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Keiko lived in the leaf village for many happy, quiet years. Then the day after she passes her
genin exam, everything goes horribly wrong. Thought to be mentally unstable, she is barred
from passing the normal way. Can she get through it all and become a better person?

Provided by Fanart Central
http://www.Fanart-Central.net

0 of 80



1. The Name Means Lucky: Barred From Passing

Chapter One: The Name means Lucky: Barred from Passing!

Naruto was failing miserably at his cloning jutsu. Again. And this time it was a million times
worse because it was genin exam. Keiko couldnt help but feel sorry for him. When your best
friend was Hinata, you spent half your time stalking the poor little guy. She glanced over at her
friend and saw that Hinata was close to tears. Come on, lets get out of here. She said. They
had both already finished and passed, but Hinata had insisted on staying to watch Naruto. She
nodded and they left.

The two girls on the path didnt attract much attention. One was quiet Hinata Hyuga and the
other was the strange little girl who had been found in the Forest of Death at the age of five. Her

name was Keiko, but no one knew what clan she was from, as she didnt have a clan symbol.
She wore a black body suit, along with short khaki shots and a small khaki vest with lots of

pockets. She also wore black gloves, and the standard navy blue sandals. Her long black hair

was tied into a braid that fell to her waist and long bangs. She had tied a navy blue ribbon

around her forehead were her headband would soon be. The only stand out thing about her

was a solid white wolf pup trotting at her heels. The wolf had six red glowing eyes.

Thanks for making me feel better. Hinata said, | am going to go home now. See you tomorrow!

Oh! Bye. Keiko said. Balki, her wolf, yipped excitedly.
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See you tomorrow, too, Balki. Hinata giggled.

*k%k

Keiko was awaked the next morning by a sharp rap on the door. She wondered who it was.
Only Kakashi and Hinata cared enough to know where she lived and neither of them got up this
early, especially Kakashi. She yawned and walked to the door. She opened it to see Hinata s
smiling face.

Good morning! Ready to see the team postings? she asked

Sure, let me get dressed&

Okay, but hurry up. | want to make sure | wasnt blocked. Keiko froze, heart pounding, before
she found enough voice to say:
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Can they do that?

Oh, yes Hinata said, oblivious to the effect her words had had on her friend, They get the

accused and all the teachers and even the Hokage together. Then they hear the reason why
someone wants them blocked and then they vote.

Oh. Right. Keiko said, pulling her vest over her head and walking out, Ready to go?

*k%k

As they walked towards the academy, they had fun discussing future team mates. Hinata
wanted Naruto, and Keiko did an impression of what Ino and Sakura would do if either of them

got on Sasuke s team. When they finally got there, Hinata rushed up to the post. Her face fell
slightly as she read out loud, Kiba and Shino. Keiko nodded:

Shino s a freak. But Kibas okay. She walked to the list. Keiko stopped, heart beating. She
looked again. She wasn t there!

3 of 80



Hinata! she said, panic creeping into her voice as she turned around.

Guess again! She found herself face to face with a much older shinobi. Quick as a wink, he
grabbed, bound, blindfolded, and threw her over his shoulder. With a flick of his fingers, they
disappeared in a puff of smoke.

*k%

They reappeared again in a forest clearing. He unceremoniously dropped to the ground, where
she rolled and balanced on her feet, arms bound behind her, unable to see because of the
blindfold.

Can we get on with this, Kakashi? You are the one who called us all here. She heard the voice
of the Hokage. Balki stopped yipping and said, disbelievingly thought the mental link he shared
with Keiko, Kakashi? He betrayed us?

Oh, yes, pardon me. Kakashi said in his bored drawl, | believe this girl is too dangerous to be
allowed to pass.

4 of 80



Now what proof do you have of that? the Hokage asked

She is an Ookami, part of a forbidden clan Kakashi said simply

But the Ookami killed each other off six years ago! someone said

No. This little girl killed them all. The whenever a child in that clan connects mentally with a
wolf, an adult seals the blood jutsu inside it. You see, Ookami have two types of chakra: normal
chakra, and demon chakra. If they use the demon chakra, they lose complete control. At one
point, all the adults killed their wolves, deciding the wolves created the chakra. When one little
girl found the last wolf, the clan turned on her, trying to kill her and the wolf. Understanding the

link, the little girl called upon the chakra in the wolf, not knowing she had her own. The Ookami
did not kill each other, Keiko killed them all.

That s a lie! she burst out, unable to take it any longer, | didn t kill anyone!

| dont know, Kakashi, we ve never had any problems with her in class. She doesnt even use
Balki. He s kind of a let down as far as wolves go. Iruka said

She s too dangerous! Kakashi shouted
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Enough! yelled the Hokage, We will compromise! Keiko, you may continue your training, but
you will do it alone. You will not have a team.

What? Most of the tests from here on out are based around teams! Keiko cried

And you will not have a teacher either. Kakashi will check on your progress every once and a
while.

What?! Kakashi and Keiko said together

Take it or leave it.

FINE! Keiko shouted, ripping the blindfold off. Then she ran sobbing into the forest. Balki glared
at Kakashi for a moment before chasing after her.
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2. Unrequited Love:Hatred all Around!

Ch. 2- Unrequited Love: Hatred all around!

(A/N: | hope you all notice my wonderful use parallelism in the chapter. HA! Take that Mrs.
Hopkins!)

Keiko ran blindly through the forest, tears stinging the cuts on her face from unseen tree
branches. She kept running and did not stop, completely ignoring Balki s frenzied warnings. She
kept running and did not stop, not knowing where she was going or what time it was. She kept
running and did not stop, until finally she could not take it anymore, and collapsed near a tree,
sobbing. Balki padded up and let out a mournful howl.

Oh Balki, Keiko sobbed, Why did he do that? He p-promised! P-promised to keep the secret
and share the b-blame!

I know, | know. Balki said soothingly. A passer-by might have heard a whimper, but only Keiko
(and other wolves from her clan) could hear the words as the passed over the connection of
their seal. Balki tenses as he felt Keiko begin to make the slow change from sadness to anger.
He shook his head, At least you are able to live in the village still. Keiko laughed bitterly.

Like that will do any good. This time tomorrow, they Il be treating me like Naruto. This thought
brought another wave of tears that continued until Balki s ears perked up and he began to growl.
Keiko looked up and saw Hinata watching her from behind a tree. She realized it was almost
dark and she was in the Hyuga clan s backyard. She stood up, drying her tears on her sleeve.
Hinata! | m so glad to see you! Hinata stood up, but stood where she was, four feet away, They
had this whole meeting thing! After you left! | was kidnapped and now | m-

Banned from passing the test. Hinata said coldly, glaring at Keiko, | know. That was a clone that
went with you. | know your secret. Kakashi came by; he told me everything. Keiko snorted.
Kakashi doesn t know what he is talking about.

He told me how violent you are, what a monster you are, the girl looked about to burst into
tears, but her quiet voice stayed strong, He told e you intend to kill me.

What? Keiko gasped, | wouldnt ever! We ve been friends for seven years, and you Il believe him
over me?

| trusted you! Hinata screamed, | cant believe | trusted a monster like you!

What? Keiko asked, quietly now, eyes filling with tears.

| never want to see you again. So get. Go away. Keiko, surprised and upset, ran off, crying
harder than ever, until she reached another moonlit clearing where she cried herself to sleep.
When she awoke, Balki was curled up beside her, and something gleamed on the ground next
to her. Picking it up, she found her headband and a note:

You will meet with Kakashi s squad

At 10 today to see if you will

Be allowed to continue your training.

-Lord Hokage
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3. Grab and Go: Get the Bell!

Chapter Three- Grab and Go: Get the Bell!

Feeling alone and unwanted, Keiko walked slowly back into the village with Balki, now puppy-
sized again, trotting at her heels. She tried to ignore the muttering around her, the cruel
laughter. She tried to ignore the cat-calls and jeers. She tried to hold her head high, but it was
hard, knowing just yesterday she hadnt been hated. And then a group of young boys called to
her from a roof-top, Hey Monster Girl! both Balki and Keiko stopped, looking up.

We gonna kill you and the demon! We gonna chase you outta town! They began pelting rocks
at the pair. Pure instinct grabbed at Keiko s throat; she snatched Balki into her arms and ran,
rocks hitting her up and down the back until she reached the safety of her apartment, where
she slid against the door, breathing heavily.

She looked at her clock and gasped, realizing it was already nine fifty. She didn t really want to
be a lone shinobi, but she as going to show Kakashi she could take whatever he threw at her.
She grabbed her drawstring bag and showed her notepad and Balki inside. Then, slinging it
over her shoulder, she ran for Team 7 s meeting place.

Hey, what s she doing here? called a short boy with blond hair and an ugly orange jumpsuit with
a clown ruffle around the neck, pointing threateningly at Keiko. It wasnt really his fault, but
Keiko was already sick of this treatment. She launched herself at Naruto, throwing needles in
her hands, but something grabbed her.

What are you doing, loser? she heard. She whirled about to see the bored expression of a boy
with black spiky hair, a blue shirt with a huge collar, and khaki pants. Sasuke and Naruto on the
same team? Not good. She tugged her wrists violently out of Sasukes grip. She wasnt
obsessed with him like most girls, so there was no love lost between them.

Keiko, dont hurt him! Oh, god. No. No way! Sakura was on this team, too? Keiko feared for
Sasuke s sanity.

Well, thank you for deciding to finally show up, Keiko. Came Kakashi s voice. She ripped herself
out of Sasuke s grip and glared at the man in the tree. She had never felt such hatred towards a
living person in her entire life. It was so strong, even Balki sensed it and began to shy away, |
don t even see why you bothered. You won t be passing.

We Il see about that! Keiko spat. Balki was looking up, too, hackles raised.

Naruto and Sakura watched in confusion as Keiko and their new sensei fought. Sasuke merely
looked bored. Does she know him? Naruto asked Sakura.

How am | suppose to know, Naruto? Sakura asked testily.

I m not going to argue with you any more. | you pass the test, | Il let you continue. If you dont, |
wont. End of story. He turned to Naruto, Sakura, and Sasuke, Hello, group. My name is
Kakashi. Depending on whether or not you pass today, | may or may not be your teacher.

Come on! Bring it! | can take anything you throw at me, believe it! Naruto yelled.

Naruto&you are such a loser. Sasuke said.

| seriously doubt that, but today s test is simple enough. | have here two bells. If you get them
from me, you pass. He said, pinning them to his waist, And here is yours, Keiko. He pinned this
to the other side of his waist. Keiko was now under a tree a few feet away, Balki asleep in the
grass beside her. She had taken out her large sketch book and was writing furiously.

Whatever. She said, barely looking up to acknowledge the statement. Kakashi disappeared and
the group set off in different directions. Keiko shook her head and continued writing. Balki
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roused himself and, using a bit of Keikos clean chakra, changed into his true from of a full-
grown wolf.

What are you doing? Shouldn t we go after him?

No. It s what he expects. We wait here for him to fail them, which he will do, and the steal the
bell.

How are we going to do that? He is an elite ninja and it s broad daylight.

What do you think I m doing, moron? | m making a jutsu.

Keiko had mastered chakra control at a very young age. As her mastery grew, her skill
increased to the point of being able to create her own jutsu. As it was a long, thought-out
process, she couldnt do it on the spur of the moment, but given enough time before a battle, it
gave her a definite edge.

In between Sakura searching for Sasuke, Naruto plotting to eat lunch early, and a brief, hear
stopping moment (though not for Keiko) where they thought Sasuke had killed Kakashi, Keiko
had come up with something she called the shadow wolf jutsu. After figuring out how much
chakra was needed and discussing the plan with Balki, she settled down to watch the show.

She spent lunch watching as Kakashi lectured them on teamwork. She had known from the
beginning that that was the point of the exercise, but then, she knew Kakashi better than most.
She smiled as he berated Sakura for only caring about Sasuke when Naruto was there in front
of her. She laughed as he told Sasuke to get off his high-horse.

Then it was time to act. When Kakashi told them they were to be dropped out of the program,
all three began to scream, whine, cry, or just sit there. Keiko put her hands into the correct hand
positions. It worked: Balki became almost invisible. It failed: Balki was supposed to turn
invisible. She then directed her chakra to his feet. The puppy went flying off towards Kakashi
and was back with a bell in his mouth before anyone could blink.

Well, said Keiko, a little louder than was necessary, |ve got my bell, so I Il be taking my leave
now. Kakashi turned, reaching for where the bell had once been. For a moment, it looked as if
he might hit her, but he calmed down and replied:

Very well, | have more important matters to deal with. You three! | have decided to give you all
a second chance. After lunch, you may try and get the bells again. This time, | suggest you
work as a team. And one more thing: Naruto can t have lunch. Whhhaaa-?? Naruto said.

Keiko decided to stay and watch. Kakashi had never passes any team before, but he might just
to spite her. Indeed, he did, yet again proving teamwork was important. As the triumphant
preteens left, a frustrated Naruto was left behind. Without saying a word, Keiko threw two kunai,
severing the ropes binding him. By the time he looked back to see who it was, Keiko was
already deep in the forest, leaping from tree to tree on her way home.
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4. Every Day Brings New Growth

Chapter Four- Everyday Brings New Growth: A Friendship And Mission Begin!

