capabilities on display.

      For all of his burning need for vengeance and otherwise noted emotional instability, Sasuke Uchiha was managing the Cursed Mark well enough. Orochimaru’s outright interference in such a noted examination drew no small amount of scrutiny, but as far as the various ANBU forces could tell, the man was gone. After all, why stick around once he’d marked his ‘prize’?

      With such an impediment to his fighting skills via his compromised chakra network, a loss would not have been surprising in the slightest. Somehow, though, Sasuke had achieved a win, moving forward to the next stage. Naruto followed suit, albeit in something of an ignominious way. However, for a ninja, there was no such thing as a dishonorable route to victory, much as he might like to admit otherwise.

      Their teammate, Sakura Haruno, did not manage to muster the same luck. While her showing against the Nara heir was an excellent display of foundational skills, it was not enough by itself to see her through. There was a new fire in her eyes, though, perhaps pushed by the experiences that she’d survived in the Forest of Death.

      Other knock-outs from the roster were Tobio’s other teammates, who did not manage to make it through. While on their own, the children were perfectly capable fighters, their opponents did not favor their strengths at all. Ami was caught in a textbook example of Yamanaka hiden jutsu, while Hibachi Mishima had the poor misfortune to fight against a skilled Aburame.

      And even then, that match was close.

      As for the remaining shinobi? Their matches seemed poised to be rather mild, considering the relatively swift victories claimed by the Suna siblings or the way Neji dismantled his cousin systematically in close-quarters combat. Even then, the Jonin had to interfere to prevent a clan heir from being outright murdered in front of them.

      So far, though, nothing shown was out of the norm for Genin performances. Oh, to be sure, they’d been showing off talents and novel jutsu for the duration of the matches. It wasn’t until the penultimate match that things took a turn for the stranger.

      “…Are we sure that kid knows how to use that sword correctly?” Anko asked, a somewhat dubious tone in her voice as she watched the tall child swagger into view. It was a fair question considering the sheer size of the sword.

      “I think you may be surprised by young Tobio,” Hiruzen wryly observed, only keeping a sly smile on his face.

      It was an unusual weapon of choice to be sure, but all reports made it clear that the heft of the blade was rarely an impediment for the boy. In fact, by the accounts he’d received on the boy’s capabilities, his natural strength made it as easy to swing around as a wazikashi, or even a shorter blade.

      “Welp, if Guy’s runt wants to take that thing head-on, that’s one way to filter through the chaff.”

      Quietly, Hiruzen agreed. He doubted that Guy would have poured so much time and energy into Lee if the boy didn’t have something that would have called for it. He’d put his faith in the training regimens of his Jonin-sensei and their evaluations of their teams.

      Though as the fight began in earnest, it did occur to him that perhaps a closer eye on what they were ostensibly training these Genin in might be warranted.

      “What are they feeding these kids?” Anko asked incredulously, as Tobio was subjected to a battery of blows, before being the recipient of a Front Lotus into the arena floor.

      For most of his peers, such a blow would have been near crippling. Certainly a strike that should have taken Tobio out of the fight. Few knew the truth behind the boy’s durability, but such things were made painfully obvious as he proceeded to take staggering blows. Strikes from Guy’s protege that ought to have laid most of Tobio’s peers low.

      Let alone the raw damage that a Front Lotus should have inflicted.

      Instead, Tobio picked himself up out of the crater, laughing all the while. Flesh knitting back together without the telltale green aura of medicinal chakra flashing over his body. It was the kind of mystery effect that his students would have adored to peel apart, once upon a time. And if that were where the mysteries ended, he would have been content to leave it there.

      Hiruzen was unfortunately deprived of such surety as the match continued.

      Between the two of them, Chakra Flow, advanced usage of the Eight Gates, the durability and speed to match the Eight Gates via an ‘improper’ usage of chakra adhesion, and then a fire-release Chakra Mode to finish out the fight. The fact that neither of them was dead after displaying feats that seemed more fitting for a Tokubetsu Jōnin or above was something of a miracle.

      Though it was much less surprising to him that the arena did not survive the fight in one piece.

      “Respectfully, sir, what the hell was that?!” Anko blurted out, pointing a finger at the screens. “Neither of those is Genin! Well, maybe Guy’s rugrat is explainable, but Tekuno’s little monster is pullin’ out tricks even I can’t!”

      To be sure, while Hiruzen and his son were capable of using chakra flow techniques, it was hardly a common thing among shinobi. It either required expensive chakra metal weapons, conductive to chakra, or such a superb mastery of their elements that they could do so without them. Even for all of the masterful appearance of Tobio’s blade, it was unlikely that he’d been so financially fortunate as to afford one of those masterpiece swords.

      Which meant that when all other possibilities were discarded, the most likely answer had to be it.

      In comparison, the final match by itself was not that impressive. Oh, to be sure, Hiruzen saw that the Akimichi heir wisely chose when to back away, and when he was patently outmatched by his foe. The all but confirmed Jinchūriki of the One-Tail was a picture of the possible mental instability that foreign villages brushed against with their inferior sealwork, and had the strength to make that a profound threat.

      After being thrashed about and battered, Choji wisely chose to surrender. Even if it was clear that Gaara didn’t seem the most pleased to follow that order, only falling back when his Jōnin-sensei ordered it.

      With that final match, things came to a natural conclusion. But Hiruzen still had answers he’d like to some of the more exotic abilities that Tobio had displayed. It was natural that he’d reach out to the one figure that obviously knew more about his own Genin.

      It was time to have a more in-depth discussion with Kanden-san about his problem child of a student.

    
    

    
      


      It was trivially easy to set an appointment with Tekuno in the coming days, while he was busy training his student for the upcoming exam. Merely a brief discussion, framed in such a way that it was paternal concern for Tobio, more than anything else. And Tekuno had no reason to refuse such a summons, as he entered the room.

      What he hadn’t been expecting was the arrival of an interloper as well, entering at the same time.

      Frankly, Hiruzen shouldn’t have been surprised that Danzo had shown up. If Tobio’s showing had been less bombastic or more exaggerated for a Genin, perhaps it might have flown under the radar. Flashing an ability seemingly related to his kekkai genkai, and some sort of fire-aspected chakra mode, however…

      Hiruzen wouldn’t be surprised if there weren’t quiet investigations by the rest of the Clans about this new, potent bloodline in Konoha by the end of the week. Or if there weren’t sly questions being fielded concerning how they might be established in the future. A proper new Clan would be a power bloc in time, and shinobi were nothing if not capable of plotting for the long haul.

      Though he suspected Danzo’s interest in Tobio lay less in the realm of the political and more in his raw combat capabilities. More annoyingly, it still showed that his old friend had some sway among his communication channels even now.

      It had been the presumption that the prodigies of the Hidden Leaf lay in the futures of Neji Hyuga, or Sasuke Uchiha. Tobio was a new, foreign element that Hiruzen had been working hard to keep a secret. And now, the secret was out.

      “Elder Shimura,” Tekuno greeted, looking more than a little surprised at the older man’s appearance. There was a particular neutrality to the way he looked at him that made Hiruzen suspect he was still rightfully wary of the old shinobi.

      After all, even half-crippled as Danzo was, few who managed to live as long as either of them remained vulnerable in any true sense.

      “Danzo,” the Hokage nodded his head in greeting. “I wasn’t expecting you for this meeting.”

      A low, noncommittal grunt was the bandaged figure’s answer. “I just so happened to be passing by, and heard tell of this meeting concerning our new prodigy.”

      Two things didn’t manage to escape Hiruzen’s notice. One was that Tekuno held a barely restrained flinch back at the mention of the word prodigy. And the other was that Danzo still held a few more connections inside of his office staff than he would have suspected. Perhaps it was time for another sweep of the most disloyal.

      “Surprising as that may be, we’re mostly getting into the meat of things now,” the oldest Sarutobi explained, gesturing to the spare seat placed in front of his desk. “Feel free to settle in. I’m sure you’ll have invaluable insights into young Tobio’s capabilities.”

      The elder of the Shimura Clan did so, settling in and glancing at Tekuno, while Hiruzen did the same. “Where we left off, I believe I was going to ask you how Tobio had managed some of his impressive feats, like the chakra mode?”

      There was a pause in the air, as Tekuno seemed to be thinking over his answer, before giving both men a very gently shrug. “I don’t know,” Tekuno admittedly, blithely and bluntly, which was a little refreshing in some respects. But when it came to the abilities that Tobio had put on display, it was an unacceptable answer.

      It was evident that such news was hardly thrilling to the present village elder, as Danzou’s eyebrow twitched. “You don’t know how your student developed their own fighting style, a fire-release modification of chakra mode, or any of the other discrete techniques they displayed during the match?”

      With a long-suffering sigh, Tekuno closed his eyes for a moment, as if the world could come to a stop while he did so. When they opened again, the man’s gaze was steely and focused.

      “I don’t think there’s a word for what Tobio is, disregarding prodigy. Prodigies at least have to learn, or be taught, or have some sort of growing period where the information is built on from prior facts and knowledge,” the hefty Jōnin explained. “Oh sure, they develop quickly and rapidly, but most of their techniques and skills are built upon what’s known.”

      Crossing his large arms across his chest, Tekuno tilted his head to the side. “Tobio does that. I can see his brain working when we spar, fixing errors in his posture and stance seconds after they happen, and developing his own personal style minute by minute, hour by hour.”

      “But…?” Hiruzen trailed off, seeing the unspoken thing that wasn’t being said.

      “But, sometimes there are these moments where you can almost see him wonder, ‘Can this be done?’, and then he just does it. No training, no build-up or practice, just making connections that you or I would never presume to.”

      The Jōnin-sensei almost looked a little wistful as he said those words. “Maybe that’s the difference between prodigies and the real monsters of the world. Where we can only think about what’s possible, they’re already breaking boundaries we didn’t even believe were possible.”

      “So you’re saying he, what, spontaneously developed a nintaijutsu technique on the fly? Created a movement technique out of nowhere, without practicing it or knowing it’d work?” Each question seemed to strain Danzo’s belief, as his sole visible eye narrowed incrementally with every word.

      Without the faintest hint of shame or hyperbole, Tekuno nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. I don’t even know if the boy knows what he’s doing is abnormal. Making jutsu and little tricks is just… second nature to him.”

      Hiruzen took the moment to smoke his pipe, mostly because it gave him time to think on those words. Three people were who his thoughts drifted to, in terms of an instinctive handle on developing jutsu and experimenting on the fly. Almost as if they were an afterthought.

      The first among them was Senju Tobirama, may his soul rest in the Pure Lands. He was a man who took the established paradigms of jutsu invention and tinkered with them as a given. His jutsu-shiki designs were directly who inspired the second man that came to Hiruzen’s mind, Minato.

      Minato likely would have adored Tobio’s inventiveness and wondered if it also stretched to fūinjutsu. His successor was an innovator in his own right, creating seals and jutsu-shiki that they still had not been able to replicate. The complexity and confidence in which he worked with raw chakra manipulation as well, to create new techniques, was daunting to most other shinobi.

      It was the third likeness to Tobio’s experimentation that did give Hiruzen pause. Orochimaru had been a genuinely brilliant student, for all of his failings and ultimate betrayals. However, their observations of Tobio had proven that he could not have been less like his prior student if he had tried. There was little fear of the boy turning traitor, provided his allies were still alive.

      …If that was no longer true, well, they could revisit that topic another time.

      “Such talent… could be nurtured, under more intense apprenticeships,” Danzo hedged, glancing briefly at Hiruzen. “If the boy flourishes under that sort of attention…”

      “I’ll have to refuse,” Tekuno simply, straightforwardly spoke.

      “With what authority?”

      “As given I’m the closest thing he has to a legal, adoptive father? Because I’m his sensei, and perhaps the only one inclined to have his better interests at heart?”

      “Even over the village?” Hiruzen hedged, arching a brow toward Tekuno lightly.

      The man hesitated, briefly, but the hitch in his response was noticeable enough. “…Not over the village, but I don’t see why the village needs to have a divergent set of interests from Tobio’s wellbeing.”

      Hands out, palms up, and fingers splayed, there was something vaguely plaintive in Tekuno’s posture as he looked at the Hokage. “Tobio’s a brilliant shinobi, a fighter, and by the time he’s my age, if his recklessness doesn’t get him killed, he’d be able to cut me down like a fart in the wind.”

      “He’s also twelve—”

      “Thirteen next month,” Danzo interjected.

      Tekuno continued, as if he didn’t hear the older man. “He’s twelve, and regardless of whether or not he makes Chūnin, he deserves to have a life that isn’t all training, or killing. Tobio should be… worrying about girls, or eating good food with his friends, or going to the movies.”

      “Peace, Tekuno,” Hiruzen assured him. “He’ll remain under your care. Lord Shimura was merely… excitable, over Tobio’s performance. Right?”

      Fixing his stare at Danzo, the older man’s features relaxed into something more decidedly neutral. “Of course. I was interested in a young prodigy’s development, that’s all.”

      Whatever Tekuno’s true thoughts on that were, the man was wise enough to keep quiet on them. Instead, he merely nodded. “I see. Then will there be any other questions for me?”

      “Have your other students expressed any exaggerated capabilities?”

      “Blessedly, no,” Tekuno answered, before grimacing. “It feels awful to say, but their being normal Genin makes teaching them easier. Like I’m teaching a child, and not a sponge that’s soaking up everything I’m saying instantly and effortlessly.”

      Hiruzen could relate to some degree. Teaching Orochimaru had been much the same when it came to how rapidly his former student could devour information and manage to retain it. Compared to his peers, he’d always been a cut above like that.

      “It’s a problem I know well. If you don’t suspect them of harboring hitherto unknown kekkai genkai and inventing extremely novel jutsu, though, you’re clear to go.”

      There was a relieved nod sent his way as Tekuno made his exit, leaving Hiruzen and Danzo alone. With his oldest living friend giving him the type of stare that left no question as to what he might have truly desired. Hiruzen, naturally, gave him a simple answer.

      “No.”

      “Hiruzen. I’ve seen the documentation of his fights and bloodline. You know as well as I do, when the other villages discover what we’ve stumbled upon, they’ll send reams of assassins to slay him,” Danzo cajoled, trying logic at first.

      He took another long drag from his pipe, eyebrows furrowed together in thought. “Which is what his sensei is there to protect him from, not that I suspect he’ll need protecting for much longer, if the boy continues to progress at his current rate.”

      Of course, he knew Danzo well enough to recognize when his old friend would switch tracks. “And you see no draw in ensuring that he can live to see that potential realized, under a steady hand?”

      Sentiment, one of the few things that Hiruzen tended to be weak to. Or rather allowed himself to be weak to, in his old age. Not this time, however. “I believe that Tekuno-san is a capable enough trainer to see that nurtured, rather than whatever rigorous drill you’d enact to remove the boy from Tobio, and leave only a man.”

      There was a calculus in his sole, glinting eye, before Danzo politely nodded. “Very well then. I’ll retract my concerns regarding his tutelage.”

      For now, was practically the unspoken part.

      With that, Danzo took his leave, and Hiruzen was left alone in his office was more. His mind was swirling with all sorts of information, but as usual, the smartest thing to do would be to sit and wait. He’d never thought to become like Onoki, though in this instance, following the fence-sitter’s tactics likely would prove the wisest.

      They had a month until the final matches of the exam, in truth. All of them, Tobio, Naruto, and himself, had time to prepare for what may come.

      So Hiruzen would enjoy the silence for the moment, in this quiet before the storms of whatever the Shinobi World would throw at his village next.

      

    
  




    30. Weaponized Mental Illness

    
       

      Sometimes, it didn’t feel real. The notion that he’d come this far over the last few months felt as if he were in a deep, profound hallucination, or a dream. Anytime those thoughts cropped up, however, Tobio could only remember the moments of exacting pain, hardship, and strife that felt realer than anything in his shattered memories of his life before could muster up.

      With each passing day, he was becoming someone new. Formed by the mutilated experiences of some soul from another world, and the man he was growing into. It was frightening, to be sure, and Tobio was still quietly scared of the future sometimes…

      …But for now, he wasn’t going to turn his head away from the chaos that was coming. The only thing that was left to do was face it head-on and see himself through the tumult to come.

      Walking out to the same training field that Team Eleven always used, he was surprised to find himself being the last one present for once. Tekuno was talking quietly with Ami and Hibachi, but the conversation drifted off as the three of them noticed his approach.

      “Mornin’,” Tekuno greeted. “There’s our semi-finalist.”

      “Don’t I still have to beat another person before I qualify for that title?”

      “It’s close enough,” his sensei shrugged, and Tobio would admit, it was close enough.

      Glancing between the group, he saw a flicker of something frustrated brush across Ami’s face, before her features smoothed out. Hibachi, however, seemed about as casual as ever, hands shoved into his pockets. “What was going on before I showed up?” Tobio asked, glancing between his teammates.

      “We were talking because…” Ami trailed off, lips pursing as she obviously searched for the words, jaw working back and forth.

      “Because Tekuno-sensei is focusing on training you for this month,” Hibachi bluntly stated, ripping off the bandaid, and getting a mean glare from Ami for it. “What? It ain’t a huge deal, Tobio had to have seen this coming from miles away.”

      Not particularly, no. Tobio could see how it made sense, however, as he blinked and thought it over. “I guess… since I’m progressing in the exams, and fighting Gaara, you think I’ll need the extra training?” He asked, glancing over at Tekuno gaugingly.

      “That’s an understatement,” the older man grimly stated. “You’re going up against Gaara of the Sand, and they’ve got… a reputation. One that means I want you in your tip-top shape.”

      “It’s fine,” Ami said, smiling at him in a way that didn’t entirely reach her eyes. “We… lost, fair and square. So you have to go ahead of us and beat that raccoon-eyed Sand-eater, and get to Chūnin.”

      “I’m not going to complain about being able to coast at Genin for a while longer,” Hibachi sighed, looking not that miffed about it.

      Ami turned to face him, expression thunderous. “You’re also a lazy bastard that doesn’t like responsibility!”

      “…And?”

      She gave a final scoff before Tekuno came back into the conversation. “It isn’t as if I’m leaving them on their own when it comes to training regimens. I’ve organized appropriate teachers, called in some favors, and written them up some training plans. They’ll both be fine for a month.”

      “I mean, if you’re sure…” Tobio murmured, glancing back over at his friends.

      “I am,” his sensei confirmed.

      “Then… we’re square,” the boy nodded, looking a little unsure. He had a month, though, to prepare for fighting Gaara. Frankly, he wasn’t sure if he could totally contend with Gaara by the end… but by god, Tobio was going to do his best to prepare for the Sunagakure maniac himself.

      “Let’s get started.” Or so Tobio wanted to do, before a new text popped up in his vision.

      [HIDDEN QUEST COMPLETED: RECEIVE A B-RANKED BOUNTY.]

      [REWARD: 1x MODERATE DOMINION OR ARTIFICE PERK ROLL.]​

      Tobio didn’t know whether to be offended, afraid, or excited. On one hand, he was a little flattered to receive a bounty at all. It might be dangerous to be sure, especially if someone like Kakuzu took an interest in him at this moment. Yet on the other hand… they only put him at B-ranked? That was a little offensive. Tobio felt like whoever gave him a bounty should have erred on the side of caution and given him an A-ranked bounty.

      “…Let’s get started, after I take a leak,” Tobio quickly amended, getting a gag from Ami and snorts from Hibachi and Tekuno.

      “Fine, fine, go on and take your break. I’ll see these two off, and we can get started after,” Tekuno agreed, smiling faintly at Tobio’s words.

      Giving his friends a nod, he ambled off into the woods, a far enough distance away in case he got any squirrelly results from the System. And then, it was a matter of deciding which he needed to take.

      Out of the two, he had the least amount of Artifice perks, though he’d also gotten his sword out of those rolls. So… there was every option for something just as good to appear from them. But on the flipside, the same could be said for Dominion as well, seeing as he’d gotten a lot of extremely useful capabilities out of it.

      Choosing between the two perks was never easy, but at the end of the day, Tobio figured that he might as well just dive right in. The move to go for would just have to be something like Dominion. As a category, it had always come through for him before. There was no reason to try not to gamble again for something good.

      “Here we go…”

      Thus, his soul cast out into the blind eternities, and dragged out three different options as normal.

       Variation Phantasm Fate/Extella The mana in the air here is mutable, far more easily changed than the reality on Earth. Things impossible to achieve in Gaia’s bounds become much more probable within the lunar shell. One of those such things is an alteration of sorts, one you can apply to your own abilities. Your Noble Phantasms, as well as other abilities or magic you may have, can be rapidly and easily expanded or defined in their target number or area of effect. An Anti-Unit Phantasm that strikes a single person in the heart could be expanded to an Anti-Army effect able to attack many targets at once. The trade-off is a lowered level of power, matching the expansion in targets. That heart-striking Phantasm would have to lose the attached fate-bending effect to work on such a large scale. Exchanging power for scal,e but the reverse also applies, letting you narrow the effective range of your Phantasms and abilities to greatly increase their power or even generate entirely new effects. It takes only a few moments to adjust these things, enough to be effective in battle, and their costs otherwise remain the same. While there is no theoretical limit to the expansion or narrowing limit, both do reach a point where the power thins out enough, or the focus is so small that they are impractical against most targets. Fairy Handmaids Legend of Zelda: Four Swords No Fairy of rank is ever without a lesser Fae to command and lord over, and while your rank is still up in the air, you now hold command over a small number of other Fairies. You may choose between eight lesser Fairies, the kind that the heroic sort would typically seek out for healing, and three Servant Spirits that would assist said hero on his journey. These lesser Fae are a step above their brethren, able to heal their contractor many times over what the normal limit would be, saving their life twice, perhaps even three times before returning to your side. The Servant Spirits, on the other hand, are incredibly wise and both capable and willing to offer advice, something any prospective hero would benefit from immensely. While their healing magic is minimal, they are instead capable of inducing a state of hyper focus in their contractor to assist them in a fight. Red King Syndrome Miracleman Your subconscious mind recognizes the false realities around you, and it will do everything it can to free you. Your mind adapts to see through all but the most convincing dreams, illusions, and virtual worlds. Escaping is as simple as opening your eyes once you realize where you are, unless there’s something specifically blocking you from waking up or leaving the dream. Not even being a figment of a dream of a dying man’s fantasies could contain you forever, although you still need time to adapt and realize the reality of the situation. If the fictional universe collapses with you still inside, it’ll be as lethal as it ever was.

      Okay.

      These were a little weirder than he usually expected, but they were all still useful. Just less flashy than he’d been expecting?

      Variation Phantasm was the flashiest of course, and the most directly useful for his purposes when it came to combat. While initially Tobio had been turned off by presuming it only worked on Noble Phantasms, the reality was that it worked on any of his supernatural abilities. It was the type of perk that would allow him to theoretically do some silly things with his existing moveset.

      For example, adjusting his jutsu so they had narrower ranges at the benefit of more power in those ranges. Maybe tinkering with making buffs that would otherwise be useful for himself applicable at range, though weaker for doing so. Being able to modify them on the fly would probably be useful well into the future, let alone if he activated Shikai, Bankai, and his Balance Breaker.

      Fairy Handmaids proved different in that it’d provide underlings for him to direct for the first time, a true sapient pull from the System. That was a first, but he could easily see the value in doing so as well. Theoretically, he could hand them out as aids for his allies, and just call them ‘summons’, as much as that would be bending the truth in every sense of the word. But the benefits of doing so were invaluable.

      Eight different fairies that could heal their contractors multiple times, before there would presumably be some kind of cooldown. Tobio felt like he could theoretically hoard them all himself, but if he did that, he’d feel singularly awful. Especially if there was a situation where he could have saved someone’s life, or healed a friend, if he hadn’t hoarded them all. And there was some odd sense to the perk that there were… limitations, perhaps, to the ability, that would keep him from just reusing it over and over again personally.

      Whereas the three Servant Spirits might be good to teach and advise Ami and Hibachi, so they could keep up with him. Or, even better yet, give them heightened combat capabilities. It’d be dependent on what they did in the practical sense, outside of the text of his perk.

      Red King Syndrome served as the last perk for him to consider, and honestly, one of the easiest to gauge. It was a massive boost to Genjutsu resistance, it seemed, or at the very least, breaking out of them. Whether that was something he wanted to take right now, or train himself, was up in the air.

      Considering the most powerful genjutsu boiled down to “Dare you enter my magical realm”, he could see the immense value in being able to break out instantly.

      Having given all of the abilities their due notice, it wasn’t as if he didn’t think any of them could be useful in their own right. But at the end of the day, Tobio felt as if the only option he was leaning toward wholly was Red King Syndrome. The ability to no-sell genjutsu, and most magic pink eye specializations, just couldn’t be overstated. It was one of his major weaknesses, and with it taken, it felt as if there was a weight off his shoulders. In a very literal sense, too, looking out into the world with it resting inside of him… Tobio knew without a shadow of a doubt that he wasn’t in some sort of genjutsu at that moment. The world he was living in, had been living in for months, was real.

      This wasn’t a hyper-advanced simulation, so realistic that it beggared belief. Everyone that he’d met so far was real, and this world with all of its glorious food, incredible friends, and bloodshed, was also a fact. It was… a relief, more than he would have thought it would be.

      For now, however, Tobio had some training to get back to. He had a month to prepare to survive Gaara’s bloodlust. Oh, and the invasion of the village by two different factions of ninja.

      By whatever means necessary.

      Once Ami and Hibachi were gone, it left only Tobio and Tekuno-sensei alone at their typical training grounds. His teammates had their assignments, and teachers from owed favors Tekuno had called in. So now it was just the two of them to set his training regimen for the month in order.

      “First things first,” Tekuno started, as he settled his hands on his hips. “If we’re being incredibly blunt about it, you don’t have many weak points. Maybe genjutsu, but your mind is remarkably strong to begin with.”

      “Thank you,” Tobio smiled, pleased his sensei had noticed.

      “Beyond that, you have an enormous amount of jutsu for a Genin that had six months of experience and no Clan backing; you’re stupidly strong, fast, and durable.”

      Tobio chuckled softly, raising a hand. “Sensei, please. If you keep complimenting me, I’m going to blush.”

      Rolling his eyes at Tobio’s words, he shook his head softly. “Gaara’s fighting style is, unfortunately, not entirely easy to contend with for a melee fighter. On the flip side, you are very durable, and if you can pull out that Chakra Mode of yours, that… might balance the playing field.”

      With a huff, his sensei tapped his foot on the ground lightly, lips pursed in pensive thought. “So this means you’ve got the choice of what you’d like to focus on this month.”

      Tobio frowned, giving it some thought, and pondering over his vulnerabilities. “For starters, I’d like to continue with swordplay.”

      “Expected. I’ll be able to handle that, or Shirokumo, depending on what you want to learn. What else?”

      “Fuinjutsu would be cool. Do you think I could try to spring for reverse summoning? Maybe try for a summoning contract?”

      That had his sensei more reticent, before giving a slow nod to the boy. “It isn’t… impossible, I guess. I’m leery of sending you off like that, though. But you’re tough enough to survive… just about anything they might throw at you, long enough to get away if it’s a bad situation. Moving forward…”

      “Bloodline techniques, honing what I’ve got, stuff like that, maybe?” Tobio suggested.

      To which Tekuno-sensei could only nod. “I don’t think it’s a bad idea, if you think there’s still room to grow there. Did you have some ideas on what specifically?”

      “Maybe that blood control ability, or… some other stuff, I’ll figure it out when the time comes.”

      “Mm. That’s it?”

      “No. I was actually thinking of starting a little meditation,” he sheepishly admitted.

      Tekuno blinked in surprise. “Really?”

      “Really,” Tobio nodded, thinking of his sword. He felt as if he might genuinely be at a breakthrough point with it.

      What he hadn’t been expecting was the wide smile from Tekuno. “I’m genuinely pleased you picked that. It’s not the most common way of growing the spiritual energy reserves, but useful. A balanced, healthy mind will always help produce more chakra than an unbalanced one.” Tobio didn’t know if that was true, considering the number of powerhouse lunatics that existed in the world, but he’d take it as a given for the average practitioner of chakra.

      “Lastly… I’d like to try and spring for finishing that cooperation jutsu we’ve been working on with the others.”

      “That’s…” Tekuno frowned, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “Are you sure that’s what you want to continue?”

      “It might be tricky, but I think it’s genuinely worthwhile to continue modifying and tinkering with.”

      With a pause, he shrugged. “I’m sure they’ll be eager for the distraction, so sure.”

      “Let’s start with meditation, before you get to beating the hell out of me.”

      Chuckling, Tekuno nodded. “Fine by me. Let’s find a nice place to settle down and practice.”

      It turned out there was actually quite a bit that Tekuno understood about the practice of meditation. He was no Fire Monk, but the general mindfulness and resting position was something that Tekuno had picked up just as a matter of increasing his chakra reserves at first. When he found that it was more useful for steadying his mind, he continued with it to now.

      Being run through steady patterns of clearing his mind of distractions, while his blade rested in his lap, was useful. Energy Sense was wholly turned toward it while he tried to listen. Slowly but surely, over the coming sessions of meditation during the month, sinking into an inky black abyss.

      Or so it felt like, as the meditation sessions went on at the beginning of their days. Slowly but surely, with the rising sound of waves crashing against a beach, and a cool feeling radiating from his sword. Right up until he opened his eyes, and was somewhere new. It was a beach, the same one at night, with a massive moon in the sky, and cool waves crashing against the shore. Peaceful, in a manner of words, even if he felt a little naked underneath the light of the celestial body in the sky.

      “I suppose thou must have mustered up some manner of skulduggery to clamber inside of my space like this…”

      The feminine, unfamiliar voice startled him, as he turned around to look at the source…

      Seated before him was a slight, petite figure, still a little taller than him, but not by much. With skin of a pale, long, black hair, and piercing purple eyes, she stared at him with lurid eyes. With an almost imperious and haughty expression on her face, two horns jutting forth from her forehead, and her circlet resting on her head. Nearby, a little sake dish and a large bottle rested in the sand next to her.

      Tobio could only stare, mouth open, before the first thing that came to mind spilled forth.

      “Why is there a sassy brat in my soul?”

      For a few pregnant seconds, nothing happened save for the gradual darkening of her cheeks. That, and her trembling, as she grit her teeth at him. “…The audacity!”

      “Listen, it’s not my fault, I wasn’t expecting a petite girl in my soul, okay? I was expecting someone more…” He trailed off, raising his hand up and down. “Someone more manly, y’know? Like Dante, from Devil May Cry. Or Vergil, from Devil May Cry.”

      “Neither of them is a notorious masculine icon, you fool.”

      “That’s a lie! They’re peak masculinity!” He barked, properly incensed. “How would you know?”

      “I’m you!” She paused, lips quirking to the side. “Well, a fraction of you. An expression of you.”

      “But what about me is a scantily clad Oni brat resting on a beach that looks suspiciously like Rukia from Bleach?”

      She shrugged. “That’s something you’re going to need to discover for yourself.”

      Fuck. This was the first conversation he’d ever had with his sword spirit, and Tobio was already getting a headache.

      “…And why do you get to have booze?!”

      “I’m a reflection of you, like the light of the moon to sunlight,” she smugly replied, taking a sip from her dish. “It goes without saying that I’d have what you lack. Intelligence, grace, cunning…”

      Tobio could smell the sake from there. It smelled real, even if his brain logically knew it was fake mind booze. Yet even so, he wanted it.

      “Wait,” he blinked. “Cunning is just like evil smarts.”

      The Oni paused before giving a soft noise. “Huh?”

      “No, no, it’s like how Slytherins are cunning, while Ravenclaws are smart.”

      She scoffed. “That can’t possibly be true. You’re lying. Cunning has some positive virtues, surely.”

      Tobio shrugged. “You’re the one sitting in my soul, just watch my memories of Harry Potter or something.”

      She looked as if she didn’t want to concede the point, glancing away briefly. “Thou may have a point.”

      “…Don’t go back to the old-timey talk. I know you can speak normally!” If his sword spirit was doing this exclusively to sound Chuuni, Tobio was going to lose it.

      “Whatever dost thou meaneth? This is the way I speaketh.” The smug levels on this Oni brat were off the chain. What did he do to deserve this? Besides, kill all those people in Takigakure, but that was self-defense.

      Closing his eyes, Tobio pinched the bridge of his nose to alleviate the growing headache in his skull. Could you get a headache in your soul? It felt as if he was on the verge of one, the more he talked with her.

      “You’re being awfully chatty. Does this mean you’re willing to hand out your name for me?”

      When the conversation started to drift toward what her name was, her smirk disappeared instantly. In its wake was a much more stern and imperious expression. “Dost thou believe you’ve earned such a boon?”

      Damn. Tobio knew it was too good to be true that he’d achieved jinzen to some degree, but hadn’t wholly communed positively with his spirit. Or at the very least, come to an accord right off the bat. “No. What if I ask pretty please?”