The next few days were spent in a dark forest area with a large rock in the center. It was dark;
Keiko s eyesight was constantly being tested. There were many places in Konoha similar to her
training spot, but hers was the most secluded. A general day was full of a constant stream of
physical attacks on the rock. Keiko s ninjutsu was amazing, but Tai-Jutsu was horrifyingly weak.
As she leapt at the rock, she angled wrong and her arm let out a piercing crack. It wasnt
broken, but it hurt. Balki, watching form the shadows as always, simply said, Pain is temporary.
Pride is forever. Keiko flew at the rock with renewed energy.

*kkkkkk

Keiko! Keiko! someone was calling her name down the street. Keiko stood stiffly erect for a
moment before breaking into a sprint. Wait! she continued running. Balki, nestled safely in her
beige backpack, woke and peeked out. Keiko heard the person behind her mutter something
and then the explosion of a spell. Keiko turned a corner, still running, pushing chakra into her
legs to keep her speed up as she began to grow tired. Buildings and streets blurred as the
hunted lost herself in the village. She smiled, allowing herself to believe the pursuer had fallen
behind. One more corner and WHAM! She fell to ground and heard a chorus of shouting as she
drowned in a rush of orange and blur.

Keiko thrust upward, kunai in hand. She stabbed and kicked, fighting for breath, each figure
disappearing in a cloud of smoke. Finally two remained. Summoning her last reserves of
strength, Keiko stumbled on one, causing it to disappear-leaving only one Naruto to deal with.
Covered in cuts, Keiko slumped to the ground, completely exhausted.

What do you want, Naruto? she asked, her exhaustion not impeding on her ability to sound as
much contempt into her voice as possible. She looked up and noticed Naruto was breathing
almost as heavily as she was.

Finally caught you, didn t I? | ve never ran so much in my entire life, believe it! he paused at the
look on her face, What?

Is there a point to this story, or can | go home?

Kakashi-sensei says you have to do a mission with us. We re going on a B-Rank!

| dont think so. In case you didnt notice, | ve had my sorry butt beaten on every mission |ve
done so far. It Il be worse with Kakashi. Keiko spat.

What s your problem? Naruto shouted.

My problem is that irritating blond ninjas like following me around! Keiko said, standing up with
clinched fists.

It s not my fault Kakashi-sensei asked me to deliver the message. He was upset, too, when the
Hokage said you had to come. Keiko sighed. She couldn t say no if it was the Hokage s orders.

Fine. Whatever. Fill me in.

Well- Naruto broke off as his stomach roared. He laughed, How about I tell you over some
ramen? | m starving and | never got to thank you for untying me. Keiko growled, but was too
tired to continue arguing. She nodded briskly, picked up Balki and her bag, and followed Naruto
towards the setting sun.

*kkkkkk

Keiko woke up early the next morning with a heavy heart. She dressed slowly and half-

heartedly woke Balki up. He was dreaming and she got a sift kick in the face for her troubles.
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Bleeding, she ran out of the door, just as the sun brought the first rays of light to sleepy
Konoha. Keiko and Balki made it to the gate, just as Naruto and Sakura s argument, whatever it
was, erupted. As soon as the pair came into sight, Sakura s mouth snapped shut and she ran to
stand next to Sasuke, who simply raised an eyebrow in her general direction. Naruto smiled at
her, but Keiko rolled her eyes, now in too bad a mood to be bothered with him.

They stood like this, no one speaking, all wondering where the adult was, until the sun was
shining and Konoha was bustling with activity. Finally, a voice came from above the gate, Sorry
I m late, children. | got lost on the road of life.

That s a lie! Naruto and Sakura shouted. Keiko narrowed her black eyes and turned her back on
the skilled Jonin.

What Keiko? the older man said, jumping up only to land in front of her, No good morning?

He s provoking me. | wont do it. | wont take his bait. Keiko thought. She didn t- Balki did. The
small white wolf flew at Kakashi, teeth barred, ready to fight. Kakashi didn t even blink, his arm
flew at the puppy, sending him flying with a shock of pain in Keiko s head. Screaming, Keiko fell
to her knees, hands on her head. Her eyes pulsed from black to red and back again. Naruto ran
to her side. Keiko, whats wrong? What s happening? she shoved him away, concentrating on
eliminating the pain from her body.

Get up! Kakashi snapped, roughly pulling her to her feet. Keiko cried aloud, ashamed of her
weakness. She found herself looking straight into Kakashi s Sharigan eye. She stared at it, and
felt the pain receding. She gasped as Kakashi dropped her to the ground. She stood up,
dusting herself, and noticed that everyone was staring at her: Naruto, Sakura, Sasuke, and an
old man in a straw hat she didn t recognize. The old man looked up at Kakashi and said dryly,
Can we get a move on? | havent got all year!

Hey! Naruto said, We Il get you there when we darn well want to! The old man was tall, wearing
a tall, pointed hat. His grey clothing was travel worn and tied in the middle with a rope. He
looked at Naruto through semi-circle glass lenses.

You know what kid? | don t like you.

Yeah, well same here, old man!

That s enough! Kakashi broke in, Its time we get moving. Il lead. Sakura, Sasuke, Naruto-
protect the bridge builder. Keiko-stay in the back. Keiko growled, but fell into her place. While
Kakashi gave more instructions, she began a process of drawing chakra to her hands. Then
she placed them on Balki s flank. Closing her eyes, she told the chakra what it needed to do.
When she opened her eyes, Balki stood in his true form, a skinny, full grown white wolf.

Whoa! How d you do that? Keiko started as Naruto announced he d been looking over her
shoulder the entire time.

Keiko, Naruto- back in line! Kakashi snapped, And dont use any more jutsu on this mission,
Keiko!

But how will I- Keiko protested.

No questions! Kakashi shouted. Balki gave her a look, and she turned back to the end of the
line. A tension was sensed by the whole group and all was quite for a while. Suddenly Naruto
burst from formation and ran ahead. He turned, grinning, and said:

This is the farthest away from the village | ve ever been, believe it! Keiko turned her head once,
towards the direction of the Forest of Death. Then she and Balki followed on, 1 will finish this
Kakashi. And there is nothing you can do to stop me. | must become a shinobi, no matter what
the cost.
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5. On the Sidelines: Rogue Ninjas Attack!

Chapter Five- On the Sidelines: Rogue Ninjas Attack!

The road was as silent as could be. The sun rose high in the dazzling robin s egg blue of the
sky. Even the mighty trees stood still, with only the skidding of a falling leaf to break the
stillness. The line of ninja, grey, blue, pink, orange, and black, were not worried. There was no
sign attack; indeed there was no need to be worried of one. It was a standard guard mission.
Nothing to worry about.

Keiko was in the back still, regretting her choice of mostly black wear, absorbing every inch of
the sun s heat. Everyone seemed to feel the tension, and the quiet of the walk was beginning to
wear of Keiko. You should be thankful for the peace and quiet. Balki reminded her. It was true;
if anything had been learned in the last hour, it was that Mr. Tazuna was a grouchy old man
who liked to complain and disliked Naruto quite a lot. They had only shut about an hour before.
While Keiko was lost in her thoughts, a large puddle of water appeared on the path. She
thought nothing of it for a few moments, but then, remembering the recent weather, was
suddenly suspicious.

Kakashi, the pud- she began.

Was a puddle, Keiko. This is a mission based on stealth, so kindly keep your incorrect
suspicions to yourself. Keiko s lip curled and she let out and audible snarl. Balki walked up to
her side and pressed his flank against her leg. She hung her head, feeling the weight of her
braid, and fell back into her position. The walk was continued in its original oppressive silence.

As the warmth of the sun beat down and the buzzing of the insects continued, there was a
sudden rush of feet pounding, pounding on the ground and through the trees. In an instant, the
silence of the day s walk was broken as two men clad in black advanced through the line. A
black chain was whipped out between the two and was ran around Kakashi, then pulled. A
Jonin instantly defeated.

Panic spread through the group. Bits of blood and flesh rained down upon the terrified genins,
only to solidify, turning into wood. But no one noticed, they were all too scared. The two ninjas
rushed at Naruto, who froze up. Without thinking, Sasuke rushed at them, forcing them to
change direction, heading for the bridge builder. Sakura was in front of him, screaming her
head off as the black blurs came for her. Sasuke out maneuvered them, pinning their chains to
atree.

Keiko leapt into the fray immediately. She flipped with her hands, gaining momentum, and hit
the kunai with her feet. The chain broke, allowing the ninjas to wrench away, claws extended for
another try at Mr. Tazuna. At the very last minute, Kakashi appeared, holding them in a head
lock.

Sorry | left you all to fend for yourselves. | just didnt think you d freeze up like that, Naruto.
Kakashi said, Good job Sasuke. Sasuke smirked a Kakashi continued, You would have
defeated them if Keiko hadnt interfered. Keiko blinked. Balki growled, but she hushed him with
a quick look, And you, Mr. Tazuna, we need to talk. As the two men and Sakura talked, Keiko
found a then scratch on her arm from where the claws grazed her as the ninja went for the
bridge builder.

She calmly walked over to the tree where the two mist ninja now were tied. They glared at her,
but she ignored them and looked at their large metal claws. After she had studied them for a bit,
she was startled to discover they had poison on them. Staying where she was, Keiko serenely
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placed her mouth on the wound, sucking and spitting to get the poison out.

As she continued her methodical extraction of poison, Sasuke turned towards Naruto, You
weren t hurt, were you? Scaredy Cat? Naruto winced.

Urr! Sasuke! Naruto shouted, lunging at Sasuke.

Naruto! Keiko said, rushing over, Those ninjas had poison in their claws! If you keep moving,
you |l die!

Ahhh! Naruto said, thoroughly freaking out now. Kakashi, Tazuna, and Sakura returned from
their discussion just as Keiko threw herself at Naruto in an attempt to stop him from moving.

Quit blundering about, idiot! Keiko hissed. Sakura screamed, assumed to be thinking about
Keiko killing someone. Kakashi sighed and walked over, pulling Keiko off the small, nervous
ninja. He was about to reprimand her when Naruto jumped up and threw his kunai into his injury.

On this blood, | swear, believe it, | will NEVER freeze up again, | will NEVER lose to Sasuke
again. He threw his fist forward, blood oozing between his fingers.

Uh, Naruto? That was pretty cool and all&but if you bleed much more, you re going to die.
Naruto s face fell and he ran around, screaming. Keiko twitched and began banging her head
repeatedly into the tree. This continued for several minutes until Kakashi caught hold of him, Let
me see. He grabbed Naruto s hand. Keiko paused, mid-concussion inducement, and watched
as the older ninja s eye widened. Naruto s fist steamed and sputtered, healing itself before his
very eyes.

Umé&you re looking at me really weird. Am | going to die? Naruto asked, hardly masking his
fear.

Umé&no&you Il be fine. Kakashi said, dropping Naruto s hand. Lets get going everyone!

The ninja s fell into a circle around the two Mist Chunnin.

How? one gasped, How did you know our attack?

Please. Kakashi answered, A puddle? On a clear day? When it hasnt rained in weeks? Keiko
silently seethed as she had been the one to point that out.

Wait a minute! If you knew there were ninja, why didn t you stop? The old bridge builder cried

| needed to know who they were after. They might not have been after us at all. Kakashi turned
on Tazuna, The question is why you lied about what sort of protection you needed. You asked
for standard protection- against highway men and robbers. If you d told us there were ninja after
you, we d have made this a B-Rank, instead of a C and charged for a B-Rank.

Mr. Tazuna fell silent and stayed that way as Kakashi finished his business with the ninjas.

Soon enough, they were on their way again, Sakura worrying over Sasuke, Naruto throwing the
pair of them angry glares, and a steady stream of mental conversation going between Keiko
and Balki,

All of a sudden, Kakashi stopped, as well as Sakura, the bridge builder, and Sasuke. But
Naruto, not paying attention, ran into them, Naruto! Sakura hissed, but Kakashi held his hand
up for silence.

We re here.

Wha-?! All ready? | can t see anything, believe it! Keiko looked around. It certainly was misty. As
she watched, a dark shape began to eerily float towards them.

Get down! Kakashi whispered as the shape came closer and closer. The Genins threw
themselves on the ground, waiting for their death.

(ACK! Not the best ending to a chapter. | promise to do better next time! And look at my profile
for some info for this, as | am looking for at least two made-up teams for the Chunnin exams!)
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6. Out of the Action: The Shortest Chapter EVER!

Chapter Six: Out of the Action: The Shortest Chapter EVER!

(Okay, | admit it. I m too lazy to write the whole long Zabuza thing. | m already sick of this
Zabuza/Haku arc. | wanna get to the Chunnin Exams, so pardon the rather obvious cop-out. XD)

It s okay, you can get up now. Came Kakashi s sigh, Our ride is here. Four heads popped up,
first Sakura, then Sasuke, then Keiko, and finally, after a considerable pause, Naruto. Sitting on
the back of the misty river was a small motorized boat, Kakashi and Tazuna already sitting next
to a man in the back with a wooden row in his hand. Grumbling, the pre-teens made their way
into the boat. Balki slowly walked up the ramp and then dove into Keiko s lap, whimpering.

What s up with him? Sasuke asked, pointing towards the shivering ball of white.

He s afraid of water. Keiko said, stroking Balki s ears, | dont really know why.

Well, he Il be of no use to us that way. Let me help with that. Kakashi said, bringing his fist onto
Balkis head with a loud, Ca-THUMP! Keiko heard the thump and felt herself sliding into
darkness&
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7. The Wonderful World of Filler:

Chapter 6- The Wonderful World of Filler: The Forest of Falling Pre-Teens!

Keiko woke up with the largest headache she had ever experienced. Shutting her eyes against
the sun, she slid her pale hand across the floor. /I had the oddest dream&/ she thought.

Oh. Youre up! came a voice that sounded much more sunshine-y than Keiko thought was
necessary. She blearily opened her eyes, only have them fly open as she moved away from
Sakura, whose face was two inches away from her own. Are you feeling okay? You ve been out
for two days. Keiko sat up, looking around the sparsely covered wooden room.

& m fine. She said, forcing a smile, How did you all get me here? Sakura blushed and
threw a glance at Sasuke whom Keiko just noticed was standing the doorway. Oh. Thanks. He
shrugged than addressed Sakura:

Naruto should be here by now. Sakura nodded.

Keiko, Kakashi-sensei wants you in the forest as soon as you ve had- at that precise moment,
Naruto flew into the room.

Ohmigosh, Keiko! You missed it ALL! There was this guy with a giant sword and he got Kakashi
and then Sasuke and | freed him and Kakashi-sensei was SO COOL! And then this boy showed
up and killed the man and left, but not really because he s ALIVE! And- Keiko reached up at
Naruto and grabbed his headband, pulling him close to her face.

Keep. It. Down. She said in her most dangerous voice. Naruto gulped and stepped away. Balki
chuckled and made his way to Keiko, who stroked one his ears thoughtfully.

Oh. Keiko. You re up. Good. Lets go, kids! Sakura, Sasuke and Naruto clambered to their feet;
Naruto stood by the door, waiting for Keiko. She sighed and got to her feet, but not before the
old bridge builder showed up.

Now Kakashi, | dont mean to tell you how to train ninja, but the girl just woke up and she hasnt
had anything to eat in days. Are you sure it s good for her to be training right after something like
that happened? Keiko felt a rush of gratitude towards the old man before Kakashi answered:

This man is after you and as a ninja, she needs to be able to help protect you. She can come
have something eat AFTER she proves she can get a handle on this technique. Balki s left ear
twitched as if swatting away a fly, but Keiko knew it meant that he was restraining himself from
barking at the older Jonin. She nodded a quick thanks to Mr. Tazuna and then followed the rest
of her group out the door, her stomach growling since she hadn t eaten in ages.

That s what you get for being weak and fainting. Kakashi said, oblivious to the fact /he/ had
been the cause of her fainting. Apparently the effects of the recent chakra addition hadn t worn
off, since the next thing Keiko did was rush forward in front of Kakashi and throw out her arms
with her teeth bared.

I am NOT weak! She shouted. But when she opened her eyes, he had already walked by.
Keiko growled, got back in line, and stewed all the way to their destination.

The rag-tag group finally made it to the forest and stood in a cluster of trees not far from the
edge of it. Keiko thought she already knew what sort of technique this was, and she had
already mastered it. If it had been any sort of Tai-jutsu? Yes, she would have had some trouble.
But Chakra control she had a handle on than any one else in her age group.

Now, Kakashi was saying, leaning heavily on crutches and waving a bandaged arm, We re
going to work on something to control your chakra. /Big surprise./ Keiko thought before he
continued, Were going to climb trees. Naruto looked stunned, Keiko assumed because he
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couldn t connect climbing trees and chakra.

Wait a minute! he said several seconds later, Whats chakra? There was a stunned silence
throughout the small, tree circled clearing.

Oh my gosh Naruto! Do you know anything? You must have skipped THAT lesson, too! Sakura
said, rolling her eyes towards Sasuke in an obvious attempt to share a joke. Chakra is what
allows a ninja to nin-jutsu and gen-jutsu. There are pathways through out your body that you
control with various hand signs. She went on for several minutes, explaining how, what, and
why ninja s use it. Keiko let her mind wander, watching Balki, now back to a puppy, bounce
around chasing a butterfly.

Thank you, Sakura. That was an excellent explanation. Sakura beamed. Now, we wont be
doing this with our hands. You need to direct your chakra to your feet in a steady stream and
climb up them using your feet only. Naruto and, Keiko was surprised to see, even Sasuke
seemed confused with this, Here, use these to mark your progress. Kakashi added, throwing all
four of them a kunai.

Do you think we could have a presentation before we start ourselves? Sakura asked eagerly,
clearly trying to impress both the teacher and her would be lover. Kakashi nodded, made a few
hand signs, and then climbed to the lowest branch on the tree.

Now you try. He said to them, everyone but Keiko in awe, You all will probably need to start it
running. All four of them nodded and turned to a tree. Keiko sighed and looked up the tree. She
made the same hand signs and walked slowly up the tree, watching Naruto run only a few
paces up and fall, and Sasuke run quite far before he used too much chakra and fell after he
made a large, foot shaped hole in the bark. Sakura, however, had run up half up the tree and
now sat on a thick branch.

This is fun, isn t it Sasuke? she called. Sasuke merely looked irritated, causing Sakura in turn to
look crestfallen.

Very good Sakura, you can go home. Kakashi said, eyeing Naruto and Sasuke as if they were
nothing more than a vaguely interesting newspaper article.

What about me? Keiko called, now having walked up to the very top of her tree, perching
precariously on the edge. Kakashi shook his head.

Sakura got here first. Besides, | need someone to stay here and watch these knuckle heads.

Actually, sensei, | wouldnt mind staying here. Sakura put in, throwing sidelong glances at
Sasuke who was still racing up the tree and quickly falling back down, and Naruto who had
fallen, hit his head, and was now glaring at the tree as if it was all its fault.

You both can stay, then. He said, |1l go get some lunch. Keiko, make sure those two don t Kill
each other. Keiko muttered vehemently under her breath as Kakashi hobbled out of the forest
and toward the small port town. Sakura stared nervously up at Keiko for a minute before sitting
down to watch the two boys.

*kkkkk

It was late afternoon and neither had made much progress. Keiko was sweltering up in her tree,
trying to resist the urge to bang her head into the tree every time Sasuke or Naruto made a
blatant mistake. Around five, Kakashi showed up once more, handing a basket of sandwiches
to Sakura, and eyeing the two heavily breathing genin on the ground.

Sakura placidly chewed on a sandwich as Naruto came crashing down to the ground again.
Argh! He screamed in anguish, Why cant | climb this stupid tree?! Sasuke, thank goodness,
was too out of breath to say anything in retort, avoiding a fight that could have interrupted the
days work. Naruto suddenly whipped his head around to look at Sakura, who had been
watching Keiko stare at the sandwiches with fear in her eyes. Getting heavily to his feet, he
walked over to Sakura and knelt to whisper in her ear.

What? Really? Sakura asked, looking up at Naruto who nodded and whispered slightly louder
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than before:

Yeah, only, don t tell Sasuke | m getting help okay?

Boys. Sakura rolled her eyes again, but whispered back into his ear. Naruto grinned and ran
back towards the tree and Sakura got up and stretched, then turned around to walk home.
Kakashi walked outside the circle of trees as well, leaving Keiko alone with Naruto and Sasuke.

At last, bored of watching the strikes in the trees get higher and higher progressively, Keiko
jumped down and snatched the basket, breaking the last, dry piece of bread in half and handing
it to Balki, who sniffed at it cautiously before snatching it up and running half way across the
clearing. Keiko shook her head and watched Sasuke and Naruto as the sky got darker and
darker.
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8. Battle on the Bridge!

(A/N: Okay, it took me a LOONG time to update. Sorry! | have college credit pre-cal this year,
so it s really hard to keep up with everything. ANYways, this /should/ end the Zabuza/Haku arc
and we can get to the Chunnin exams. | promise that | actually have a plot for that, and some
pretty exciting stuff happens. Plus, there will be an appearance of KionaKina and
Moon_Princess characters. So, without further ado, | present my most recent chapter. Also, |
totally forgot the name of the short guy with the mustache. So, in honor of Naruto Abridged, his
name is Mickey.)

After several more days of watching Sasuke and Naruto race up trees, listening to Sakura wax
poetic about Sasuke, and listening to sad stories about a small boy with a hat she still hadn t
met, Keiko had pretty much decided that the mission might very well be the dullest one ever.
Fortunately, the next morning she got a new assignment.

Girls! Wake up! Keiko heard Sakura mutter something into her pillow before getting up to
Kakashi s voice. As excited as she was the night before to have gotten body guard duty instead
of babysitting, the morning light had brought with it the desire to just lay in bed all day. Instead
of doing that, however, Keiko got up, dressed, and began to braid her hair.

Balki! She cried, sensing an immediate stiffing from Sakura. The white wolf pup bounded in,
nipping playfully and Keiko s heels and barking like mad. Keiko grinned and sat down to pet him.

Boys arent supposed to be in here. Sasuke appeared in the doorway, moody as always and
repeating Kakashi s edict from several nights before when Sakura had been found in Naruto and
Sasuke s room, staring at him while he slept.

You dont seemed too concerned about it, Sasuke. Keiko snapped. The raven-haired Uchiha
sighed and walked away, much to Sakura s (voiced) disappointment.

*kkkkk

So, you re finishing the bridge today, Mr. Tazuna? Keiko asked as the group, minus Naruto, who
was still asleep since he d trained until early morning, stepped out the door.

Yes, today should be the last day of work. The old man said with a smile.

Great! Sakura interjected, We Il be able to go home soon! Keiko noticed even Sasuke looked
slightly happy that the mission was drawing to a close.

Yeah, you kids have been a great help. Especially you, Sakura. Sakura beamed. While the rest
of them chatted happily, Keiko looked around. The day was turning out to be quite beautiful.
Balki sniffed the air happily and Keiko smiled down at him.

Oh no! What happened? Keiko looked up. They had made it to the bridge. But instead of finding
men working diligently to finish the project, they found:

Bodies. Kakashi said. It was not a question. And that was when the mist began to creep.

Well, Kakashi, a booming voice cut thought the mist, You ve got a different runt this time. Balki s
fur bristled as he crept closer to Keiko s leg. Hello, girlie. This time the voice was right in her ear.
Keiko gasped and wheeled about, needles flashing in one fist. But not before a large blade
whistled thought the air and gashed her deeply in the shoulder. Keiko twisted around again to
face the man wielding the sword.

Ah! She gasped again, holding her should where it was bleeding freely. Flecks of her blood
spattered Balki s white coat. The man in front of her laughed, but he was no longer look at her.

Well, Haku. It looks like you get to test your strength against that of the legendary Uchiha clan s.
The tall man laughed again.
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Sakura, Keiko! Protect the bridge builder! As bull-headed as she was, Keiko knew not to
disobey a direct order in the midst of battle. But she couldn t see a way to obey it. Mr. Tazuna
was behind her and she would have to turn her back on a man with a huge lethal weapon to get
to him.

Luckily, this problem was quickly solved since Kakashi appeared in front of her. She didn t wait
for a que. She and Balki raced to Mr. Tazuna s side, filling in the gap next to Sakura.

Suddenly the mist grew even denser. Sakura became a mere breathe several inches from
Keiko. Keiko reached into her pack, gripping needles between each pair of fingers. She already
had a wound that would impair her ability to fight. And with visibility at absolute zero, this would
be a very difficult battle.

Sakura was desperately trying to find Sasuke in the fog. Keiko cast her eyes around, using
chakra to combine her sight with Balki s superb night vision. All she could find was a mass of
glossy ice farther down bridge.

It must be a Kekkai-Genkai. Balki breathed. Keiko nodded, glad she wasn t in Sasuke s situation.
Things quickly went downhill. Within moments, the assassin abruptly appeared in the middle of
their protective circle. Both girls screamed, but refused to move. Kakashi appeared again, the
blade crashing into the metal plates on his gloves instead of anyone s soft flesh.

And again the clashing ninjas were off. Oh, | hope Sasuke is okay! Sakura moaned. Keiko didnt
answer; the wound on her shoulder was becoming more and more distracting as the icy mist
seeped into it. But she had to focus; Mr. Tazuna s life depended on it, not to mention her own.
Without warning, Naruto appeared. Sakura exhaled a joyful breathed, by yelled at him seconds
later for stupidity, Naruto! Kakashi called, Sasuke s in the mirrors. Try and get him out!

Right! Naruto nodded, racing over to where Sasuke was trapped.

AH! Keiko s hand automatically went to her shoulder.

Keiko, if you need to- The bridge builder began.

No. she said, face contorted with pain. Orange light burst forth from Sasuke s mirrors. The ice
shattered, slinging sharp fragments towards the kounouchi.

YOU KILLED SASUKE! a roar that sounded similar to Naruto s voice split the air.

Nooo! Sakura screamed. Keiko identified a motionless body in the wreckage as Sasuke. A boy
in a mask and Naruto faced off a little ways off.

Is this the first time you ve seen a comrade die in battle? the boy asked, over Naruto s ranting
about Sasuke s dreams.

Summoning jutsu! Keiko turned around. Kakashi had summoned his dogs, who were clamped
around the swordsmans body, hanging from their teeth. Then two things happened
simultaneously.

Naruto lunged at Haku, whose mask had fallen off, revealing a strikingly feminine face, and
Kakashi made the move to kill the man. Haku looked up, and at the last moment flung himself in
front of Kakashi s lightening blade attack.

Everything went quiet. Keiko was suddenly aware that they were over by Sasuke. Sakura was
draped over his body and Keiko had been unconsciously pulling needles from his still form.
Claps echoed in the silence.