      Fluttering his lashes at her, the corner of her mouth twitched, but her frown stayed in place. “Thou hast not gone through the prerequisite emotional and spiritual development to call upon mine name.”

      That got Tobio to frown right back at her. “I mean, I’d always thought of myself as someone relatively stable, emotionally. The part about my soul not being developed makes sense, but I’m calling cap on the other shit.”

      She looked as if she were physically in pain. “Cease thy cancerous zoomer-speak.”

      “But where else will I find someone who knows what the fuck I’m talking about!” He exclaimed, throwing his arms up, as he stomped in the sand. “You know how brutal it is to not be able to use modern slang or references? I’d be slaying out there if I could pull stuff from the before.”

      A slow exhale came out of her, as she crossed her arms before her slight chest. “That is part of what you need to accept.”

      “…An inability to reference classic movies?” Because he’d live if he could never reference Shrek again, even if it’d hurt him a little spiritually.

      “No. That your old life, in its totality, is beyond your reach now and forevermore.” There was a graveness to her tones that made him flinch, even as he had to acknowledge that she had something of a point.

      It didn’t matter how much he seemed like he’d been fine on the surface, or had accepted his new lot in life. The reality was that Tobio… still had doubts, from time to time. Still wondered if he’d left someone behind in that morass of spotty memories. A wife, a child, parents, siblings.

      Deep down, there was still a longing to find out the truth of why he’d been fused with the original young Tobio. Was it just a quirk of fate, a cosmic chance, or was there some deeper meaning to it? Maybe he’d find out one day.

      Or maybe it didn’t matter. But if that was the case… his heart wasn’t ready to accept that as an answer. Not yet.

      “Okay. Maybe I’ve got some growing to do there,” He admitted, even if admitting such had him a little glum. “…How malleable is the space inside of here, anyway?”

      “Technically, nothing thou sees is real,” she responded, gesturing around to the moon hanging with an eerie stillness in the sky, to the waves crashing against the shore. “It’s a function of thou’s mind, body, and soul, creating something thou can interpret through your qualia.”

      He hummed softly at her words, lips pursing together. “Does that mean we can watch movies in here?”

      Arching a slender eyebrow his way, Tobio’s sword spirit waved her hands, and shimmering into sight was… an extremely anachronous television. Seeing as Tobio had not seen a flatscreen the entire time he’d been present in Konoha, it was a little jarring to look at a monitor with no junk in the trunk. “What do thine thinketh I do when not witnessing your idiocy?”

      “What do you get on that thing?”

      The arrogance was off the charts as she smirked at him. “Everything you remember from your old life.”

      With Depths of the Mind, that was quite a bit of media. That said, there was a difference between remembering something, and having the enjoyment of sitting down and watching it. They weren’t the same thing at all, no matter how much someone might have argued they were.

      Huffing softly, he crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Well, if we can’t exchange names, let’s just relax for now. Have you seen the Witch from Mercury Gundam yet?”

      With the most heinously self-satisfied expression he’d ever seen, she smirked at him. “I prefer Reconguista in G. Like a real intellectual.”

      Ah. So they could never be friends. It was a shame to discover that so early, as the two of them immediately devolved into bickering over the merits of the Aerial Gundam vs the G-Self.

      As far as the meditation training for the month went? Tobio was tentatively willing to call it a win, at least as he’d progressed to actually talking with the spirit inside of his blade. Now, if he could correct her erroneous opinions on which Gundam was the best one, maybe they’d be actually getting somewhere.

      Oh well. Nobody was perfect.

      

    
  




    31. Full Disclosure

    
       

      Playing with his sword wasn’t the only thing that Tobio was intending on getting up to over the course of the month. In fact, a couple of days after the preliminaries were wrapped up, he had a very different mission in mind. He’d gone and brought someone new and unfamiliar with Konohagakure into the village, and by the Kami, he’d make Karin feel welcome as fuck by the end of it.

      It was his responsibility for practically honeypotting, er, recruiting Karin into their ranks. And he’d be damned if he didn’t do his best to make her feel welcome after she’d been confirmed as an Uzumaki. Which was why once he’d gotten the all clear from Tekuno-sensei, Tobio extended an invitation out to the redhead for a bit of a tour across the village.

      One of the things he missed was cellphones, though. This was an era before easy communication had proliferated across the world, and it showed. With the rest of the Sworn Brotherhood, Tobio always had a sense of which direction they were in and how close he was to the rest of them. For everyone else, he had to figure it out the old-fashioned way.

      Scheduling meetups was a pain in the ass, to say the least, but Tekuno-sensei somehow navigated some sort of communication between the Genin. It was why they’d chosen today to meet up in front of the Academy, so he could take her on a proper tour of the village. Konoha may have been imperfect, yet compared to the alternatives in the rest of the Elemental Nations, it was probably the best Hidden village by a country mile.

      Then again, he might be wildly biased.

      Whatever musings he’d been diving into mentally were abruptly derailed when Tobio noticed Karin coming down the road. Altogether, it’d been days since he’d last laid eyes on the girl, but if he had to make a value judgement on how she’d been doing? The redhead looked better than she had the last time he’d seen her.

      Some of that certainly came from no longer sleeping in the woods, worrying for her life. Yet even so, while there was a nervous air around here, she seemed more at ease. Her posture was straight and no longer hunched, her eyes clear, and the smile that she sent his way was an earnest one.

      If nothing else, no matter what inevitable problems and headaches came from taking her away from Kusagakure, that smile made it worth the effort. As cool as it was to have superhuman powers and the overarching threat of space alien demonic cultivators, the thing about being a shinobi Tobio liked the most was the instances where he could genuinely help people. Those moments made everything else worth the hassle.

      “Tobio!” She greeted, bounding up to me, beaming all the while.

      “Karin,” he greeted back, nodding her way. “Did you have trouble finding the Academy?” It was one of the bigger buildings in Konoha, which was why he’d chosen it as the meetup point.

      With a roll of her eyes, she shook her head. “No, it was pretty easy. Your sensei also gave me super detailed instructions, as if I was gonna get lost.”

      “For someone new to the village, the inside can be a little mazelike,” Tobio admitted, as the two of them started walking off.

      He suspected the truly winding alleyways and street pattern of the village was by design. If someone, like another village or infiltrators, got into the depths of Konoha, it would be best if navigating it wasn’t easy. As it was now, natives tended to have the easiest time moving through Konoha’s roads, seeing as they knew where everything was.

      How that worked with facilitating trade, he didn’t know. But he also didn’t need to know.

      “It’s also so much bigger than Kusa,” Karin commented as she glanced around. “I had to give your ANBU tons of details about the layout of the village, but I’m pretty sure it didn’t even reach a third of the size of Konohagakure by itself.”

      Well, most Minor villages were to be succinct, small. It was how they survived, being in the shadow of much larger Hidden Villages. Takigakure had a massive, fuck-off tree at the center of it’s settlement, but the actual population and number of buildings were surprisingly low in number. Nor was it a particularly modernized place, with only a scant few locations possessing electricity and modern electronics.

      “It’s the first and arguably largest Hidden Village, so that makes sense,” he nodded. “Have you gotten to see much of it?”

      She shook her head, dark red hair swaying with the motion. “Not really. This is the first day I’ve been out on my own, and we’re probably still being followed.”

      Karin was right about that much. Even with a cursory flex of his sensory abilities, Tobio could note a distinct suppressed energy signature following along from the shadows. Despite her vaunted lineage, she was still a defector, and the powers that be would have to be insane to trust her motives off the rip.

      “Give it some time. When they’re sure you’re not going to sell us out for a dango stick, they’ll probably pull back on all the restrictions.”

      “You’re likely right,” she huffed. “Just feeling a little aimless and wound up. By this point back home, someone would have been badgering me about my…”

      Trailing off, she reached out to squeeze her arm, where he knew there was a line of bite marks littering her flesh. “Anyway, they would have been looking for healing. Here though, it kind of feels as if I’m spinning my wheels. Waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

      “I won’t say the village is perfect. It isn’t,” Tobio bluntly prefaced. “But it’s the people make it worth staying. And working together, I think everyone can make it better.”

      She stared at him with those crimson eyes of hers before breaking out into a laugh. “Do you know how cheesy you just sounded?”

      He flushed. “I was just saying what I thought!”

      “It was almost like one of those over-the-top, corny movies Fujikaze is always in,” she pointed out, taking in a breath and affecting a deeper voice to try and emulate his own. “And by working together, I think everyone can make the village better!”

      “Screw off!” Tobio barked, half-laughing at her impression and half flustered by the ribbing. It was easier to talk to Karin than he was afraid of. “I do not sound like that!”

      They went back and forth for a while like that, and for a time, it was easy to let all of his concerns that he had for the future go. Preparing to fight Gaara, the Konoha Crush, all those little and large worries that had been building up felt like they faded, at least for a brief time. For once, he got to be a kid again, fooling around with a friend.

      It was something Tobio didn’t realize he’d needed.

      All good things had to come to an end though, mostly because they were reaching the destination he’d had in mind for this outing. Every Uzumaki on the continent functionally had to make a pilgrimage here eventually, just by the dint of their heritage. If they hadn’t, could they truly call themselves inheritors to the clan?

      They’d arrived at Ichiraku’s, with the scent of ramen in the air. Karin’s nose wrinkled as she glanced toward it. “What’s that?”

      “Probably the best ramen stand in the Elemental Nations.” That might be an exaggeration, but Tobio was willing to make a reasonable guess that it wasn’t. If multiple generations of Uzumaki were obsessed with the stand, they had to be doing something right.

      …Likely adding too much msg to their broth, if Beniemiya’s reaction was worth staking a guess on.

      He’d never met Teuchi before, but it was hard to mistake the smiling, congenial man for anyone else as the two of them came up to the stand. Shooting a smile their way, he had the aura of someone who was entirely and utterly at peace with their station in life. That was more than could be said about the vast majority of people Tobio had met over the last few months.

      “Hello there,” he greeted, as Tobio and Karin took their seats at the ramen stand. “I don’t think I’ve seen the two of you around before. First-timers to the stand?”

      “Yep,” Tobio confirmed, before gesturing to Karin. “She’s new to the village, and I’ve heard good things about you from Naruto. Figured I’d come and see what the fuss was about.”

      That was enough to take him briefly aback, before a more genuine smile lit up his face. “You’re friends with Naruto?”

      Tobio shrugged. “I’d say so.” The barrier to entry to being friends with Naruto was so low as to be easy for people who should have been the boy’s enemies to qualify.

      “Then I’ll have to make sure we live up to whatever lofty expectations he’s undoubtedly put upon our shoulders,” Teuchi confirmed. “Now, do the two of you have a good idea of what you had in mind for your meals?”

      They spent some time perusing the menu, but in the end, both of them settled on the tonkotsu miso ramen. Just judging by the simmering scent of the broth in the air, whatever recipe they’d been working on was one honed to perfection. And, admittedly, Tobio was excited to see what was so good about this ramen bowl that had Naruto coming back for more.

      It didn’t take long before he and Karin had bowls situated in front of them, steaming, topped with narutomaki, ajitama, filled with noodles and choice cutlets of pork. His stomach was grumbling, though not as loud as the redhead’s next to him. Glancing over at her with a smirk, she blushed, bashfully staring down into her meal.

      “…I didn’t eat breakfast. Shut up.”

      Tobio chuckled. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Well, I could hear you thinking something stupid.”

      “Oh? Is that a special ninja technique?” Snapping the chopsticks they were given apart, Tobio turned back to his meal, beginning to dig in. And for the first time in this new life of his, something truly lived up to the hype.

      Teuchi was just a straight-up civilian dude, with no real special powers or abilities. Just decades of hard work and dedication to his culinary skills, with the same pride as any other craftsman at the height of their game. It showed in every bite, slurp, and portion of the bowl that they ate.

      Once the two of them had started, it was impossible to stop. Each chomp of the chewy, tender pork sent new waves of savory relish radiating across his taste buds, with the addition of the fish-cake toppings providing a new flavor profile. If nothing else, Tobio planned on readily stealing about as much of this for his own cooking in the future.

      Considering that he had actually supernatural skill and capability to make his food flavorful, that was more of a glowing recommendation on Teuchi’s skills than anything else. If he was getting it bad, though, Karin was undergoing a downright religious experience. Judging by how readily she was eating, and himself included, Tobio wasn’t going to rag on her about it.

      When she was finished, she looked at the bowl mournfully before shooting him a puppy-dog glance. It went without saying that he tried to stay determined in the face of it, before his resolve collapsed and he bought her another bowl. Then a third, and a fourth.

      By the time she was finished, Karin looked as if she was going to collapse into a food coma. Or, maybe just dying from all of the MSG in her veins. Either one seemed like it could have been a totally real possibility.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever eaten that well in ages. Not since my mom passed, anyway,” She sighed happily, patting her stomach.

      Teuchi gave her a warm smile, looking pleased. “I’m happy to have met such lofty standards.”

      “It was the best ramen I’ve ever had,” Tobio admitted, wondering how many other things Naruto had hyped up that actually lived up in the end. Maybe he should take the loudmouth’s other restaurant suggestions. “Expect to see me bringing my team by in the future.”

      “I’ll look forward to it,” the older man readily agreed.

      Paying for both of them, Tobio and Karin ambled off, even if the redhead was now a little more sluggish than before. “Do we have to keep walking?”

      “If you want to see the rest of the village, we do.”

      She gave a big, exaggerated sigh, shoulders slumping. “I’d rather pass out right now, but I’ll survive.”

      “If you want to be a shinobi of the Hidden Leaf, you’ll need to survive more than a tummyache.”

      The rest of the day was spent in idle banter and conversation, as Tobio led Karin around the village. But if nothing else, it was a good experience to have with a new friend. What he hadn’t expected was running into someone else while they wandered around the village.

      “Tobio, is that you?”

      Glancing over his shoulder, he was met with the rapidly approaching and beaming smile of Fū, as she jogged over. “Hey!”

      “Hey yourself, stranger,” she pouted, if playfully, eyes glittering with mischief. “I’m still waiting on that second cooking lessons, y’know.”

      That got a grimace out of him, as he did leave the poor minty-haired girl hanging. “Sorry, Fū. Between the Chūnin Exams prep and getting into the finals, my schedule just became a little too packed. Forgive me?”

      “Of course,” she nodded, not looking that put out about it, which was a good thing. Of course, that was just when she seemed to realize that she might have been interrupting something, glancing between himself and Karin. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Fū, Tobio’s friend. Did I, uh, kind of badger my way into something…?”

      Looking more amused than anything else, Karin gently shook her head. “It’s fine. I’ve already met a few of Tobio’s friends, but you’re from… Takigakure?”

      “Born and raised!” Fū nodded, crossing her arms pridefully. “I’m here on a long-term mission from my village.” Ah. Tobio didn’t know if it was better to let her keep believing this, or just sit her down and tell her the truth ofthe political realities that had brought her here. Not something appropriate to bring up at the moment, though.

      “Mmm. Your chakra is cool and soothing, like the wind on a hot summer’s day.”

      Fū blinked at the non-sequitur, looking a little poleaxed by those words. “T-Thank you…?” Actually, was this just Karin’s sensor bullshit at play? Reaching out, Tobio did in fact find that to his own abilities, Fū’s chakra had the tinge of cooling winds to it. Then again, Chōmei was considerably more tractable than Kurama. It made sense that her Jinchūriki’s chakra would be influenced by that, somehow, compared to the caustic hate that he could sometimes feel radiating from inside Naruto.

      Sensors really were such bullshit…

      Tobio chose that point to interject into the conversation. “Karin’s new to the village too, so I’ve been showing her around. Also, some of the best places to get food.”

      Karin nodded, smiling happily as she patted her stomach. “Ichiraku has some good ramen.”

      Shooting him a dark, betrayed look, Fū’s lips puckered. “You went out for food? Without me?”

      Understandably, Tobio would be a little peeved if some of his friends went out to yummy places to eat without him. It didn’t matter that he was capable of effectively making Michelin-star meals in the comfort of his home. It was the principle of the thing. Rubbing the back of his head, he gave her a sheepish smile. “Eh-heh… oops?”

      “I’ll expect a delicious meal sometime in the future as recompense.”

      “Yeah, yeah…”

      The redhead among them couldn’t help but laugh at the back and forth, rolling her eyes at their antics. “Would you like to join us for the rest of the tour? Short as it might be?”

      Fū paused, before breaking out into a broad grin. “I’d love to! You can tell me how you know Tobio and stuff!”

      “Deal.”

      …Hmm. Surely, nothing bad could come of two traumatized girls with dark legacies becoming friends. Even if something did spring from it, as the two of them started to break into a conversation, the consequences would be future-Tobio’s problem. Fuck that guy. He had it good, benefiting from all of his hard work. The least that idiot could do was manage two emotionally reactive young girls in the future, and make sure they didn’t join the Akatsuki, or something dumb like that.

      For now, he just smiled as they walked off, letting the casual conversation wash over him, and interjecting here and there as they continued their sojourn through the rest of the village.

    
    

    
      


      In the abstract, Tobio logically understood that he was good at kenjutsu. But it wasn’t until he was clashing blades with his sensei in truth that the full level of his skill was brought out on display. His sensei had a blade in each hand, and while the older man wasn’t coming at Tobio at his full speed, he wasn’t that far off.

      And somehow, Tobio was managing to keep up. Much as he loathed to admit it, considering the genin had never so much as touched a sword before a few months prior, he’d have to concede that he may in fact be what the Hidden Leaf could happily call a prodigy. The realization scarcely brought him comfort.

      After seeing what happened to most of Konoha’s prodigies, the Mixed Blood didn’t have much desire to join their ranks.

      Bringing both of his swords down in a cross clash, it was at a blinding speed that he doubted Ami or Hibachi could have matched alone. Only twitch instinct and reflex were what saved him from receiving a doughty strike, as he brought up his massive sword to block it. A grating grinding of steel resounded forth in the clearing, Tobio pushing back against his sensei’s force with his own superior strength.

      “It’s unfair, I’m being overpowered by a Genin,” Tekuno-sensei huffed, eyes slitted as he looked down at Tobio.

      For his part, the boy smirked and flexed his muscles to force the Jōnin back a step, going on the attack with a blistering series of slashes. “The future is now, old man!”

      Well, it would have been, if he could have hit his sensei. He was making the older man sweat and work for the victory in the sparring match, to be sure, but Tobio couldn’t land a proper strike. While the boy might have been faster and stronger, skill did still count for something when it came to their spars.

      This time next year, though? If he kept growing and learning at this rate, he was fairly sure that he’d have beaten his sensei. That was presuming nothing changed from the System, either, and it didn’t hand him some greater skill comprehension as a reward.

      By the end of it, they were both tired, sweaty, and without much in the way for further swings. The ache was good, though. It meant that the lessons were sticking, or so Tobio liked to believe, as they stopped for lunch and ate one of the bento boxes he’d gone and prepared in advance.

      “For a Genin or Chūnin, you’re likely around one of the best swordsmen in the village,” Tekuno-sensei commented, looking at Tobio as if he were a puzzle to sort out. “If this were Kirigakure, the standards might be a little higher, but they’re also the sort to fellate themselves over their ‘Seven Swordsmen’ tradition. Kumo’s at least better in a straight-up fight, but Konoha has produced plenty of competent and skilled fighters. You’re up there.”

      “Really?” He knew he was good, but good enough to beat out so many people who were older and had more experience? That was a different beast altogether.

      “Really,” Tekuno vigorously nodded. “If you’ve got a flaw, it’s that you’re really reliant on your little rage to carry you through a lot of fights. But most of your issues are the types of things that come with age, when you have more missions under your belt and people you’ve fought to refine your style.”

      Tobio thought about it for a moment. “Like taijutsu styles.”

      His sensei smiled. “Just like taijutsu styles. Everyone develops their own style, techniques, whatever, over time. You’re… a long way ahead most people with all of the special tricks you’ve developed.”

      Without Revival of X, he wouldn’t have been. The perk had been pushing him into advanced development over and over again, with each hard-won encounter that he had to deal with. That wasn’t to say he couldn’t develop techniques without it, just that they were accelerated when he was put in a bind.

      “Where do you think I should go from here then?”

      “Tough to say. Cleaning up your fundamentals is always good, and that’s just us sparring with swords for the next few weeks. Against your opponent, though, I’m unsure if anything but advanced chakra flow techniques will make a difference.”

      Tobio hummed softly, sticking his sword into the ground and crossing his arms. “Is his defense really that good?”

      Tekuno scoffed. “There’s no such thing as a perfect defense. But… I’ll concede that Gaara’s defensive capabilities would give me pause in a fight. Unless I’d have the time to properly prepare the environment before fighting him, esoteric jutsu capable of cutting past his sand is the best bet.”

      By and large, Tobio agreed. Gaara’s sand was about as challenging as any defense he’d run into so far, but there was only so much it’d be able to do in the face of overwhelming firepower. He hadn’t experienced the boost from Embers yet, though Tobio ultimately suspected it’d give him the edge he’d need to prevail in most truly dire situations.

      The tradeoff was naturally that he’d need to get himself into a life-or-death scenario before anything went amiss. Knowing his dumbass, Tobio doubted he’d ever be far from one for the next few years.

      “Personally, I think that I should polish my fundamentals even more.” Getting his actual skill with the blade up even further wasn’t going to hurt anything, and his proficiency with the fancy tricks like chakra flow was more than enough for anything he’d face for… probably the next couple of years.

      Between the various routes all shinobi traipsed down, Tobio knew he’d pick up a little bit of everything eventually. Just having Barbarian meant by the dint of it alone, he’d manage to eventually become a master of all weapons. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t specialize in one tool of war above all others.

      Swordsmanship, at least for now, was the road he wanted to go down. Perhaps something in the future would change his mind, like losing an arm to injury, or something else like that. For now, though, he figured he might as well see where this led him.

      His sensei paused, thinking over the statement, before shrugging. “If you think that’s where you need to be polished up on, that’s good enough for me.”

      Tobio gave his sensei an incredulous look. “That easily?”

      “Your chakra flow is already well beyond what your age group is usually capable of,” the man admitted. “If you can’t get through Gaara’s sand just with that alone, I think. It might be a little bit of a crapshoot, since you’re using a neutral element… but if you’re also turning flames blue, it should burn past his sand.”

      Getting up off the ground, Tekuno proceeded to crack his neck, going into a few stretches. “Besides, what about the training we’re going to do strikes you as easy? When it comes to improving skill, the only real way to do it is with lots of practice.”

      True enough to what the older man said, the rest of the day was taken up by Tekuno meticulously breaking down every weakness in Tobio’s style. He fought like a Barbarian, and that was fine, but resting on his laurels without making the implanted instincts and skills his was a fool’s errand. To make his own style meant incorporating all of his abilities and powers in a holistic way.

      By the end of the training session, he was beyond dead tired and a little afraid of what this presaged for the rest of the month. Though it had also given him time to think on other, somewhat related matters to fighting Gaara.

      “…Sensei, let’s say theoretically, I had important, critical information for the village,” Tobio spoke, phrasing this hypothetical as he sealed away his sword. “The type of thing that, like, I should report, but I don’t have a good excuse for why I should know this information.”

      His poor, wonderful sensei only looked like someone was creeping over his grave with each passing second. “Let’s say, in this totally hypothetical reality you’re posing here, that you did in fact have info. I would do my best to try and protect you, provided you’re not outright traitorous. An idea I would find doubtful.”

      “That I could be a traitor?”

      “You don’t have a traitorous bone in your body,” Tekuno snorted, smiling nervously down at Tobio. “Which means the only way you learned this was by doing something you probably weren’t supposed to be doing. Theoretically, that is.”

      Tobio swallowed thickly, chuckling nervously. “Ah, haha, yeah. Um. About that.”

      The Genin talked, and his Jōnin listened. By the time he was speaking, the two of them were hastily heading toward the Hokage’s office. After all…

      No good deed goes unpunished. Hopefully it’d be enough time for Tobio to think up an excuse for all of his bullshit foreknowledge, otherwise the next month was probably going to be spent in a T&I cell.

    
    

    
      


      “—and that’s what we heard from the Sound-nin, before we killed them. Honestly, kind of wished we kept them alive, but that’s on me.”

      Tobio stood in the middle of the Hokage’s office, underneath the man’s heavy regard. His sensei was nearby, face buried in his hands. Maybe he’d pushed the older man a little too far this time.

      Hiruzen, meanwhile, took a thick rip from his pipe. “…And you failed to mention this before?”

      “When we got to the tower, I had to deal with the consequences of bringing in Karin as a defector,” which was true. “And I kind of forgot about it between now and then. Also, I didn’t know if they were just lying or trying to get into Sakura’s head.”

      That was a lie, but they didn’t need to know that. It helped to sell a lie when you could deaden the muscles in your face at will, or otherwise mold them to not give away any tells.

      “Do you know what the plan is for sure…?” Hiruzen asked, trailing off. “Since while I am not distrusting you, and Orochimaru is evidently moving in some respect, I cannot entirely trust merely an overheard description. Though, I can place heavier security on the exams as a whole.”

      Tobio worked his jaw back and forth, trying to think of a way to further convince Hiruzen. “Would it help if I think I had some extra facts?”

      In the end, Tobio figured revealing one of his most inoffensive, useless secrets wouldn’t hurt anyone. How much trouble could come from revealing that he could effectively sense for miles around, track individual signatures, or speak with animals?

      It’d be fine.

      “A bird told me.”

      There was nothing but silence in the office for a few seconds, as both Tekuno and Hiruzen just stared at him. It was starting to make him feel a little self-conscious for how long it went on. The Hokage was the first to recover, coughing and looking at Tobio curiously. “Could you repeat that?”

      “So, I figured out a little bit ago how to talk to animals, for about a day. It’s kind of like a jutsu, but not quite.” Actually, now that Tobio thought about it, was he just slowly developing ninshu? The sensing, the companionship ability, the capacity to speak and empathize with animals…

      Hmm. Something to look into later.

      “I then just, uh… bribed some pigeons, crows, and other small animals to follow around the people I was suspicious of, and report back to me what they said. And then I used my sensing ability—”

      “You’re a SENSOR!?” Tekuno shouted, practically about to pull his hair out.

      “—and then I tracked their signatures, once I properly recognized who I was tracking. So, uh, apparently, some of the Suna-nin like Baki have been colluding with some Oto-nin on an attack during the Chunin exams.”

      He’d like to keep some of these skills and abilities private, but honestly, Tobio wasn’t too worried about them getting out. At most, it’d just mean people would become incredibly paranoid about him spying on them. Which he wouldn’t be doing in the first place, since if he really wished them ill he’d just barge in and kill them.

      That was more his style.

      “They’ve been radiating hostile intent toward us for a while, but it’s really hard to properly explain that without sounding nuts. I’ve had Jōnin send me less hostile intent than Gaara of the sand, so it’s been… distracting.”

      “Are you willing to demonstrate this capacity to speak with animals? Or your sensory ability?” Hiruzen asked, looking positively interested in the concept.

      Tobio shrugged. “It’s pretty easy, so yeah.” The spell wasn’t a jutsu, so, he wasn’t tremendously worried about anyone making headway on copying it. Or even understanding it, on a conceptual level.

      The next few hours weren’t very fun, though, as the Hokage took time out of his day to test Tobio’s capabilities and claims specifically. It wasn’t hard to figure out why the man had earned the name of The Professor, considering how exacting and curious he was toward the capacity to talk to animals. But when it was proven that it worked, and that it wasn’t a jutsu, his curiosity only intensified.

      Even more when Tobio’s sensory skills allowed him to accurately point out the positions of every ANBU hiding around the office, and when they were directing hostile intent at him or not.

      “Fascinating. This actually quite reminds of a defunct Clan I heard tell about when I was a child,” Hiruzen admitted, eyes gleaming with interest. “Extinct supposedly, even if I now have questions on the veracity of that statement. They held, in stories I’ve heard, the capacity to read the intent of others, and change their bodies in unusual ways.”

      Was there genuinely a Clan like that? Honestly, Tobio didn’t know if that was true or not, but it sounded as insane as anything else in Naruto. “So… what now?”

      “Now?” Hiruzen gave a smile, where the mirth did not entirely reach his eyes. “Now, we prepare with the forewarning that you’ve given us. I’ll be asking for a more formal report, but it’s late, and the young need their rest. Dismissed.”

      It left him and Tekuno-sensei leaving the tower, with a mildly shellshocked older man walking alongside him. The pair were silent for long enough that Tobio felt as if he needed to check in with his sensei.

      “You okay there?”

      “…Mhmm,” Tekuno confirmed, nodding with a hum.

      Silence returned as Tobio felt a little awkward, working his jaw back and forth. He didn’t mind a bit of quiet, but in the wake of being grilled for(mostly false) answers by the Hokage, the boy would have thought his sensei would have more questions for him. Him lapsing into silence felt alien, compared to the man’s typically jovial personality.

      “Can I ask what you’re thinking?”

      Walking along for another minute or so, he got the feeling Tekuno was formulating a response before he spoke aloud. Measuring his words so that they were meaningful. “I’m worried I’m not going to be strong enough to protect you, or help you, when you really need it.”

      It was enough to make Tobio stop in his tracks. “What?”

      Turning around to face the boy, all of the worn lines on his face making his sensei seem a thousand years older. “You’re going to be a monster, Tobio, in the best of ways. And when they realize, when every village figures out what you are, they’re going to try and kill you.”

      “And by my heart, I’m going to have to drown this world in an ocean of blood to protect you. Is it wrong if I’m questioning if I’m up for it?”

      Tobio wanted to refute that, that the other villages wouldn’t go that far… but he knew the kind of world they lived in. Someone with his potential was something to be snuffed out, well before he grew into a threat to them. If Iwagakure was told they could prevent another Yellow Flash from rising before he ever darkened their doorstep again, they’d do it in a heartbeat.

      It wasn’t even a question.

      There was only one thing to do. It was what Tobio was already going to do in the first place. “Then I’ll have to get strong enough so that you don’t have to worry about me anymore.”

      More than anything else, it put a sad smile on Tekuno’s face. “I’m your sensei, kiddo. It’s my job to worry. Even if you become the next Shinobi no Kami, and I’m old and gray, I’ll still be wondering if you’re eating enough, or resting enough, or in danger.”

      Reaching out, he ruffled Tobio’s hair, ignoring the protests that came out of the boy’s mouth. “Let’s get something to eat. My treat. It’s been a long day, eh?”

      That was an understatement, but Tobio would never say no to free food. After the day they’d had… he deserved it.

      

    
  




    32. Afterburn

    
       

      Dōjutsu were a representation of power.

       It was something that the Elemental Nations, and the Shinobi world at large, oddly, shared with that of the wider Nasuverse his Mystic Eyes came from. Before widespread jutsu developed, those with the power of bullshit, magic eyes had engraved fear into just about every single culture across the land. They represented the kind of ingrained capability that often put them above even other kekkai genkai, even when they weren’t all that good.

       Tobio would lay the blame for most of this at the feet of the Sharingan’s crimson gaze, terrorizing shinobi for countless generations until their near extinction. However, from what he read, just about every Dōjutsu claimed some sort of descent from the Sage and his mythological Rinnegan. The culture, land, or people didn’t really matter, so much as that legendary descent from the Sage of Six Paths and his godlike eyes, the Rinnegan.

       Personally, he suspected that might have genuinely been true to some extent. Indra and Ashura inherited different parts of the Sage’s legacy, and their children went on to fracture, fragment, and spread across the Elemental Nations. All the while mutating into different shapes and sizes, subtypes and categories, until their resemblance to those legendary eyes was nebulous at best.

       In the Nasuverse, Mystic Eyes were some of the earliest forms of Magecraft. Eyes were the window to the soul, or so the saying went. In the world of Magi and Phantasmal Races, that was much more of a truism than just some philosophical remark.

       Regardless of the origin in either world, it did mean that he had a real decision to make regarding his Mystic Eyes of Analysis. So far, the village treated him as they did because he had a strong, potential bloodline. The tenor of that relationship was bound to change the moment they discovered the newest part of his ‘bloodline’, though. Shinobi revered Dōjutsu to a degree that was, frankly, a little startling.

       He knew full well that there was a time limit on how long he could keep them secret. It wasn’t that he couldn’t keep his mouth shut, merely that it only took one slip-up, one instance where he wanted to use them to analyze a supernatural effect, for the secret to be out. And then people would be after him in a very different way.

       It was still a secret that he was keeping from his sensei, and his friends all the same. Among a pile of them, it did bother him a little. Was it the better move to inform Tekuno-sensei, or just… keep it to himself?

       Food for thought, as the two of them met up in the middle of the month.

      “So, bloodline training. I’ve had to ask around a little to see what other people do, but the cases of most other clans don’t really qualify for you,” Tekuno admitted, as they idly practiced tree-walking during their conversation.