Very good, Zabuza. Said a voice. It was coming from a short, squat little man with a mustache,
wearing small sunglasses and waving a cane in the air.

Mickey. What are you doing here? Zabuza asked. Keiko was horrified to see that Haku s corpse
was still glued to Kakashi s hand, dripping blood onto the cement and wooden planks below as it
slid to the ground.

Well, you see, you re costing me too much money and you re not going quickly enough. So |
brought a bunch of these guys to kill you off and | m going to finish the job myself. The whole
time, the man had been making his way towards Zabuza. He stood above Haku s corpse now.
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Oh, look. The little brat who followed you everywhere. With n rapid, violent movement, the man
jabbed his cane onto Haku s face. Zabuza simply stood their, watching.

It wasn t good enough for Naruto. Hey! Are you just going to let him treat him like that?!

Shut up, kid. He died and that means he was used up. He s meaningless to me now. Zabuza
said, brown eyes impassive.

WHAT!? He would have given his life for you! All he did was serve you! It was his life! He DIED
for you. And all you re going to do is sit there and let him violate his body? Man, that s wrong.
Just& WRONG! There was silence.

Haku had feelings, Zabuza began, He felt things, which made him weak, and now, darn him, |
feel them too. Your words cut deeper than the sharpest blade. The man ripped through the
bandages lining his mouth. Kid. Lend me your kunai. Naruto looked startled, but threw it to him.
Zabuza balanced it in his mouth, and then ran towards the man. The group of henchmen
surrounding Mickey threw objects at Zabuza, lodging them in his back. But he didnt stop
moving.

What-What ARE you?! Mickey asked.

| already told you. I m a demon. Now your life s over, as well as mine. Now, where we re going, a
demon ninja will probably be accepted. But you? |1 d be worried. The kunai was suddenly in the
man s side, and he flew over the edge, screaming.

Zabuza turned around. Keiko felt her eyes welling with tears as he collapsed, dragging himself
along the ground in attempt to get to his friend.

Don t look away. Kakashi said.

Kakashi. Please. Take me to him. Kakashi looked solemnly at his former enemy and then
picked him up.

Sakura. A voice came from below, You re heavy. And Keiko- Ouch.

You re alive! Sakura cried. Zabuza was now lying next to Haku. And as he said his apologies, it
began to snow. As the first flake hit the ground, he died.

*kkkkk

The service was quiet, the sunset as quiet and beautiful as it had ever been. The silhouette of
the blade was dark against it, but in a way, that was right. In the end, the henchmen had been
driven off by the townspeople, and they had named the bridge after Naruto. But that wasn t what
Keiko wanted to take back from the mission. As she turned around, listening to the now familiar
squabbles of team seven, Keiko realized she wanted to be just like Haku and Zabuza. She
wanted to be brave enough to die for someone, to love someone. | m sure you will. Someday.
Balki said.

Yeah. But first, | ve got stuff to do.

The whole clan thing again?

What else? It s the whole reason | did this, isn t it?

Maybe. Balki said with a smile in his voice, Maybe not.
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9. New Friends And A New Challenge!

(Special thanks to Cherry for helping me figure out the glitches! And for reading so much! You
ROCK, Cherry, | seriously appreciate it!

Also, two characters will be appearing in this chapter that are NOT mine. Kaori belongs to
KionaKina and Tsuki belongs to Moon_Princess. Neither of you are in any way required to read
this story, although if you do and have issue with the way your character is portrayed, please let
me know and | will try to fix it. =3 Without further ado: THE CHUNNIN EXAMS!

By the way, if you have an OC you want in this, ask me! Chances are 1&rsquo;ll put it in at no
cost!)

The slow days of Konoha were vastly more enjoyable then the hellish mission. Keiko spent a
few days in the hospital getting her shoulder fixed, but was released within a few days when the
hospital staff grew tired of her whining. She promised to avoid Tai-Jutsu for awhile and then she
and Balki went on her way.

Although she enjoyed the rest at first, Keiko quickly tired of practicing her nin-jutsu. Deprived of
working on her physical abilities and not possessing any special eyes that would make gen-
jutsu a viable attack route (Ohhh! SAT VOCABULARLY! Youé&rsquo;ll thank me later- trust
me...Or not.), she took to walking around town and doing mission after pointless mission.

It was right after one of these missions (one where she had been forced to bathe several cats,
made no easier by the fact that Balki hated cats and had to keep scaring them), that Naruto
found her. "Hey! Keiko!" she looked up. Naruto was waving like a maniac from across the
street. "Come here!"

As she got closer, she saw that he was surrounded by three children, "What do you need?"
Keiko asked, folding her arms over her chest and trying her best to be scary so he would just
leave her alone.

"We&rsquo;re going to play ninja. Want to join?"

"A ninja playing ninja. Pathetic.” Sakura was watching the little gathering. Keiko decided
instantly to ignore her petty comments, but Naruto decided to go talk to her about.

"Your wolf is very pretty." Keiko looked down, slightly taken aback. A girl with two huge brown
pigtails and twin patches of rogue on her cheek smiled up at her.

"Um...thank you....?"

"My name is Moegi. This is Konohamaru and that&rsquo;s Udon." She said, pointing to a brown
haired boy with a cape and a chipped tooth in his wide smile and another boy with glasses who
looked in dire need of a Kleenex in turn.

"Hey boss. Is that your girlfriend?" Konohamaru asked, pointing across the way at Sakura.
Keiko winced. She&rsquo;d been around Sakura at least long enough to know that that was
one big way of getting your lights punched out. Sakura&rsquo;s head turned slowly on the spot.
"Yeah, well, it&rsquo;s supposed to be a secret.” Naruto said, laughing and rubbing the back of
his blond head.

"Oh no, you don&rsquo;t!" Sakura screeched, suddenly moving forward like a freight train
towards the two boys. They both looked around quickly and then screamed:

"RUN!" The three kids, plus Naruto took off, closely followed by Sakura who was holding her
hands in tight fists, ready to do damage. Keiko and Balki looked at each other, shrugged, and
ran off after them.
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The pair quickly caught up, Balki first, and then Keiko a few minutes later, breathing heavily.
Konohamaru by this time was laughing like crazy, having annoyed Sakura into chasing them
around again. But he wasn&rsquo;t watching where he was going.

"Look out!" Balki and Keiko called, but it was too late. The young boy had run face first into a
menacing, black clad figure.

"Hey. Kid. Watch where you&rsquo;re going.” The man said, picking up Konohamaru by the
scruff of his cape. He was wearing a helmet with cat ears and decorative purple face paint.
There was a girl accompanying him, slightly older with blond, butterfly shaped pig tails. She was
wearing a cut, lilac kimono and fishnets, carrying a huge black case on her back.

"Kankuro. Put him down. You know what Gaara will do if he finds out.” She cautioned, looking
slightly worried.

"l don&rsquo;t see him around, Temari. Besides, what&rsquo;s roughing up one kid going to
do?" He replied, shaking the whimpering child around.

“Let him go!" Naruto said, taking a step forward. The young man wiggled his fingers a bit and
Naruto instantly crashed to the ground.

"What-?!"

"Okay. You kids are really getting annoying. | don&rsquo;t think I have much of a choice..."
Kankuro whipped a large bandaged object off his back, paper flying everywhere.

"No, Kankuro!" Temari said, desperately trying to salvage the situation.

"Got any last words, boy?" Kankuro leered at Konohamaru, who had tears forming in his eyes.
And then a pebble whistled through the air, smacking the sand-ninja&rsquo;s hand. Everyone
looked up.

"Sasuke!" Sakura cried. Sasuke ignored her.

“Let the kid go." A new voice enter the scene, this one quiet and eerie. A red haired boy with
black paint around his eyes materialized upside down in Sasuke&rsquo;s tree. Even Sasuke
gave a small start. Kankuro grimaced and threw the boy to the ground.

"G-Gaara." Temari said, smiling slightly worriedly. Keiko was slightly surprised. She would have
guessed the girl had much more attitude.

"Let&rsquo;s go." Gaara jumped from the tree and landed on the ground, back facing his two
squad makes. The trio started to leave when Sakura interrupted.

"Excuse me, but foreign ninjas are required to have ID and permission when in another village."
The blonde turned around with a smirk on her face. She held her ID in her hand.

"Good thing weé&rsquo;ve got one."

"How did you get that?"

"Man, you leaf-ninjas are behind. The Chunnin Exams." She turned around and kept walking.
Sasuke jumped out of the tree:

"Wait. You. What&rsquo;s your name?"

"Me?" Temari asked, turning around again.

“No, the boy at the front." He turned around, spinning slowly.

"Gaara of the Sand. 1&rsquo;m curious to learn your name as well."

"Sasuke. Sasuke Uchiha."

"And you. Wolf Girl. What is your name?" Keiko blinked, not expecting any attention.

"Um. Keiko."

"l sense a certain spirit in you, Keiko." He laughed. It sent chills up her spine. Not a good thing.
And with that the Sand-Ninjas left.

The Chunnin exams. Keiko knew about them, of course, but not really what happened. It was a
big event in the village, and she&rsquo;d gone and watched several finals in her life time. She
got excited just thinking about taking part. But, as Balki reminded her time and time again for
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several days after she had learned about them, she had barely been a Genin for long and it
was highly unlikely she would be asked to compete.

So she had taken to sitting on her porch in the evenings. When she had signed up to become a
shinobi, she had never thought it would be so boring at times. She closed her eyes for a minute.
And then she felt a blade on her neck.

"You should be more careful, leaf-konouchi." Her eyes flew open. Balki was tied sitting several
feet away, lying on his side. She looked up. A tall man wearing a straw hat and a cover over his
face was on top of her.

"Um...Iruka-sensei? Am | supposed to be able to tell you&rsquo;re in disguise or would you like
me to play along?"

"What? I&rsquo;m not Iruka!" The man said, but he took a step back.

"Right. Okay, then. Well, have a nice night." She went back in her house.

*kkkkk

"Keiko. Kakashi-sensei told me to give you this." Naruto had found her again. Keiko
wasn&rsquo;t sure if she liked Naruto or if she was just getting used to be found by him. She
swallowed her ramen and took the small info-card:

"What is it?"

"The Chunnin Exams! You, |, Sakura, and Sasuke are going to take place in it." Keiko and Balki
blinked.

"No. Way."

"Yes, way! Make sure you&rsquo;re there a week from now at noon! I&rsquo;ve got to go train!"
And with that, typical of his hyper-activity, Naruto flew off.

*kkkkk

For the first time in as long as she could remember, Keiko was nervous. She clutched her card
as if it were going to disappear at any minute. Balki wasn&rsquo;t much help; he was once
again napping her backpack. She opened the door of the building slowly and was suddenly
overcome by the amount of people and noise that greeted her.

"Come on! Let us in!"

"Yeah, we&rsquo;re going to be late!"

"What right do you have to stall us?" Keiko pushed threw the crowd, not looking anyone in the
eye as several of them fell silent as she walked by.

"Hey girl, why don&rsquo;t you go back home and play with your dolls?" Two boys were
blocking the entrance to the examination room. One had just thrown a girl with panda-ear hair
and pink kimono shirt on the ground. Bruises bloomed on her skin.

"Ten-Ten!" A boy with black, bowl cut hair and a skin-tight green jumpsuit raced to her side. He
had his fair share of bruises as well.

"Hey, why are you all bothering here?" Keiko turned around to a familiar voice. Sakura, Sasuke,
and Naruto had made it. Naruto waved at her and Sasuke nodded in her general direction.

"What are you talking about? We have to get in there?"

"Yeah, right. I&rsquo;m sure you saw straight through that gen-jutsu, right, Sakura?"

"Of-Of course!" People were staring now.

"Tch. Beginner&rsquo;s luck, rookie." The boys said, as the sign above the door changed to a
different number.

"Right." Sasuke said as the crowd dispersed. "Let&rsquo;s get going."

"Wait." The boy with weird eyebrows said, "You&rsquo;re Sakura Haruno."

"Yes." Sakura said, pale-green eyes going straight to his eyebrows.

"I&rsquo;m Rock Lee. Would you like to be my girlfriend? | pledge right here to love you and
always protect you!" Lee gave a thumbs up and wink, his white teeth winking.

"...No. Definitely...No." Lee looked slightly put out as Naruto&rsquo;s team walked away. Keiko

23 of 80



looked at Lee and his team for a moment longer and then found her way to examination room.
"Well, well, well. If it isn&rsquo;t little Wolf-Girl" Keiko sighed. She didn&rsquo;t care how many
people thought her clan and his were mildly connected. Kiba seriously annoyed her. A boy
laughed as she walked into the room, his wild, red painted face looking even crazier in the grey,
fur-lined hoodie he was wearing. Keiko rolled her eyes. She really wasn&rsquo;t in the mood to
deal with everyone else she had graduated with, so instead of settling down, she wandered off
and sat down.

"Hey, | thought we weren&rsquo;t allowed in without our team." A girl with White, silver-tinted
hair and blue eyes looked inquiringly at her.

"Um..."Keiko said, not sure whether this girl had heard about her or not.

"The name is Tsuki. Kagayaki Tsuki." Tsuki was wearing a blue tank top that cut off to show her
midriff and tight shorts that practically went to her knees. She had a ribbon tied around her
waist and matching gloves that went to her elbows. And at her chest gleamed a golden moon
pendant.

"Um, well, Tsuki. | don&rsquo;t have a team." Keiko said, turning bright red.

"Wow. That&rsquo;s so cool. Sometimes | wish | didn&rsquo;t have a team.” Tsuki grinned.
"What did you say your name was?"

"Keiko Ookami." Keiko said, feeling odd at having a complete stranger have a conversation with
her. "l&rsquo;d introduce you to Balki, but he&rsquo;s asleep. Balki is my wolf." She added, at
Tsuki&rsquo;s confused expression.

"Maybe some other time."

"Hey, Tsuki. Who are you talking to?" Another girl walked up. She had green eyes and honey
colored hair with blonde streaks that was up in a messy bun. She was wearing a long, black
kimono similar to Sakura&rsquo;s and a red shirt underneath it. She had red gloves and looked
pretty confident in herself.

"Oh, this is Keiko. Keiko, this is my teammate, Kaori." Tsuki gestured at the girl, "I guess our
other team-mate is wandering around.” (Meaning, | still need to ask Jackie if | can use her
character in this) "Nice to meet you." Kaori said, "This your first time at the Chunnin Exams?"
"Yeah." Keiko said, feeling shy again.

"Our&rsquo;s too." Tsuki said, "l&rsquo;m so nervous."

"Me, too." Keiko admitted. And then there was a blast from the opposite side of the room. The
three girl&rsquo;s looked around.

"All right, Maggots! My name is Ibiki and from here on out, I&rsquo;m your worst enemy! Get
ready for your written examination!" And with that, the Chunnin Exams had begun!
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10. Make It Or Break It: The Chunnin Exams Begin!

(Oh my, Oh dear! 1&rsquo;m posting AGAIN! Do you all feel special or what? Anyways, | have
the odd feeling that 1&rsquo;ve got Moon_Princess&rsquo; character&rsquo;s name wrong. |
also hope you guys don&rsquo;t mind that | made your team about Neji&rsquo;s teamé&rsquo;s
age. If you hate that, let me know. 1&rsquo;m actually really enjoying myself with adding made-
ups in here. XD Too bad Kaori and Keiko like the same guy. Ah well. | may ask some other
people in KionaKina&rsquo;s fan-fic to join if they want. | think it would be fun. By the way, |
was going to let you know that this fic will end after the Sasuke Retrival arc, like in the manga. |
have no desire to write all the about 100 other episodes that are anime only before Shippuden. |
get very excited when | think about Shippuden. And now I&rsquo;m going to stop blabbing your
ear off and actually type up the story!)

"Cool. A written exam." Kaori grinned, "If that&rsquo;s all this test has got, I&rsquo;ll be a
Chunnin Exam in no time." Tsuki nodded in agreement:

"When they made us skip last year, | thought it would be something more...dangerous." They
looked at Keiko.

"Um, well, I&rsquo;m a rookie. 1&rsquo;ve only been a genin for a small amount of time,
so..."Keiko trailed off, nerves getting the best of her. It wasn&rsquo;t that she was stupid-
she&rsquo;d only failed a handful of tests at the academy- but if they were competing for
grades, she couldn&rsquo;t imagine getting much farther than this part of the exam.

"No way! They&rsquo;re letting you compete?” Kaori asked, looking torn between being
impressed or scandalized.

"They&rsquo;re letting Sasuke-kun&rsquo;s team take part,” Tsuki pointed out, "I think all three
rookie teams are." Keiko was about to ask how Tsuki knew Sasuke, but the examiner had
began to speak again.

"If you&rsquo;ll all come pick a random number and sit down, I&rsquo;ll explain the rules and
you can get started.” Tsuki and Kaori got up when they were called and Keiko watched them
give each other "good luck"s and split ways, wishing she had someone to wish her luck or at
least a rival she could try to beat out.

Keiko made her way down and placed her hands in the container, withdrawing a crumpled
piece of paper. She glanced at the number and started searching for her seat.

Keiko ended up, to her surprise, right next to Tsuki. Closer to the front, she could see Kaori next
to Naruto. Although she returned Tsuki&rsquo;s warm smile, she still wasn&rsquo;t sure how
she felt about the girl&rsquo;s attention. While they waited for the rest of the teams to find their
seats, Keiko plopped Balki onto the table and prodded him a few times to wake him up.

"Is that Balki?" Tsuki asked. Keiko started and felt herself turning red. Why was she ashamed of
her clan&rsquo;s heritage?

"Yes." She answered, but thankfully the Procter interrupted before the conversation could go
farther.

"All right, maggots! Quiet down!" the heavily scarred man who had originally addressed them
was now standing in front of the blackboard at the front of the class, "Listen to the rules.
I&rsquo;m only going to say them once, so listen good!"

"Yikes." Tsuki said, watching the man intently.

"You are going to be handed a written paper with nine questions. You will have forty-five
minutes to finish it. At that point, you will be given a tenth question. But we&rsquo;ll get back to
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that later.

"As long as you team gets a majority answered total, you will pass. But if a single member fails
to get a single answer correct, all three of you fail. If you don&rsquo;t have a team, you are
required to get all of them right." Keiko blushed, feeling several eyes on her, though most
people had the sense to continue watching Ibiki.

"If you are caught cheating by the examiners three times, not only you will fail, but your entire
team will be forfeit as well." He smirked at the murmurs that erupted at his last statement, "Now,
about that tenth question. If you get that one right, you pass, no matter what. 1&rsquo;ll give you
more information on that one later. Now- get started!"

Roughly eight Procters lined up on each side of the room, passing out the tests before seating
down with clipboards, watching the test-takers carefully. As Keiko was handed her test, she
closed her eyes and took a deep breath at the same time Tsuki clasped her necklace in one
hand.

The test was incredibly hard. Keiko thought she knew enough that she could make educated
guesses on all of them, but certainly not in the allowed time. Gulping, she put pen to paper,
trying to crack the code she had been given.

"How are you supposed to finish and get all nine questions right in that time period?" Balki
asked, after yawning. He preferred to sleep and leaving Keiko to do the thinking during tests.

"l don&rsquo;t know!" she snapped back, "This seems impossible for any genin, let alone a
rookie!"

"Isn&rsquo;t it curious that they gave you three chances to cheat? That wouldn&rsquo;t have
been allowed at all at the academy."

"Well, maybe it&rsquo;s because it&rsquo;s so tempting to cheat. | mean SAKURA would have
a hard time with this, and she always had the best grades."

"l was thinking more like...like that cheating is the point.” Balki replied. Keiko put down her pen
and blinked, "Isn&rsquo;t gathering information without being caught something EXPECT of a
Chunnin?" Keiko&rsquo;s eyes widened.

"Youé&rsquo;re right. It would make sense to test us on that. And what better way then a
completely silent, open room after being given a very hard assignment? But how can | cheat?"
"What about that jutsu you used during the bell test?" Keiko shook her head, tapping her pen
quietly on her head.

"lt&rsquo;s a no-go. You just became transparent; they&rsquo;d see through that in a heart-
beat."

"Well, use some time to FIX it. It&rsquo;s the only chance we&rsquo;ve got." Keiko wanted to
argue, but she couldn&rsquo;t see any way around it. Writing down the last equation from
memory, she tried to figure out how to complete the jutsu.

Twenty minutes later, she had a new equation she was pretty sure would work. "Okay. Got it.
But to make it less obvious and take less time, we&rsquo;ll add the soul swap jutsu to switch
places." The soul swap jutsu was a rather pointless technique crated by the Ookami clan. It
allowed a wolf and it&rsquo;s partner to switch bodies. It even allowed Balki to talk and use
jutsu. She hadné&rsquo;t ever thought there would be a use for it before. Balki nodded to show
that he understood. "Okay, try that guy over there. It looks like he&rsquo;s got all the answers."
*kkkkk

"Time&rsquo;s up. Get ready for the final question.” There was a collective sigh around the
room as pens clattered to the desk. Keiko and Balki swapped to the correct body and Keiko
slumped over her desk.

"I didn&rsquo;t think it would take that much chakra." She told Balki. Next to her, Tsuki
stretched a bit and slumped into her chair.

"That...was so hard."
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"Okay. It&rsquo;s the end of the first part and almost a third of your number has been
eliminated. Now, before | give you the final question, you have a choice to make." He paused
dramtically; the steady breath of its occupants filled the room in the sudden silence, "If you get it
right, you pass, regardless of how many you got right or wrong on the first nine. However-if you
get it wrong, neither you or your teams are allowed to take this test again- ever."

"You mean we&rsquo;ll be stuck as genins for LIFE?" Keiko heard Naruto screech from the
front.

"Yes. But you can skip out now. If you forfeit, you and your team are disqualified, but you will be
allowed to take the exam again." Keiko didn&rsquo;t see any reason to not take the final
qguestion. It didn&rsquo;t really bother her if she was stuck at this level, and it certainly
didn&rsquo;t mean anything for a team. She watched as almost half the room got up and left.
She wondered if Naruto would be okay.

Beside her, Tsuki seemed calm as well. It looked like both of them would be staying.

"Anyone else?" Ibiki asked. With a sinking-heart, Keiko saw Naruto slowly raise his hand. But
just as he was about to put it up to its full extent, he smashed it into the desk.

"No way! Naruto Uzumaki doesn&rsquo;t give up and he doesn&rsquo;t run away! 1&rsquo;ll
keep trying, no matter what! That&rsquo;s MY Nindo!" Silence fell around the room. Several
people who had been on the edge of leaving took their seats again. The man looked around
once more and then declared:

"Congratulations. You all pass.” Keiko&rsquo;s hear skipped a beat.

"No way!" Tsuki screamed, her face full of excitement.

"Way. When you&rsquo;re a Chunnin, you are expected to make difficult choices. Some of
those depend on other&rsquo;s lives. But you must complete your mission." He whipped off his
hat, revealing a head full of burns and punctured wounds, "No matter what the cost.” The room
fell silent for what seemed like the twentieth time that day. And then the glass shattered.

"What the-?" Keiko exclaimed. A banner appeared in the ceiling and a woman flew through the
broken window. She had a purple pulled up in a bun and was wearing a long trench coat, in
addition to an outfit underneath that incorporated a lot of fishnet.

"All right, Maggots! My name is Anko, and I&rsquo;ll be your second exam head. Are you ready
to face the Forest of Death?"

27 of 80



11. Forest of Death: Does History Repeat ltself?

"That was...interesting." Somehow, Keiko had found herself walking out with Kaori and Tsuki.
She felt uncomfortable. What if they thought she was clinging? What if they just didn&rsquo;t
know about her crazy demon-wolf powers (that weren&rsquo;t even real) and when they found
out, they&rsquo;d stop talking to her? Kaori was in an incredibly good mood.

"Hinata was being so nice to Naruto. Offering to let him copy and stuff." Keiko winced at the
mention of her old friend&rsquo;s name.

"You&rsquo;re not going to start trying to set them up now, are you?" Tsuki asked, smiling a
little wearily.

"Of course! Although the amount of people | need to set up is getting ridiculously high."

"Then why don&rsquo;t you just leave them alone?" Tsuki asked. Keiko could tell she was
teasing her team-mate and not being rude.

"Duh. Because who else would get everyone together?"

"Maybe they could get together on their own."

"Doubt it!" Kaori said with a laugh, "What about you, Keiko? Do you like any boys?"

"No, l&rsquo;m not so interested in that sort of thing. I mean, I&rsquo;m only thirteen.
Aren&rsquo;t hormones supposed to hit a little later?"

"I&rsquo;m with you. Who needs to date when there&rsquo;s so much to do?" Tsuki asked,
throwing her arm around Keiko in a show of comradeship.

"Whatever. In a year or two, you&rsquo;ll be begging for me to help you, Tsuki."

"Hate to break it to you, Kaori, but I&rsquo;m already fifteen. | think if | was going to go boy
crazy, it would have already happened." Keiko grinned. She couldn&rsquo;t help but like these
two girls.

"Hey, where&rsquo;s your third team-mate?" Keiko asked, wondering if she was going to meet
them as well, "Shouldn&rsquo;t he be with you guys?"

"Well, one, she&rsquo;s a she.” Tsuki said with a laugh, "We&rsquo;re one of those odd-ball all
girl teams."

"And two," Kaori cut it, "She&rsquo;s probably already gone home. We should have waited for
her."

"But you can meet her tomorrow." Tsuki said, "Want to meet for Ramen or something?"

"Um, weé&rsquo;ve got the second part of the exam tomorrow.” Keiko pointed out. Tsuki
flushed, which must have been hard to do with her pale complexion.

"Oh, yeah." She said with a grin, "I forgot." The sun was setting deeply behind the statues of the
Hokages, "Guess | better head home."

"Me, too." Kaori said.

"See you tomorrow, Keiko!" The girl&rsquo;s cried in unison as they shot off opposite
directions. Keiko shook her head, not really believing that she managed to make two new
friends who seemed to like her. Then she turned around and headed home herself.

*kkkkk

A large crowd had already gathered when Keiko made it. Balki had taken FOREVER to wake
up. She had thought about using the body-flicker technique to get there, but didn&rsquo;t want
to use up any chakra she might need for the test. As it way, she had ran all the way there and
was totally out of breath.