      “Because they have decades, or centuries, of built-up institutional knowledge?”

      “No. Because none of them really quite fit your deal.”

       That made Tobio blink. “Aren’t the Akimichi and Inuzuka like, somewhat related to me?”

       Tekuno shook his head at the question. “The Akimichi have an extremely detailed dietary plan that is part of what goes into making their clan techniques function in the first place. Each one basically has a nutrition plan from the moment they take up shinobi training, to maximize their muscle gains in the event they eat their special vitamins.”

      “Aren’t they pills?”

      “Same difference,” he shrugged. “The Inuzuka on the other hand, develop the way they are because of their bond to their ninken. And even then, that sort of physiological change is not nearly as malleable as your own.”

       Tobio could… see where his sensei was coming from. Death-Resistant Body, in conjunction with the fuckery of chakra, had given him a supremely adaptable physique that went far beyond what most shinobi could hope to achieve. He hadn’t even touched the blood control aspects of his Oni power yet, which had some potential uses if he ever picked up proper regeneration.

      “Ultimately, this is your kekkai genkai, so I’m going to trust your gut instincts here,” the older man fully conceded.

      “I appreciate the thought,” Tobio smiled.

       There were two, maybe three main competing lines of interest here. One of them was the path of revealing his dōjutsu, and being able to openly hone them. His Mystic Eyes of Analysis weren’t that hard to figure out, but all Mystic Eyes had depths to them to some degree or another. Use cases, edge cases, best practices, etcetera. Investigating them more closely was worth the effort, and who knew what it might reveal?

       Meanwhile, he’d been doing an extraordinary amount of body training. Tobio could dislocate his limbs at will, reconnect the ligaments, and perform all sorts of unusual tricks that made most people balk. There were more significant alterations that he could be making, though. Messing around with his brain chemistry, pain receptors, and things of that nature.

       Dangerous work, to be sure, but what wasn’t in their line of work?

       The last thing was something he hadn’t touched at all, and that was the aforementioned blood control. If he was remembering the original story it came from SHIKI Tohno was able to use it as an extremely sharp weapon, send blades of blood toward his foes, and likely more. When you added the effects of chakra to the mix, Tobio didn’t think some Jujutsu Kaisen-tier blood manipulation tricks were out of the question.

       Yet even so, he couldn’t pick everything to work on. Tobio had to pick one thing, and one thing only, to get the best benefits out of this avenue of training.

       Was there ever going to be a point where Tobio was satisfied with his durability…? Probably not. When he was dealing with all sorts of threats, like bijuu bombs, Zetsu, dimension-hopping Sharingan, and Pain, he wouldn’t be satisfied until he was basically unkillable. Some people became more skilled, or more willing to dodge.

       Tobio just became harder to kill.

       With a medical textbook open between the two of them, the Genin and his sensei got to work. First up, and the safest part of his flesh-manipulation to test, were his joints. After all, Tobio already knew how to dislocate and relocate his joints at will functionally. Making them more flexible, or giving him what was functionally a double-jointed physique, wasn’t that hard.

       It made his movements even smoother, too, whenever he wanted to twist out of the way of blows or gain more momentum behind his swings. Even if it did give him something of a sinewy, serpentine movement pattern, the result was well worth it.

       They didn’t stop there, even if someone could have argued that they could, however. Catching up with Orochimaru’s years of biological manipulation was easier said than done. However, Tobio had the benefit of a jumping-off point innate to his physiology, something the Sannin could only have dreamed of.

      “This is uncomfortable to look at,” Tekuno stated, peering down into Tobio’s now slitted pupils. “How’s it feel?”

      “A little weird,” he admitted, blinking away the bleariness of his vision.

       Unsurprisingly, Konohagakure had surprisingly advanced optometry textbooks, the kind that provided a real wealth of groundwork for their studies. “I can see better in the dark, but bright light’s a little weird still.”

       One thing he’d learned was that there was a difference between round, horizontal, and slitted pupils. Vertical slits were common in ambush predators, like cats and snakes. They came with enhanced depth perception for the purpose of accurately judging distance, a better ability to focus on vertical contours, and maximizing light intake in dim conditions, while being a bit of a pain in bright light.

       Horizontal slits, like one would find in grazing prey animals such as goats, were for a panoramic view in multiple directions. It also reduced glare from direct sunlight above and below. Lastly, they allowed for sharp, horizontal focus to detect movement across wide, uneven terrain. He didn’t suspect that he’d ever have a reason to use them, though.

       Round pupils, which animals like Humans, dogs, and cats once they got big enough, were meant for chasing prey. Good for rapid light adjustment, at the cost of less precise depth perception. Altogether, it was an interesting diversion from biological manipulation in other respects.

      “Can you get them back to normal, is the question.”

      “Let’s see…” Tobio trailed off, closing his eyes and concentrating. His flesh was, at best, more something he could will around than anything else. Patiently, with careful consideration, he forced the cells and specialized cones in his eyes to alter, bit by bit, until he felt them slide back into their original configuration.

       Opening his eyes, he glanced back at his sensei. “All good?”

      “All good!” He grinned back. “Very strange technique. I wish I knew more about medicine to give you better ideas.”

      “If you knew more about medicine, you probably wouldn’t be allowing me to do all of these insane ideas.”

       He gave a bark of laughter. “True!”

       For now, Tobio was on the road to true biological mastery. Joints, eyes, bones, the ability to change his skin color and rough texture… what would he look like by the end of this journey?

       Provided he was alive to regret it, well. The Genin would consider almost anything worth the cost.

      

    
    

    
      


       Some might have said it was ill-advised to still train with his team on his month of preparation for the finale of the Chunin Exams. Tobio would be happy to tell everyone involved that they were welcome to kiss his ass, especially when Team Eleven was so close to a breakthrough. He could practically taste the Boogie Woogie on the horizon.

      …That name was still vetoed by the rest of his team, treasonous traitors as they were. It didn’t stop him from internally referring to it as such.

       Past months had been spent on honing their technical theory even further, but now it was a matter of practice. Making guesses on the correct hand seals, the right way to mold their chakra, how closely they needed to be syncing together to get the timing down, things of that nature. It was a lot of boring, monotonous work that Tobio would have never been able to accomplish if it hadn’t been for a few different variables.

       The first was that he was happy, genuinely so, to be spending time with his friends and sensei. Given that the rest of his schedule tended to be blocked out to the minute, whether that was training, sleeping, or eating, he enjoyed the moments he got to bicker with his friends. When it came to the second reason…

       Sworn Brotherhood was working miracles, in making it so working alongside them was hardly any kind of hardship. It was smooth, effortless, and they all felt like extensions of each other rather than getting in anyone’s way. The social cohesion was off the charts.

      “…Which test is this again?” Ami asked, sounding a little bored as she stood across from Tobio in the clearing.

      “Number one-hundred and sixty-eight,” Hibachi answered, not missing a beat.

       A long, drawn-out sigh escaped the girl, as she fixed Tobio with a gimlet eye. “You’re lucky we like you.”

      “I know,” he agreed, ignoring the slightest flush that tinged her cheeks. “Ready for the next one?”

      “Ready.”

       He hadn’t been expecting this next test to be the one, which was what made it take him aback so much when they performed their individual hand seals and something happened. A twist of his senses, and space, as where he stood and where Ami stood were swapped in an instant. For a few moments Tobio could do nothing but blink, as shock overtook everyone’s faces.

      “Did we just…?” Ami trailed off, gawping like an idiot.

      “Do it again,” Tekuno ordered, his voice turning surprisingly serious, as he watched them with a serious, careful stare. He was focused now, glancing between them not to miss a single beat.

       Carefully and purposefully, Tobio ran his hands through the seals once more. There was a new weight to his attention, now, especially given the fact that they were actually seeing positive results. Then again, the last time-space jutsu-shiki that the village had seen had been the Yellow Flash’s technique.

       The same one he used to kill a thousand Iwa-nin. It made sense that this was something of a stupendous moment for the village as a whole.

       For the next series of tests, they repeated the process, delineating each and every flaw in the execution. Over time, though, they began to grow even more in sync with each other, pulling it off without a hitch. All the while, Tobio’s sensory abilities were going a little wonky. Feeling people flicker out of view for that brief half-second was one of the more unusual things to get thrown for a loop about.

       However, when Hibachi and Tekuno-sensei began to get the same results… that was when they knew they were cooking with gas.

      “Holy shit…” Hibachi breathed, looking down at his hands in mild awe. “We actually pulled it off.”

      “Was there any doubt?” Tobio asked, smug as hell.

      “For this kind of extensive jutsu creation, absolutely,” Tekuno bluntly stated, shutting down whatever smugness Tobio was beginning to exude. “I allowed the experimentation because it was good for ninjutsu studies, to break down the mechanics of a given ninjutsu. But even I didn’t think…”

       He trailed off, looking lost in thought for a few seconds, before seeming to come to some sort of resolution. “As of this moment, this doesn’t leave the clearing grounds, understood?”

      “Why? Shouldn’t we be blasting this all over the place?” Ami asked. “It’s kind of a big deal.”

      “Cooperation jutsu are rarely, if ever, made producible en masse,” their sensei explained. “So that’s never been a concern of mine. However, techniques like this one were why the fourth hokage were so feared. He had a Flee on Sight order from just about every Hidden Village in existence.”

       Carefully, their typically jovial sensei looked into each of their eyes. “None of you are the Yellow Flash. Maybe one day, you could be for all I know,” he shrugged. “But putting that attention on Team Eleven is not what we need. Unless there’s an emergency, try to keep this to yourselves. And if you can’t… try to make sure whoever sees it doesn’t talk.”

       That made Ami and Hibachi gulp, while Tobio just nodded. If it was an enemy shinobi they were using it on, chances are they’d be jumping their ass to murder them in the first place. On the off chance that they had to deal with a civie watching them do it… well, now he had a new reason to polish up on his genjutsu skills in the future.

      “What should we call it?” Tobio asked, changing the conversation from such a downer note. “As always, I’m voting for the Boogie Woogie.”

      “Denied,” all three of them spoke in unison, as he deflated under the refusal. They just didn’t see his vision.

       With a sigh, the Mixed Blood crossed his arms. “Fine. How about…”

       They went through a couple of names in their quest the find the right one. Things like the…

       Relay Jutsu Jump Jutsu Brotherhood Jutsu (Veto’d from Ami’s part)

      But at the end of the day, only one could win. Thus, the Tag-In Jutsu was born, named, and the issue was settled.

       He wouldn’t say that everyone was happy with the proposed names, but everyone also compromised on one in the end. At the end of the day, didn’t that mean they’d taken the right path if everyone was equally unhappy? All the same, now that they had a working jutsu, that also meant Tekuno-sensei was very eager to train them into the ground until using it was reactive for them.

       All of them, himself included in that statement of intent. The training sessions for the rest of the month were informative, if nothing else, as they had their boundaries and limits pushed to new heights. By the end of it, though… Tobio was thinking they’d be well-positioned to handle themselves in the Konoha Crush.

       Well.

       Provided nothing else went awry during the invasion.

      

    
    

    
      


       Much to his surprise, though, he did get one lovely alert at the culmination of the Tag-In Jutsu’s creation. It was something that Tobio had been suspecting would happen, but he definitely appreciated all the same. Familiar text hovered in front of his vision, and he couldn’t help relishing in the arrival of a new capability.

      

      [HIDDEN QUEST COMPLETED: CREATE A FUNCTIONAL COORDINATION JUTSU.]

      [REWARD: 1x MODERATE DOMINION, ARTIFICE, MIGHT, OR ERUDITION PERK ROLL.]​

       Now, as always, it felt like he had to choose something wildly important on the verge of the Konoha Crush itself. Each category could result in a relatively middling advantage, or they could give him something definitive. A new piece of gear that’ll change how he fights, something to help his allies, information, or even his entire combat style overnight, like Revival of X.

       His current capabilities were admittedly a bit bloated in terms of the areas he needed to focus on. At the same time, well, Tobio could concede that he exemplified the prototypical Oni obsession with excess when it came to his hunger for more power. Was there ever a point where his gluttony for power would be sated?

       Not until all his enemies were dead, and he no longer had to be paranoid about demonic space cultivators coming to turn the entire planet into fruit. Call him crazy for perhaps exaggerated expectations. Either way, he waited until he got back to his apartment to make his choice on the matter. Better to think big thoughts in private and prepare in case his abilities led him something uncomfortable to explain to his allies.

       Still… looking at the array of options, he felt the overpowering call to unspeakable firepower. It was what he needed, above everything else, at this moment in time no matter how much he might like to say otherwise. If he lived longer than the next month, he could act to regret that decision then. For now, he’d take what he could get from a proper Might perk.

       With his decision made, he cast the net into the blind eternities, and allowed it to fish out new capabilities for himself. Out went that metaphysical net, sussing for potential, and then being reeled back in with three different weighty perks. They just turned out a little odder than he’d expected.

      

       Standing Stones The Elder Scrolls Thirteen runic stones found within the icy tundras of Skyrim, now inhabiting an area of your choice. They were made in the fashion of the thirteen major constellations within the sky, and are able to grant power to those who attune to them. Each stone grants a unique ability based on the constellation, but each person can only be attuned to a single Standing Stone at a time. Shadowfire Throne of Glass You have gained access to a twisted and dark sort of magic, caused by a powerful fire magic bloodline being corrupted by Valg shadow and darkness. What this means is you get access to a large well of magic that gives you the ability to destroy about a third of a large castle in a blast that would also require you to burn out completely. It would take all of your magic, and would reduce you to a pile of ash. The magic you have is called Shadowfire, darkness in the form of fire that causes immense pain on contact but does not spread like normal fire. Shadowfire does not create heat but is as destructive as potent fire, and is able to burn everything, from wood to rock to metal. This ability is one that while not of the greatest magnitude in this world, is extraordinarily deadly to those who might face it, even capable of consuming and destroying beings of darkness like the Valg. Part-Veela Wizarding World Beauty is a magic all of its own and there are few quite as beautiful as the Veela. Perhaps that is how they entranced your own ancestor given that you are now half-Veela. And as befitting of one with Veela heritage, whether male or female, you are astonishingly beautiful, moving with perfectly flawless grace regardless of the circumstances. And with your supernatural allure, permeating every inch of your body and even your voice, your beauty shall only be made more apparent to those around you, distracting and attracting those of the opposite sex who do not have the will to resist such a beauty.

       But beauty is not the only magic the Veela possess. While full-blooded Veela are capable of transforming into devilish harpy-like forms and tossing about fireballs, you possess only a magical affinity for fire, making it a bit easier for you to learn such spells and abilities.

      …Not bad.

       If what he remembered from Skyrim was correct, Standing Stones could have wildly different uses depending on which one you touched. Some of them could improve training speed, presumably on himself but also on others, of just about every single skill worth improving. Others could grant unique, strange magical abilities that also might be worth looking into.

       However, it was also something he’d have to put down. Provided he did it somewhere secure, or at least a place no one was paying attention to like the Uzumaki shrine, it would likely be okay. The more important aspect was that, beyond the benefits to himself, the benefits to his friends would be immense. Maybe not immediately, but in the long-term potential of raising them up in terms of their skill gains.

       Shadowfire seemed as if it was a straight-up kekkai genkai, and an exceedingly destructive one from what he could tell. Tobio admittedly didn’t know a whole lot about the Throne of Glass series, since it was a YA book franchise he’d never particularly dug into. Still, the objective benefit of having an alternative pool of magical energy that was this destructive couldn’t be overstated in a place like the Elemental Nations.

       There were a couple of hard-to-crack defenses in the setting that could potentially be nullified by this ability. Though, he wasn’t unaware of say, the unfortunate possibilities of being even more desired if he exemplified a new and terrifying elemental release. Or being mistaken for a Uchiha, with this off-brand Amaterasu.

       Much like the perk before, the next one was a bit of a bloodline, though in a different way. The Veela in Harry Potter were beautiful harpy women, who human wizards inevitably would want to fuck because of their supernatural allure. No, it was cool, Tobio understood the desire to fuck monster-girls, it might have been one of the few universal constants of humanity.

       Part-Veela would make him a member of this lineage and transform him into being stupidly hot upon being taken. He’d possibly be able to blame it on biomodification and altering himself with his flesh manipulation, though that excuse might only go so far. The boost to his fire release wasn’t unwelcome either, nor was the improvement in learning those abilities. But he was already very, very good at fire release, so he wasn’t sure if it was worth taking it just for that.

       All of the choices were, in an objective sense, fantastic. But it was time to do his usual gig of paring down the options one by one, if only to clarify his decision-making process. The first one to go would have to be Part-Veela.

       No matter how much it spiritually hurt him to avoid the Jade Beauty grindset, he would have to work for his xianxia skincare routine the hard way. Nor was the fire boost enough to sway his decision there. Any future children he possessed would have to settle for being muscle tomboys and chiseled hulks.

       Truly, a loss for the Elemental Nations.

       As much as it pained him to give it up Standing Stones, he had to do it. Not that it wouldn’t have been such a massive boost to his allies’ capabilities, or his own. Just the fact that, well, Tobio had to focus on living through the next while. For once, he had to give up long-term potential for short-term gain.

       Shadowfire was that short-term gain, in a manner of speaking, though he would likely be using it for the rest of his life. It was the kind of absurd, insane ability to burn through any defense, including Gaara’s sand and probably even other capabilities that he wasn’t even aware of. With his choice made, Tobio hummed softly and selected it.

       For a few seconds, it didn’t feel like anything was happening at all. Or that nothing had changed inside of him. Right up until he began to feel hot, which was almost new for Tobio. How long had it been since he’d been around heat he couldn’t handle?

       Months at the very least, but this wasn’t the kind of warmth that someone would conflate with fire. It felt as if someone had set his nerves on fire and then proceeded to tapdance on them, as a new and foreign hollow filled inside of his soul. All while he felt his sword spirit’s attention turn toward the foreign addition to his being.

      “What fresh hell is this?”

       Tobio would have liked to answer her, but he was more focused on trying to weather the storm. Slowly but surely, teeth grit and sweat beading across his body, he was trembling as his body and soul were prepared to handle this new, metaphysical resource. He could feel it was new, because it was totally unlike the sensation of molding regular, fire-aspected chakra.

       That was warm, in a spiritual sense and a regular sense, but it didn’t feel… corruptive. What was inside of him now was the diabolical antithesis to the regular fire chakra. It hated, it roiled, it longed to burn with the corruptive influences of entities that didn’t even exist in the Elemental Nations.

      “Goddamnit, I…” It was a little alarming to hear any degree of reticence from his Oni companion. “Stop! Stop and let me help!”

      “H-How…?” Tobio gasped out.

      “We’re partners, you dolt. However much you vex me, doesn’t mean I wish you dead.” Slowly but surely, the pain yielded, ever so slightly as he felt it bleed off toward the connection with his sword. All while her next words were tense. “Your burden is my burden. We’ll share this labor.”

       What a tsundere, sweet Oni girl.

      “I will let you kill yourself from your greed, fool,” she grumbled, voice taut with effort and tension, even if she didn’t stop helping. It took minutes of effort, but eventually the strain came to a close. More than anything else, though, it was the effort of allowing his body and soul to adapt to this new normal.

       Panting softly, he sat back up on his bed, glancing over at his sword. “Is… it over?”

       She gave him a soft harrumph, and he could practically imagine her pouting in his mind’s eye. “Nearest I can tell, though it’s currently in your mindspace now. Sitting there, menacingly.”

      “Considering that it’s a corruption of an existing bloodline to evil ends, I’m not surprised.”

      “I’d ask why you took it, knowing that, but I suspect I’d receive a foolish answer,” she huffed, irritation laced in her voice. “I’m going back to sleep. Try not to kill yourself so soon again, and be careful with this force. It feels… significantly more dangerous than the other forces you dabble with.”

       A little smile crept over his features as he reached out and patted the hilt of his blade gently. “Thank you. You really did help me there, when I know you didn’t have to.” She could have just let him suffer from his own choices, no matter how well-intentioned they might have been.

       There was a pause, before he heard the quiet voice of his spirit speak in a soft murmur. “…S-Shut up. It was literally no hassle on my end to assist.”

       Oof. It was unfair for the sword spirit in his soul to be this adorable. Please nerf the tsundere Oni brat buff; it was too powerful. For his thoughts, all he got was an irritated flicker of emotion from his blade, before she subsided back to whatever level of dormancy she usually stayed at. For now, though?

       He wanted to get some proper rest after that entire ordeal.

      

    
  




    33. Bear Necessities

    
       

      It hadn’t escaped Tobio that out of everyone on his team, Ami was perhaps struggling the most. She hadn’t taken her failure to advance to the next stage well, even if on some level he was a little relieved by the fact neither she or Hibachi had so. Not that he didn’t think they’d made strides, but it meant that they wouldn’t be winded when the Konoha Crush kicked off.

      That, and neither of them had to run the risk of fighting someone they wouldn’t have been able to handle. He didn’t think anyone from the Hidden Leaf would brutalize them that badly, but fighting Gaara was an entirely different story. Especially when he was fairly certain the boy badly wished to fight Tobio.

      He wasn’t so tactless or unobservant as to realize that Ami had not taken the loss well. Which was why he was penciling in some time to try and hang out with her.

      Knocking on the front door of her home, he was met with the smiling, familiar face of Ami’s mother. “Tobio? I didn’t expect to see you today. How are you?” It was the kind of warm, motherly greeting that almost made him wish he had parents.

      Thankfully, he had Tekuno-sensei. That was probably better, as far as the parental situation was concerned.

      “I’m good, Kato-san,” he smiled back. “Here to see Ami, if she’s in.”

      “She is. She’s doing ‘meditation’ in her room, but honestly, that’s just an excuse for her to mope,” her mother conspiratorially admitted. “I heard you made it to the finals of the exams, however. Congratulations.”

      Heat threatened to bloom across his features, but he manually restricted the blood flow and cut off the flush before it even began. A deeply immature usage of his abilities, but who was going to call him out on it? The Sage, maybe.

      “Thank you, but it’s really a team effort. If I hadn’t had Ami or Hibachi watching my back during the forest stage of the exam, I don’t think I could have made it.” That wasn’t even hyperbole, or an exaggeration, though Tobio likely could have made it all on his own. It just would not have been a pleasant experience, especially while he was trying to accomplish other objectives.

      “So humble!” her mother laughed, as they walked through the halls of their family home. When they finally approached Ami’s room, the woman rapped her knuckles on the closed door. “Ami! You have a visitor!”

      “Who is it?” The girl sullenly asked from the other side.

      “It’s Tobio! He said he wanted to spend some time with you.” Something was teasing in her tone, as her mother smirked softly.

      Hastily, there was the sound of sharp, sudden movement, as the door opened. Ami was quite possibly the most out of sorts he’d ever seen her. Whether that was because of her messy, unbrushed hair, the lack of cosmetics, and her overall sleepy expression, it was a cute look.

      Add to that the manic expression on her face, and it was the perfect combination. “You didn’t say you were coming over! No note, or anything!”

      “Is that a no on hanging out then, or?”

      “Well, no, I mean yes, but… some forewarning would have been nice! I’m not even presentable!”

      He paused. “Did you just wake up from a nap?”

      “…No,” she lied, badly, like a liar.

      “Riiiight,” Tobio nodded, even if it was clear he didn’t believe her for a second.

      “Shut up, whatever dumb thing you’re thinking of, and lemme get dressed. Then we can go out and do, well, something.”

      “I’ve got some ideas that might get you out of the dumps.”

      Humming softly, she closed the door again, presumably to go get properly prepared. It left him standing alongside her mother, who looked down at him with a grateful expression. “Thank you for coming by. I know Ami must have tried as hard as she could have, but… it doesn’t stop her from being down in the dumps about the matter.”

      All Tobio could say at that was a shrug, rubbing the back of his head. “She’s one of my best friends, and I know she was feeling some kind of way about the failure. It’d be crazy for me not to try and cheer her up.”

      It didn’t take her too long to get ready, and so the two of them set out into the village after saying goodbye to her mother. Ami hadn’t taken long, appearing more put together as they fell in step alongside one another as usual.

      Though the words that came out of her mouth did make him stumble for a moment, for as despondent as they might have been. “I know you’re only here out of pity, Tobio.”

      He frowned. “What even makes you think that?”

      “Because I lost to that bimbo, Ino!”

      Humming, he shoved his hands into his pockets. “It couldn’t possibly have been just because I wanted to see you?”

      “Maybe, but I know I’ve been… slower on the rebound lately.” Taking a deep breath, she looked down at her feet, eyes falling half-lidded. “I just thought the exams would be my chance to, y’know, strut my stuff! Prove that I was a cool, cunning kunoichi, and Ino took me out like that.” Ami punctuated her word with a snap of her fingers, grimacing after the fact.

      “It made me feel like everything I’d been doing to try and catch up over these last few months had been useless.”

      This was a problem that Tobio wasn’t entirely sure how to fix. Part of it was deep, personal issues that he suspected Ami was going to have to work through on her own. But part of it was simply the fact that, even with his current efforts, he would outscale his friends sooner rather than later. It was frustrating to encounter the typical shonen protagonist trap of being too strong to fight alongside one’s allies, in some respects.

      He’d have to redouble his efforts to figure out something to the contrary.

      “You know that’s not true, right?”

      She gave a ragged laugh, looking sidelong his way. “Of course I do. I heard it from my mom, I heard it from Tekuno-sensei, I’m hearing it from you. I know, it’s illogical,” she emphasized by tapping her head, before tapping her heart. “But I don’t feel it.”

      Tobio couldn’t relate.

      No, he literally couldn’t relate, because from the moment he’d arrived in this world, the ball had been rolling up. He had the kind of advantages that nobody short of the literal protagonists of this world could match up to, and because of that, he enjoyed a blistering progression in terms of power, skill, status…

      The closest he’d ever come to failure was trying to kill Suien and resolving to take him out with a suicide drop. Even that came with new bonuses and boons, which saw him being pushed even further ahead. When had he ever faced a setback in this new life of his?

      Never.

      “…I think I respect you for even trying to rise above it,” he admitted, his voice a chagrined amusement. “If I was in your shoes, I dunno if I’d have the same mental strength, or if I’d be moping even harder.”

      “You’re the golden child of our trio, Tobio.”

      “Might be true, but the higher you are, the farther you fall. You and Hibachi struggle and face a very different kind of adversity than me,” Tobio pointed out. “You don’t have a bloodline, or any supreme skill—”

      “Gee, tell me how you really feel.”

      “—But you struggle all the same, no matter what, not caring if it’s in vain. I think that’s way more admirable than starting at the finish line, with a small mountain of advantages. And if you’re as hard-headed as I know you are, you’re gonna get past this.”

      She didn’t say anything for a while after that, lips pursed as the two of them walked along in silence. He didn’t see a need to push her to speak, obviously, when she was doing her best to work through her feelings.

      He’d have to think of some good avenues to try and help out Ami and Hibachi, though. In the next couple of years, their current level of strength would be suspect, at best. For the shit that was coming their way. Not for the first time, and he doubted it’d be the last time, he did regret giving up on the Standing Stones.

      “It’s fine,” Ami huffed. “Just means I need to throw myself into training even more than before.”

      “Do you have it in you to do that?”

      “To keep up, it’s not a matter if I have it or not. I will do it,” she all but glared at him, as if provoking him to say otherwise.

      He held his hands up, smiling over at her. “Hey! I believe you, so hold off on the glare.”

      “I don’t glare. I stare with malice.”

      “That’s the same thing as a glare.”

      To which he earned a punch to his shoulder. If nothing else, Ami’s spirit did seem as if it was beginning to rebound from the loss she’d taken. That was a good sign. The rest of the day was spent ambling around the village, eating good food, and talking about everything and nothing at the same time.

      She’d be alright.

    
    

    
      


      Fūinjutsu was not a field that Tobio by itself held a great deal of interest in, but even he couldn’t deny the usages of it. You could bind hostile jutsu within one, or carve seals outright into the air if your skill with chakra manipulation was high enough. Others could inflict downright deleterious controlling seals on you to keep you from speaking on certain topics.

      It was an area of interest in the original story that was about as bullshit as the plot needed it to be at a given moment. He might not have held any great fondness for it, but Tobio wouldn’t deny that it was very, very useful. Specifically for the most important usage of all, the capacity to reverse summon yourself to find the Summon Clan you were the most oriented toward.

      “For the record, I despise that we’re doing this, and if we had more than a month I’d ask you to wait,” Tekuno sensei bluntly admitted, rolling out huge practice scrolls and getting out his ink brush as they sat together. “But the reality is what it is.”

      “Is reverse-summoning that dangerous?” Tobio asked, watching his sensei draw careful, intricate patterns on the surface of the scroll.

      He scoffed, glancing briefly back up at Tobio, but not even missing a beat with his calligraphy. “Is it dangerous, he asks! People hear the success story of the Sannin when it comes to reverse-summoning, and expect miracles out of the process.”

      “What you don’t hear is how many perfectly fine shinobi get brutalized or maimed in the Summon Realms, because they think it’s a walk in the park,” his sensei all but growled. “Summons may act human at times, but never forget their priorities are completely different than a human’s.”

      That made Tobio frown. “That sounds like you’ve got a real gripe with them.”

      “I do,” his sensei admitted. “But for simple reasons. Unless you’re tight with them, you have to remember that you are and always will be a client to them. And they’re more than happy to drop a client if the circumstances are too hot for them.”

      “They sound like shinobi.”

      “Yeah, it’s probably why we’re some of the only ones they deign to contract with, with any regularity. Maybe some monk orders, or certain noble families, but that tends to be it.”

      The pattern that very slowly came together might have resembled a bunch of squiggles, but in reality Tobio could almost feel his eyes threatening to activate just looking at them. It was a sequence, a very specific sequence designed to interact with the user’s chakra, and then modulate itself to some sort of frequency on the fly.

      When people spoke about reverse-summoning to find the Summon Clan you were most associated with, that was what they meant. Every person’s chakra signature was unique, not just because of their elemental leanings, but because of innumerable other features. Specific bloodlines, personality traits, and more besides. The real problem was what happened when you were dumped somewhere decidedly inhospitable, or your closest clan to your frequency had little interest in allowing you to sign with them.

      “If we’re doing this, I’m summoning you back after an hour or so, if you don’t return on your own,” he warned, features exceptionally grave. “You can go back if they’re fans, but I’m counting on you to live for at least an hour by yourself if things go sideways.”

      “Yes, sensei,” Tobio agreed, before he paused and squinted over at Tekuno. “…Why don’t you have a clan?”

      His sensei’s hand almost twitched, coming to a stop from his scrawling, before he focused all of his attention on Tobio. “I tried, once, when I was a few years older than you.”

      Well, now he was curious. “Who’d you get?”

      “Centipedes. They didn’t take kindly to me, but were gracious enough to only leave me with a light case of poisoning.”

      The mood took a little bit a dive after that, but they continued their training for the next few sessions together. It wasn’t until the third that Tobio had enough proficiency in drawing the seals for his sensei’s liking. Mostly because when you could keep your hand from shaking, and had exacting physiological control, drawing wasn’t that hard.

      He could be better, but for now, it was good enough.

      It wasn’t hard to tell that his sensei still wanted to decline him. Yet with his newfound offensive power and existing durability, Tobio was confident that he’d at least live. Then again, maybe all those shinobi that died or were delimbed felt the same way.

      …Okay, maybe he wasn’t as confident anymore.

      “I can’t find any reasons to say no at this point,” the man grunted, looking chagrined. “Are you ready?”

      “Yep!” He nodded, grinning broadly.

      “On the count of three,” Tekuno-sensei chanted, looking at the seal and his student with unerring precision. “One, two, three!”

      Those intricate patterns of ink and blood spilled forth from the palm of his hand as he slammed it against the pattern he’d drawn. In an instant, he felt the pull on his chakra, as Tobio’s entire being was beginning to be tugged. It felt almost reminiscent of the teleportation from the Tag-In Jutsu, but… bigger, like there was something titanic pulling him along for the ride, in that void between spaces.

      And then, in a puff of smoke and one blink, he was gone. When he opened his eyes again, he was… well, far enough away from the climate and temperature of Konoha that it would have clued him in that he wasn’t in the Land of Fire anymore. That was before his senses cast out, taking note of anything and everything for miles around, but paying special attention for major chakra signatures. His gaze, however, did its best to take in the various sights around him.

      Parts of the Land of Fire almost entirely reminded him of the gigantic redwood trees of his Earth, even if the result only bore a superficial resemblance. That was because Hashirama had been fond of making the most stupidly large trees for no reason. Maybe the guy just really likes making a phallic, masculine statement by spreading his seed all over the place.

      Who could say?

      These trees weren’t exactly on the level of those monsters, but the fact that they distantly reminded him of the Forest of Death was a surprise. Huge, unyielding pines surrounded him, with the scent of sap and old wood in the air. More curiously were the other things that he picked up, as he focused in on the sizable chakra signatures popping up on his supernatural radar.

      Directly ahead of him, in the wide, massive path carved through the forest, were figures at the edge of what resembled some kind of village. Past the massive gate and wall of pallisades, made of massive timbers shoved into the earth in a haphazard fashion. Huge, shambling shapes moved around, the kind that made the bear he’d slew before look small. Not all of them were that big, but enough of them were to make him a little nervous.

      If there was a saving grace, it was that he was pretty sure they were otherwise occupied and not paying a great deal of attention to anything beyond their walls at that moment. The thick, cloying scent of mead in the air spoke to that much, as he tried to think about anything other than their possible threatening response, or how much he tool craved booze deep in the seat of his soul.

      Getting closer to the structures ahead of him, Tobio could acknowledge that perhaps he’d been a little hasty in calling it a village in the conventional sense. Some of it was similar, in the same way a child’s imitation of a house could be understood to be one thing, but just uncanny enough to not quite qualify. While their construction was unmistakably built in such a fashion that he could tell what the rough purpose of the totem poles, or massive homes might be, enough was just off enough to make him think twice about any concrete guesses. Nor did he think they were built with human means and concepts in mind.

      The choice to have wooden homes that were halfway dug into the gigantic hill were more of an objective, purposeful choice. Many of them reminded him faintly of Nordic longhouses, though the bears themselves were not so rigid and limited to that specific historical theme.

      They came in all sorts of colors, like black, red, deep browns, and light blondes, fur patterns a riot of varying colors. In all shapes and sizes, from those that were reasonably around the size of a grizzly, to something that was much, much larger, a massive, warehouse-sized figure snoozing off in the distance. Nor were they sedate in their drinking, as the revelry was impossible to mistake as anything but. It was a violent one, but one he could recognize various events all the same as being good-natured. Things like wrestling, as two behemoths snarled in the middle of a ring carved out of the dirt. Or the way they drank out of gnarled wooden casks, and boasted in an accent that seemed suspiciously foreign to the Elemental Nations. Hell, even their clothing and arms, what little there was, reminded him of Viking stylings.

      He was a small, tiny figure, coming into a world built for people so much bigger than him. Yet even so, he walked forward and tried to stave off whatever tension he had on this approach. It wasn’t long before someone noticed him.

      It was one of the lighter blonde ones, with its beard tied up into three small braids, and gray fur around the snout. Several scars lined across its eye and the left half of its face, while a huge, engraved pauldron sat on the left shoulder, and a necklace with a skull he couldn’t recognize rested around its neck.

      “Oi, oi, oi,” it grumbled, voice like a gravelly, old man spoke, lifting itself from a seated position to standing, towering easily in the range of several stories tall. “What’s this human cub doing here?” That was enough to set off a small riot of curious voices, as so many of them filtered through the crowd, as big, toothy skulls turned his direction.

      “A human cub?”

      “Here?”

      “Must have gotten lost.”

      “How’d he get lost, you daft fuck?”

      “There’s no need for the hurtful language, Olaf.”

      “Smells fierce.”

      “Your sense of smell is shot, Ukko. You say that about everyone.”

      It was a cacophony of noise, as all sorts of bears took notice, stopping their revelry to regard Tobio with the kind of curious stares you’d give a rare wild animal. At the very least, it wasn’t hostility. Even if the blonde one’s expression didn’t fill him with friendliness.

      Especially as he growled in a low rumble, silencing the rest of the chatter. Shooting a brief look over his shoulder to see that the rest of them were silenced, he turned back to look at Tobio with a pensive frown. “…Hmm. How’d you get here, lad?”

      “I reverse-summoned myself to find a Summon Clan to contract with,” he explained, trying his best to keep the nerves from showing. “And I got you guys.”

      “Well, we’re not pricks, so we’re not gonna maul you, but you’ve come to the wrong place,” the main bear spoke, looking none too pleased at the interruption of their festivities, as he lifted a paw and pointed at Tobio. “You’re too small! Too weak! I bet you can’t even take a drink like a real man. Maybe come by in a few years, eh, and we’ll see if you’ve fattened up some.”

      There were a lot of things that Tobio could take as an insult. He could understand being called small, because he was, at least by their perspective. Someone calling him weaker? A little hurtful, but a lot of these bears were literally house-sized; they were bound to be stronger than him if Embers of the Heroic Age wasn’t active.

      But there was one thing, and one thing in particular, he could not abide. Deriding his ability to drink.

      “…What did you just say?”

      With a wet snort, the house-sized bear spoke again. “So says Otso, that you’re small! No muscles, all wiry, and you can’t even drink! Not like adult Humans are much better, anyway. Just go on your way.”

      Tobio’s fists clenched together so hard he felt his joints pop before he relocated them again. Looking up at the bear, he ran his tongue along the front of his teeth, before he found the words rising out of his gullet unbidden. “Without even giving me a chance…?”

      “The only tests we take for our contractors are the ability to fight, or the ability to drink. And you can do neither, even with that oversized toothpick on your back.”

      “What didst yond fooleth just sayeth about me?” His companion’s voice echoed in the back of his mind, growing just as cool and frustrated as him. “…You must break them.”

      For once, sword spirit and wielder were in total agreement. If the bears didn’t want to accept that he was worthy, that was fine. He’d prove that he was worthy.

      “…No.”

      Otso blinked in surprise, confusion writ large on his features. “No? What do you mean, no?”

      “I meant no, I’m not taking your dumbass answer, old man!” There were a couple of gasps among the various bears as they looked at each other. “I’m challenging you lot to a drinking and fighting competition, right here, right now. I’ll fight as much as I drink, or die trying.”

      Out of the various things that they might have been expecting, Otso included, this willful defiance wasn’t it. Maybe that thought he’d have been cowed into shape by their size, or apparent ferocity. If he’d been a regular twelve-year-old Genin, that probably would have been the case.

      Tobio was literally built differently, inside and out, however. The notion that he would give up at such a simple speedbump to his progress was inconceivable to him. And in this moment, his sword spirit and he were in total agreement about some things.

      Sometimes a man had to take a stand.

      “Do you even know what you’re asking, runt? What we make our mead out of? How easily we could CRUSH YOU?!” He roared, as if that was going to scare Tobio.

      He’d piledriven a man to his expected death with nary a thought in his head. As if this overstuffed fur carpet was going to scare him!

      “Yeah, I do, so let’s get moving, gramps! Or are you too scared to admit you’d lose to a child?”

      It was as if the man looked shocked at the very prospect, trembling in either anger or confusion. Tobio wasn’t sure which was which, as the older bear clenched his teeth and spoke in a low growl. “Tor. Get the mead.”

      “Chief, are you sure this, uh—”

      “GET THE MEAD!”

      “RIGHT AWAY, CHIEF!” One of the various bears around him ambled off out of sight, heading into one of the massive longhouses.

      That was when Otso’s eyes narrowed down at Tobio. “When you die from kidney failure, don’t blame me. Blame your own arrogance.”

      “Kidney failure?” Tobio scoffed. “Sir, I run on alcohol.” Internally, Tobio began to transmute his body into a machine that processed alcohol, to the expense of everything else. Even if he didn’t think he needed it…

      Why wouldn’t you cheat when you were already ahead?

      “We’ll be drinking, and if you’re still upright after that, then we’ll be fighting,” Otso informed him. “Not that you’ll be making it that far.”

      “We’ll see, gramps.”

      It didn’t take long for the bear that’d run off to return, with two huge kegs for each of them. Well, one was much bigger than the other, but that was understandable. What was a barrel for Tobio was a tankard for these fuckers.

      “We’ll drink until we’ve hit the end of our barrels, and then keep going till we can’t drink any more. Are you prepared?”

      Tobio barely heard his words, staring down at the amber fluid, sloshing in the barrel in front of him. Every single cell in his body, unbidden, was prepared for the impending alcohol. It felt as if for the first time, he’d become a Mixed Blood in truth, and not just in name. Oh, to be sure, he’d dived deep into the well of violence over the last few months.

      He’d slain more people than he would have ever thought possible. But had he indulged in the other half of his bloodline? Debauchery and vice not only in excess, but to the point of madness. His mouth felt dry, in dreadful anticipation.

      Looking up at Otso, there was a feverish light in his eyes, teeth bared in something between a snarl and a grin. “I’m ready.”

      “THEN DRINK!” The bear lifted up his massive keg, so much bigger than Tobio’s barrel. And Tobio followed suit, his own superhuman strength allowing him to heft it up. And then, when the first drop hit his tongue…

      Oh.

      Oh no.

      “OH YES!” His sword spirit giggled in absolute delight.

      This was the color to his life he’d been missing, wasn’t it? It was like realizing he’d only been seeing the world in an incomplete palette, or listening to things in mono and not stereo. So much depth and flavor, the richness of the mead, how long it must have been aged, and were those hints of green apple he tasted—

      Oh, this was going to be a problem, but not for Tobio. They’d given a descendant of Oni access to alcohol. Everything that happened after this was on them.

    
    

    
      


      In the annals of the Bear Clan, certain legends were spoken of. When they came to these lands before the great chieftains were gone, when the epics had yet to be written, and every bear was the master of their own saga, they spoke of what humanity had once been. They spoke of men of honor, men of vision, men of great and terrible ambition, striding across the land like heroes of old.

      It was in those days, before skulduggery took hold in the hearts of men, that the Bears answered the call. They would walk alongside these heroes, weaving these great and terrible tales across the landscape. Axe and odachi in hand, their Summoners might not have been paragons of virtue… but they had been men who could carry the weight of the world.

      They fought with smiles on their faces, with bared fangs, and in the light of the day. Each of them was covered in a coat of scars, and they were petty chiefs, rulers of tiny fiefdoms, or wandering adventurers who slew and ravaged. Heroes in the old sense of the world, great and terrible, for their generosity was boundless, and their rage was endless in equal measure.

      But times changed.

      Such is the remit of the turning of the wheel, until the stars burn out and the cycle begins again. Yet it didn’t make it hurt any less for the Bears, as they saw men turn from the forthright path. The children of those awful, vainglorious, stout, flawed heroes became men of iniquity. Instead of choosing to fight their battles headfirst and head-on, they stole, thieved, and used the gifts the Sage spread for a darker path.

      And in time, the Bears turned away from them, in the hopes that the wheel would turn once more. It was like the world to spin ever on, with epochs and ages to transform themselves anew. With time, it was the hope that the sons and daughters of mankind would one day produce a new champion once again.

      They would be a titan amongst men, and the Bears would know them for their fatal flaws. Hubris, arrogance, rage, vice, and in turn, they would be known for their boons. Loyal beyond all reason to their friends, open-handed with their generosity to the point of ruin, and most importantly?

      Such a child of men would be able to drink. So after however many years had passed since they last walked astride the Elemental Nations…

      “CHUG! CHUG! CHUG!”

      Their heroes had returned to them, and they were as magnificent and flawed as ever.

      “HE’S STILL GOING?!” One of their number cried, halfway between incredulousness and awe.

      “THIS KID IS UNSTOPPABLE!”

      Another had far more pragmatic reasons to cheer for Tobio’s success, though. “I’VE WON SO MUCH BETTING ON HIM!”

      Tobio didn’t know where he was, what he was, or even what day it was. His brain was an organ that was hyperspecialized to the purpose of insanity, exclusively so he could perform the motion of hefting up his barrel to drain it dry. His liver was a construct specifically designed to filter alcohol to the best of its ability. Those kidneys of his were… doing something, he wasn’t entirely sure at this point, but they were certainly working to their utmost in that moment.

      Every single blood vessel in his body was meant to carry booze, a network of roads for the explicit purpose of housing mead. Eyes alight with a feverish fire, he felt himself floating away on a cloud with each gulp, further and further away from sanity. But so what?

      Sanity was overrated.

      “This is the best day of my life!” His sword spirit squealed, sounding as if she was enjoying things just as much as him. That was nice.

      Eventually, they hit a tipping point, though. When he just couldn’t keep up with the sheer amount Otso was drinking, not with how unfairly large the man was. If Tobio could generate the mass ex nihilo to become a larger creature, maybe he would have done so. For now… he had to settle for what he could.

      Though it did mean he was defeated, if by a surprisingly narrow margin. Otso slammed his keg down, standing up, and reaching out suddenly for Tobio. The boy, drunk as he was, found his reflexes dulled too swiftly to resist the man’s grasp, as those clawed mitts wrapped around his waist. And then…

      Being held aloft, as countless bear faces roared out their approval and delight, while Otso added his voice above the din.

      “HEAR ME, I OTSO, SON OF ILLMARINEN THE FORGER, PROCLAIM THIS HUMAN CUB A BEAR-FRIEND!”

      A wave of noise crashed against Tobio as he felt it wash over him, blinking blearily. “W-What?”

      “THIS CUB HAS OUTDRUNK SEVERAL OF YOU MANGY FUCKS THIS DAY, AND HAS PROVEN HIMSELF ONE OF US… ALMOST!” Otso yelled, still holding Tobio aloft like a small child. “BUT ONE THING AWAITS US… THE CIRCLE!”

      “THE CIRCLE!”

      Many voices came forth in unison as he found himself being carried through the crowd by Otso. They came to an earthen pit, a massive one, that he was unceremoniously tossed into. It was almost too late for him to twist onto his feet, but he managed it, just as Otso crashed into the pit.

      He was huge, all bulk and fur, teeth bared in a feral grin. “My apologies, lad. I was not familiar with your ferocity, and I did not entreat with you in good faith.”

      “It’s cool?” Tobio spoke, asking more than telling in his drunken confusion, letting out a burp as he reached for his sword.

      “But one last thing separates you, young man, from becoming our Contractor! To prove your mettle, and your strength!”

      …Fuck it, he was in for a penny, in for a pound. Tobio squared up against the massive wall of total fuck-off death and turned off his brain. It didn’t serve much of a purpose, anyway, drunk as he was and with his blood roaring.

      Meaning he promptly exploded forward in a flash of fire, a yell of rage leaving his mouth, and matching the one Otso sent forth right back. It was time to nut up or shut up. What did he expect with a clan of bears when it came to what they desired out of the shinobi they’d bind with?

      Tobio exploded forth through the air, and for a few fleeting moments, he was free. Sweaty, his face carved into a rictus grin, at the edge of any sense of sanity, he was free. Free from worries about the future, about whether it was going to be up to him to save the day, about that strike that Otso was winding up with his claws—

      It was nice.

      “Dodge!” His companion yelled, fright filling her voice.

      All good things had to come to an end eventually, and his break from reality only lasted for a few seconds. It was a nice time away from his responsibilities, before the world came knocking again. Quite literally, in the form of a massive paw smacking into his torso.

      Otso might have hit him the hardest he’d ever hit. That was the thought that cut through the entirety of his drunken mind, cool and clear as a hot knife through butter. If he hadn’t possessed an unbreakable skeleton, Tobio would have had some broken ribs.

      Whether that had been from the initial strike or the sheer strength with which he slammed into the ground. Just the force of it took him aback, brain rocking for the briefest moment inside his skull. Then, he was getting up on shaky limbs, grin faltering for just the moment.

      Could he do this?

      Could he win this?

      It was rare for hum to have thoughts like that, but apparently getting drunk for the first time made him introspective. The fact that this wasn’t a fight to the death might be the only reason he was still alive. Well, Tobio was pretty sure this wasn’t a fight to the death.

      Even so, the doubt niggled in the back of his mind before being banished by a familiar voice.

      “Whether you can or can’t doesn’t matter,” his partner whispered. “You have to. So pull your pants up, use that weird thing you inserted in me, and win.”

      …She didn’t have to phrase World Arts like that. He planted the seed of a Balance Breaker inside of her; it probably didn’t hurt. Why was she such a baby?

      “YOU FUCKING FOOL, YOU’RE STILL IN A DUEL!”

      Oh, yeah. God, he was hammered.

      Otso had obviously taken advantage of Tobio’s stillness to charge, rushing forward on all fours with a roar. He was barreling down on the boy and would be there in seconds. No time to move, no enough strength to block, so he had to take stock of what options he had at his disposal at that moment.

      Just nothing but his indomitable will and the driving desire to be a hero. That would have to be enough, as he reached into the part of his soul connected to his zanpakutō. It wasn’t Shikai, it wasn’t Bankai, it wasn’t the bullshit third stage he heard about from a mobile game. This was something new, made manifest by nothing but his will, desire, and the hearty helping System chicanery.

      Every Balance Breaker was a culmination of a Sacred Gear’s power meeting their user’s desire. Where the rubber met the road, and something either gave way or transformed into something beautiful. For Tobio, he’d only ever had one goal since he’d arrived in this new world, and so, it latched onto that concept.

      That beautiful, impossible goal.

      “BALANCE BREAKER.”

      “What in f—” His sword’s confusion was writ large as he felt his chakra reserves begin to fall, as something began to emerge from his blade.

      Armor slowly began to materialize out of nothing, slapping tightly around his arm. It started from his fingers to form a sort of pseudo-kote, then moved slowly up, solidified out of nothing but chakra, will, and his own stubborn resolve. Piece by piece, moving past his shoulder, part of the right side of his chest, and then the right side of his face. Each piece of a samurai’s regalia, rather than a shinobi’s, something that he might have liked to think on if the situation hadn’t been so dire.

      His soul wasn’t strong enough to cover everything, as his body found itself covered in a sode, tare, and grinning oni-themed menpo. Compared to the full suit that he suspected would one day be able to cover him in its entirety, this would have to be enough. But the boost from his much would be enough, as he felt his body swell with strength and speed. All while the mask that covered the right side of his features finished forming, a long horn jutting up where his brow would be, while the scowling features of a beast were shown to the world.

      “HERO WITH A THOUSAND FACES.”

      This was who he was, underneath everything, when you stripped down all the pretensions and desires. Someone who wanted to save the day. For whatever reason, though, that seemed to be precisely what the bear wanted to see or hear, as he rushed forward with a glee, trying to slam into Tobio.

      And failed.

      “WHAT?” Otso barked, as Tobio’s small body stopped his much larger one, sheer force and strength straining but managing to do so, as his natural might was amplified to superhuman heights. “WHAT IS THIS?!”

      “HEROISM!” Tobio laughed back as he nudged his blade and made the gigantic bear go barreling past him, stumbling as the boy smiled. “What, you’ve never seen a Hero before?”

      With a pause, his foe got back to his feet, looking amused. “I appear to have doubted you once again and underestimated what you were capable of. Perhaps I’m getting too cocky in my old age.”

      “Probably, Gramps.”

      “Chit.”

      “You gonna swing at me again, or we gonna talk all day?”

      With a belly-shaking laugh, Otso grinned. “Let us continue then.”

      And then there was nothing but the din of claws and blades, crashing against one another…

      There was a difference between fighting a person-sized target and a gigantic, monstrous figure. Tobio wouldn’t have ever thought that would be on his list of priorities, but alas, it was true. The things a fighter had to be concerned about, let alone a shinobi, were different.

      It wasn’t a matter of jutsu or thrown kunai, but the sheer bulk of Otso that was the threat. Each errant swipe of his claws, each snapping bite of his jaws, every ponderous and heavy shift of his weight to try and crush Tobio…

      Adapting for a ninja would have been difficult. But Tobio wasn’t just a ninja, was he? The boy had all of the trained instincts of a Barbarian resting in the back of his mind, waiting to be unleashed. Combating the whims of a gigantic monster was just a Tuesday for them.

      He leapt and twisted out of the way of a blow, landing on Otso’s back as he ran and slashed at the same time. The strikes weren’t so deep as to hit anything vital, but they were certainly painful, as the man got up onto all fours to try and shake him off.

      A notion that failed, as he glued his feet with chakra adhesion and began to stab. The roars that spilled forth told him that he was doing a good job, as did the thick streams of blood. “YOU LITTLE PRICK!”

      The Mixed-Blood laughed and cried at the same time, body burning all the while from the inside out. Sweat was pouring down his back in thick, making his hair feel sticky and wet against his scalp, and he was almost positive his heart should not be going through palpitations like that. Yet even so… he loved it. “FUCK YOU, OLD MAN!”

      Tobio’s gramps did not, in fact, properly surrender. Instead, he merely did the intelligent thing with a gnat on his back. He began to fall back, with the intent on crushing Tobio beneath it. It was a good plan, considering how slurred his thoughts and actions were from the drink.

      Hell, the plan even succeeded, as the Mixed Blood was crushed beneath thousands of pounds of weight. The real problem was when Otso began to feel something wiggling underneath him, and incredulously… felt the sensation of his body beginning to be lifted up.

      Under normal circumstances, Tobio would never have been able to lift such a heavy weight. But a Balance Breaker changed the rules; it made the impossible possible, as his limbs and muscles were reinforced to new heights, as he found his leverage in the dirt and hefted the huge bear up.

      Slowly but surely, dead-lifting the bear… and then throwing him. “HO!”

      “WHAT?” Otso shouted, sprawling onto his stomach as he went soaring through the air, more shocked than anything else as Tobio began to stomp toward him with shaking limbs. Dust and dirt was kicked up in the bear’s wake, but frankly, the shock seemed to be keeping him from continuing the battle further.

      “Did he just lift Otso?”

      “That tiny cub?”

      “They must be feeding human cubs something special.”

      “I don’t think most human children can, buddy.”

      With whatever strength remained, Tobio was going to prove himself to this bear. Or die trying.

      “Maybe avoid the dying part.”

      OR DIE TRYING.

      A long-suffering sigh escaped the blade on his back. “…Good lord, you’re such a fool…”

      “Wait,” Otso yelled as he got to his feet. “I’m not such a fool as to keep fighting in the face of such unmistakable valor and bravery. Lesser men than you would have wept facing me down.”

      Tobio paused, control over his Balance Breaker wavering. “…Does that mean I win?”

      After all that?

      The smile that Otso sent his way was almost grandfatherly, or at least as much as a bear could look it. “Aye, lad. I had not thought I had much to learn about this world, yet even now, I am surprised by the indomitable spirit of men. So I thank you, and ask…”

      “Will you become our summoner?”

      There was silence in the crowd that watched them, before nothing but a roar and cheer sprang forth around them. Each and every bear, cub, and old biddie stomping their feet or jumping up and down. It was deafening, but Tobio couldn’t feel most of it. His body was…

      Well, being caught underneath Otso’s back did some damage. He’d just put it like that. Even so, he grinned and didn’t think twice about his answer. “Of course.”

      And then, the cheering was redoubled, as Otso’s smile became even wider. “Oh my, there’s so much to do! We’ve got to get you to sign the contract, and then put you in the clan annals, and then—”

      It was around that point when Tobio began to feel the tug of a summoning. If he were being honest, he’d kind of forgotten he’d been on an hour-long time limit. Quite a bit had happened in that hour, and he’d gotten… distracted. Even the feeling of his armor beginning to dissipate, as the colossal cost of his Balance Breaker beginning to fade back into the sea of his soul.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” he barked, holding up his hands. “My sensei is about to summon me back! I’ll be back in a minute, alright?”

      Otso, and the many other confused bears, barely got a moment to open their mouths to speak before he felt himself being ripped through the void once more. Then, plopped right back down into the original summoning circle, blinking at the sudden transition in light, and looking at his horrified sensei.

      “…What the hell happened to you?”

      There was a faint sense of awe and terror in his sensei’s voice at those words. Which was fair, Tobio had a pretty good idea of how bad he looked at the moment. He felt great, though.

      Giving his sensei a beaming grin, the boy with battered, bruised skin, blood caked over his forehead, a torn shirt, a completely undone ponytail, and innumerable cuts looked unperturbed by the damage done to him. “I made some new friends.”

      Naturally, that was where his sensei had a few questions as to what had happened. Tobio was more than happy to oblige.
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      It went without saying that his sensei had a few questions. More than a few, really, considering how badly cut, bludgeoned, and bruised Tobio was. The last time the man had seen him this ragged, he’d basically been ground meat in Takigakure, so his concern was fairly understandable. Tobio usually won his fights, and if he’d had to keep battling Otso, that winning streak would have come to a swift end. There was no shame in admitting when he was more than a little outmatched… and drunk.

      “Lemme get this straight,” Tekuno spoke, breathing through his nostrils slowly to settle himself. It wasn’t hard to tell his sensei was a little frazzled, but also relieved, just by the set of his shoulders as he looked down at Tobio. “Not only did you make contact with a clan of Summons I’ve never heard of, you got into a drinking competition with one of their elders, and proceeded to hold your own.”

      Tobio nodded, grinning toothily at his poor, overworked, anxious sensei. “Uh-huh, uh-huh.”

      “Then after that, drunk off your gourd, you then proceeded to get into a knockdown, brutal fight, where you were crushed underneath… I dunno, hundreds of pounds of weight?”

      The boy hummed noncommittally in agreement at that estimation. It seemed a little low, since he was pretty sure the bear he was fighting had been in the scale of thousands of pounds. Grizzly bears back home could reach almost a ton in terms of weight, and Otso was even larger than any ursine on the fossil record by far. Correcting his sensei didn’t feel as if it’d do the older man’s nerves any favor, though, so Tobio keptt his observation to himself..

      “Something like that.” Whatever powers of deception that Tobio possessed weren’t enough to completely slide his feelings on the matter past his sensei. Blessedly, the man didn’t confront him on them.

      “Okay…” Tekuno sighed, eyes shutting closed. “Well, we can call it a tentative success if nothing else. Do you need to get back there right now, or can it wait till later?”

      Tobio winced, some of it from the aching feeling of his wounds, but mostly from the timing of when he’d been pulled away. “It… wasn’t the best time to pluck me out of the scene, admittedly.”

      With a huff, the man nodded slowly, hands perched on his hips. “We’ll send you back, don’t worry. Are you feeling okay? You look, uh…” Awful? Bad? Yes, the boy was aware of it and how he felt, but ultimately that was just pain, which could be ignored. You’d be amazed at what you could work through when you were able to turn off your pain receptors. Not great in the long-term, but he could always heal from anything that didn’t kill him anyway.

      “I’ve been better,” Tobio admitted, shooting his sensei a bloody grin. “But gimme a trip to the medic-nin’s, and I’ll be right as rain.”

      The sigh that erupted out of his sensei was a soul-deep one, as he gently nudged his tutee back to the summoning circle. “Let’s get you back in the ring, before they think twice about having you sign the scroll.”

      “I think I made a good impression, so I doubt they’d backtrack.”

      “Maybe they would, if they knew what a headache your antics are,” his sensei snarked, rolling his eyes at Tobio’s nonchalance.

      It didn’t take him very long to be shunted back across the blind eternities, to wherever the hell Summons ended up living. And before very long, he was there in front of Otso once again, beaming like the golden child he was. Well, covered in blood and battered beyond belief, but that sort of thing seemed like it only served to endear him all the more to the various bears. If they were the sort to want soft, svelte contractors, he would have never had them as his closest spiritual connection in the first place.

      “You’ve returned? Good,” the blonde bear grunted, lifting his bulk off of the ground as Tobio approached. “Come, come. If you’re to sign our scroll, you’ve got to speak with the eldest.”

      Logically, Tobio knew that the bears had elders, but he’d been presuming that Otso had been one of their number. His confusion was writ large across his features, as he walked swiftly to keep up with his guide’s long gait. “The eldest?”

      “The oldest we can still wake up, anyway,” the massive bear explained, leading him through the party that seemed to have intensified in his absence. “Our people, as we grow older, tend to sleep for longer and longer, until… one day, we slip into a slumber that we’ll never return from.”

      Tobio blinked. “I’m… sorry?”

      “Don’t be,” the massive male bear shook his head. “They’re with the ancestors now, feasting and fighting till we’re called for war once more, at the end of all things.” If it worked for the giant bears, he wasn’t going to begrudge them for a system that worked for their society. Judging them on the basis of human morality felt like it’d already be a failing proposition from the start.

      That didn’t mean he wasn’t a little curious, as he was guided along the well-trodden dirt paths through the village. “Is this a disease or something, that’s afflicting your elders?” Because if so, it wasn’t without merit that his Elixir might be able to solve a bit of the problem.

      A low, rumbling consideration poured forth from the fair bear. “Mm, not as you’d see it, though other Clans would say otherwise,” he admitted, as they came toward a massive cave opening, carved into the earth. “As our people age, we begin to accumulate natural energy passively.”

      That was enough to make Tobio almost trip over himself, face whipping toward Otso. “Sage chakra?! You guys naturally mix Sage Chakra?”

      “No, that’s the result of mixing chakra and natural energy. If we had a sage, we could likely prevent the end result of this process or curtail it, but…”

      Whatever he was going to say was null and void as they headed down the large, rounded pathway, carved straight through solid rock. Torches were lit, more like braziers with their sheer size, on either side of the path. Nor were they bare, stone walls either. Surprisingly intricate carvings of ursine figures in scenes and settings that were hard to discern the events within were all around them, roughly made, as if they’d been scraped from the rock rather than done with tools. Perhaps that was the case in the end, considering the fucking daggers they had attached to their paws. Still, it was a bit eerie until they came to a sprawling, vast antechamber, where the lack of explanation made a touch more sense when he got a glimpse at the ‘elders’.

      Especially as he saw the sheer, almost endless size of the cave, as he adjusted his sight to acclimate to the low-light environment. In this cave complex, there were… dozens of bears? Hundreds? Maybe more, as they were shaped into the stone and the floor, over who knew how many generations. Massive, stone bears that might have been alive at some point or another. If they were all still living, breathing creatures, it could have been an awe-inspiring sight, a real force that could have brought one of the Elemental Nations to their knees, if they could have ever been brought to bear.

      Unfortunately, it seemed as if they’d accumulated enough natural energy that their bodies could no longer hold the change back. It was one thing to see it happen to the toads, or understand it was a thing that was feasible. Seeing it in person was another matter entirely. Huge forms, lying unmoving, like the finest carved statues that he’d ever seen, still as the grave among their own kith and kin. “Jesus fucking christ…” Tobio breathed out, eyes shining with quiet awe.

      “This is the graveyard, cub of man. And this is where many of our elders rest, in preparation for their final slumber.” Tobio couldn’t tell if this entire situation was remarkably fucked, or if it was pretty tame compared to most deaths he’d seen. It wasn’t even a violent end, just…

      One day, you’d go to sleep, and you wouldn’t wake up. You’d become a stiff, unmoving statue for all eternity.

      Something about that seemed profoundly sad to him, but he didn’t have the words to enunciate what it might have been. Nearer to the entrance of the antechamber were bears that were actually still alive, large as all of the rest of their kin, but sleeping. Soundly snoring or muttering softly in dialects he couldn’t even recognize.

      All of them, now that he was paying attention to it, were radiating some strange energy. Tobio hadn’t really ever felt natural energy before, but now that he knew what he was looking for, it was impossible to miss. This graveyard was practically saturated in it, with the innumerable bodies that had returned all of their built-up excess to the environment once they met their demise.

      If it ever came to it, the place might have even been a pretty good spot to train Sage mode. Tobio didn’t think he’d need it, but he didn’t think he’d have ever aimed for a Summon Contract either. Who knew what he’d end up desiring to train into the future? And Sage Mode, for all of the hassles that went into acquiring it, was a natural way to gain more power that wasn’t reliant on perks.

      The bear they seemed to be moving toward wasn’t the biggest out of the bunch. In fact, they were oddly small, and with a coloring that seemed to be more black and white, like a panda, more than any of the other bears he’d seen so far. That did take Tobio by surprise, admittedly, as it snored in what appeared to be a sturdy hammock strung up between two stalagmites.

      Estimating just based on the raw size, it was only a little larger than Tekuno-sensei. For one of the bears around here, that seemed remarkably small, but Otso was approaching it with the kind of respect and reverence that one would only reserve for a respected figure. Or someone far and above stronger than them.

      “When we wake the elder, be sure to be respectful,” Otso rumbled. “Mind your etiquette with her. She’s a touch old-fashioned, and always cranky, but the old woman knows a lot.”

      “How old is she?” Tobio asked.

      “The oldest we can still rouse from hibernation, and thus, the keeper of the contract scroll.” The large beast paused, before grumbling haphazardly underneath it’s breath. “…She’s still a pain in my haunches, though.”

      One gimlet eye cracked open from the panda’s face, as her gentle swaying stopped, and an impossibly scrutinizing brown eye stared forth at them. “I heard that, brat.”

      Otso winced, hastily backtracking on the spot. “Er, I what I meant to say was—”

      “Too late, I’ve already remembered it. Your insolence to your elders will be repeated in front of the ancestors, when I finally pass on,” the elder spoke, before she turned her head to look at Tobio. Her voice was raspy and old, the kind of elderly snarl that came from being relatively as ancient as fucking dirt. It felt as if he’d been stripped bare just with a single glance, too, like that singular opened eye could derive all of his secrets with a glance. “Who’s the runt?”

      It was all he could do not to bristle at the insult. “I’m not a runt,” Tobio insisted. “I’m perfectly normal for my age.”