It seemed, however, that she wasné&rsquo;t late. Everyone was just standing around, mostly in
clusters of their own teams. Once again, Keiko felt that she was sticking out like a sore thumb.
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In addition, Balki was still asleep. She felt a mild prick of irritation. He was supposed to be the
adult...in a sense. How come she was the one responsible for making sure he was up on time?
"Keiko!" Keiko looked around and saw Tsuki a bit towards the center of the group, standing next
to Kaori and a girl she didn&rsquo;t recognize with long pink hair. Feeling self-conscious still,
she picked her way carefully to the girl. "I didn&rsquo;t think you were going to make it."

"Yeah, well. SOMEONE over slept.” Keiko said, still irked at Balki.

"Okay..."Tsuki said, looking confused, "Well, this is our team-mate, Jackerah. Jackera, this is
Keiko. We met her yesterday." Keiko looked at the girl and shook her outstretched hands.

"Sorry | stole your team-mates yesterday."

"Don&rsquo;t worry about it. | was stressing about the written exam and went outside to catch
my breath. By the time I&rsquo;d got back, everyone had been seated. And then | was so
excited | passed | ran home." Jackerah certainly was colorful. The girl had long bubblegum pink
hair and matching eyes. She was even wearing a pink shirt, although her skirt was blue. (XD I
don&rsquo;t know what her outfit looks like. OH BY THE WAY: JACKERAH BELONGS
TO...JACKERAH) Keiko thought their team could be nick-named the "Color Squad" what with
Tsuki&rsquo;s color-coordination, Kaori&rsquo;s Color Contrasts, and Jackerah&rsquo;s Color
Solidarity.

"Hey, listen up!" The crazy lady from the day before was in front of a barbed-wire fence that
seemed to be keeping a very sinister forest contained. Anko waited for everyone to fall silent
before continuing, "Welcome to the Forest of Death."”

"Well, THAT sounds pleasant.” Kaori voiced.

"lt&rsquo;s not." Anko assured her, "But it is where you will be spending your next test." She
flipped over a sheet that was covering a little easel next to her. It had a diagram of a fenced in
forest with a large tower in the middle. She grabbed a small pointer and pointed at several
openings in the fence, "There are multiple openings in the fence, all the exact same distance
from the tower. Your goal is to collect two scrolls,” she took out two different scrolls from her
pocket. One was had a white boarder and a heaven kangi, the other had a blue border with an
earth kangi.

"Each team will be given a scroll. You are expected to collect the other and make it to the tower
within a week."

"A week?" Jackerah repeated, "Did we bring enough supplies to last a week?" Keiko knew she
hadn&rsquo;t brought enough food to last her more than three days. She had a case of food
pills in her backpack as well, but didn&rsquo;t want to use those unless it was a last resort.
Sheé&rsquo;d have to find food in the forest. Oh well, at least Balki could hunt.

"Oh come on! A forest? That&rsquo;s all you&rsquo;ve got?" Naruto jeered. Anko&rsquo;s
stare hit him full in the face. In one lightning fast movement, she threw a kunai, which whistled
past Naruto, leaving a slender cur on his cheek. Then she was behind him, rubbing his face.
"It&rsquo;s though guys like you that leave their blood all over the forest." She crooned.

"Excuse me, miss." A grass ninja materialized behind her, holding the tossed kunai in a
freakishly long tongue.

"Grass ninja," Anko turned with a smile on her face, "I must warn you not to get that close to
me."

"l apologize, miss. | was just returning your kunai." She took the kunai and went back to the
front.

"Alright, Kids. Make and ORDERLY line and go and get your scrolls."

"Come on!" Kaori said, racing to the front of the line. Jackerah and Tsuki followed quickly. Keiko
got in line a bit behind, and within a few minutes she had signed a release form and received a
heaven scroll.

*kkkkk
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Keiko&rsquo;s gate was in the middle of Kaori, Jackerah, and Tsuki and Team Seven. "Good
luck, Sasuke!" Tsuki called from her position, "You, too, Naruto, Sakura!" Keiko was reminded
that she wanted to ask Tsuki how she knew the group. Sasuke nodded with a smile.

"You, too."

"Of course. There&rsquo;s no way l&rsquo;ll fail!" Naruto said, pointing at himself. Sakura
made no reply, but smacked Naruto upside the head.

"lI&rsquo;m going to open the gate in three minutes." The man at Keiko&rsquo;s gate told her.
She swallowed and nodded. A lone ninja with no one to protect her would make a good target.
And there was no guarantee that anyone attacking her would have the opposite scroll.
Unless...they already knew what scroll she had. Keiko knew it was a stupid idea, but she
quickly grabbed her scroll and the old ribbon she had worn on her forehead. Within in seconds
she had tied her scroll around her neck- an even an easier target.

"Begin!" Keiko sighed, watching out of the corner of her eyes as the two teams beside her
raced. Taking a final breath, Keiko walked into the Forest, letting the darkness submerge her.
*kkkkk

(FLASHBACK TIME!)

A young girl stood outside gleaming metal gates. She looked dead on her feet, covered in
scratches and bruises, her incredibly long black hair a wild mass of tangles. She took a tired,
stumbling step forward, but tripped on the blue dress shirt she was wearing. It tore, making
another hole in the red and orange lines that outlined her sleeves. A very small white wolf pup
with six black eyes ran to her side. She struggled to her feet again. Maybe the forest in the
gates held people who would feed her.

"Hey, this is a restricted access area. What&rsquo;s a kid doing here?" A shadow fell over her.
The girl moved quickly, facing the man from whom the voice had come. She coughed, holding a
kunai much too large for her in her hand, "lt&rsquo;s okay." The silver haired, masked man
said, "l&rsquo;m not going to hurt you."

"Are you going to hurt my wolf?!" The girl screamed, red eyes wild.

"No. Heé&rsquo;s fine. | promise.” The girl nodded and then passed out.

*kkkkk

"Okay Balki. It&rsquo;s my watch." Keiko got up. It had been several days now and no one had
showed up. She&rsquo;d thought she&rsquo;d heard Kiba&rsquo;s voice a while back but
didn&rsquo;t want to pick a fight with Hinata&rsquo;s team. She was beginning to worry that
she wasn&rsquo;t going to make it in time.

"Well, well, well." A cruel, female voice came from right in front of her. Both Ookamis went
straight into a defensive position, "A little rabbit has lost it&rsquo;s way. And it&rsquo;s got the
scroll we need." The girl took a few steps into the light. She was about sixteen, by the look of it,
with long silver hair in a pony tail. She was wearing a silk lavender t-shirt that showed her belly,
which had dark-purple fishnets leading to a skirt that matched her shirt.

"You&rsquo;re right." A boy appeared next to her, about the same age. His face was covered in
shadows that were cast from the red and yellow baseball cap on his head. His shirt matched his
hat and the sleeves went way past his hands, "Listen, rabbit, you give us the scroll and
weé&rsquo;ll let you frolic away." Keiko shook her head, too scared to even speak.

"Have it your way." The girl said, and within a flash was on top of Keiko, who bounded into the
trees. She wasné&rsquo;t going to be able to get away from them on foot, she knew that.

"l think we should use the summoning technique.” Balki said.

"What?! That&rsquo;s not ready! | haven&rsquo;t practiced at all!" Keiko said, casting fearful
looks behind every so often.

"DO IT!" Balki said. Keiko glared at him, but slit her palm open.

"Summoning Jutsu: Demon Wolf Transportation!" And before her very eyes, Balki transformed.
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It wasn&rsquo;t a real summoning jutsu, but it did transform Balki into an entirely different
being. He was huge now, much bigger than Keiko. His massive shoulders were broad. Keiko
leapt onto his back with a shower of leaves. "GO!" He leapt up, his powerful legs cracking the
branch he bounded from.

"Impressive, Rabbit, but that&rsquo;s not going to get you away from us anytime soon." Keiko
screamed as the boy appeared next to her, running at the exact same pace. Keiko threw some
needles, but he dodged them with a chuckle.

"Too bad. That was your last chance." He took out a kunai and stabbed Balki&rsquo;s side. He
let out a howl of pain, and Keiko&rsquo;s seal seared with pain. As the inhuman chakra flowed
through her veins, she stopped. Keiko growled.

"Doné&rsquo;t EVER do that again.” The boy seemed to realize he had made a mistake and he
took off the opposite direction. Keiko was right on his tail. Balki&rsquo;s wound was bleeding,
but he was still in his transformed state. There was a flurry of movement as the pair of shinobi
crashed. With a single, deft motion, Keiko disarmed him.

And then they lunged. It was a mixture of human and wolf, man and animal. Keiko
wasn&rsquo;t sure in the confusion who&rsquo;s teeth met the boy&rsquo;s throat, if it was
Balki or her that ripped a bloody gouge into the now motionless body.

She was scared, feral. She hated the feeling of being combined with her wolf. It was wrong,
even her own clan. The boy&rsquo;s body fell to the ground, and she heard the girl shriek his
name from somewhere. As he fell, she watched his movements and saw as the earth scroll fell
out of his sleeve.

She felt like a zombie as she fell to the earth, her body crashing against thick tree branches,
Balki&rsquo;s small, unconscious body clutched to her chest so no more harm would come to
him.

When she landed, she slowly got to her feet. She was completely unaware that she had landed
in a clearing where several teams had converged and that were now staring at the body and
here. She staggered to the body and slowly reached for the scroll. After a long moment of
staring at it, she placed it into her backpack, picked up Balki, and shuffled out of the area.

She had completed the first half of her mission goal.

But at what cost?
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12. Make it or Break it: The Pre-Lims Begin!

(Premiering in this Chapter are two NEW characters: Akara (Property of PandaChan21...And
Gaara) and Kristen (Property of Snowkitty) They don&rsquo;t have a third team member
because...l couldn&rsquo;t find one and am too lazy to make one up. Why do you think Keiko is
teamless, crazy?!)

Keiko sighed as she slid slowly down the concrete wall of the tower. It was the final day of the
mission and she had made it only a few minutes earlier. It was still early morning, so she was
still pretty early, but every bit of her ached. She hadn&rsquo;t eaten anything until the night
before, when she&rsquo;d finally ate a single food pill. It hadn&rsquo;t helped much though and
now her body ached from the chakra loss. She was so tired; Balki still had not regained
consciousness and she&rsquo;d been up two nights straight making sure the silver-haired girl
wasné&rsquo;t coming after her.

She placed her head on her knees, trying desperately to stay awake, feeling her grimy,
unwashed hair through the cuts in the black fabric. Keiko stood up, feeling her legs shaking,
and walked into the middle of the room. Her thoughts were flowing sluggishly and she simply
stood there for several long minutes, staring at the pair of scrolls in her hands. Finally, in the
empty room, she spoke:

"Well, | guess l&rsquo;ll have to open them." And with that, she spread the two scrolls, earth
and heaven, on the dirty tile floor.

A lecture on what it meant to find body and soul, a nap, and four hours later, Keiko was ushered
into a large, open room. It had a rectangular pit in the center, with stairs leading down into it.
Along the edges of the pit were wooden railings and on the opposite side of the room was a
sculpture of hands in a ninja sign. That was where the Hokage and all the senseis were
standing. All the teams were in lines, and Keiko could see Sakura and Sasuke were having an
intense but quiet fight. (Seriously, what was WITH that? They were in a room VERY CLOSE
TOGETHER, and no one could hear them shouting at each other?)

Yawning and still feeling like she was about to collapse from exhaustion, Keiko looked around
the room while the adults near the front discussed whatever it was that they were discussing.
She spotted Kaori, Jackerah, and Tsuki near the other side of the pit, looking a bit worse for
wear but excited to be there.

Next to them was a pair of girls. Keiko couldn&rsquo;t tell if they were supposed to be that way
or if they had lost a member during the last portion of the exam. They didn&rsquo;t look too
concerned either way, but Keiko inferred that they were simply a ninja squad with two members
instead of the usual three.

The girl at the front of the line leaned in to whisper something to Tsuki. She was wearing a
bright red tank top similar to Tsuki&rsquo;s and a black skirt. Underneath the cut off and the
skirt was black fishnet. Her green eyes sparkled at something Tsuki said and as the girl stood
back up, the gold earrings on her ears caught the light. She had black hair tied up in a pony tail
and striking, crimson bangs. She pushed them out of her eyes with a hand that had a fingerless
fishnet glove on it.

The girl behind her looked calmer and wasn&rsquo;t really doing much of anything beyond
patiently waiting for the instructions. It seemed like her bright blue eyes were examining the
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coming orders without even knowing what they were. Her long light brown hair fell across the
back of a pink kimono, studded with decorative flowers in different shades of purple. As Keiko
watched, the girl adjusted the periwinkle sash and the striking pink headband on her forehead.
"All right, listen up.” The Hokage&rsquo;s weathered voice called. Everyone in the room
immediately fell silent and Keiko stopped her observations without hesitation, "You have all
passed the second portion of the Chunnin Exam. Congratulations." There were some tired
cheers from several teams before he continued, "However, it is not the last part. And,
unfortunately, more teams then we expected have passed. We are going to have to a
preliminary round.” There were several groans, but the Hokage dismissed them, "The procter
will explain the next task."

With that, a dark haired man in a Chunnin vest took the spotlight. He had dark rings under his
eyes and looked like he hadn&rsquo;t slept in weeks. The room was filled with the sound of his
coughing for several minutes before he took up the speech, "Thank you, Lord Hokage.