      “That’s what all runts say, innit?”

      Tobio did his best not to think of awful, no good things about the elder that’d allow him to sign the scroll. Being able to freeze his facial muscles in place was a big help in that regard. Even if it didn’t stop her words from spilling forth as she stared at his face, her own features scrunching up.

      “Now you’re trying not to think awful, no good things about me, just because I’ll let you sign the scroll!”

      Okay, that did get a reaction out of him, as he gawped at her. Otso could only give a low, disgruntled sigh as the elderwoman cackled like a witch. “Did you read my mind?!”

      “No, no, this is just a thing she does, no matter how much she might try to bullshit you that she’s read your mind,” Otso denied, looking as if he was tired of it.

      Still laughing, she slapped her stomach, looking positively pleased at the befuddled expression on Tobio’s face. Her mouth bore a toothy grin, more than a few teeth missing, and what remained were yellowed and worn. “Kekekeke! You brats are a few centuries too young to think a thought I’ve never had in this old skull of mine! Now c’mere, boy. If Otso’s bringing you here, there’s only one reason. Let Granny Meng take a look at you.”

      With a pause, he shot the older bear a worried look. He only got a shrug from Otso in return as the bear nudged him forward with a meaty mitt, not giving away anything. Frustrating as it might have been, he’d have to follow the command. Ambling up to the woman, he felt her paw reach out and begin batting across his face, shoulders, and chest.

      All the while, she nodded, as if it were confirmation of something that she could only see. “Mmm… yes…”

      “Are you looking for something in particular, or—”

      “Silence!” She hissed, slapping his shoulder brusquely. “I’m getting a feeling for things. You can’t rush this. What’s your name, anyway?”

      “Tobio, Tobio Nak—”

      Another slap to his shoulder, drawing a wince from him as she hit a tender bruise. “Didn’t I say silence?!”

      “You also said to tell you my name!”

      A scoff came from her. “Excuses. I swear, the youth these days…” Eventually, her hand drifted up to his forehead, tapping his forehead protector with a surprisingly delicate touch. “Hmm. You’ll need to get this adjusted when your rack comes in.”

      Excuse her?!

      He opened his mouth to ask precisely what she meant by this, but decided he really didn’t want to know. If memory served, all the old Summons were… on different levels of prophetic to some degree, or at least had significant amounts of uncanny insight. Usually, it was Tobio who had all the pervasive backstory knowledge. Being on the other foot for once was a bit uncomfortable.

      When her paws retracted, though, the words that came out of her mouth did catch him off guard. “…You’re a long way from home, too, aren’t you?”

      He stopped breathing, if only for a few seconds, as her second eye opened and peered at him. It was clouded over, but even so, Tobio felt like she could see him just fine with it. Or maybe something beyond that transitory flesh. The boy opened his mouth to say something, yet no words came out as his jaw worked back and forth.

      “You’ve had to go through many trials and tribulations to get here. Give up bits and pieces of who you are, to change into something new.” Her tone was growing more somber as she spoke, the remaining vestiges of humor beginning to seep out of her voice and posture. “Shedding that soft skin, blunt teeth, and supple paws for the hide of a true beast, bit by bit. Knowing full well that you’ll never quite be who you were before.”

      Tobio felt like his vision was beginning to swim, even if he wasn’t actually moving. His breath came out in short, panicked bursts, as his lungs worked back and forth. Just by putting voice to the most traitorous thoughts that he’d ever possessed, this old bear was about to throw him into a mild panic attack.

      Wasn’t that a bitch? Throwing himself into life-or-death situations wasn’t a problem at all, but poke at his insecurities with disturbingly canny insight, and now he was about to freak out. It made him feel pathetic. Or maybe it was just the fact that for the first time in a long time, he was being seen in a way he couldn’t just joke off. She could be way off, grasping at straws, with no idea of what she was talking about… yet he didn’t think that was the case.

      There were some secrets, some blunt admissions, that he could never truly admit. Never truly look too deep at it, lest he discover that he wasn’t all himself anymore. Some of it he could revel in, like the confidence, pain tolerance, and overall cool ninja powers. His new life wasn’t that bad when you only focused on the positives.

      It didn’t mean there weren’t downsides. That he didn’t think, sometimes, for fleeting moments, how fucked up it was to be a child soldier. Or when there were the briefest, foreign desires for blood, viscera, and gore that rose at the periphery of his senses, before being strangled into submission.

      Whatever spiral he was threatening to fall into, what he hadn’t expected were strong, soft arms to wrap around him. He was being pulled into Granny Meng’s embrace, as if she wished to make all of his complicated thoughts slip away. It was the softest, snuggest hug he’d ever received, and it took everything in him not to immediately slump against her cuddly panda frame in that moment. “…Despite it all, you’re still you, brat. I can tell that much. So stop thinking those complicated thoughts. It doesn’t fit a hero like you.”

      The answer to his panic attack was apparently a soft hug from a geriatric panda. His life was too fucking weird these days to be believed. Was this what it meant to be stranger than fiction? Eventually, Granny Meng released him, though that feeling of being seen in a way no one else had managed didn’t recede with his falling panic.

      Especially when she stared at him for a few moments more with that serious, piercing stare of hers. Right up until she all but deflated on the spot, letting out a long, drawn-out sigh, as if she’d been defeated. “…Fine. I will admit, you did well finding this one and bringing him to me, Otso. He’s got the right stuff.”

      “As if I would let any layabout this far into our territory,” Otso huffed, looking mildly aggrieved.

      “Damn ingrate, just take the compliment for what it is. And you!” She turned back to Tobio. “It’s time to get you signed onto our contract. One moment…” He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but he hadn’t imagined that her paws would reach into her fur. It was rummaging around, out of sight, in a fashion that faintly reminded him of the concept of hammerspace. It was like a routine you’d see in a cartoon, rather than real life.

      A comparison that was even more accurate when she pulled out a massive scroll from her fur, making him blink. Her pulling out what appeared to be an inkwell and a brush from the dense, black and white patterns on her body only added to his confusion.

      “Where did it all come from?”

      “Where did what come from?” Meng innocently asked, a twinkle of mischief in her eyes.

      “…” He stared at her, and she stared back, an impossibly smug smirk on her face as she hopped off her hammock, beginning to roll out the massive scroll.

      With a snort, Otso padded over a little closer. “As fun as it is to watch you toy with the boy, perhaps we should begin going over his responsibilities and expectations as a signatory to your contract.”

      “Bah! You ruin all my fun! Hastening my inevitable transformation to a fancy rock with all of this stress…” Meng grumbled before motioning for him to come closer. “We’ll start with the basics, boy.”

      Pointing at the language on the scroll, it genuinely did take Tobio a moment to parse what he was looking at. But it did make a little more sense the longer that he peered at it. Summon contracts were weird in that the clan effectively gained a chakra signature of their signatory, which was how they could summon them and be summoned in turn. He suspected it tended to get a little fuzzy when it came to someone with multiple contracts, but that happened so rarely that it was unlikely to be an issue.

      After all, most ninja never signed even one Summon Clan. How many actually managed to nab more than one in their lifetime? Tobio was willing to bet that in the entire history of the Elemental Nations, the number could be counted on one hand.

      “As a signatory, you will be expected to assist us in our grievances when it comes to specific shinobi or Clans of note in the Elemental Nations,” Meng explained, gently tapping a claw against the edge of the scroll. “Though this is within reason. Noncombatants bring no honor to slay, and thus will never be targets for our ire. It’s more likely you’ll merely have requests to slay the wielders of rival Summon contracts.”

      Honestly, all of that sounded perfectly normal to him so far, so Tobio nodded in agreement. “Got it. What else?”

      “Not as much as you’d think. We’re fighters, by and large, so the utility you might have received with other Clans will be admittedly lesser. BUT…” The old panda preened with no small amount of pride. “As your chakra grows, you’ll be able to summon older and older bears, awakening those that remain for war. It’s one of the few things that can wake those old bastards up, at least for a time.”

      He frowned. “Wouldn’t they prefer to, like, I dunno, say goodbye to their friends and family?”

      “If they’re down here, they’ve already said their goodbyes,” Otso chimed in. “It’ll be fine.”

      “You can also summon other bears, smaller ones, too,” Meng pointed out, before pausing and raising a claw. “In fact, your chakra reserves are impressive for a boy your age, but if you managed to summon anyone bigger than Otso within the next few years, I’d be shocked.”

      It wasn’t an unfair thing to say, presuming that Tobio didn’t somehow manage to increase his chakra reserves artificially. They were already pretty big for his age, but he wasn’t Naruto, who could bring forth boss summons at the age of twelve. At the moment, he’d be lucky if he could even bring forth someone like Otso, and that was pushing things.

      “Anything else I need to know?”

      “Beyond that, you may receive specific requests or requirements on a bear-to-bear basis, but no,” Otso shook his head. “It’s been so long since we’ve had a contractor, I don’t think any of us would have a reason to decline a summons, provided you have the chakra to pull us in.”

      “For now…” Meng looked at his wounds before bluntly grabbing her brush and swiping it across one of his open wounds. It tinged the bristles in his lifeblood as she pushed the handle into his grasp. “Sign. S’a good thing you were half-dead already.”

      Frankly, he didn’t see much of a reason to deny her the request. It was the entire reason why he’d even come here. Refusing at this juncture would have been insane, so Tobio reached out to take the brush and begin to put his signature where he read the others. Most of them were old, in dialects or formations of the common language that were barely understandable to him, but that was just something that came with the passage of time.

      One day, there’d be another signature on the Bear contract, when his own was aged and out of date. Pulling his brush back from the signature, he glanced back at the old woman. “That was a lot less dramatic than I was expecting.”

      She snorted, rolling her eyes at his response. “What, did you expect some sort of cosmic reward? Signing with our Clan ought to be reward enough.”

      “Well—” Tobio opened his mouth to speak, right as the System interrupted his words.

      [HIDDEN QUEST COMPLETED: SIGN A SUMMON CONTRACT.]
[REWARD: 1x MODERATE ARTIFICE OR DOMINION PERK.]
​

      Ah, there it was. He pushed down the immediate satisfaction that came with managing to knock out one last perk for this month, though a satisfied gleam shone through his eyes all the same. Something Granny Meng took note of, as her eyes narrowed at him.

      “Something just happened, didn’t it? You suddenly got an expression like a cub that broke into the honey stores.”

      He gave her a sheepish smile in return. “Something like that. It’s a secret of mine I’m… not quite willing to share. Not yet.” Maybe not ever.

      “We’re not asking you to bare your soul for us, cub,” Otso reassured him. “Fight with us, be steadfast and a true warrior, and you’ll never have problems with our kin.”

      That was a relief. It wasn’t as if he didn’t trust them, but… well, no, it was exactly that. The secret of the System would likely be something he’d take to the grave. Just letting even the merest hint of it out into the wild was bound to bring him nothing but pain. As the old saying goes, two people could keep a secret if one of them were dead. And this was a secret worth killing for.

      “What’s next?” He asked, glancing between the two of them.

      “What’s next is that you go home! You’re still bleeding, bruised, and battered!” Otso demanded, reaching out with a heavy paw to poke his chest.

      Tobio winced in admission and pain of that fact. “Alright, alright, fair enough.”

      “When you’re recovered, we’ll revisit the topic of seeing what we can teach you. Some of the techniques our Contractors can use, for example,” Meng offered. And that was something he could prove genuinely excited for.

      While not all of the Summon clans had useful shit, most of it was at least divergent or foreign enough to the Elemental Nations as to not be predictable. Or, reliant on specific combinations of summoner and summon to work, with the benefit of being exceedingly powerful in exchange. That was based on what he could remember from the anime and manga, anyway.

      “I’m going to go get some rest, honestly,” Tobio agreed. “And my sensei’s probably beside himself with worry.”

      “Sounds like a good teacher,” Otso rumbled.

      “The best,” Tobio happily agreed, smiling at the two bears. “I’ll… see you guys later, I guess.” It didn’t take him that much longer to properly set up the seal to head back to Konoha, but it did feel as if there was a transition in his life at this moment. Or rather, a milestone.

      He had a ‘kekkai genkai’, he had the Summon contract, and theoretically, he even had a Clan once he’d finished all that paperwork Hiruzen had thrown at him. It meant that more than anything, after all this time… he was starting to become someone in this new world of his. More than anything else, it felt as if the life he was living had a future in truth.

      Maybe it always had, and he just didn’t feel accomplished enough to realize it. Or perhaps on the wake of the Konoha Crush, Tobio was just feeling kind of introspective.

    
    

    
      


      “You’re something else,” Tekuno huffed, as the two of them left the hospital. “I’m amazed you’re still walking.”

      Personally, Tobio was a little surprised at that fact. The damage report had been extensive from what the medics had told him, but they’d pumped enough medicinal chakra into his body that he’d bounced back, more or less. Anything extra would heal in due time.

      Or when he could sneakily use the Elixir, or Beniemiya. Either might do the trick to heal him up the rest of the way. Either way, he wasn’t tremendously worried about the matter.

      Tobio had bounced back from worse, and walked away tougher for the experience. “You know how sturdy I am.”

      “It’s unusual by the standards of most shinobi,” his sensei pointed out, as they walked along the cool Konoha streets. Night had come to pass by the time everything was wrapped up. “The vast majority don’t have your durability or capacity to bounce back from damage. It’s the reason why your whole deal is… such an oddity.”

      They were speaking evasively about the matter, but he knew what Tekuno meant. “As long as it keeps me alive, I’m not too chuffed about why it’s one way or another.”

      A laugh rolled out of the older man. “It’s just that simple?”

      He hummed, giving the statement some genuine thought for a few moments, before he responded. “It can be. I think the world’s a much simpler place than most people would like to admit. When you get past the superficial, complex reasons someone might spout for why they’re doing, or why something is important.”

      “Color me envious,” his sensei admitted. “I’ve got a tendency to overthink and introspect about a topic, over and over again.”

      Tobio shrugged. “It’s probably that attention to detail that makes you such a good trapmaker. And such a good sensei.”

      He sighed, looking away bashfully. “Aiya, my students are too kind to their sensei! I’ve got to go finish up a report, though. You gonna be good for the rest of the way to your apartment?”

      “I’ll be okay, sensei,” Tobio reassured him, smiling over at the man. “Go get a head start on whatever paperwork headaches I’ve given you.”

      “Oh? How magnanimous. I’ll remember your generosity when I come by eventually to get you to finish your Clan paperwork.”

      Tobio’s smile twitched. “A-Ah, let’s not be too hasty, sensei.”

      “Too late! I’m penciling it into my schedule after the exams!” The man smirked before disappearing in a blur of speed, engaging his shunshin.

      “…Shit,” Tobio sighed. The thought of how annoying that paperwork was going to be filled the back of his mind, but he pushed it away. If he was still alive to worry about it, then that meant he was doing something right.

      The walk home was largely filled with him pondering between the two choices for his awaiting perk, however. He could aim for Artifice, which did produce some outstanding options, or spring for Dominion. Neither of them was quite better than the other, just different. That knowledge didn’t make the choice easier, though.

      As much as Tobio did like Artifice, he was more willing to take a gamble on Dominion. It felt as if it might cover more of his vulnerabilities at the moment. Or, if he was lucky enough, provide something that could help his allies. A boy could dream, anyway.

      Once he was in the safety of his apartment, he allowed that familiar latching sensation to spin forth into the void. And then, shudder as it brought itself back with new rewards.

       Illusion of Reality Bibliomania You now have a very powerful and unusual ability based on the effects of your room. You can generate and manipulate vast illusions that are so realistic they can trick even low level supernaturally perceptive people completely even without subtlety and with it you could even trick illusion masters like Itachi Uchiha from Naruto, though probably only for a small time if you use just this. You are able to make massive illusions that target both the senses and world around you and are only limited by your imagination. More importantly you can create small illusions which can affect reality to a small degree causing real effects and sensation though no bigger than a horse in scale of effects. If you have other illusion abilities they get boosted by this and can easily become powerful enough to affect reality. It takes some focus but not a lot to use this. Also your illusions can be disrupted but only if you are disrupted/distracted and this ability itself can’t stop people’s movements, only trick them. Domain of the Jumper Solo Leveling A good leader not only allows one’s subordinates to perform better under a skillful direction, but the presence of a superior figure of authority can also help to raise and maintain the morale of the troops, allowing them to perform better and achieve feats that would otherwise be thought of as impossible as they surpass their previous limits.

      Those fighting under you seem to go way beyond that. Similar to the skill that some Monarchs seem to possess, where they release their mana into area through a skill called the ‘Domain of the Monarch’ that severely increases the stats and morale of their descendant troops, you too can apply your mana to your surrounding area create this field.

      After activating this ability, your troops will increase their stats by at least a fifty percent regardless of your power, but this bonus will increase the stronger you are. A National-Rank Hunter would be able to get a one-hundred percent increase, and a Monarch could get a two-hundred percent increase. The more powerful you are, the larger the area this ability will cover. For someone like the Shadow Monarch or the Monarch of Destruction, it could extend as far as all North America in a single release. Foresight Eye Mushoku Tensei ~ Jobless Reincarnation ~ The Foresight Eyes allows one to see into the future, seeing possible outcomes. It’s difficult to control “focus point”, which in this case means how far into the future one wants to see. The further one tries to see, the more outcomes are shown to them, but these outcomes become blurred together. However, if bought here you’ll only see the one outcome that they would do within a maximum of ten seconds into the future.

      Alright. This wasn’t a bad muster, but he figured it was appropriate to get a proper handle on what each perk did. Some of them were more obvious than others.

      Illusion of Reality wouldn’t just make him fairly capable at genjutsu, it’d massively increase his parameters with the field. It wasn’t something he’d ever thought to specialize in, or explore all that much compared to burning people to death. With something like this, it might have even been worth trying to explore using it for something like that, though.

      If he were being honest, the combination of this and Shadowfire felt like it could be exceptionally nasty. Setting someone ablaze without them even realizing they were dying. Difficult to pull off to be sure, but with the power of the System and all of his training boosters… not impossible, either. He just wasn’t sure if it was the pick, out of the bunch that were offered. Not when the other options were just as enticing.

      Domain of the Jumper was a very different kind of beast, as it was an objective boost in the capabilities of his allies. Hell, with enough juice, he could cover entire armies of shinobi at once. If things came to a head, with Kabuto managing to summon an army of undead ninja, the use case would be immense when it came to boosting the rest of their allies.

      It might not have been what he’d been imagining in terms of qualitative improvements for his friends, but he’d take it as an option. Besides, Tobio wasn’t entirely sure if he was remembering Solo Leveling correctly, yet he was fairly sure there was more to the domain than met the eye.

      Foresight Eye was a very different kind of ability, in that it was a new flavor of magic eye bullshit. Being able to see ten seconds into the future didn’t sound like much, but in a fight between shinobi, ten seconds was an eternity. It didn’t mean he’d be able to dodge everything that came his way, admittedly, but it did mean he could at least see it coming. Or to react to attacks he shouldn’t otherwise be able to predict, setting up perfect parries in the process.

      Taking it might also make his eyes even more vaunted and desired, though. When their secret eventually got out, and it would, people would be hunting for magic eyes that gave you knock-off sharingan capabilities, along with fucking precognitive powers. In their cutthroat world, it was putting the kind of target on his back that couldn’t be taken away, no matter how much he said the power wasn’t inheritable, or otherwise transferable if someone tried to take his eyeballs.

      Ultimately, Foresight Eye was delightful, and he would have taken it if the other options weren’t objectively more useful. From what he could remember of Mushoku Tensei, though, Rudeus still got his ass beat plenty despite having a demonic eye. So, as cool as it was, he wasn’t leaping to take it.

      Meanwhile, Illusion of Reality was almost worth taking just based on the strategies he could envision with it. Creating illusory terrain that he could step off, functionally providing a limited form of flight or aerial mobility? Being able to punk out Itachi Uchiha alone, if only for a few moments, was almost worth taking it. Though a part of him did rebel at the notion of actually indulging that much in genjutsu or equivalents.

      Maybe that was the bears whispering in his ear. Or perhaps it was just his consideration of the last perk that made him hold back from leaping for it.

      There was some phrasing about Domain of the Jumper that Tobio didn’t much like, for example, the fact that it seemed to be inclined toward people underneath him as underlings. However… he didn’t much care anyway, mostly because the result was modified by a few different factors. If he couldn’t use this on anyone in his Brotherhood, Tobio would eat his goddamn shoes.

      And… he hadn’t read much into the endgame of Solo Leveling, but he could have sworn a Monarch’s Domain did more than boost a creature’s power. Even if that was all it did, it’d still be worth it to have his friends improved by fifty percent.

      With all of that meandering down, he decided to select Domain of the Jumper. And in that instant, he felt something settle inside of him, a new and foreign sensation. A rumbling deep within his core, in that hollow space he’d always suspected was his soul, but could never have properly confirm. The same hollow where his sword spirit dwelt, or the well of corrupted flame that made up his shadowfire.

      AUTHORITY.

      That was the best way he could translate the feeling to mortal thought. It was the knowledge that a Monarch’s remit could be stretched forth from inside of him, bringing those who qualified into his dominion. To rule and direct, as he saw fit…

      “Sic semper tyrannis.”

      The faint sound of his companion’s voice, feather-light on his senses, did manage to make him blink. “What?”

      There was a thoughtful hum that came from the oni girl, as he could practically feel her shifting to cross her arms. “Whatever you’ve just done… don’t let it go to your head. I can feel it inside of you. That will to rule, unlike anything else you’ve ever had before. Just… keep it restrained.”

      Tobio had wanted to say that much wasn’t true, but… that wasn’t true. He did feel the inclination, under his skin, though he wasn’t sure if he’d call it the need to be a tyrant. More like… that ambition, desire, and hunger for glory had finally been given a way to stretch out into the world around him. “…I’ll keep it under wraps.”

      “Good. I wouldn’t want you getting a big head, or I’d have to smack it down.”

      That got a snort out of the boy, as he kicked off his sandals. “Fair enough. I’ll try to keep it wrangled.” Between his bloodlust and his battle junkie tendencies, what was a bit of otherworldly narcissism to add to the pile?

      For now… it was time to pass the hell out and get some rest.

      

    
  




    35. Battle Tendency

    
       

      JRPG magical items, when brought into a more ‘realistic’ setting, really were some concentrated bullshit.

      From what Tobio could tell, the Elixir healed everything that could be considered the natural wear and tear in terms of damage, and restored your chakra to maximum capacity for good measure. Along with also scrubbing you free of any dehabilitating conditions in the process, though by what metric was still in the air. He had some strong doubts that it wasn’t something that repaired existing genetic damage, or the mess with the telomeres that controlled aging in the first place. If someone had some outstanding issue, like muscular dystrophy, the condition was still likely to kill them eventually.

      Of course, he didn’t know if it couldn’t one day be used as part of a chemical concoction to fix the aging issue. Tobio didn’t know enough about medicine to understand if that was even feasible, nor did he know if he wanted to even life forever. Trying to chase that dream seemed like a slippery slope that would almost inevitably lead to Oni-Lichdom, no matter how cool that actually sounded. There were limits to how much his Eyes of Analysis could glean, even if he suspected he was getting some incredible insights into medical ninjutsu while he inspected them with it.

      That was without comparing it to the standards of typical shinobi medical practices, in which case it was a miracle in a bottle. To his understanding, no one jutsu or technique in existence could fix half as much damage so quickly, and not without dehabilitating drawbacks. So while the fancy potion wasn’t going to fix the concept of aging or someone’s natural lifespan, he couldn’t find it in himself to be too greedy for more in a situation like this. Especially when he was about to push the limits of what it should have been used for, here and now.

      As a person aged, they suffered from innumerable microfractures, scar tissue build-up, and all sorts of wear and tear. When they were in a high-stress, combat-related profession, that damage built up even worse. Old shinobi were rare because of those reasons and more besides, but the thought of fighting some of those geezers without all of their age-related issues made Tobio’s skin crawl. He was good, but against someone with decades of experience and the capability to get that creative in a fight for survival…

      He didn’t particularly like his odds. Not unless he was willing to reveal a few of his trump cards.

      However, the beneficial aspects that it should theoretically provide to someone elderly was the reason why he was going through with this plan. It was the only reason why he was even considering this, a week before the exam. Revealing one of his aces like this made his teeth itch in all sorts of ways, but it was worth it. If only because of the possible benefits to the fact that he now had an excuse for why he possessed it.

      Yeah, he wasn’t keen to rope the Bears into a lie, but who the hell was going to be asking them anything?

      “Were you going to explain why you needed the two of us for this emergency meeting, or not?” Tekuno-sensei asked a few days after the signing of the bear contract. “Contrary to what you might think, it’s not easy to get meetings with the Hokage on short notice.”

      They were all standing outside of the man’s office, the three of them, as Tobio shoved down the nervous jitters threatening to rise. It was nice to be able to maintain such supreme control of his body, if only so he could present a more unflappable exterior. Something he needed when Tekuno-sensei and Karin were both looking at him with a peculiar focus, and curiosity.

      “I’m more confused as to why I’m even here,” Karin admitted, crossing her arms as she stared over at Tobio, eyebrows furrowed together.

      “You’re the example for the classified presentation,” Tobio bluntly stated, not seeing the point in hiding the truth from her. Not when she was about to find out very shortly. “It’s the type of thing I got from the Bears that I cannot tell anyone about, if I’m being honest.”

      Once it got out that he had a magical drink that could cure any illness(and it would), people would be hounding him for very different reasons than his bloodline. People with terminally ill family members, nobles who want to be cured from their venereal diseases, and those who are otherwise so injured but could be brought back to full health from a single elixir. It was bound to be insane, which was why he was going to aim for this to be hidden behind all kinds of S-Class coverage.

      “…Well, at least you’ve earned some goodwill to burn,” Tekuno shrugged, closing his eyes as they waited for their short meeting.

      “I appreciate the belief, sensei,” Tobio smiled. “Trust me, it’ll be worth the suspense.”

      By the time the secretary allowed the three of them inside, the Hiruzen was sitting behind his desk, glancing over at their party with a curious glint to his eyes. “I’ll admit, I didn’t expect to hear from you again so soon. I take it this isn’t concerning the matters that we discussed before?”

      His eyes briefly flicked toward Karin, but he also didn’t elaborate about the possible attack that Tobio had warned them of. Which made sense; the boy doubted that she was even still completely vetted yet. There was no guarantee she’d ever be completely okayed, not until they were sure that she had no sympathies outside of the village. Or were sure that she had too many ties to the village as a whole to really even think about treason.

      Shinobi were many things, and trusting certainly wasn’t one of them. As the Inquisition liked to say, innocence proves nothing.

      “It’s totally unrelated to those matters and… kind of tangentially related at the same time,” Tobio began, raising a hand to forestall any questions at the slight creasing of the Hokage’s brow. “You’re aware I contracted with the Bear Clan, right?”

      Karin gasped, glancing over at him with surprise. “You’re a summoner?” Tekuno-sensei was too busy radiating a barely withheld smugness, though, saying nothing and looking immeasurably self-satisfied at the same time. It was kind of impressive how one man could look that insufferable.

      Then again, he was responsible for a lot of where Tobio was today, due to his training. His sensei was allowed his flowers and a little bit of arrogance for training someone as badass as Tobio.

      Hiruzen didn’t miss a beat. “I am,” he nodded in agreement, a slow dawning realization coming over his features. “Then this matter has something to do with the nature of your new summons.”

      “Yeah,” the boy readily admitted. “So, the Bears haven’t had a summoner in a good, long time, which means that information about them was relatively scarce. They actually gave me access to a unique medicine, and I realized it’d be appropriate to share it. Well, after I gave proof that it actually worked in the first place.”

      There was a brightening of his eyes at the mention of it before he glanced at Karin again. “I take it you brought her along to show off the effectiveness of this medicine?”

      “Wait, that’s why you brought me along?” She squinted, looking a little hurt at the action. “As an experimental guinea pig?”

      He could understand why she’d feel that way, though the end result of using the Elixir was bound to change her mind. But she didn’t know that, not at first, and he’d have to assure her of that fact. After all, Karin had just gotten out of being treated more like a tactical resource than a person. Tobio didn’t want to continue that streak if he could help it.

      “It’s, uh, a bit of a doozie,” Tobio admitted, glancing over to Karin with a smile. “Totally safe, too, and it restores your chakra in equal measure. The big downside is that I only get to carry around one at a time and have to get additional elixirs straight from the source.”

      “Sensible,” Tekuno-sensei commented, nodding in agreement. “It keeps them from being stolen or amassed, and I can’t imagine many would be keen to try and invade a summon clan’s territory. That’s a quick way to die an unfortunate, brutal death.”

      Man, Tobio appreciated his sensei filling in details that just flat out didn’t exist in his lies. The guy was the real MVP here.

      “Anyway, I wanted to offer it to you and Karin just because I felt as if it’d be beneficial.”

      Hiruzen paused, lips pursed in thought as he scrutinized the bottle in Tobio’s hands. “If it’s half as potent as you’re making it out to be, I’d be a fool to refuse. However, the choice is up to young Uzumaki. She’s the test case, and be sure that the medics will be picking over her response to the medicine with a fine-toothed comb if she does agree.”

      That was about as fair of a compromise as he could expect, and Tobio had suspected they’d spring for something like that. Not that he imagined they’d find a way to replicate the drink, though maybe they could discover some fashion through which they could emulate the effects to a significantly lesser degree. Food for thought, and certainly something that wouldn’t happen until medical research was revitalized in the village after Tsunade’s return.

      If she returned, anyway. The timeline was all sorts of fucked with all of the major and minor bludgeoning he’d done to it.

      For now his focus had to be on Karin, who looked him in the eyes with a pensive expression, searching his face carefully. “…Do you promise this won’t do anything weird to me?”

      That one was an easy question to answer. “Wholeheartedly, without a shadow of a doubt. It might feel a little funny when the effect begins working, but I promise you’ll be happy with the results.” Or well, he was hoping it’d do what he was thinking it might. There wasn’t a total guarantee, yet considering the level of damage it could ameliorate…

      He was willing to gamble on success for this instance.

      Whatever she seemed to find in his resolute, confident words were enough for Karin, as she gently reached out to take the bottle from his hands. “If I end up frothing from the mouth, or thrashing on the floor, I’m going to be so pissed with you…”

      “Fair,” Tobio readily agreed. He’d be pissed in her shoes too if something went awry.

      Popping the cork off of the top of the delicate-looking bottle, she looked consideringly at the container with the slightest amount of trepidation… before beginning to take the entire drink to the head. A few quick gulps, before it was done, and the Elixir was inside of her. Though that was where things began to get interesting in truth.

      Especially as she gasped, and began to pull up her sleeves with trembling hands. Tobio hadn’t gotten a proper look at her bite marks up to this point, but he knew they were there. Signs of the rough childhood that she’d had to endure, after her mother could no longer bear that burden in her stead. And now, each and every one of them was beginning to fade from her body with a miraculous speed and ease.

      What was going on at the periphery of his sensory abilities were fairly interesting as well, at least on a technical level, with how the substance was interacting with her physique. He could also feel her chakra being buoyed, filled to bursting from the restorative effects of the drink and smoothing over little instabilities that most would never have noticed from her life force. Damage and wear, all of the little aches and pains that she might have accumulated over her short years, being removed by the raw potency of the concoction that the System provided. More than anything else, though, he cherished that wonder he saw in her eyes as the scars finally faded.

      It was nigh fantastical, to see them shrink and fade, while a new vitality began to fill Karin at the same time. What was left in their wake was nothing but pristine, creamy skin, as she ran her fingers along her arms in delight. “They’re gone…” She shakily breathed out, looking as if she couldn’t believe it, before turning to face him with a big, beaming grin. “They’re GONE!” Karin’s eyes were outright beginning to water now, as she sniffled, trying to fight off the waterworks.

      “Remarkable…” Hiruzen commented, his former caution replaced with his own kind of wary surprise. “As if they were never there. How do you feel, Karin-san?”

      “Like a water balloon about to explode,” she admitted, patting her stomach with a laugh, as she tried to wipe her tears behind her glasses. “I’m so full of chakra, and I’ve got so much energy now too. It feels… weird, but in a good way.”

      “That’s part of what the Elixir does. Anything short of dismemberment, or the body part being wholly removed, it should fix. Diseases, recurring conditions, grievous wounds, it’ll fix em’ all, and also give you back your chakra for good measure,” the boy explained, shooting Karin a smile. “Still, I’m happy for you.”

      With a wet sniffle, the girl crossed the distance between the two of them and caught him by surprise as her slender arms wrapped around his torso and brought him into a tight hug. “Thank you, thank you, thank you…” It also might have just been his imagination, but was she just straight up stronger now? Still, that was something for the medic-nin to investigate. For now Tobio merely returned the hug, patting her on the back with a huff.

      “I had the capacity to help, so I did,” he shrugged. “Nothing more, nothing less.”