"As you all have been told, the Chunnin exams are time for making cross-country alliances and
friendships. Still, its purpose goes beyond that and the chance to gain another rank. It is also a
time for the leaders of the country to assess each other. You are competing. The country that
gains the most Chunnin is less likely to get attacked than the country with the least.”

"So...wait. You&rsquo;ve basically lied to us for half of this exam and now you want us to try
and kill each other?" Someone, Keiko thought it was the red-headed sand ninja or possible
Kiba, asked.

"Basically, yes. Before the final competition, we will be having one-on-one battles. The pairings
will be selected randomly by a computer. There are no limits, but if | need to intervene, | will."
There was silence, "If any of you wish to drop out, now is the time to do it."

"Eh. | guess I&rsquo;m out." A silver haired boy Keiko recognized from the hallway before the
written exam raised his hand. One of his teammates protested, but was quieted when the boy
said something back.

"Okay, if that&rsquo;s everyone, weé&rsquo;ll begin.” All the teams traipsed up the stairs to
stand in groups with their senseis. Keiko felt a bit left out, but didn&rsquo;t feel right about going
to hang out with Kaori&rsquo;s group. She stood off to the side, leaning her head against the
wall as the computer cranked out the first pairing:

Kaori

Vs.

Kristen
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13. Kaori Vs. Kristen: Let The Battles Begin!

Kaori Vs. Kristen: Let the Battles Begin!

(So, 1&rsquo;m really disappointed. Did you guys know they&rsquo;re having a contest to make
a few made-up character REAL ACTUAL NARUTO CHARACTERS? Too bad it&rsquo;s only in
Japan. | mean, why advertise it here in America? That is cruel beyond WORDS. Anyway, |
wrote the rough draft of this during lunch, so | don&rsquo;t know Kristen&rsquo;s
techniques...so...er...they probably are not right. Pop Quiz: Do you people even read this
blithering?)

There was silence throughout the room as the names were read. Then the sound of echoing
footsteps took over as Kaori and the girl in the pink kimono walked down the stairs into the pit.
"Ready or not, here | come, Kaori-Chan!" The girl, Kristen, Keiko assumed, shouted cheerfully.
Kaori didn&rsquo;t say anything. Not even a smile flickered across her now stony features. It
seemed that fighting was not a joke for her, whether or not the opponent was a friend.

"Ready?" The coughing man asked, "Begin.” The match started with a flurry of movement.
Kristen leapt several feet backwards as Kaori reached into her backpack.

"No holding back!" Kristen called, and threw several kunai towards Kaori, who deflected them
easily. The Honey-haired konouchi deftly picked them up and threw them back at her opponent.
They hit was a squelching sound.

"Kaori! Watch out!" Tsuki yelled from above. Kaori looked back just in time to see
Kristen&rsquo;s body disappear in a puff of smoke to be replaced with a shard of broken tile.
The pink konouchi materialized behind her, stabbing her side.

Kaori winced as her blood hit the floor but turned quickly and suddenly jabbed at Kristen with
her bare hand. Kristen dodged. Keiko watched as the pair continued to clash, but no matter
how hard Kaori threw a hit, Kristen always managed to dodge or deflect Kaori&rsquo;s attacks.
But however many times her attacks failed, Kaori never got flustered.

Kristen lunged at her again, but this time, Kaori flew out of the way. In that moment, what she
had gotten out of her backpack was revealed. Still in the air, Kaori unraveled a scroll.
"Summoning Jutsu: Endless Water Supply!" A large tank of water exploded into being in the
center of the tile hole, sloshing droplets all over the two.

"Water? What can you do with WATER?" Kristen asked. For the first time during the match,
Kaori grinned.

"Plenty."” Her hands flashed into several different signs, "Water Technique: Mist of Death!" And
with that, the room was filled with mist so thick, Keiko couldn&rsquo;t see her hands gripping
the rail in front of her.

The mist weighed heavily on the gathering. The silence was oppressive, except for the sounds
of clanking metal, grunts, and screams coming from below.

As suddenly as it came, the mist disappeared, revealing the two girls and the examination
head. Kaori was breathing heavily, looking even more exhausted then before, and Kristen was
lying immobile on the ground.

"l...I can&rsquo;t move!" Kaori nodded.

"The winner is Kaori." The man said. Kaori heaved a small sigh of relief and then walked over to
Kristen&rsquo;s body.

"Let me," She gasped for breath a few times, "Help you." She grabbed Kristen by the shoulder
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where Keiko could see some chakra transferring between them. In about half a minute, Kristen
staggered to her feet.

"Good fight. You&rsquo;re an impressive opponent.” Kristen stuck out her hand, which Kaori
took and shook with a smile.

"You as well." Not wanting to take any more time before the next match, the pair of girls went to
stand once again in their groups, where their teammates congratulated on either a win or a very
good try.

The next match-up was Sasuke and the boy with dark glasses who had spoken up when his
teammate left.

"Good luck Sasuke!" Sakura called at the same time Tsuki called:

"You can do it, Sasuke-kun!" He didn&rsquo;t acknowledge either of them, but stiffly waited the
beginning of his match. Keiko once again wondered about the connection between the two. If
what Tsuki had said earlier was true, she didn&rsquo;t have a crush on the Uchiha boy.

Once it began, Sasuke was rushed instantly. Keiko knew that on any other day, he would have
been able to dodge, but he was tired and his reaction time had been slowed.

Sasuke struggled as his adversary sat atop him, laughing and gloating. Sasuke grew weaker
and weaker as the man drained his chakra from his body.

With sudden violence, Sasuke screamed into the air. Keiko watched as Tsuki grew slightly paler
than usual. Sasuke swiftly kicked the man, who sailed into the air like a kite.

A black pattern had appeared on Sasuke&rsquo;s skin, taking over half of his body and
contrasting with the red of his now activated Sharigan eyes. He jumped after the man,
appearing below him. The man gasped as Sasuke made a sudden kick on one side, then the
other, and then the first side one last time.

"Lion&rsquo;s Barrage!" The man hit the floor with a sickening crunch. Sakura and Tsuki both
cheered excitedly-until Sasuke landed on the floor, coughed, and fell to his knees.

"The winner is,” The announcement was broken with wracking coughs, "Sasuke Uchiha." The
mark had now faded, leaving Sasuke in such agony that he couldn&rsquo;t even greet the
sounds of approval made throughout the room.

"Okay, that&rsquo;s enough. Let&rsquo;s go." Kakashi appeared behind Sasuke and lifted him
to his feet. Sasuke didn&rsquo;t even protest, a sure sign that something was wrong. Tsuki
looked worried, but there wasn&rsquo;t any time to continue, as right then the next match was
chosen.

Keiko looked down to see Shino and a haughty sound ninja with two broken arms. The match
went quickly and ended up with Shino as the victor. Keiko was starting to wonder if this match
(And this chapter...and my mom is making me feel guilty about not taking the guinea pigs out
like | said | would on Saturday, so no telling if I&rsquo;ll finish this tonight or not. = (Even though
it&rsquo;s Collaboration and | don&rsquo;t have to get to school until 9, | still have to go to bed
at a decent hour.) was ever going to end.

The next few fights were short and with obvious winners. Kankuro won against the last of the
silver-haired boy&rsquo;s teammates and Shikamaru, after grouching about fighting a girl, beat
the female sound ninja.

Sakura and Ino&rsquo;s fight was the most boring. After lots of shouting, slaps, and punches,
the match ended with a draw and two unconscious rivals.

The girl with buns in her hair that Keiko had seen beat up the day of the written exam and
Temari, the sand-ninja ended up together. Although Ten-Ten had impressive weapons
poweress, Temari&rsquo;s wind nin-jutsu proved to be too much for her.

Naruto and Kiba&rsquo;s battle was incredibly long and drawn out. As it went on, Keiko took a
mental note that Kiba&rsquo;s attacks were powerful, but he only had two different ones, and
Naruto...well, Naruto seemed to think shadow clones were the answer to every problem. In the
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end, Naruto distracted Kiba by (she hated to say it) farting and went on to defeat him with his
"Uzamaki Barrage".

And then the next match was paired, the computer beeping at a fast rate through the remaining
genin clustered near the railing. "Hinata Hyuga vs. Neji Hyuga" it read. Keiko&rsquo;s heart
started thumping. She couldn&rsquo;t explain why she even cared about her old friend&rsquo;s
safety, what with the unceremonious shake-off she&rsquo;d been given. Still, the whole fight
was mostly her fault. Keiko shook herself, scolding herself for not paying closer attention.

The match was already underway, although as far as Keiko could tell it hadn&rsquo;t
progressed behind Hinata&rsquo;s cousin&rsquo;s banter. Keiko had met Neji many times
when she was younger and always underfoot at the Hyuga manor. The two hadn&rsquo;t
gotten along very well, but that was all Keiko could remember about those early encounters.

As the real match went underway, Keiko couldn&rsquo;t help remembering something that
happened several years after she&rsquo;d come to Konohagakure and made friends with
Hinata.

*kkkkk

Two girls were standing atop hill a bit outside the gates of their hometown. The hill with the
large tree was a usual haunt for the two, who weren&rsquo;t particularly social and enjoyed
each other&rsquo;s company.

At the moment, here was a girl hunched over on a tree stump, face in her hands and wearing a
ridiculous training outfit. The other girl was standing a bit away, looking over the tops of the
trees she could see from her vantage point. She was wearing black pants and a black, skin tight
shirt. Over the shirt, she was wearing an open blue naval shirt with red and orange outlines on it.
"Keiko-Chan...remember the boy I told you about? My cousin?" The girl on the stump asked.

"Oh yeah. Didn&rsquo;t you say he looked really nice, Hinata?" Keiko asked, turning around to
pay full attention to her friend. Hinata nodded.

"But...I just found out today. He wants me dead, too. Everyone in my family thinks I&rsquo;m
worthless." She started crying in earnest, causing Keiko to rush to her side and hug her.

"I don&rsquo;t think you&rsquo;re worthless. Although, 1&rsquo;m not in your family." When her
friend didn&rsquo;t stop crying, she continued, "I know you think everyone wants you dead, but
I&rsquo;m sure it&rsquo;s not that bad. | mean, you&rsquo;re the heir to the Hyuga...throne.”

"All the more reason for my dad to want me, his worthless daughter, dead. Hanabi is a
thousand times better than me." Keiko sighed:

"That&rsquo;s not true and you know it. But, here, 1&rsquo;ll make a deal with you. | promise,
right here, to not allow anyone in your family to harm you in anyway, even if | have to die to
prevent it." Hinata looked up, tears streaking her face.

"That&rsquo;s a stupid promise, Keiko-Chan."

"No, it&rsquo;s not. You&rsquo;re my best friend, Hinata; I&rsquo;d do anything for you."
Hinata&rsquo;s eyes seemed to steel a bit.

"Then | make the same promise. To protect you from your family." Keiko looked surprised, but
happy. The two shook hands.

*kkkkk

Keiko came out of her reverie just in time to see Neji&rsquo;s palm fly towards Hinata&rsquo;s
chest. Hinata already had blood coming out her mouth, already looked about to die. Keiko
realized that the entire time she had been thinking about the good old days, Hinata had been
growing into a much more courageous person than Keiko had ever seen her be. For a brief
moment, Keiko wondered if she had been holding her back from reaching that goal.

Neji&rsquo;s palm hit soared, inches away. Everyone in the room seemed to realize that if the
attack hit, Hinata probably wouldn&rsquo;t make it.

"No!" Keiko and Kaori cried at the same time, and with twin hand signs, appeared in front of
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their friend.

(Eww! Sucky ending! But | have to go take a guinea pig out like | told my mom would. So,
hopefully, MAYBE tomorrow you will get to see Keiko/Tsuki and Akara/Jackerah.)
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14. Are They Over Yet? The Chunnin Exams Continue!

The girls appeared instantaneously in front of Hinata&rsquo;s falling form. Both looked
surprised to see the other, but didn&rsquo;t dwell on the fact. In half a second, Keiko attempted
to kick Neji at the same time Kaori tried to hit him. It was in vein, however, since the minute
either would have hit, a group of adults materialized into the center of the group, restraining Neji
and the two girls.

"Why do you care what happens to her? What happens to them?" Neji was asking in his
normally calm voice, although his body language was screaming that he was incredibly
annoyed.

"Calm down, Neji'" A man with a bowl cut and shiny teeth was holding Neji down,
struggling a bit with the effort. Neji breathed heavily a few times, allowing his muscles to relax.
The man released him and Neji turned to face Kaori and Keiko with a smirk on his face. Keiko
had to resist the desire to stalk right up and smack the smirk right off.

It was at that moment that Naruto decided to attack Neji himself. All Keiko saw was a
movement of bright orange and then a flash of green. A boy who looked eerily like bowl-cut
man (except with much larger eyebrows) had thrown himself in Naruto&rsquo;s way.

"l want to fight him, too, Naruto, but all battles must be during selected matches." While the two
of them bickered back and forth for the moment, Neji turned his attention back to Keiko and
Kaori.

"Why are you bothering to protect her?" he asked, once again with all seriousness all though
the smirk remained on his face, "Oh, | see. Because you are "friends". Perhaps you even made
a promise to her." Keiko let out an audible grow; Kaori wasn&rsquo;t saying anything or making
any sort of emotion on her face. Neji let out another laugh and this time made it completely
clear that he was speaking to Keiko and not Kaori, "Why even bother? You made that promise
when you were friends. She hates you now. And can you really blame her? You&rsquo;ve
always made her look bad and now you&rsquo;re slowly replacing her with other people around
you and still you expect her to forgive you." Keiko was out of her bonds and trying to punch Neji
before he could even bat an eye. He easily dodged and just laughed again. Without another
word, Keiko turned around.