      When she released him, Karin wiped at her wet eyes with a broad smile. “You’d be surprised how many people fail at just that much.” More interestingly however, was at the periphery, as he felt the flicker of a connection begin to solidify between himself and Karin. It had been some time since this had triggered for him, but he’d never forget the tell-tale feeling of a new Brotherhood bond sliding into place. The metaphysical weight of someone tying themselves to his destiny, and vice versa, forevermore.

      It turned out all he needed to do to gain her true trust and friendship was restore her health and remove the constant reminders of her traumatic past.

      Tekuno hummed softly, looking over at Tobio with a smile. “Very useful for a new clan to have in their back pocket. Set up the right client list, and you’ll be drowning in money from every sickly noble who wants a reprieve from death.”

      That was enough to make Tobio give his own toothy grin at the idea of that much money in his future. “Of course. I mean, I only get one a week, but earmarking a few every year for that purpose ought to be fine, and seeing about saving the rest for Konoha shinobi… for the right price.”

      There’d always be someone who needed a special, lifesaving panacea in the nick of time. And he’d be exactly the person to provide it for them, well into the future. His clan would not want for allies, not when there was a good chance they’d be responsible for saving so many ninja in the future, who in turn would have long memories of their own.

      Ah, yes, this is what soft power feels like.

      “Ignoring all of the political ramifications, though… you did a good thing, Tobio. I’m proud of you.” There was an unmistakably warm, paternal smile turned toward Tobio’s way, and the boy immediately tried to blink and glance away as his face heated.

      Ah. Ah goddamnit.

      “Are your eyes watering?” His troublesome, teasing passenger asked.

      NO. I’m blinking away my MANLY FEELINGS.

      “Ah, right, carry with your toxic masculinity.”

      Was it the norm to want to throttle your sword spirit? Blessedly, Hiruzen came to the rescue in order to keep things moving briskly.

      “We’ll need to see if there are any trace effects, but if not, I’m honored to be given a gift like this,” Hiruzen readily accepted, beaming Tobio’s way. “With how puissant a boon such as this might prove, perhaps I’ll be able to wake up without aches in the morning.”

      Tobio shot the Hokage a dubious look. “I’m sure you’re not half as frail as you claim.”

      “He’s being humble, my thick-headed student. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?” Tekuno ribbed, glancing down at his student with a raised brow.

      “Fair enough. That’s pretty much the only thing I needed to discuss with you, Hokage-sama.”

      “And I’m glad to have it brought to my attention. For now, I’ll fill out some paperwork for Karin’s medical observation, yet besides that, you’re free to leave. Dismissed.”

      The trio gave perfunctory bows, but Karin was still more than a little distracted, continually glancing down at her arms. It was clear that she was marveling at their clarity, with all of the other effects that came with it. She was walking a little taller, her face beaming with expressiveness.

      Personally, Tobio had been more curious about what changes this would have. If Hiruzen had this tincture at the finals, would he manage to survive that fight with Orochimaru? Or would he end up still dying, but achieving even more in the process?

      That was the problem with changing the future. You never knew what was going to come from doing so. For now, he was just going to have to wait and see what came of it. There wasn’t any point in catastrophizing, not this close to the Konoha Crush.

      Like always, the only way out of this clusterfuck was through it.

    
    

    
      A month just didn’t feel like enough time for what was about to happen, but he’d done his best to situate himself for the possible eventualities however he could. Tobio had invented a coordination jutsu from scratch alongside his friends; he’d honed his skills and abilities to new heights, and he’d given the village forewarning about the attack. Short of revealing the entirety of his preternatural awareness of the plotlines and deepest secrets of the setting, something that he wasn’t prepared to do, it was now out of his hands. As frustrating and powerless as that might have made him feel, despite his own immense personal prowess.

      Now, it was just a matter of weathering the storm the best he could. Some ANBU had even dropped by his apartment in the morning, scaring the daylights out of him, before they took the Elixir for transport to the Hokage for the possibility of betrayal later in the day. That was one loose end taken care of, though he was hoping that the man really wouldn’t need it at some point that day. The most ideal sort of scenario was that the Crush just… didn’t happen, but that was also a little too unlikely.

      Outside of the very real enmity that Orochimaru had for his prior village and sensei, Suna was backed into an economic corner. After the last war their jobs had been drying up, something Tekuno had quietly confided to him, and no village could survive that slow decline for long. Nor would they accept the favor their daimyo showed to the Land of Fire’s shinobi, as it was a personal slight beyond the professional element of it. There was a momentum to things, to history and happenstance, that couldn’t always be stopped once it had started. A reckoning had been coming for a long time and this was the most likely outcome out of all of the possibilities.

      He was thankful for the walk toward the arena, however, as it gave him the time to stroll through the village and clear his mind of distractions. Instead, he’d turn his focus not on the upcoming attack but the actual day’s events leading up to it. One of the detriments of the original manga and anime was that it was, at its heart, a shonen action series. Many of the tiny details that presumably existed were brushed over during the original plot for the sake of brevity, and rightfully so. That didn’t mean it wasn’t important for him to fill in those blanks.

      Konoha had hosted past Chūnin exams, and thus it wasn’t that surprising that they’d already had a site situated for the event. While most Hidden Villages had their own variations on the testing cycles, they almost always ended in some sort of tournament structure. It was understandable, given the fact that shinobi were functionally weapons of war when they went all out. For the nobles that showed up to these tests in order to see the new cream of the crop for all of the villages, it was the thing that they looked forward to. Despite having samurai guards or hiring shinobi to handle all sorts of skulduggery for them, the raw spectacle of the fights had always proven enticing for them.

      Or so Tekuno-sensei had told him in the lead-up to the finals. It wasn’t just about winning your fight but winning in such a way that you proved flashy, overwhelming, cunning, or so brutally effective that your opponent couldn’t muster up resistance. Given that these were glorified advertisements for the noble class, that made sense. Sometimes there’d be objectives that were given by the leadership of a village for a specific exam, yet blessedly Tobio had only one real order that’d come down from high.

      Win.

      With an order like that, how could he refuse?

      It was a warm, bright summer day. The birds were singing, the sun was shining, and behind the scenes there were massed movements of concealed shinobi drifting through the periphery of his sensory range. He tried not to react to that unsettling knowledge as he came up to the massive arena complex. Situated in a large rotunda of sorts, the sky was open to the arena below. Everywhere else, like the stands for the spectators, was covered.

      He showed up bright and early to the finals, alongside almost every other competitor. Personally, he’d wanted to pull a Sasuke and show up late to aura farm, but his sensei put the kibosh on that idea when he’d brought it up. In his words, it’d be “grossly unprofessional.” There was definitely a naked Uchiha privilege to aura farm in the anime then, but he didn’t fight the command all that much beyond some token protests.

      Standing alongside everyone else, every ninja who’d passed the preliminaries and had presumably been training just as hard as him in their own ways, he felt nervous jitters. Maybe part of his nerves was the fact that he still felt like a fraud on some level. Standing here with all the other great and terrible future names of the shinobi world, in the middle of the massive arena, with the regard of the crowd on them. Nobility from across the Elemental nations, here to see the next crop of Sunagakure and Konohagakure excellence, assorted shinobi from the two villages, and his friends and sensei watching on as well.

      There were no small amount of hopes riding on him, and that was before the events of the day were being taken into account. Much to his chagrin, his actual performance didn’t actually matter that much, seeing as they were mostly buying time till the real battle kicked off in earnest. Tobio would have liked to be a fly on the wall during whatever planning and preparation might have come for Suna’s betrayal, but he would have to trust that the people in authority at least knew what they were doing.

      If only a little.

      It wasn’t long before Naruto came barging in as the last competitor who’d been missing, though, jogging in with a pant as he came to a stop alongside everyone else. Genma Shiranui glanced back at him before turning around, speaking to the line as a whole.

      “For all of you, throw out your chests and look alive,” the older man spoke, the barest hint of a smile across his lips. “In this main event, all of you are the stars. So make sure to give them a show.”

      At that, Tobio couldn’t help but swallow a little more thickly as the roar of the crowd picked up.

      Frustrating as he may have found it, the boy might have to show off more of his tricks than he’d wanted over the course of the day. His musings were interrupted, however, as the Hokage stood up, and his voice began to be projected to the crowd around them. In a moment whatever idle chatter and cheering was going on came to a slow close, as everyone’s attention drifted over to Hiruzen.

      “Everyone, thank you very much for coming to the Konogakure Chūnin Exam,” the man spoke, sweeping a hand out toward the center of the arena. “In the face of the trials and challenges these brave Genin have performed to get here, we’ll now begin the finals.”

      The order of the finals was about what he’d expected from Canon, if a little changed by the actual contenders who’d be fighting against one another. Naruto was still facing Neji first, Shikamaru had to contend with Temari, Tobio was brawling with Gaara, Kankuro was fighting Sasuke, and then Ino squared off with Shino. Unless something drastically occurred to the people involved in the span of a month, however, Tobio felt confident in his ability to predict who’d win their matches.

      Neji was objectively a better fighter than Naruto and likely could even give Tobio a run for his money. Unlike Lee, who could wail on Tobio all day long, letting Neji get even a single hit in would be disastrous for someone… provided they weren’t Naruto, who had chakra and stamina for days. Or who had the blonde’s unconventional approach to combat.

      Realistically, Shikamaru and Temari could go either way, especially considering how close it was in the original story. Kankuro against Sasuke would just end up in the Uchiha’s immediate victory by the puppeteer’s surrender, which would immediately piss off the red-eyed kid to no end. Ino and Shino would be an awful, no-good stomp on behalf of the living hive.

      And Tobio against Gaara…

      He’d like to believe that he had every tool to nonlethally take the kid down. It wasn’t at all his fault that his seal was faulty and that the living kaiju in his stomach had been gaslighting him for years. That didn’t mean he could take the redhead lightly, not when his blunt power was arguably the only force that could take him head-on after Lee.

      “This is the final test,” Genma spoke, addressing all of the children at the same time. It was enough to snap him out of the brief mental musings that he’d been indulging in, as his attention drifted back to their proctor. “The arena is different, but the rules are the same as in the preliminaries. You fight until one of you dies or acknowledges defeat.”

      Carefully, the man glanced around at the rest of them, stick perched in his lips. “But if I determine that the fight is definitively over, I’ll step in and stop it. You understand?”

      There were small nods from the rest of the competitors, with Tobio throwing in his own, before Genma was satisfied. “Now the first fight is Uzumaki Naruto vs. Hyuga Neji. Those two stay here, while the rest of you go to the waiting room.”

      Welp. They were in it now, for better or worse.

      For obvious reasons, the competitors were both cloistered together and kept apart from anyone else. Cheating in Chūnin exams was practically as old as the actual form of examination. And beyond the obvious function of messing around with the testing apparatus was messing with the actual examinees. It was for that purpose they were kept apart from anyone who would otherwise tamper with the results of the matches.

      Poison, intimidation, and subtle jutsu—any of these were totally viable options for shinobi to use. Especially when there were very real consequences and benefits for doing well and showing off your prowess. He couldn’t begrudge them for it either, as the various competitors split off into Konoha and Suna sections, just naturally gravitating toward each other.

      Standing next to Tobio as the match began in earnest, Shikamaru offered him a sidelong glance the moment Naruto began with making an army of clones. “Who do you think will end up winning between the two of them?”

      “Neji, obviously,” Ino commented, piping into the conversation uninvited. “Naruto might have gotten a little better since the academy, but he’s worlds away from matching the Hyūga’s youngest prodigy.”

      A little snort escaped Tobio at those words, as a smile drifted over his lips. “You’d be surprised. He’s got more tricks up his sleeve than most people would expect.”

      “Yeah, tricks.” Ino rolled her eyes, crossing her arms as she did so. “There’s a difference between a few paltry pranks and techniques honed for centuries.”

      “I don’t think anything is necessarily better just because it’s older,” Tobio hummed, giving the concept some thought. “Your clan’s hidden jutsu is strong, to be sure, but it’s also a known quantity in some respects for anyone who does even the slightest amount of research. Whereas the new, the strange, and the unexpected can be a quality all of its own when compared to refined jutsu.”

      Sometimes, having something that no one had ever seen before could prove tactically useful. His Balance Breaker, his Shadowflame, and a lot of the strange Oni powers he possessed were good examples of that concept.

      “…Naruto can do it.” Sasuke’s voice came out of nowhere, like a stone thrown in a still pond. He’d been silent up to this point, watching the match with his red eyes, as things proceeded. “We’re going to face each other at the end, so he won’t lose to Neji.”

      Ino turned to face him, looking a little doubtful. “I mean, are you sure about that? It’s Naruto we’re talking about.”

      He could totally understand where she was coming from with her presumption, too. If they were purely using the Naruto of some months ago as the benchmark, his prior performance back in school did not inspire confidence. Yet technically, wasn’t Tobio the same way?

      Much to his surprise, however, Sasuke went even further to bat for the blonde. “Don’t discount him. He’s stronger than anyone knows.” That was more of a rousing endorsement of his rival than Tobio could have ever predicted. It was enough to make the boy blink, and Ino’s confidence to falter under the calm reserve in his voice.

      “R-Right…” She trailed off.

      Shikamaru thankfully had enough social awareness to change the conversation for the group, as he turned to face Tobio. “And your match with Gaara?”

      That was enough to get Shino’s attention from where he’d been quietly watching them converse between each other. Hell, even Ino seemed more interestedat the question, and Tobio was forced to give it some actual consideration. Or at least adopt a more pensive expression on his face, as he crossed his arms and tilted his head from side to side.

      “…He’s tough. Maybe even tougher than Lee was,” he commented. If Lee had a great flaw, it was that he didn’t have many esoteric ways of dealing damage, which was the best way to handle someone like Tobio. The same could not be said of Gaara,, however, considering that he used sand in a lot of versatile ways. Mostly as a blunt hammer for his problems, but if it worked, it worked. “Doesn’t he have some kind of armor, too?”

      Ino nodded. “Yeah, Choji tried to win by flattening him, but it didn’t go that well.”

      “It’s some sort of automatic defense thing, to my understanding,” Shikamaru offered, lowering his voice. “And his control of sand is… impressive, to say the least. To my understanding, he inherited the Kazekage’s own capabilities in that regard.” A likely enough excuse if they didn’t know he had a sandy bastard of a tanuki in his gut.

      Closing his eyes, Tobio tilted his head from side to side, visibly pensive. “Well, I’m tough. That’s probably the one thing I’ve got going for me above everything else. I’ve got some sword tricks that might be able to get through his armor. But unless I’m willing to burn myself to wick, it might be tough to pull out a victory.”

      “So you’re going to lose?” Sasuke pointedly probed, as he watched Tobio carefully.

      Opening his eyes and glancing over at Gaara, he could see the green-eyed boy staring intently at Tobio, with an eerie stillness. Certainly, the kid was going to prove to be one of the objectively harder fights he’d have. Yet even still, even with all of his foreknowledge about the boy’s capabilities, and the threat he posed…

      “Nah,” Tobio grinned. “I’d win.”

      If he ended up dying out there, these would be some famous last words.

      The match that concluded before them was… mostly the same to Canon, with a few slight differences. Like the fact that for the first time that he’d ever seen Naruto, the boy seemed to be fighting with some actual forethought put into it.

      He still threw waves of Shadow Clones at Neji, to be sure, yet that was his signature capability. Tobio, whose fondness for starting fights by immediately exploding at people was well-known, could hardly throw stones in his glass house. It was something that no one else could do without risking straight-up death, something they shared in common.

      But it was how he used those tactical applications of a forbidden jutsu, where he used his clones to bait Neji into attacking specific ones, just so he could open up avenues for an attack…

      More than anything else, it felt as if the boy was fighting smarter, not harder. He’d won this fight originally by setting a trap and baiting Neji into it, and he won the same way this time around as well. It just wasn’t such a one-sided beatdown for much of the match in this timeline. A Naruto learning how to fight to his strong points.

      How terrifying.

      If there was one thing that Tobio was happy for, though, it was to see the boy get his flowers—metaphorically speaking, anyway, as people cheered on Naruto upon his success. They would cheer on Neji, too, but he wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. The blonde really needed more people in his corner.

      “He actually won?!” Ino blurted out.

      “It was not that surprising,” Shino quietly commented, as the crowd cheered. “Why? Because Neji allowed himself to be fooled by the presence of the clones.”

      “Admittedly, this isn’t something anyone else could do,” Shikamaru pointed out. “Maybe that makes it all the more impressive. Naruto won by doing the one thing that was totally unique to him.”

      It didn’t take long before Shikamaru and Temari were called, though, as he clicked his tongue in irritation while the last two competitors were taken off the field. He glanced over, looking over at Temari, who met his gaze evenly, before the Nara heir sighed. “She’s going to be troublesome, isn’t she?”

      “Yeah,” Tobio nodded.

      “…Wish me luck.”

      “You’ll be fine, you big baby!” Ino yelled, slapping him on the back. “Now go get out there and kick her ass.”

      With a beleaguered sigh from the second troublesome woman in his life, he moved to enter the arena grounds as well, while the match began in earnest.

      Like any real test of shinobi values, the ground just did not benefit Shikamaru at all. There were some shaded areas around the rim of the arena, where there were trees and other small shadows for his clan jutsu to benefit from. Temari, on the other hand, could throw jutsu-shiki at him with her massive fan. It was still costly in terms of chakra, to be sure, yet offset by the tool and the fact that air jutsu almost always had their element around to use. That way, they didn’t have to make it from scratch.

      With that said, Shikamaru had one glaring benefit over Temari. The boy was fucking smart, maybe even smarter than Tobio, likely smarter than him. Which was saying something, considering the things that Depths of the Mind had done to his brainpower. During the battle, he was doing things that were pushing the limits of what he was capable of.

      However, when it came down to it, naturally, Temari won.

      Wait.

      Tobio blinked, unsure of what he was seeing there, as Shikamaru surrendered, having failed to catch her with his shadow through Naruto’s dug hole. It was not quite how he’d expected things to go, but the boy was battered enough that he wasn’t going to begrudge him for doing so. The matchup just wasn’t good for him.

      “God, he lost?” Ino sighed. “Not even by getting knocked out, but by surrendering.”

      “Sometimes there’s wisdom in fighting another day,” Shino commented. “Why? Because it preserves your strength.”

      “More likely he was just lazy, and didn’t want to go the distance,” she scoffed.

      “He didn’t have an easy match. Go easy on Shikamaru,” Tobio pointed out.

      A huff escaped the blonde, before Tobio’s own battle was being called. And unlike Sasuke, he couldn’t push it back any later. It was time to face the music.

      “…Make sure you win,” Sasuke commented. “I want to fight you. Properly, this time.”

      Tobio snorted, as he began to walk out of the holding room for the examinees. “I’ll try.”

      One short trip through the complex, and he was walking out onto the field. For a brief moment, he focused his eyesight briefly to scan the crowd for his friends. Just like he’d expected, Tekuno-sensei, Hibachi, and Ami were present together. What he hadn’t been expecting, though, were the other girls mixed into that group with them. For some reason, Ami, Karin, and Fū were sitting next to each other. They were even deep in a conversation, intermittently looking down at him and pointing.

      Was there something he needed to be worried about there? Interrogating the origin of that mild concern for a few moments, the boy shrugged and just put it out of his mind. Yes, he was sure that conversation was fine. There was nothing he needed to be concerned about being discussed between them, because Tobio had done nothing wrong at all, and he was sure their common interests expanded to things outside of him.

      So why was he sweating?

      Instead of focusing on the collision of his three different aspects of his social life, Tobio looked over at Gaara and took the boy’s measure. There was something electric in the air when he locked eyes with the redhead, the two of them standing apart from one another. For a few brief moments it felt like the world had faded away, and there was nothing but the two of them in this great, big space. Two titans of their own weight classes, coming together to battle.

      His blood was fired up at the thought of the fight. No matter how dangerous it’d end up being for not only himself, but the people around them if things got crazy.

      “You’re strong,” Gaara spoke first, arms crossed and the slightest smile on his lips. There was something about it, though, where any apparent mirth completely failed to meet his eyes. It made Tobio feel as if he was under a microscope, or like one those preserved insects people stuck to a board. Examined in a fashion that felt almost invasive.

      “I’ve been told that, yes.”

      Cocking his head to the side, those jade eyes tracked Tobio’s body unerringly. “So what is strength to you?”

      Huh. Good question, and not exactly what he’d expected to hear from Gaara before the match began.

      “I guess…” He rubbed at the back of his head, sheepishly smiling over at the redhead. “I guess it’s the ability to live the kind of easy life I want to live. To know that I’m the strongest, and because of that strength, everyone around me I care about is safe, secure, and living their best lives. What about you?”

      Gaara didn’t even hesitate to respond. “Strength is proving my existence. The act of pleasing mother.”

      “…Yeah, alright, that checks out.” This was a Gaara early enough in the timeline where he was still a little fucked in the head. Maybe it was dumb of him to hold the Shippuden evolution of the Jinchūriki in his head still, in the face of this person who hadn’t gone through that character development and arc.

      Who might not ever go through it, with the changes he’d made to the timeline.

      “Are the fighters ready?” Genma asked, glancing between the two of them.

      “I’m ready,” Tobio confirmed.

      “Yes,” Gaara bluntly stated.

      “Then… let the match begin!” Jumping back to get out of the way, Tobio felt that old, familiar calling. When all of the world bled away to a pinpoint moment of singular bliss.

      Just him, an opponent he needed to beat, and the thrill of battle. He reached for his sword and moved.
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      There was a serenity in combat that Tobio could rarely find in his life otherwise. Training and hanging out with his friends were fun things, but his blood sang when he was in a fight. When there was objectively someone trying to harm them, and he was trying to harm them in turn. Something was deeply wrong with Tobio, to be sure.

      However, it was the kind of dysfunction that the shinobi world was happy to continue to perpetrate. As long as those forces of destruction were turned to positive, external ends, no one cared if a ninja had a few quirks. While the Hidden Leaf was the poster child for forebearance for weirdos, all of the major ones had their own oddballs to the status quo. Some more than others, but Konoha had always proven to be a haven for the prodigies and geniuses.

      That came with, understandably, an appropriate amount of oddities with those bright minds. Tobio was no different in this respect, no matter how much he could recognize this craving for violence was an unhealthy coping mechanism. If someone had to be a destroyer, though, he’d take up the mantle just fine. To save his friends from having to become that kind of… person, oni, monster, there wasn’t much he wouldn’t give up.

      But that was enough about his violent past. He was more interested in looking forward to his violent future.

      With a thought, he reached for the hilt of his blade and swept out his asauchi, feeling the familiar hum of his partner beneath the metal. In that moment he focused on molding his chakra, pouring it into the receptive, metallic fragment of his soul, as scorching blue flames came to life along the edge. Then, at the same time, he diverted a stream of chakra toward his feet, pushing himself off of the ground in a tiny burst to the side. It was a good thing that Tobio had kept moving, as Gaara hadn’t seemed to be wasting any second toying around with him like he might have someone else. The boy didn’t know whether to be honored or scared as sand rushed out of the ground, sneakily having burrowed from under the redhead’s position to Tobio’s during their brief conversation.

      Maybe that might have been against some kind of rule… but they were ninja. That sort of sneaky, underhanded tactic was part and parcel for their fighting styles. He’d have been upset if Gaara wasn’t treating this fight with the utmost seriousness that it warranted. However, as the sand snapped narrowly at his heels as he flew toward his opponent, he wasn’t unable to see the danger there.

      Close. Far too close for his liking.

      The problem with fighting Gaara was that if you weren’t completely sure of your ability to get past his sand armor, you’d be opening yourself up for reprisal. Being in range of his sand at all was a fantastic way to be crushed, smothered, or otherwise seriously harmed. Tobio was quick to perhaps invalidate some parts of the automatic defense system, but a lot of his combat style operated on the principle that he could trade hits with his opponents for a bit until making a decisive strike.

      This would be a tricky one, but when had he welcomed easy fights in his life?

      “Alright,” he huffed, hefting his massive blade up once more, resting the back of it on his shoulder. “Maximum effort time.”

      At a certain point of training and skill, some jutsu could have their chakra costs brought down to minimal levels. This came from rote repetition and familiarity, as people learned how to properly manage the precise amounts of energy to fuel whatever effects they wanted. It was how even Jōnin could make ‘weak’ jutsu demonstrably effective at higher levels of combat, or manage to churn them out more numerously than a Genin. What Tobio did with the Human Bullet Technique was something similar, after the long months of usage since he’d learned it. Something that was likely only capable because the boy had the raw skill and out-of-context capabilities to develop so absurdly rapidly.

      Explosions rippled around him as he popped from point to point, trying to keep out of sight of the Genin. It was a move he’d entirely stolen from Lee’s original fight, trying to outmaneuver Gaara and succeeding as the boy did his best to whip around and attempt to track Tobio’s movements. Easier said than done, admittedly, considering that he might not have been used to someone at those speeds.

      Which was probably why Tobio was able to cross the distance in the blink of an eye and land a solid slash against the kid’s arm. It wasn’t with his full strength, admittedly, as he’d lacked the leverage to bring it entirely to bare. Yet even so, with his massive sword, it would have slain or at least dismembered a lot of ninja on the spot between Tobio’s speed and inherent strength. With Gaara’s sand armor, though, it only ended up turning the outer layer of sand into glass. Most, if not all of the force was distributed through the boy, rather than immediately shattering his arm with the impact.

      A scream of frustration rang forth from the redhead as he went rolling away, shaking his arm while looking at Tobio with murder in his gaze. “You… you hit me!” He yelled, sounding more confused as he got back to his feet, looking down at his arm.

      Where there’d been a solid layer of sand, now it was cracked and burnt. Whatever had been turned into a very dull, crappy, blackened glass was shaken off of his body until it too began to float with the mass of sand. Because technically glass was just sand still, if transferred to a different state.

      Hmm. Maybe a problem for later.

      “Yeah? What about it?” Tobio taunted, a little smirk on his face. In hindsight, getting cocky was his first mistake.

      Seeing as Gaara let loose a screech that almost felt inhuman, it was enough to make Tobio flinch as sand poured forth in a wave from his gourd, shifting with the consistency of water. Tobio moved to explode away, only to find the explosion gave a dull whoomph instead of the bang he was familiar with. Glancing down, the sight was enough to send his normally hot blood ice cold, as he frowned. There was just enough sand surrounding one of his feet to keep him in place, tight and squeezing around his foot and ankle in an insidious trap.

      …Yeah, this was his bad.

      He had just enough time to look up at Gaara’s triumphant, ferocious grin, as the boy sent a surge of sand flooding toward him, like a tsunami in miniature. The resulting wave that slammed into him was a justified hit, considering he really should have just kept moving instead of stopping to run his mouth. That was the regret he felt as he felt his entire body thrown through the air, surrounded by sand. If there was a saving grace, it was that even surrounded by sand as he was, it wasn’t an organized kind of assault.

      It was good that Gaara was more in an insensate rage than a cold, calculating attack, because that could have probably smothered him before he could have responded. Instead, he only had to contend with the unfortunate reality of hundreds of pounds of sand that had hit him like a truck. Once again, he was thankful for his unbreakable bones, and less happy about the exceptionally uncomfortable sensation of being sandblasted. Course and gritty, grinding across every inch of exposed skin, as Tobio wrenched his eyes shut and felt his body shudder under the onslaught as he was swept away across the arena floor.

      Going ass over teakettle, it’d gotten everywhere over him. In his hair and in his mouth, and he was coughing it out as he stared over at Gaara with a flat stare. “Yeah, that was my bad.”

      “I’m going to tear you apart!” There was something warbling, flanging in Gaara’s voice, as his chakra spiked with instabilities.

      “Ditto!” Tobio called back, but there was something decidedly lacking in the overall threat of his voice compared to the redhead’s. Then again, the dark-haired boy hadn’t begun getting angry in truth yet. Not that it’d stop him from beating his opponent’s ass.

      Before the redhead could respond or form a shield, Tobio figured that it was time to change tactics. Zipping around was good, but he needed to get serious now that he’d been hit. Thankfully, the reminder of his bruised ego and battered insides was more than enough to muster up a proper RAGE.

      Chakra flooded his sword, and this time he didn’t bother trying to get close to cut him. Why did he need to when the Moonveil portion of his sword was more than enough to make something happen? Blue fire arcs were swung forth wildly, blocked narrowly by little waves of sand, but only bit a hair’s breadth, as Tobio dug into his chakra reserves.

      He didn’t need to keep it up for long, though, just long enough to get Gaara into a pattern. To see the right moment… to… strike.

      One explosion to charge, to burn through all of the sand, when he got used to Tobio attacking at range. He could see it in those green eyes the moment he realized that Tobio wasn’t going to do the normal thing and give him any range as he swung through the attacking sand in a blur of movement. Closer and closer, until he was right upon the boy in a whirling blur of movement.

      And then, he was close for him to deliver a vicious cut against his abdomen. The kind of burning slash that ought to have put down most people, provided he cut at the right angle and not deep enough to actually kill him. In reality, Tobio was counting on the sand armor and Shukaku to keep it from actually doing so. For a few moments there was nothing but silence, as even the sand froze in place all around them.

      “…Did we win—” His spirit asked, briefly, before a new, guttural scream ripped forth from Gaara, as his body trembled, the acrid scent of blood rushing forth briefly before it was covered in the earthy undertones of sand.

      A roar erupted forth from Gaara, as the ocean of sand shifted, rushing to cover his body in a torrent of shifting movement. “KILL YOU!”

      Ah. That answered that question. Tobio moved to jump back, and then—

      —And then.

      —And then.

      He wasn’t sure what happened, admittedly, as it was between blinks than anything else. Violent, vicious, and painful, as he felt like his entire torso was captured in some kind of vise. It was almost too fast to see, as his breath choked and Tobio craned his head down to look at what had captured him.

      It was…

      “Malevolence” was the only real word that Tobio could use to describe the insane expression across Gaara’s face as sand was coating his features but also one of his arms. It’d created a massive, bestial claw that had Tobio captured in its grasp. It was the sort of transformation that Shukaku had begun after the original canon match, but apparently the Bijuu wasn’t content to wait and try and gaslight Gaara into accepting his assistance. Nor was the Suna-nin waiting to begin his own alterations, like according to his original plan.

      “MOTHER SAYS YOU’RE A MONSTER!” Gaara growled, visage one of feral horror, eyes gleaming with a singular kind of rage and madness. “TO CRUSH YOU LIKE A BUG! TO PROVE MY EXISTENCE!”

      This was bad.

      This was very bad.

      The fact that Tobio was struggling to get out of its grasp, even with his prodigious strength, was worrying. But the way his insides were being crushed and squeezed was even worse, as his eyes bulged forward, and breath escaped him. While his bones could certainly remain safe from damage, the tendons, muscles, skin, and more beneath those bones were not as protected. Just the sensation of being smothered like this, even as he tried to thrash struggle.

      He needed to…

      Escape…

      Get out…

      In the back of his mind he heard his Zanpakutō scream in his mind, loud and shrill. “AS MUCH CHAKRA AS YOU CAN MANAGE, TO YOUR CHEST TENKETSU, NOW!”

      There his Oni companion went, with sound advice in the middle of his brief panicking session. He focused hard on the various tenketsu that he could feel across his body, one of the benefits of it being functionally part of his innate biological system. It was one of the first things he took the time to learn with his superlative body control, seeing as chakra could technically be expelled from any opening. Most people just chose their hands and feet, for very sensible reasons. How often did someone actually need to shoot off their volatile energies from anywhere else?

      Obviously, Tobio was growing remarkably thankful for his own foresight in figuring out a niche capability like that.

      Sputtering flames like an jet’s afterburner poured forth from his chest, feet, and damn near every major tenketsu across his body, burning his shirt to near cinders as the sand exploded around him, and Tobio went flying back away from Gaara. The moment he hit the ground was a new, fresh wave of agony against his freshly sandblasted wounds, but it also allowed him to breathe. Hearty, eager lungful’s of air, like he’d never tasted before.

      Oh, this was awful, but he immediately triggered that familiar instinct for vital energy to flood his body. The primal magic of a Barbarian’s rage, designed to fill in the gaps where he’d been brutalized in such an overt way. It was enough to at least take the edge off of things, at least for a moment.

      His body knit itself back together in that instant, and frankly, he didn’t give a shit about who noticed it amongst the stands. Tobio had considerably bigger fish to fry, than worrying about Snake-epstein drooling over his abberant physiology. The warped joints of his physique fused themselves in the proper shape, while his flesh was wound up tight to close the wounds in his body. Tears in the gristle and skin and the innumerable scrapes and cuts where he’d been literally sanded down were pieced into a fighting fit shape once. More than anything else, though, one thought did strike him in that moment.

      …Was he losing this fight?

      It was a notion that whispered insidiously to him out of nowhere as he picked himself up off of the ground and stared over at at his snarling opponent. Like, it wasn’t the first time he’d been overwhelmed by someone; his sensei did them in spars all the time. He’d even only managed to kill that Takigakure Jōnin with a suicide move that miraculously hadn’t killed him because he was built different.

      The notion of being overwhelmed, defeated, actually beaten, wasn’t foreign to him. Just the fact that an actual peer was doing it. For once, he found an ugly feeling beginning to bubble up inside of his gut as Embers sprang to life, swelling his strength, chakra reserves, and speed in equal measure.

      Just the idea of losing made him furious, a texture to his personality that he hadn’t even been aware of. It was an ugly, black feeling that made him angry, even in the depths of his rage. After all of this time and all of the blood, sweat, and tears put into his training and his efforts, the notion that his sacrifices and boosts still wasn’t enough felt like a betrayal on some level. Of himself, of what he was capable of, maybe? The battlefield wasn’t the time or the place to interrogate his feelings.

      “I find this state of affairs intolerable.” His companion’s thoughts bled into his own, as he could practically imagine her grinding her teeth as he got himself to his feet. “Are you a potential man, or are you going to actually defeat this stepping stone?”

      Thanks for the pep talk.

      “You need somebody to tell you what you already need to know? Mayhaps I’ve misunderstood the type of wielder you are, then.”

      It was frustrating that she was him, because it meant she knew precisely what words Tobio needed to hear in order to get under his skin. With gritted teeth, he stared out at the swirling sandstorm ahead of him with a slowly growing, bloody smile.

      If he was going to cut loose, there was one thing missing from his impending rampage. An extra quality that he ought to have done at the beginning of the match. “Hey Gaara! One moment.”

      Tobio reached for his side and pulled forth a small, sturdy metal canteen. Reaching forward, he hastily unscrewed the top, drinking greedily of the contents. Inside wasn’t the Elixir, or any special kind of prepared boon beforehand. It was merely warm, delicious mead, gifted from the last time he’d visited his summons. And it was just the thing he needed to get out of this slump.

      It spilled down his chin, as Gaara watched with no small amount of incredulity as his opponent… drank in the middle of their match.  Just the sheer audacity of it was enough to have him stay his hand, if only for the briefest moment. The cloying scent of the mead was so pungent, there was no way to mistake it for anything other than alcohol. He could only watch with a gobsmacked expression, both him and his passenger, as Tobio gulped his beverage down and then tossed the canteen to the side. All while a toothy, red grin began to spread across his features.

      There was a comfortable, familiar warmth beginning to spread across his body now. All of the pain felt looser, and even his haze of rage felt like it’d been diffused to some level. But not enough to dispel it entirely, as the boy hefted up his blade. “Now I’ve got a buzz. Let’s GOOOOOO~!”

      And then he was darting back into the fray, a laugh leaving his lips as he emptied his head and focused on nothing but the haze of battle.

      It turned out all Tobio needed to do was drink some alcohol. All of his problems could be solved by getting a little drunk.

      Inside of him an exasperated voice huffed. “That’s your takeaway?”

      Is it a bad one?

      “No. Maybe I should call you a potential man more often, if that’s all it takes to cold shock you into competence.”

      Imagine, with all of his advantages and all of the work he’d done to get where he was, Tobio would possibly lose. The idea was so inconceivable, he threw it out of the window. There was no world where Tobio could lose, would lose, or may lose. That was the difference between winners and losers, he supposed.

      Perhaps it was because perpetual losers could never could think of an outcome where success was anything but the guaranteed option. If he somehow lost when he had a goddamn out-of-context System granting bullshit, incredible perks, he might as well have thrown in the towel here and now. How the fuck was he meant to deal with Zetsu, and the Akatsuki, if he couldn’t deal with Gaara here and now?

      “KILLL YOUUUUU!”

      “GET SOME NEW MATERIAL!” Tobio roared back, as his speed was multiplied to new heights by Embers of the Heroic Age.

      What kind of hero would he be if he didn’t get his get-back in the middle of a fight? In every story, there was a bit of a fight progression, a back-and-forth flow between one side and another. That was just natural storytelling, at least in his eyes, until the hero of the narrative got their ass in gear. But it was time to bring things to a natural conclusion.

      For athletes there was such a thing as the flow state. It was when your body and mind were in perfect synchronicity. Every action perfectly followed what your brain ordered, as you maintained an immaculate control of your economy of motion. That was for normal humans, though, without chakra, or Oni biology, or any of the chicanery Tobio had going on.

      It made what happened next fundamentally different.

      In a distant part of his brain, he was worried about the fact that Gaara’s transformation had been kicked off way earlier than it should have been. The bigger portion of him began to take advantage of it, as the massive sand claw swung through the air toward Tobio, and the boy parried it to the side with a contemptuous ease.

      Unfortunately for Gaara, he’d put too much momentum into that attempt to hit him, half-feral as the boy was. A poor choice, seeing as it opened him up for immediate reprisal. And Tobio, for all of his many faults, was never one to allow a weakness to go to waste.

      One hand was all he needed to hold his blade, and force the massive, sand-covered mitt at bay, as he got in close again. While his other moved, as he put all of his immense strength into merely walloping his target. His fist was like lightning, bludgeoning the hell out of Gaara’s surprised face as his strikes blurred, and Tobio casually advanced on the browbeaten redhead. Hit after hit, jostling his brain in his skull, relentless, as he held his blade at the ready.

      For this, though? He didn’t need it. Or maybe that was to point, as he bobbed and weaved through the reflexive swipes and swings of that massive arm, ducked and leapt over sand trying to capture him. It was a serendipitous moment where he felt everything coming right before it happened. Trajectories that blurred in his mind, mapped out with a contemptuous ease.

      “hOw?!” Gaara howled, voice trembling, while Tobio felt the distant bloom of chakra above his head, in the stands. Things happening elsewhere while his full attention was on the beast before him.

      Chiefly because now that he’d taken the time to figure out the boy’s emotions, and gotten his own head screwed on straight… Gaara was an open book to the Five Poisons Technique. Before, Tobio had been leery of using it, if only because where Gaara’s emotions ended and Shukaku’s began hadn’t been so clear in the preliminaries. It’d been a morass of emotions that were too fractious to be one united front. But in this, bijuu and container were united as one distinct entity, filled with incontinent fury.

      For a normal person, this would have made them harder to read. Tobio’s preternatural senses, though, were finely tuned to this kind of inhuman bloodlust, as he felt nearly every attack coming before it ever remotely drifted his way.

      Gaara and Shukaku were not paragons of emotional control. And it was time to properly punish them for that failing.

      “This is the best you have?” He asked, ducking under a swipe and then sweeping his legs to bring Gaara to the ground. Tobio then propelled himself up with both hands, flipping through the air as sand crashed to exactly his former position, missing him by a hair. “I can’t believe I was scared of you!”

      “SiLeNcE!”

      With an absent thought, Tobio ignited an explosion of pointed, concentrated chakra at his feet, driving him toward toward Gaara like a bullet. He had the briefest moment to see his eyes flutter in surprise as Tobio blurred before him, and then gripped his hilt with both hands. Raising the blade up, for a moment it seemed as if he was going to go for a strike, leaving him open as a massive claw was reared back to strike… right as he instead chose to bring the pommel against the boy’s skull. “GO TO SLEEP, YOU CRAZED INSOMNIAC!”

      With all of his might, he slammed down, and Gaara was driven into the ground face first, unmoving and still as a plume of sand was kicked up into the air. Right when his Energy Sense flared with even more intensity, as there was a flurry of movement above. A fluttering of feathers that failed to actually capture him in the Genjutsu that they were meant to deliver, because he wasn’t the target audience.

      Oh yeah. There was a war about to be on. In the original story, Sasuke and Gaara’s fight was interrupted by the Konoha Crush, but it had also perhaps not been as explosively pitched as his own. Originally, Konohagakure was a bit unprepared and caught with their pants down as their erstwhile allies and a new village both invaded at the same time. However, he wasn’t sure what precisely the measures the village had taken to prepare for that betrayal this time around were.

      Nor was he entirely sure what was up with Gaara, as he looked down at the unconscious, unmoving boy. At this moment he should be unleashing Shukaku, something that Tobio had admittedly forgotten in the heat of battle, but… he wasn’t transforming. Like, at all. That wasn’t what was supposed to happen, he was supposed to keep transforming in the forest when he fought Sasuke, and then eventually hand over control to Shukaku when he couldn’t beat the Uchiha or Naruto.

      However, that turn of events was quite fucked now. Now Gaara was knocked out at his feet, while the violence began in earnest with everyone over in the stands. It was, to put it simply, the beginning of a small-scale war, and unlike the more sanitized version of the anime, Tobio was pretty sure a forewarned Konoha was going to prove themselves even bloodier in the conflict than they were in canon.

      Hmm.

      Ah…

      Actually, what did he do with a passed-out Jinchūriki? He… hadn’t really thought this far ahead outside of just fighting Gaara until he won. That objective was completed soundly, even if it kind of left him in the lurch as to what to do.

      There was also what to do with the presences Temari, Baki, and Kankuro he felt rushing forward toward him. Or the fighting that was breaking out around them, in the stands, where his team members were? Hell, there was even stuff happening even further above above, up where the Hokage had been seated with the disguised Orochimaru.

      In the middle of this morass, his companion gave surprisingly sage advice, as loathe as he was to admit it. “This is such a clusterfuck, but you can’t do everything. Pick a thing, and stick to it.”

      If there was a real tragedy, it was that he was genuinely not drunk enough to deal with this bullshit.
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      Thinking was hard.

      Not in the way that, like, he was too drunk to function. No matter how much that notion appealed to him with the complete and utter mayhem taking place around him. Also, the idea of being too intoxicated to fight was patently absurd these days, since Tobio wasn’t sure if he had an upper limit on how drunk he could get while continuing to be capable of fighting. Actually, that could be a little fun to find out later…

      “NOT THE TIME.” His Zanpakutō shouted out, keeping his mind from wandering off to unhelpful tangents.

      Shit, yeah, she was right. The problem was that his prodigious brain was working on all cylinders, firing hot. It felt as if the world were a slow crawl all around him as he tried to filter through the immense amount of data he was receiving in that moment. Nearby, there was one unconscious Jinchūriki, still in the middle of their transformation. Gaara wasn’t getting any bigger or smaller, though, which was… worrisome, but it was what it was.

      Three Suna-nin were incoming, and normally he wouldn’t hesitate to set them on to immediately engage them for more time. The problem was that killing Temari or Kankuro with Shadowfire put a bad taste in his mouth. Baki… well, he’d already killed a Konoha-nin by this point, so he could get whatever he had coming to him.

      That was presuming he’d even get it off precisely, because he’d never tested it in battlefield conditions for rather obvious reasons. It wasn’t the type of thing that he could unveil more than once without risk of someone getting away or making the entirely wrong connotations with it. After all, the closest thing the Naruto universe had to the baleful flames was Amaterasu.

      He already had enough problems on his plate. Being considered a secret Uchiha was the last thing he needed.

      Add in the fact that above them all on the arena’s roof, the Hokage was about to fight two zombie Kage and the Hidden Leaf’s second-biggest traitor.

      Worse yet was that somewhere in the mess of all of the chaos around him, a bunch of exceptionally familiar chakra signatures of his friends and allies were running around in the thick of things. Being attacked by foreign ninjas, assailed by them, and possibly at risk of death or maiming. He felt everyone connected to him via the Brotherhood and how frantic their emotional states were.

      Frankly, even with all of the options of what to do at his disposal, that was probably all he needed to make his final decision.

      At the end of the day, Tobio was an okay Konohagakure shinobi. He believed that his village was the best out of the bunch, even despite all of its problems and internal turmoil. The thought of betrayal or sedition, outside of his earliest days in this new world, had literally never come out in his mind.

      That was fine, if he wasn’t the perfect ninja. He’d like to imagine that he was an even better friend. If that was the legacy he’d leave on this world, being an okay ninja but an exemplary comrade, that’d be something the boy could live with. Rather than the overweening ambition he might have held for his new life when he’d first arrived here, other priorities had grown to take up his focus just as much.

      How funny how things could change in such a small amount of time.

      Welp, there was no point waffling on what he was going to do any further. Thinking was for losers; real macho men just acted and tried to rationalize away their decisions after the fact. It was why he hastily moved to use one arm and pick up the now bulkier Gaara, lifting him over his shoulder with ease.

      The boy had a bit more weight to him in his semi-transformed state, compacted sand molded over his form in a way that was bizarre to see. Not enough heft to keep him from pushing chakra to his feet, though, as he exploded away with immense force, up into the air and away from the approaching Suna-nin.

      “Gaara!” Temari’s voice cried out from behind him, with a surprising amount of care and concern there, as they tried to rush after him. It was a fruitless effort from his perspective, seeing as how stupidly fast Tobio could move now, even carrying another person.

      At this point, the art of creating explosions for him was second nature. It was something he could do from practically any tenketsu, especially his feet, though the cost of replacing sandals truly was ruinous. Whether it was because of his Origin, or just the ungodly amounts of practice he’d had with the Human Bullet Technique, projecting himself upwards in an imitation of flight was easy by this point, if chakra-intensive for any real length of time.

      Like a rocket, he flew off into the air, toward the last spot in the stands where he’d sensed all of his friends and allies located through Brotherhood. While he couldn’t do much for the rest of the Konoha twelve, he could try and figure out where his gaggle of goofballs were located in the havoc. It was a good thing he had the sensory abilities to boot, because things were…

      Messy was the most generous way he could describe how things had evolved in such a way. A hectic haze of fighting as Konohagakure shinobi fought the invaders, many of them not even having fallen prey to the genjutsu that was meant to trigger the invasion. His actions had likely led to some other changes too.

      Many of those he had mistaken for civilians were ninjas in disguise, unsurprisingly, stocking the stands in preparation for a perceived betrayal. When the conflict began in earnest, those disguises were immediately shed. It led to the numbers of fighters in the arena being far more even than they’d been originally. Not that this didn’t have some downsides of its own.

      It meant that things were naturally just more chaotic, as jutsu was flung around and everyone moved to cover their own interests.

      For example, samurai and those bushi or mercenary ninja sworn to guard the nobility were clustered around them in a tight bubble, resisting any probing strikes by the two hidden villages of attackers. Meanwhile, most others were working hard to try and handle the scant actual civilians in an evacuation. An orderly retreat when you had someone who had never tasted actual violence was… easier said than done.

      Tobio was thankful he didn’t have to search for long to find his gaggle of idiots, propelled by explosions through the air and above the morass of chakra signatures. Five in particular stood out, slowly making their way through the confusion as he finally put eyes on them. And much to his relief, they were all holding their own in one way or another.

      Hell, they were doing better than holding their own.

      Over the course of some months Tobio would have liked to think that he had a pretty good handle on what his sensei was capable of. Sure, the man had trounced him into the dirt plenty of times during sparring sessions, but if push came to shove, shouldn’t he have enough trump cards to win against him? That was what the boy had believed up to this point, though that quiet confidence was no longer as unshakable as it had been.

      Not with the way Tekuno was moving as Tobio flew toward the stands. With a summoned sword in each hand, he had the kind of precise economy of motion that made the inner swordsman inside of Tobio weep. He moved smoothly, his arms a whirling dervish that went for the hardest, most numerous targets that seemed to be aiming for his various charges.

      One Otogakure ninja leapt through the fray, coming toward Tekuno with a raised blade of his own. It was almost perfectly positioned to come for his head, taking into account the man’s height and girth. His sensei had a brief period of time to react, and what did he choose to do? Drop a sword and use one hand that drifted into a flurry of seals, which almost would have proved useless under normal circumstances.

      If all of his Genin didn’t have their own kind of preternatural instinct and awareness of all of their companions in the haze of a fight. If Hibachi had not ducked out of the way of a kunai thrown from a distant opponent, hands blurring into motion, he would have been impaled. If he and Tekuno-sensei hadn’t swapped places with the kind of unspeakable level of coordination that should have taken years to train.

      If, maybe, could have, should have, didn’t come into play in that moment, though.

      Between blinks, the sword that should have come for his sensei’s head swung wide, and in place of the man was Hibachi. It was the kind of confusing, shocking relocation that naturally would have proven disorienting for any enemy to get used to, just like how they’d designed it to be used for. Not that the Oto-nin would get the chance to adapt to the paradigm shift.

      Hibachi was on him in the blink of an eye, throwing out an absolutely brutal kunai stab toward the man’s throat. Tobio was closing in on the group quickly enough to hear the messy gurgle that had to have occurred as Hibachi pierced the man’s trachea. However, the result was easy enough to see as the man dropped, grabbing his throat in naked panic.

      To be sure, the lessons that his friend had learned over the last few months were vicious ones. Hibachi might never be the fastest shinobi or the one who had the special handling of techniques. What he did have, though, was a preternatural instinct for immediately springing on weak points and openings.

      Having a teammate to train with who was able to survive normally lethal, or beyond the pale, strikes in a spar helped hone that impulse to a razor’s edge. Tobio’s attention did turn to the rest of his bonded brotherhood, however, and he found himself being darkly pleased with what he saw there as well.

      Karin and Fū might not have had the same boon in terms of the Tag-In Jutsu in their hands, a fact he quietly hoped to rectify in the future. They did have many of the exact same advantages when it came to their coordination, however, when it came to how preternaturally they reacted in tandem with the others. As evidenced by the fact that they’d easily slid into a formation with Ami, as if the three girls had been training for months together.

      He couldn’t glaze that choice to trust in Exalted bullshit enough, it seemed.

      Wings had sprouted from the Takigakure Jinchūriki’s back as she took to the air, with the kind of blistering combination of speed and utility most shinobi could never have ever dreamed of. Fū’s hands went through four seals: boar, ram, dog, and rat, before culminating in her opening her mouth and allowing what looked like white, pearlescent webbing to be spat forth over a group of three suna-nin.

      In an instant, they were trapped, though not likely for long given the way they were trying to cut out of the sticky webbing. But those seconds were more than enough for the other two girls with her to make their move.

      Genjutsu fundamentally worked better when the target had other things to distract them. A bright light, a noise at the wrong moment to distract them, or any number of small but meaningful things could bring ruin to a ninja at the wrong moment. Being tied up in thick, sticky webbing was definitely irksome, no matter how you wished to cut it.

      Which meant that the first of the ninjas was a little too out of sorts to resist when Ami threw them into a genjutsu. He didn’t know what she had them seeing, but that terrified screaming led him to believe it might have been the Hell Viewing Technique. It made him unfortunately easy prey when the girl fell upon him with a tanto in hand, red eyes flashing with a manic light.

      What the purple-haired girl might have lacked in pure martial skill, she made up for in viciousness. He didn’t think the man would survive the series of thrusts toward his belly, not without some kind of quick treatment that he was unlikely to get. However, this was war.

      If people weren’t prepared for the risk of death, they’d have chosen the wrong profession to enter.

      Karin didn’t have any fancy techniques or jutsu. What she did have was a restored Uzumaki vitality and a complete, unhinged willingness to punch as hard as she humanly could. Sometimes in a world of fancy jutsu and exacting techniques, all you needed to do was hit a guy really, really fucking hard.

      The simplicity of it was kind of impressive, genuinely, as he saw her target buckle under the weight of her single-minded blow to the stomach. Something broke, though from this angle Tobio was unsure of what, and the man went flying from the unleashed strength of an amped-up Uzumaki. Seeing her like that, barely trained and yet physically so daunting…

      It wasn’t difficult to figure out why multiple Hidden Villages had to team up to take out Uzu if their entire village was built like that. Before even getting into their long, storied history of fūinjutsu.

      With all of his friends doing their best to defend themselves, how could he do anything else but make the most dynamic entry possible?

      By that, he meant he crashed into the stands with a thundering crush of stone underneath his weight and impact, Gaara slung over his shoulder, and immediately had two approaching Oto-nin whirl around to face him. His hands were occupied, true, but he had long since stopped needing his hands to be deadly. This was just the first time anyone would see it.

      For the first time, the boy reached into that well of deep, dark, malevolent flame and let it pour forth from inside of him. The best way he could describe it was that his eyes were a doorway and certainly not for his soul. Nothing but the roiling, horrific conflagration of a hell unlike anything these shinobi were prepared for lay beyond Tobio’s gaze.

      All he had to do was open the door, just a crack, just a smidgeon, and hell poured out. It was like trying to restrain a rushing river, where there wasn’t any real intelligence in the Shadowfire. And then found himself lacking for words, as the consequences poured over them.

      They destroyed. That was all it did, all it could ever do, the entire reason for its existence. Until now, he hadn’t quite understood what that had realistically meant, because the conceit was just anathema to anything a mortal mind could shape. Not before he saw the results of loosing it upon creation.

      There wasn’t any fancy jutsu or a line between the two points where he gazed. Instead, it happened between blinks: one moment the men were charging toward him, and the next, they were covered in flame. A corrupted, dark flame, the kind that devoured everything around it with a voracious desire to consume. The very sight of them covered by a black void in the world, where there should have been the smell of burning flesh and the air that would have enabled them to scream, everything was just a void.

      See, human sight relied entirely on light bouncing off of objects and entering the cornea. Eyes were basically biological cameras, bending, focusing, and converting light waves into electrical signals that the brain could translate into the visual images that people saw. Yet what happened when no light could escape an endless, inevitable flame that consumed everything?

      In an instant, two men were dropping to the ground, writhing, but not as men. They were shadows, black spots on the world only made evident by the silhouettes of men on fire, that his brain could no longer process save for the absence of light. It probably was a painful way to die and without even costing that much from his still steadily growing well of fire.

      The thing was, frankly, Tobio was already moving on without a shred of pity in him. Anyone who wore a Sunagakure or Otogakure headband had come to kill, pillage, and ruin the Hidden Leaf. He had some sympathy for the named characters just from his own fringe connections to the manga and anime he used to consume, like Temari or Kankuro, but everyone else…

      Hah. No.

      They dropped to the ground in an instant, already dead, even if their bodies didn’t know it yet. Lazily, he glanced over at the assorted gaggle of his friends and allies, a sharp grin on his face. “Yo! Everyone still in one piece?”

      “Tobio!” Three girlish voices cried out at once, in unison, as he came into view, as Ami, Karin, and Fū turned his way.

      Dispatching the ninja in front of him, Tekuno-sensei wasn’t wearing a jovial, fun expression when he turned to his most troublesome student. Instead, he wore the face of a seasoned high ninja, his face hardened in ways that almost felt foreign to Tobio. Then again, he’d never really seen his sensei in the middle of a life-or-death scenario.

      When all of the fun and games were stripped away, there really was something made of unyielding iron at the core of the man.

      “Report!” Tekuno barked, and Tobio did his best to try to stand at attention, with a sword in one hand and the other working on securing his prisoner.

      “I’ve defeated Suna’s heavy hitter, and he’s unconscious! But I dunno for how long, honestly.” The fact that Gaara was asleep, somewhat transformed but still in that interstitial period between ‘boy’ and ‘kaiju’, was still shocking to him. All he could attribute it to was the spiritual nature of his blade did something to the sleeping chakra beast inside of him.

      “Fuck, I dunno either. I know as much you do.” Somehow, hearing his sword spirit not know what she did either didn’t inspire a great deal of confidence inside of him. “I just know I touched something vast when you slammed the pommel against his skull. That’s it.”

      Tekuno gave the boy a long, wary stare before sighing deeply. “We need to move. He’s a high-value asset we need to secure. And potentially seal, given… his condition.”

      “Considering his siblings are closing in on us, I agree,” Tobio nodded, passively aware of all of the fighting around him. It was… deeply distracting, to feel the Konoha Crush going on around him, to sense it all in the periphery of his awareness.

      “You just always have to bring trouble in your wake, huh…?” Hibachi grumbled.

      “Enough chit-chat,” Tekuno interrupted, wrangling the group into something more concrete and focused. “Team Eleven and assorted children, move out!” The older Jōnin ordered, eager for the group to get moving.

      For now, it seemed as if their first real move was securing Gaara somewhere if they could. Not that he was supposed to know it, but killing the redhead would be bad considering what would be unleashed if he did so. In comparison, just throwing him deep behind Konoha’s lines where he couldn’t unleash Shukaku was the ideal outcome.

      If they could manage to make it happen. That was the real challenge there.

      All they had to do was ferry one unconscious, insane child through a warzone. How hard could it be?

    
    

    
      There were a lot of things that their training regimens had never quite prepared them for. Stuff like the smell of blood and viscera, gore, burning bodies, the cries of the dying. It wasn’t anything that was particularly offputting to Tobio, which… probably was something to be concerned about. The whole cacophony of scents was making a dormant part of him pleased as punch, and he was trying hard not to pay it any mind.

      Another thing was the passive promise that his muscles ached in ways that he’d be punished for, come the morning. His unbreakable bones were fine, but the joints and muscles hadn’t exactly come through dealing with Gaara untouched. Getting crushed in a vice like that was a singularly unpleasant experience, now that he’d had the misfortune of it happening to him. Nor had his skin, seeing as he’d effectively been sandblasted by a psychotic Jinchūriki.

      Hell, not even his chakra reserves were untouched. Embers was doing some work boosting his strength across the board, but he hadn’t exactly been judicious in his usage of the stuff so far. Even that little pocket of focus inside his mind had been diminished, and his capacity to concentrate himself into a rage was brought low.

      Internally he was guessing that he had about two more instances of mustering the mental strength required to get into that unique, murderous state once more. That was before he even began to take into account the other sizable distraction of several notifications from the System, all but screaming to come into his vision.

      A new perk would have been an immense and unconscionable distraction right now. Let alone if it was something that’d be good in the future, but not at that moment. He needed to solve this clusterfuck with the tools available to him at this moment.

      Besides, his friends weren’t as distracted by their own thoughts of capabilities or internal capacities as he was.

      Not for the first time, he was struck by what he sensed with the Five Poisons roiling off of them in this moment. Their fear, indecision, anger—all of these negative emotions that normally would have proven horrifically demoralizing for most people. It was a combination of their discipline and the supernatural force of camaraderie that kept their little band together, more than anything else.

      Moving through the arena and fleeing where they must did raise the question of where they were meant to be going. A lot of the upper-level decision-making that went beyond a Genin with regard to preparing for the invasion were conversations he wasn’t a part of. Though maybe he would be if he survived this next while.

      “Where exactly are we heading?” Tobio asked, as they darted toward the outer perimeter of the arena.

      Tekuno-sensei didn’t answer immediately, throwing an explosive tag in their wake that detonated into a small burst of yellowish gas. It was enough to make whoever was on their tail begin to cough and hack, though it didn’t seem lethal, just an irritant. Smart, considering how the gas might drift elsewhere.

      “We had a bit of forewarning, thanks to you, so a lot of shinobi were called back and secretly put on alert,” his sensei answered, head on a swivel and twitching toward every little threat in their way.

      The fact of the matter was, though, that their mission wasn’t fighting the war. It was escorting a VIP prisoner to be properly managed by their forces. No matter how much Tobio wanted to be in the thick of things.

      “You knew this was coming?!” Ami asked, looking positively scandalized and incensed as she whipped her head toward Tobio. Hibachi gave him a similar look, which was fair.

      They both had families in the village, families who were civilians and objectively at risk with this invasion. Not even giving them a heads up was… dangerous.

      “I had a suspicion!” He defended.

      “Still, you should have said something to us!”

      “Not with a gag order from me and the Hokage,” Tekuno supported, navigating them to the edge of the arena wall. “If you’re going to be mad at anyone, be mad at us. Still, we did manage to recall some key assets back in time. Jiraiya of the Sannin is our best bet for stabilizing our prisoner from… whatever’s going on with him.”

      It took Tobio a second to realize that his sensei was dancing around the boy being a Jinchūriki, but it made sense why. The topic was a complex one at the best of times, and it’d be better to keep it hush-hush.

      Over the wall they went and into the village proper. Karin was the one to ask a question that’d been on Tobio’s mind, though. “Where exactly are we supposed to find Jiraiya, anyway…?”

      “Probably wherever there’s the biggest mess,” Tekuno-sensei sighed. “Knowing our luck.”

      “C’mon it can’t be that bad, guys,” Fū piped up, trying to keep their spirits high. “What’s the worst that could be out there?”

      As if to punish the cheery girl for her audacity, as she flew alongside the running group, a susurrus rose in the distance. Somewhere between a hiss and a roar in terms of intensity, as three shapes came into view. Three massive, long, serpentine shapes, each one easily the size of…

      Well, larger than any living land-based organism should manage to be. Their heads were the size of apartments, with sinewy, scaly bodies. Their undersides were pale beige, while the rest of their physiques were a sort of dark, dirty hue, patterned with strange tomoe all over their bodies. By every reasonable metric, they were horrific summons, the kind that could end battles by themselves.

      Whatever torturous path life had taken on this planet, the reality of certain biological limitations that summons and their ilk should have had was nonexistent. Forget gigantism; what was the term for something even this big? Macroism?

      …Even worse were the urges stirring in his blood, as he took note of the large serpents. He wanted to fight them. Really, really badly.

      Tobio was itching for it, itching to throw himself as hard as he could, practically vibrating in place the longer they all stared at the gigantic creatures in silent awe. It made him want to dig deep into summoning the bears properly so he could eventually get his hands on engines of destruction that dangerous.

      They were so big that just the act of moving was enough to destroy buildings. Focusing his vision, Tobio spotted attempts by people to try and throw explosive tags, which had minimal effect. They were just too big and too tough for conventional weapons or jutsu to have the proper effect on them. Summons were bullshit like that, as he spoke from unfortunate experience.

      “You are deeply mentally ill.”

      But you’re me too, so what does that say about you?

      “SHUT UP!”

      It seemed hopeless, right up until a gigantic frog landed on one of the three heads. He blinked, trying to ensure that his brain wasn’t mistaken, but not. A massive cloud of smoke poofed, and out of it came a gigantic frog.

      No, wait. That was a toad. A massive, huge toad with pale green skin, like the color of old faded swamp muck. Its lips and head were the hues of dried river clay, as it wore two massive blades as big as entire neighborhood blocks on its back.

      “We found Jiraiya,” Tekuno-sensei noted, as they ran into the village proper by this point.

      “We’re going to have to head right toward the gigantic monster fight, aren’t we?” Hibachi sighed, with the kind of bone-deep weariness that came from a Genin who wasn’t getting paid enough for whatever job he was doing.

      “…Yeah,” Tobio nodded, as a grin began to spread across his features, not even seeing a point in denying it.

      “For the record, I blame you. Even if it isn’t your fault, it’s still your fault.”

      The Mixed-Blood gasped, shooting his slacker friend an affronted glance. “Guh?! For what?!”

      “MAKING ME TRY SO HARD, GODDAMNIT!”

      Well. Yeah, maybe Tobio could shoulder a little bit of the blame for that.

      “Shut your mouths, you idiots! We’re still on a timer!” Ami shouted, shooting a look over at Gaara.

      The transformation hadn’t picked up sharply, but the sand was still forming incrementally around Gaara’s body. It wasn’t a comforting sight, since it meant they were still very much on a clock. He was holding a bomb, and nobody knew when it was going to go off.

      “We’re going to navigate through the village,” Tekuno ordered, as the group fell into an easy, nigh-instinctive formation. “Everyone centered around Tobio, since he has the VIP. Ami, you’re on genjutsu distraction duty. Hibachi, I want you harassing anyone that comes near us with ranged weapons. Karin, punch anyone who comes even remotely close to Tobio as hard as you can. Fū, stay flying above us and attack from those vectors.”

      “What about you, Tekuno-san?” Karin asked. The bespectacled girl definitely seemed a little out of her element here and now. Whatever panic should have been overtaking her, though, mostly seemed to be smoothed out by the presence of everyone they were bonded to.

      It made the world of difference having the unspoken assurance on a bone-deep level that everyone around you was someone you could trust with your life. Despite the fact that no one might have been able to elucidate why or put words to the reasoning. Hopefully, nobody looked into their teamwork too closely.

      Tobio was already going to have too many questions to answer by the time all of this was over.

      “I’m killing anything that endangers any of you,” he answered the redhead, making the order of operations as clear as possible with a grim efficiency. “TEAM ELEVEN, MOVE OUT!”

      For their part, Baki, Kankuro, and Temari were trying to catch up with them. Truly, they were doing their hardest to try and get to Suna’s child superweapon, to the best of their abilities. The only problem with that was the fact that they were dealing with the first instance of a Sworn Brotherhood the Elemental Nations had ever seen.

      One Prince of the Earth, a Dragon-Blooded Exalted, was able to treat with kings and fight small armies by themselves. A band of them could hunt even the Anathema to the ends of Creation and put them into the dirt. Team Eleven and their add-ons were not so strong as to mimic that feat. None of them were so lofty in their power, not yet, but they did manage to get the best of what that mystical connection could be used for.

      They cut through the battlefield like a hot knife through butter. Team Eleven was normally a blunt hammer, thanks to Tobio’s presence, yet here and now they acted more like some sharp scalpel.

      Fū wasn’t afraid to dart in and out with the kind of daring that ought to have seemed suicidal. If it weren’t for the fact that she had a preternatural sense of where all of her allies were at all times. She didn’t even question it, knowing precisely where to shoot out a Net-Shaped Prison jutsu, or Hiding in Scale Powder, to blind or bind potential assailants.

      Karin, for her part, was as much of a guide as she was a guard for Tobio. The girl was probably the objectively least combat-capable of the bunch. He didn’t think she knew a lot of jutsu, nor did he believe that she had many supportive techniques. But she always knew where people were coming from and could direct them with her sensory powers at times better than Tobio.

      One of the downsides, even with his extremely powerful brain, was the fact that he had a lot of information coming into his mind at all times. Sight, scent, hearing, taste, and touch, and that was before getting into the mystical input pumped into his noggin. By comparison, she only had to deal with less information and could shout out warnings rapidly.

      When they were about to run into a cluster of friends or enemies, knowing when to nudge civilians away from the battle and into shelter works.

      Ami’s chakra reserves had never grown to immense degrees, but they grew enough to support her merciless genjutsu campaign. Oto or Suna ninja alike, were subjected to whatever nasty tricks she had at her disposal, with wild abandon. Setting them up for the last three to take them out.

      Like a yo-yo, Hibachi was whipping a shuriken on a string to and fro. It might have seemed silly, but after the two shinobi that he saw get caught in the neck and eye from it, Tobio gained a new respect for the jutsu. Hibachi relied more on tool-based jutsu than elemental releases, which was… fair, considering how tough applications of earth release could be in busy city streets.

      Tekuno-sensei was the most restrained out of the bunch of them, and for good reason. Someone ostensibly had to lead their band of idiots through an active war zone and keep them on task. His touch on the battlefield was lighter, where he used his weapons sparingly. He’d only killed a handful of people, admittedly, or taken a few down, over the course of their journey.

      Seeing as most of his attention was wrapped up in correcting the mistakes of his wards or ensuring they didn’t get sideswiped at an oblique angle, that made sense.

      For Tobio…

      Well, one would think that carrying another person would make him less deadly. To a degree, it did, seeing as one of his arms was entirely wrapped up in carrying Gaara’s weight, not that it wasn’t easy for him. His other hand was on his sword, preventing him from making proper signs for jutsu. If that was enough to keep him from being horrifically dangerous, though, he’d have been disappointed in himself.

      Most people who came at him saw him as, perhaps, something of an easy target. Young, occupied with someone already on his arm, and ‘obviously’ the weak link, seeing as he was surrounded by people trying to protect him. They soon learned their lesson otherwise.

      Like a flash of light, he’d swing his blade with enough force to leave arcs of blue fire soaring through the air. Then, usually someone is delimbed, beheaded, or bisected very shortly after. It took five incredibly, unspeakably unfortunate ninjas to learn that lesson before they neared their destination, cutting through scenes of horror and heroism in equal measure.

      How did he know they were getting close? Besides the gigantic monsters fighting in front of them, anyway. One of the snake heads seemed down for the count, but the other two were very much alive and well as they hissed and slammed against the giant toad, who fended them off with two gigantic weapons.

      The first thing that stood out to Tobio was the pressure. It was a subtle thing, maybe even too subtle for anyone who wasn’t literally a top-tier sensor like him or Karin to notice. Yet he felt the immense and impressive reserves of chakra inside of Jiraiya before he saw the tall man.

      With long, messy white hair, the last of the truly loyal Sannin to Konoha was an old man. Well into his fifties, yet not truly elderly in the fashion that Hiruzen or others of their contemporaries were.

      He was in the middle of directing shinobi as well, looking over at the group as they approached with no small amount of surprise. “Kanden-san? This your gaggle of brats?”

      “I’m surprised you remember me, sir.” Tobio’s sensei blinked, genuinely surprised.

      “From the third war. You’re older now, but you’ve got the same face shape,” the Sannin admitted before focusing over at all of the children present. “…But I’m more confused why you’ve got this many Genin with you. Or why there’s a transforming Jinchūriki with you.”

      “That’s… more complicated. We’re trying to seal his demon back inside of him, but none of us have the know-how to make it work.”

      “Ah.” A beat passed where the man nodded. “Bring him over, now, before it progresses any further.”

      It felt weird to have one of the most famous perverts in all of fiction being so serious in front of him. Then again, this was quite possibly the most serious, dangerous situation that they could have found themselves in.

      Everything was going to be okay. At least, that was the general feeling until Jiraiya went searching for the fuin that was marked on Gaara’s abdomen.

      “…THIS is what they’ve been using? All of this time?” Even if the Sunagakure shinobi were currently their enemies, the horror was writ large in his voice as he looked at the seal in front of them.

      “What’s wrong with it?” Fū asked.

      A scoff escaped Jiraiya as he pointed down at Gaara’s stomach. “It’s not meant for humans, that’s the goddamn problem! There’s no division between the mind of the demon inside and the human. Maybe their power is divided, but this just lets him get tortured forever by the demon. No wonder this kid’s got such a crazy reputation.”

      “But you can fix it, right? To seal away the demon?” Tekuno-sensei hurriedly asked. “Because we’re not exactly luxuriating in time before things come to a head.”

      “I would, if I had the time,” he grimaced, looking over at the conflict between his gigantic toad, and the snakes. “But I need to go help Gamahiro. No one else can deal with those snakes. Even if I did start, they could come over and screw up this delicate sealing work in the middle of it.”

      The last loyal Sannin paused. “That’d be bad. I can’t tell you how bad it’d be, just that calling it catastrophic would be an understatement.” As if to punctuate his statement, the loud crashing sound of falling buildings in the background sounded out from the battle between the behemoths.

      For the most part, the remaining two heads on the snake that were sensate were doing a good job dodging. A lot faster than someone would imagine a creature that vast and that large moving out of the way of bladed attacks, yet at this point Tobio chalked it up to more bullshit. If anything, it just made him crave the power to summon his own bears into the fray.

      So their options were worse ways to die or fail. Outstanding. There was seemingly no one else capable of dealing with this threat, or so it seemed at first, before he realized something else with a shock.

      …Tobio could do it. It was a realization that swept over him, though not one he should have been that hesitant about.

      “I can do it.”

      “What?” Jiraiya looked over at him with wide eyes. “Kid, this isn’t the time for jokes.”

      “I can get rid of the snakes. Or at least distract them for long enough.” It was so, so stupid. Irrevocably stupid. Yet his blood was screaming at him to try as the fight between the titans continued elsewhere.

      Shaking the ground, as anyone who got close was risking death. Unless they were someone who, by the dint of their existence, fundamentally could ride that line more than anyone else present. Who else had the skills, the powers, and the sheer idiocy to throw themselves into the confrontation?

      No one was coming to save the day. Just like Takigakure, someone was going to have to step up.

      “If he says he can do it, I believe him.”

      The words came from Tekuno, and even Jiraiya seemed shocked. “Are you listening to yourself?”

      “I am, unfortunately, so I am painfully aware of how insane it sounds. But if you need the time, we can give it to you. And knowing my little maniac, he has something prepared that he’s been holding back just for this moment.”

      Admittedly, it felt a little nice and invasive to know that his modus operandi had been seen through like that. No matter how true it actually was, seeing as how often Tobio tended to pull random shit out at the drop of a hat. “…I mean, that’s true, but—”

      “If you said you can do it, you can do it,” Tekuno stated, sagging as if admitting that much was aging him on the spot. “And much like a cockroach, you’re too hardy to die from whatever goes wrong.”

      “He’s crazy, but he’s reliable to survive the most insane stuff imaginable,” Ami piped in.

      “Absolutely certifiable,” Hibachi agreed without hesitation. “Still, for something insane like this, he’s the guy.”

      Jiraiya looked between the bunch of them with no small amount of hesitation before something heavy escaped him. A sigh, or maybe just some resignation to their stubbornness. “Fine. I’ll trust you lot to give me the time I need to properly fix his seal. So, what did you have in mind?”

      “Awesome,” Tobio beamed. “Here’s the plan…”

      The more he talked, the more the people around him seemed to grow more incredulous. To them, it sounded like an insane, impossible concept, and Tobio might have agreed if it weren’t for one singular fact. All of this combat, danger, and mayhem was ramping up his abilities to heights across the board that he’d never had before, despite how much chakra he’d already lost.

      The thing was, he didn’t need chakra for this plan to go off without a hitch. All he needed was to see his target and let the ocean that Shadowfire had grown flood out of him.

      Nothing could possibly go wrong.
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      What an awful idea this was. Who thought up this idea again?

      “You, idiot.”

      Oh, yeah.

      A voice called out from behind him, barely audible over the din of warfare and the rustling of wind at this height. “Are you sure you’re okay?” Fū asked.

      “I’m good,” he lied, like a liar, as the enormity of the scope of his task was laid bare before him.

      “Are you sure?” Something about her tone made it seem as if she was incredulous, despite how casual Tobio was trying to be about the entire thing.

      Granted, on the outside looking in, his course of action was fairly insane.

      “Yeah.”

      “We can still go back and find another plan—”

      He shook his head as gently as possible to avoid ruining her concentration as she held him aloft. They were worryingly high in the air at this point, not as high as he’d fallen in his suicide power bomb, but high enough to give Tobio pause. They were above the three-headed snake and toad summons, which was high enough for his tastes. Despite her doubts, Fū carried him through the air  for the sake of his dumb-as-a-bag-of-rocks notion.

      “Doing something this risky almost killed you before.”

      Ah. Keyword there being ‘almost’.

      “…”

      While the boy couldn’t see the spirit resting inside his soul, he could feel the sheer indignation radiating from her. In fairness, he would concede that this was kind of an insane plot. To lift himself up until he could spot the snakes in their entirety and then rely on his Shadowfire to burn them to a crisp.

      There was some disagreement, yelling, and threats of violence toward his person by the various people around him. But in the end, everyone came around to his plan, even if Fū felt somewhat nervous about it. Considering that they’d prove a target if they were noticed, he couldn’t exactly begrudge her that caution.

      “We’re about at the right spot,” Tobio spoke up as he could properly see the entirety of his target in his sight. For an ability limited only by his vision, that was the ideal scenario. “Can you hover in place?”

      “F-For a little bit,” she grunted out, trying to squeeze him tighter around the midsection. “You’re heavy as heck!”

      “Unbreakable bones and dense muscles should make me heavier, so that checks out.” He probably weighed nearly twice as much as Hibachi, despite them being similar sizes.

      Either way, now that he was getting a proper look at the snake summon, he could tell that it looked a little unusual. All three merged together at a certain point somewhere in the midsection, making it more of a hydra than a regular serpent. How did a creature like that even function?

      Chakra-enhanced bullshit was likely the answer, as it was for most absurdly sized summons in his experience.

      Regardless, he knew he was waffling right now. Mostly because he didn’t want to entirely deal with the presumable consequences of doing what he was about to do.

      When he’d killed those two men back at the arena, Tobio had opened the door to his Shadowfire just a crack. Then it’d been closed quickly, sealed shut underneath his iron will and his sword spirit’s assistance. Even so, the little he exposed to the world was enough to let him know how much he’d been underestimating the perk.

      However…

      Right now Tobio didn’t need restraint or to be mindful of collateral damage. Anyone sensible had already fled well outside the range of the kaiju battle going on in the middle of Konoha. It meant that whatever happened next, he wouldn’t need to worry about friendly fire of mass civilian casualties. With all of that in mind, Tobio flung open the door inside his soul.

      The only reason this plan was even possible was because Embers of the Heroic Age was going into overdrive the moment he’d thrown himself into the Crush as a whole. At the baseline, it was a reserve of Shadowfire large enough to decimate swathes of castle in one go, presuming he was willing to kill himself. Now, after knowingly putting himself in so much danger to ramp up his parameters across the board…

      Well.

      It turned out being in a fight for his life, in the middle of an invasion, going against skyscraper-sized kaiju was enough to make that reserve just a bit bigger. If it wasn’t for Sorcerer and its capability to allow him to channel larger amounts of destructive power, he wouldn’t have sprung for this at all. Like any good shinobi, though, Tobio took advantage of the resources at his disposal. Though he wasn’t looking forward to the questions he’d answer when all of this was said and done.

      But that was a future Tobio problem.

      “Begone from my sight.”

      When the words spilled out of them, they came reverberating with a strange, warbling intonation as his body began to burn. From the inside out, though it was a pain that he could ignore, despite how much it was rising to the surface. Yet it paled in comparison to what began to occur across his target.

      The fire on the snake started small, innocent enough, situating itself on the back of one of the massive creatures. Then, it grew with the kind of hungry, voracious hate that came from the Shadowfire. Like a spark catching on dry tinder, it raced across the bodies of the snakes with sizzling lines of inky blackness, warbling waves in the world itself where no light could escape their reach. It was almost like a shadow was beginning to be cast over his target, bit by bit.

      All of those reservoirs of hateful heat acted without any kind of direction, destroying whatever was in its path. That didn’t mean that there was, perhaps, more pain than he’d initially been counting on. If his destructive attack by itself had been the only element Tobio had to contend with, that might have been bad enough. No, the real issue came from whatever price he was paying for serving as the nexus for a metaphysical force that despised existence while also having an Origin that also was ramping up the effects.

      …Yeah, that was what he’d forgotten about, wasn’t it?

      It was something that wasn’t localized to merely his flesh but anything that could be broken down as the backlash hit him. His biokinesis from Death Resistive Body was informing him of that much the longer he let the flames pour out and spontaneously ignite into existence along the vector of his eyesight. Blood vessels bursting as the cellular walls keeping them stable merely sizzled away, internal damage building with each passing second.

      The benefit was that the noise those snakes made was an inhuman mixture between a hiss and a roar. Something pained that spilled forth from three different massive maws, a horrific keening sound, as perhaps some part of them understood what was happening in that instant. As an entity so in tune with the natural world understood that what he was doing was a fundamental violation of reality.

      Parts of them weren’t being burned; they were being outright deleted from existence, and they thrashed violently, insensate from anything but the animal panic that came across something when it was faced with nothing but the promise of death. Which was an unfortunate move for them, as their opponent had no such compunction about capitalizing on their weakness. Gamahiro whipped out, slamming those blades against their head and ultimately rendering them poofed into smoke in that moment. Not that Tobio believed being sent back to their home would be enough to stop what he’d done. Those flames would burn and continue to do so until whatever they touched no longer existed.

      All that mattered from his point of view was that in that instant they were gone, removed from the field of battle. What it took were blocks of destroyed buildings and, who knew, how many slain civilians. Even the fact that one of his most potent weapons had been revealed to everyone, for people to draw whatever conclusions they wished from it.

      Or maybe he was so maudlin about the victory, when he should have been ecstatic, because the strain from his attack had been draining him.

      “Tobio… are you okay?” Fū asked, her voice tentative as she began their descent.

      “Yeah,” Tobio croaked out, trying to project a strength that he didn’t feel in that moment. “Why do you ask?”

      He felt weak, in a way that was almost foreign to him. This was the first time his performance had been all that impacted to this degree, honestly, since Death Resistive Body usually kept him capable of fighting at his peak. However, that was predicated on there still being some kind of structure present for it to kick in on.

      All across his body, bits and pieces were just straight up missing. As if they’d been offered up to a pyre, burned from existence at the cellular level. Really, it was his own fault. You couldn’t serve as a conduit for a force beyond reality, which hated existence, without taking a few lumps in the process.

      As they got closer to the rest of their friends and allies, he could hear her murmured follow-up observation. “You’re… crying bloody tears.”

      True enough, there were streaks of red running down his cheeks, and his blurry vision of the world was hued in crimson tones as he blinked blearily. While he didn’t have much of a capacity to see himself from the outside looking in, he must have looked pretty bad.

      “That’s normal,” he lied. He was trying not to think about how much his limbs felt weaker than normal or how he felt, well, mortal. “My vision’s hazy right now. Can you drop us back down with everyone else so I can figure out what the hell is going on?”

      His physical condition was bad enough, but he felt even more naked with his sensory powers on the fritz. Signatures were blinking in and out of his radius, and he didn’t know if people were dying or if he’d genuinely suffered some kind of brain damage doing this. Even his chakra network was sluggish in ways that were hard to quantify in that moment.

      They’d won… but he didn’t feel great from the aftermath of it.

      Tobio, as a rule, didn’t remember much from the aftermath of power-bombing Suien back in Takigakure. There was a recollection of agony, but his body had been brutalized in every form by that point. According to Ami and Hibachi, his head was swollen, along with all of his limbs, and his normally unbreakable limbs were… well, not so unyielding.

      Even if they’d repaired themselves even stronger from the aftermath of that event.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t have that blessing this time around. He wasn’t hurt enough to pass out, much to his chagrin, which was truly a shame. Since his wounds were bypassing his normal capability to just shut off his own pain receptors. Or maybe it’d be more accurate to say that he was instinctively holding himself back from doing so, just so he could take stock of his injuries.

      Carbonized dermis on his shoulder, lower right abdomen, left inner thigh, and the back of his neck.

      Ruptured blood vessels across his body that he was actively trying to staunch with Death Resistive Body.

      His soul even felt like someone had taken a sledgehammer to it; with that inner gate he channelled the flame through being tender. And that was being generous with the description.

      “It probably wouldn’t have been so bad if it wasn’t for Embers of the Heroic Age,” his sword spirit murmured in the back of his mind, even sounding a little subdued herself. “But you were ramped up a lot more than usual. Where you’ve usually got a well, you had a dam you opened up.”

      That checked out. It also didn’t stop him from despising the weakness it rendered unto him. Ever since he’d arrived at the Elemental Nations, the capacity to defend himself had been one he’d appreciated, above everything else. Being relegated to such a state was…

      Well, he didn’t know how to describe how pathetic it made him feel. Introspection was the sort of thing Tobio usually tried to avoid, for all sorts of reasons. Dodging bad feelings and uncomfortable truths was easier than having to face his own baggage.

      Judging by the looks that were being thrown his way as he landed, intuited almost entirely through his sensory powers, the rest of Team Eleven and the various other shinobi present likely felt even stronger about his state than he did. There was an expression of horror on Karin’s face as he wobbled on his feet before he locked his joints in place to gain his bearings once more. Ami and Hibachi were less shocked, though, yet they’d also seen him when he was even worse off than this.

      It didn’t make it any easier to recognize the worried, concerned glances they were shooting him.

      “Tobio,” Tekuno hissed his name, approaching with the kind of paternal concern that made him a good sensei. “What did you do to yourself? What even was that flame that came from your eyes?”

      “Clan secret, Sensei,” Tobio grinned, only to wince as his bleeding eyes heavily protested from the motion. “Ow.”

      His teacher’s lips were pursed into a firm, frowning line as a vein pulsed on his temple. Whether from Tobio’s antics or just his condition, he couldn’t tell. “Not the time for jokes, kiddo.”

      “Sorry, dad,” Tobio answered and immediately regretted, as he felt heat flush to his face and Tekuno-sensei glance away from him in his own embarrassment. “Okay, you know what, I’m a little loopy with pain. Sorry about the snippiness.”

      It said volumes about how indomitable he must have seemed to his friends and acquaintances that a statement like that drew so much worry from them.

      “Does he have a concussion?” Ami whispered to Hibachi.

      “No, his skull is too thick. It’d be a first,” the boy whispered back.

      “Ha, ha, thanks for the concern,” Tobio grumbled, glancing away from their not-at-all-subtle whispering.

      Jiraiya, however, seemed a begrudging mixture of impressed and intrigued by the entire situation. “That was… impressive. If nothing else, it certainly simplifies matters tremendously.” He was already beginning to work on Gaara’s seal, an ink brush and a look of determination on his face as he spared the odd glance toward the others around him.

      “He’s an overachiever, sir,” Hibachi sighed, moving to help Fū hold Tobio upright before being swatted away by the Oni’s hands.

      A shrug came out of the tall Sannin, though, taking it in stride. “If you want to withdraw after all of that, I’ll certainly vouch for you.” Jiraiya commented. “You’re not exactly looking in the best shape.”

      Tekuno-sensei looked as if he wanted to say something but was leaving the decision to Tobio. Even if he were giving the boy a meaningful look. If nothing else, his sensei trusted him to know his own limits and how much he could take.

      While he was in pain, he could still move, fight, and run just fine. He wasn’t going to be bleeding out anytime soon, probably, if he stayed on top of adjusting his body so that the wounds closed. If he truly needed to, he could pick up his sword and keep fighting. His sturdiness was just that good these days. Not a lick of regeneration, just pure capacity to keep on trucking.

      The real question was whether Tobio wanted to leave things to other people or help with the rest of the invasion. He had perk rolls burning a hole in his soul and wasn’t exactly at the top of his game either. Even with everyone around him boosting the kid in a mystical connection for combat, which was saying something, Barbarian should allow him to rage and use that mental state to brute force some healing.

      In the end, Tobio had to ask himself with brutal honesty…

      Had he done enough?

      To be clear, he still wanted to fight, but that was the Oni portion of his brain thinking. It was all about violence, bloodshed, and then getting stone-cold, knockout drunk after all of it was done. If he were older, there’d probably be some sex involved in that thinking process, because Type-Moon Oni were just freaks like that.

      So far that hadn’t been a series of urges that by themselves could override his common sense. Of course, the initial perk he’d taken all those months ago didn’t take into account his bloodline progressing under the auspices of being a D&D-style berserker. Or what sort of subconscious pressures could be molding him in the background like that?

      A beleaguered sigh emanated from the back of his mind, coming from his sword. “You’re overthinking this.”

      Or maybe I’m not thinking enough?

      “After having a literal mythical showdown with giant serpents, prevailing after great cost, you’re in your head a little bit. You don’t have to take the entire world on your shoulders. Even if you want to.”

      Yeah, that checks out.

      “Think you’re done? No one would think less of you if you took a step back and rested. You’ve done enough.” Tekuno-sensei’s words obviously came from a place of genuine fretfulness, yet he’d learned enough about his most troublesome student to not discount whatever he might say. For all he knew, the boy would regenerate back from this damage in an instant.

      Honestly, this entire affair was another reminder for him to truly push for some academy reform. Who knew how many genetic freaks like Tobio were hiding in the wings, languishing from never being properly identified?

      It was up to Tobio to see if he wanted to accept the offer for what it was. To rest, after months of training, just to survive this event. To trust that all of the preparations and work he’d done would change things for the better and believe that everyone could cover things without him.

      A part of it felt like giving up, even if it was only logical. He didn’t have to save the world by himself.

      “…I think I’m ready to help on the backlines, for a change,” Tobio breathed out, feeling a rasp in his lungs that usually wasn’t there. “Whatcha got for us?”

      For a long moment, the pervy toad guy stared at Tobio, his eyes searching Tobio’s own dark gaze, before giving him a nod. “I’m sure we can think of something for you all to do.”

      And he did.

      The frontlines were sufficiently secure, honestly, and didn’t need him. Having any real degree of forewarning meant that despite the other problems they were facing, having enough people wasn’t one of them. Much of Konoha was still an active conflict area, and Jiraiya wasn’t shy about directing the group toward other objectives. Things that were no less important than actively fighting the enemy.

      People were trapped in the wreckage of some buildings, despite quiet efforts to evacuate them before the fighting had begun in earnest. When you had two sensors of Tobio and Karin’s quality around, though, finding them in collapsing buildings or hunkering down in place behind rubble, was easier than it should have been.

      Tobio deigned to merely lift heavy shit out of the way. Out of all of his capabilities, that turned out to be the thing that he could still rely on. Picking up heavy pieces of rubble and blocks that should have required teams of people, as he leveraged his muscle power to get the job done personally. In the face of his body feeling as if every step were making his joints creak.

      His physical condition was worrying, yet he did get the feeling that it would improve if he had the time to do so. It was getting better, though the reserve where his Shadowfire usually sat was notably empty making him feel…

      Hollow wasn’t the right word, because that presumed it was meant to be there. It really wasn’t, honestly, given what little he’d interpreted from it and the cosmic place it sprung from. “Diminished” felt more correct, like he’d had it emptied out to an unreasonable degree and run against more serious damage. He had no real proof for that presumption, but it was still what he felt in his gut, regardless of whether it was true.

      Everyone in the extended Team Eleven had a vested interest in him maintaining a focus on the rescue work.

      Ami, Karin, Fū, Tekuno, and Hibachi were working in concert to throw out jutsu, kunai, or shuriken or to attack and defend him when he was at his lowest. He didn’t quite know how to explain the warm feeling it swelled in his heart to be under that protection, despite how little they needed it for their given task.

      There was a part of search and rescue that Tobio just didn’t expect, though, as they pulled people to safety.

      “Thank you, thank you…” said a sobbing woman, crying as he lifted her small son.

      His sensei helped her limp into the ad hoc medical stations that had been set into place. If nothing else, Konoha had learned well from the Nine-Tails attack years ago. There were a lot more bunkers spread around the city and protected by shinobi while the fighting went on. Tobio had heard all sorts of spurious rumors from the tongues of shinobi and civilians alike as he went through the village. Some claimed that Kumo had joined the invasion, that Orochimaru had killed the Hokage, that there was a second wave incoming, and that the old Kage had risen from the dead to rebuke their former home.

      A lot of it was, fundamentally, the kind of random shit that just seemed to come from nowhere in the fog of war. People were scared and clinging to any news, even fictional bad news if it meant having an idea of what was going on, anyway.

      “Put the child down on the table,” an overworked-looking medic-nin ordered, already trying to organize things with the various other rows of injured civilians and shinobi all around. “Any idea what’s wrong?”

      “I think he’s got a fractured arm,” Tobio commented, intimately familiar with the way injuries could impact a body. The way the boy winced as Tobio carried him was also a pretty big giveaway.

      “We’ll put him down as a group three patient.” That meant that his damage, while serious, wasn’t so serious that it required immediate intervention. Provided the kid didn’t start going into shock or something like that, he could keep still until someone got to him with more mundane medicine.

      Now that the conflict had wound down for the most part, Tobio was learning all sorts of things about active war zones today. The rest of the team was doing similar offloading of patients or rescued civilians too, until their leader barked out an order.

      “Take a breather,” Tekuno-sensei said with clear command authority. “We’ll be heading back out in five while I get a situation update.”

      The news was a relief to the members of their team that didn’t possess inhuman stamina. Which, now that he thought about it, was just Ami and Hibachi. Karin was an Uzumaki and was roughing it on raw stamina alone, useful for the fact that she had more medical knowledge than literally anyone else besides Tekuno-sensei.

      Something good that came out of Kusagakure’s usage for her as a hospital aid was the fact that she actually did learn the basics from being there. It made her a helper when they needed to stabilize someone in the middle of moving them to an actually trained professional. And Fū…

      Well, she had a demon in her stomach. Not that anyone was supposed to know that, since it really just seemed like the tomboy was flat out built different. Though her seemingly endless enthusiasm had faded in the face of war casualties.

      Tobio didn’t waste a second to rest, slumping against a wall alongside the rest of his friends. It wasn’t quiet and wasn’t really that invigorating, but just that little bit was helping. Not that it was enough for him to ignore the worried expressions on Ami’s and Hibachi’s faces.

      “Are you guys okay?” They were… well, normal children compared to his mental dysfunctions. For the situation, they were handling it well, but he didn’t know if that would last forever.

      Worrying her bottom lip, the purple-haired girl glanced away as she wrung her hands together. Though in the end, she looked at him, with her red eyes almost the most concerned he’d ever seen her.

      “I’m worried about my parents,” Ami admitted, as the group took a breather. It was something he should have noticed, or remembered, but sometimes it took Tobio a moment to remember people did, in fact, have families. “T-They probably got to a shelter, but… I’m worried, y’know?”

      “Same here,” Hibachi added with a sigh. “I always drilled my dad and brothers on what to do if there was ever an attack or an emergency. I just… was so busy, I didn’t give it much thought till we had this breather.”

      Hmm. Could he…?

      “Gimme a moment,” Tobio exhaled and reached forth, allowing his sensory network to dominate everything else, at least for a little bit. The rest of the village came into view as the boy closed his eyes and tried to at least recognize some familiar chakra signatures.

      He’d gotten her mother and father’s before, having visited their home, so it was the least he could do to try and find out whether they were fine. The flood of sensory information was almost too much for him, flickers of lights in a great void, considering the fighting going on. Yet it was also obvious to him that it was coming to a natural close.

      And, much to his surprise, that gamble of his worked.

      Several familiar flickers were here and there in the void as he opened his eyes and glanced back at Ami. Her face was searching his own, looking for any news, good or ill. Hibachi was right next to her, trying to play it cool but just as concerned for his own father and siblings.

      “So?”

      “Your families are alright. A little banged up from what I’m reading, but alive.”

      It was an obvious relief to them, as they both let out sighs and muttered praises. “Are you sure?” Ami insisted, shooting him another look.

      “Provided nothing changes, they’re sheltering in place with a bunch of other people. They’re alive.”

      “That’s good,” Hibachi breathed out, something unknotting in his body. “That’s good…”

      However, whatever good news that they’d just received wouldn’t last long as Tekuno-sensei returned. The emotions swirling around the big man were… complicated, to say the least.

      “What’s with the long face?” Karin asked, looking a little worried at his stone-faced look.

      After months of being with his sensei, his expressions and demeanors were not hard to read. However, this one was a measuring gaze, as he seemed to be gauging whether or not to share the news. Yet in the end, practicality won out.

      “The leader of the forces, Orochimaru, has been slain, and the invasion forces are either fully in retreat or surrendering. However, the victory did not come without cost…”

      There were words that seemed to be struggling to come out of him, as if he were constitutionally unable to get them out. Eventually, though, he managed it, keeping his words just quiet enough for us to hear.

      “The Hokage is dead.”

      “W-What?” Ami breathed out, blinking in surprise. “No, you must be wrong; he’s… he’s the Hokage, he can’t be d-dead!”

      “It’s… confirmed. By the ANBU and Jiraiya of the Sannin. He managed to slay Orochimaru with a classified kinjutsu but, in the process, gave up his own life.”

      Tobio wasn’t saying anything, even as more pointed, heated questions were thrown Tekuno’s way. Mostly in that he was trying to figure out what he really felt about the matter himself.

      What was in his heart at that moment wasn’t grief. Grief implied that he was close enough to Hiruzen to feel that particular emotion, and frankly, Tobio wasn’t. He had some respect for the man and no small amount of issues with the way he’d handled Naruto’s situation in the past. Yet that didn’t make his passing any less of a gut punch, weirdly enough.

      Instead, there was a sense of loss.

      He was an institution, the longest reigning Hokage in Konogakure’s history, taking up the hat after the fourth had been prematurely slain. His shadow loomed large over the village, and without his presence, the village genuinely would not be the same. He’d been a moderate in most things, holding back others for good or ill, and planning on holding the hat for others.

      Could Tobio have changed things?

      No, wait, that was stupid as an opinion. He’d already changed things, considerably so, and if Orochimaru was actually in the Shinigami’s stomach, that changed things a lot on its own. There would be no Sasuke retrieval mission, no wider controlling apparatus for Otogakure out there…

      If there was a threat left, it was the other Hidden Villages, the Akatsuki, and Kabuto. Those, by themselves, were enough of a threat that… well, he wasn’t sure what they’d do by themselves with everything taken off the board like this. He just knew it wouldn’t be good for anyone involved.

      “You lot are also getting benched. Things are coming to a close, and we’re transitioning to shifts of work.”

      “We can do more,” Hibachi protested.

      “I know you can,” Tekuno agreed, looking at them all carefully. “But this is a marathon now. The fighting is going to peter out before long, so it’s more important that you’re fresh for the recovery efforts.”

      “But…”

      “No buts! It’s an order. Grab a cot, and get some rest.”

      It had gotten darker as the hours had passed them by. More time than he’d realized, considering when the Crush had started around noon.

      “…I’m not opposed to catching some sleep, if I’m being honest. We’ll be up early enough trying to clean up the village,” Tobio said.

      “That’s true,” Ami huffed. “I guess it makes sense.”

      “Of course it does. It comes from me. When have I ever steered you bunch wrong?”

      “Honestly?” Hibachi asked.

      Tekuno clutched his chest, as if he’d been struck. “Oh, my poor heart!”

      It was enough to bring smiles and soft chuckles to their faces. Soft levity after everything else.

      “Just get some rest. I’ll be around if you need me, alright?”

      After hours of grueling work, fighting, and effort… they probably all deserved a bit of rest. None of them really fought it that hard as they stumbled in search of unoccupied cots.

      Thoughts of Kage and the currents of history began to fade away as he lay back on a spare bedroll. No matter how tough he was or how much stamina he was used to he was exhausted. Not even the discomfort of sleeping in a hard bed was enough to keep him up

      The moment his eyes closed, Tobio was out like a light.
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