"N-Naruto?" Hinata&rsquo;s soft voice came, accompanied by a guttural cough, "Do you think |
became stronger? Maybe...just a little bit?" She coughed again, "And...Kaori...thank you..."
Keiko felt Hinata&rsquo;s eyes linger on her back for a moment, but didn&rsquo;t turn around.
Without even attempting to show any signs that she and Hinata had been friends, the girl
walked back up to her position on the railing.

Keiko&rsquo;s hands gripped the railing so hard her knuckles turned white. Even as Kaori left
to make sure Hinata was okay and the rest of the people on the floor walked back up, all she
could hear were Neji&rsquo;s words, circling again and again in her head.

"You made a promise...she hates you...you&rsquo;ve always made her look bad...and now
you&rsquo;re replacing her...yet you expect her to forgive you...she hates you..."

"Miss Ookami!" Keiko started, heard laughter.

&lsquo;So much for being a ninja able to SENSE things.&rsquo; She thought wryly.

"Miss Ookami, you have the next match." Keiko looked up at the screen, which, sure enough,
read "Keiko Ookami Vs. Tsuki Kagayaki" Her hear started pounding and Keiko could feel
Balki&rsquo;s chakra roaring through her veins, making the world seem fast and violent.

"Now would be a good time to make up Balki!" she hissed, a note of panic entering her voice,
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but there was no answer and Tsuki had already made it to the pit. Inwardly, Keiko groaned.
Sheé&rsquo;d just made new friends and now she was probably going to end up nearly killing
one of them. Her palms tingled with nerves as she made her own way to the arena.

Neither Keiko nor Tsuki took part in the usual before battle banter. The man coughed a few
times and then began the match.

Tsuki struck first, throwing several smoke bombs Keiko&rsquo;s way. Lucky for Keiko, the
smoke worked both ways, so she was able to dodge Tsuki&rsquo;s first blind attack and
withdraw her senbon umbrella from her knapsack. Thinking she could make an all over attack,
Keiko jumped straight into the air out of the smoke.

Tsuki, however, was ready and already in a position to attack. Keiko was unable to dodge and
had a light blue ninja boot smashed into her face. Keiko landed on her back with a thud,
thankful her nose hadn&rsquo;t been broken. But Tsuki wasn&rsquo;t done with her physical
attack, coming down to land a hard kick on Keiko&rsquo;s stomach and then retreat.

Keiko coughed and saw blood fleck the floor right in front of her. Unfortunately, the attack had
been enough to activate her broken seal since Balki was unconscious.

She tried to restrain it. Instead of attempting to tear out Tsuki&rsquo;s throat, she directed all of
her chakra to her right let. Then she stood completely still, waiting for the smoke to clear. The
moment it did, Keiko rushed Tsuki, flames licking her leg.

"Water style!" Tsuki yelled, "Water Dragon jutsu!" Keiko had forgotten that water attacks could
still be used, since the arena was still damp from Kaori&rsquo;s attack. Admittedly, water jutsu
was not a common expertise in Konoha and Keiko hadn&rsquo;t known that it was a skill Tsuki
had. Two weak serpents rose from the water.

The attack was enough to extinguish the fire around her leg, although not enough to knock her
off her feet. With one quick motion, Tsuki blocked the attack and sent Keiko flying.

The entire fight had gone on without a single word, except for Tsuki&rsquo;s elemental attack
announcement. For the first time, Keiko realized how much a few extra years of training helped.
"Get ready Keiko." Tsuki was behind her now, but this time Keiko blocked the attack. When she
whirled around, she took a defensive position. Tsuki was holding one arm at a ninety degree
angle, finger together. There was an odd green flicker around the fingers, causing Keiko to
realize the older girl had medical training. It did not bode well for Keiko.

Tsuki moved so fast this time that Keiko didn&rsquo;t know an attack had been made until a
muscle in her arm had been cut. The wolf chakra inside her howled with rage and this time,
Keiko wasné&rsquo;t going to bale to control it.

Within seconds, Keiko was in the air, right above Tsuki&rsquo;s upturned, gaping face. "Fire
Jutsu: Demon Kick!" Keiko screamed. Her legs erupted into flames, eating away chakra at an
incredibly fast clip.

Her leg crashed into Tsuki&rsquo;s face, which moved forward to violently, it was surprising her
neck hadn&rsquo;t snapped in two. Instead, she hit the floor face first. Breathing heavily, Keiko
stood over Tsuki, leg raised for another attack; the attack to finish it all.

"Stop!" Balki had chosen that moment to wake up. The moment he had, he had race towards
Keiko and bit her arm as hard as he could in his pup form, where he was now dangling.
"You&rsquo;re...You&rsquo;re okay." Keiko whispered, voice breaking. She took him in her
arms, cradling him and fell to her knees, trying as hard as she possible could not to cry.
&lsquo;lf he&rsquo;d waited any longer...would | have had a second death on my
hands?&rsquo;

"The winner is...Keiko Ookami." Keiko stood, trembling. Her chakra was almost entirely drained,
and now that Balki had woken up and taken his chakra back, she had even less than before.

She was relieved to see Tsuki get up, trying to stem the blood flowing from her nose. Keiko
didn&rsquo;t meet her eyes, not wanting to see the horror disgust etched into them. As it was,
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she was taken aback when Tsuki placed a hand on her shoulder.

"Impressive, Keiko-Chan. Especially for someone with a cut arm muscle." Keiko looked up, but
Tsuki was smiling and serious. Keiko couldn&rsquo;t reply. Tsuki seemed to understand. She
patted Keiko a single time on the shoulder, healing the slit cords at the same time, and then
walked back up the stairs.

"Miss Ookami." The procter said, this time with a cough obviously meant to get her attention.
She didn&rsquo;t answer, but went slowly back up to her place as the computer decided on the
next battle.

"Would Rock Lee and Gaara [of the sand] please come down here?"

"Woo-hoo!" It&rsquo;s my turn! It&rsquo;s my turn!" the spandex-clad boy was shouting with
extreme excitement. At this point, all Keiko wanted to do was go home and take a nap, but if
her calculations were correct, there were still two more match-ups after that.

Rock Lee flung himself from the railing into the arena, just as the red haired sand ninja made
his rather unenthusiastic way to the center.

“Let us have a fair fight!" Rock Lee said with a smile and a thumbs up. Gaara said nothing, did
nothing. Keiko yawned, thinking she was going to pass out in a minute from chakra loss.

*kkkkk

She awoke to a horrible, piercing scream. Leaping to her feet, Keiko looked into the stadium.
Gaara was on the ground, gourd less, but a massive amount of sand had tightly wrapped itself
around Lee&rsquo;s leg and exerted enough pressure, it seemed, to shatter the bone.

The sand moved again, this time going to Lee&rsquo;s entire body. There was a collective gasp
from the audience, a shriek from Kristen, and two shouts of "Gaara! No!" from his teammates.
Gai-sensei saved him. At that point, Lee was unconscious, although his body seemed to still
want to continue the fight. Across the way, Kristen&rsquo;s eyes filled with tears, and Naruto
was shouting something about "bushy brows!"

"Why? Why save him? He lost!"

"Because...he is my student. And | love him!" Gaara didn&rsquo;t seem to get it; he just
growled for a moment and began to walk away. At the last moment he turned around again.

"I will kill him. Just give me some time." The medics swarmed in once more to carry
Lee&rsquo;s broken body away, "After all...it&rsquo;s the only thing allowing me to live." Keiko
felt the same chill race up her spine as on the day he had asked her name, stating that she held
"a certain spirit". There was no time dwell. In the moments that followed, two more girls were
selected to fight.

"Will Akara and Jackerah please make their way down to the field?"

(Okay, that&rsquo;s it. | was going to write that fight, but | want to get up my at least one
chapter of the week before semester tests (which | need to start studying for). There&rsquo;s
no telling when you&rsquo;ll see me again. It can be as soon as this Friday or as late as three
weeks into January. =/ Well...bye!)
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15. Blah Blah Blah, More Chunnin Stuff

Jackerah nearly tripped down the stairs in her rush to get down them, pink hair glistening
almost eerily in the fluorescent light. Almost immediately after, the red-banged girl from before
made it, looking excited in a different way. Almost, Keiko thought, like she was anticipating
something.

Jackerah looked a bit nervous. Admittedly, Akara was a bit intimidating. Nevertheless, the two
seemed to know each other and like each other to the point of this not being a "who can kill the
other faster?" match. Without warning, the battle began.

It seemed that Akara was going to get the first strike as she ran forward with inhuman speed.
But as quickly as she came, Jackerah swung her hands into several signs before shouting,
"Earth Style: Earth Defense Jutsu!" A huge shard of hardened earth took the blow.

"Wind Style!" Jackerah said again, already on the offensive. A huge gust of wind slammed
Akara into the wall. Once again moving at a pace impossible for a normal shinobi, Akara
flashed into being on Jackerah&rsquo;s side.

She had barely enough time to erect another earth shield. This went on for several minutes,
Akara attacking, Jackerah using earth defense, and then sweeping Akara out of the way.
"Enough play." Akara said, her words almost a growl, "Time to get serious.” And with that, the
konouchi started to transform. Her formally normal eyes became green and cat-like, while her
canines grew into elongated fangs. With a final shutter, her fingernails grew and sharpened.
Either this girl was a gen-jutsu specialist or her blood-limit was even crazier than Keiko&rsquo;s.
"Secret Demon Art: Demon Blade!" Already fast, it seemed that her transformation had
increased her speed 10-fold. Jackerah whirled around, creating another earth defensive, but
this time the blade coming from Akara&rsquo;s arm shattered right through it. "Sorry Jackerah.
Battle&rsquo;s over."

*kkkkk

"The winner is...Akara." Kristen and even Jackerah and her team cheered. Akara grinned in
acknowledgement. She&rsquo;d gotten through the battle without breaking a sweat. Already
there were murmurs that this girl was a shoe-in for Chunnin.

The final match was nothing to sneeze at. Chouji used his usual body expansion jutsu, but the
prickly sound-ninja easily dodged and beat Chouji with some sort of sound based attack. Keiko
noted with a bit of surprise that all three sand-ninja had made it, but only one of the rather
feared sound-ninja had.

"You&rsquo;re all free to go." The Hokage said, "You&rsquo;ve all done splendidly. If those of
you who won will stay behind, weé&rsquo;ll fill you in on the next process." Several minutes
passed as all the people who hadné&rsquo;t won and hadn&rsquo;t been sent to the hospital
left. Finally, only eleven genin, the Hokage, the exam instructor, and Sakura remained.
"Congratulations, all of you." Lord Hokage said as the worn out (well, except for Akara)
competitors formed a line in front of them, "You have advanced to the finals. Before | continue,
Hayate will come around with a bag. You are to draw one of what is in it and then read it out
loud once everyone has one." Hayate, the coughing man, did as told.

There were numbers on slips of paper. In a line, each contestant read out their number.

"One." Kaori said.

"Four." Neji read.

"Nine." Kankuro stated

"Eleven." Temari said.
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"Five." Was Akara.

"Six." Was Dosu.

"Two." Was the number Keiko had received.

“Three!" Naruto exclaimed.

"Twelve." Shikamaru said with a sigh.

"l have eight." Said Gaara.

"l&rsquo;ve got ten." Shino said.

"Very good." The Hokage said, "That means Sasuke is humber seven. What you&rsquo;ve just
drawn is the match up and order of your final test." Hayate stood back to reveal a tournament
board, showing Kaori and Keiko had the first match. After that was Naruto and Neji, followed by
Dosu and Akara. The list went on for six entire matches.

&lsquo;Great.&rsquo; Keiko said wryly to Balki, &lsquo;l get the face off someone who has an
elemental jutsu that can easily beat mine.&rsquo;

"Wait a minute. You mean after all this, only one of us will become a Chunnin?" Shikamaru
asked.

"On the contrary,” Lord Hokage answered, "This tournament only allows myself and the other
judges to see if any of you are Chunnin material. Certainly, if you when more matches
you&rsquo;ll have more chances to show us. All of you could become Chunnin, or, inversely,
none of you could."

There was some slight grumbling at this, but most of them were too tired to stage a complaint.
The Hokage continued:

"This competition will take place one month from now." THAT got everyone&rsquo;s attention.
"What?! A MONTH?!" Naruto and Akara shouted at the same time.

"Of course. Today, all of you have seen each other&rsquo;s skills and abilities. Most, if not all of
you, have used a great deal of chakra. This break is for you to catch up on rest, as well as
develop new jutsu. Messages have already been sent to the leaders of your countries
announcing your participation.” The room was silent, whether from nerves or exhaustion; it was
hard to tell, "Now you can leave. See you in a month!"

(*throws confetti she stole from Panda-Chan&rsquo;s fic in the air* Look, another update.
Doné&rsquo;t tell me | don&rsquo;t love you! Well, okay, you can, because that battle totally
sucked (as did the chapter), and | know it. But you try making good battles after you just took a
100 guestion semester test in English over the rhetorical strategies found in Martin Luther King
jr.&rsquo;s "Letters from Birmingham".)
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16. Keiko...Doesn't Really Enjoy Hugs

(This is basically just a chapter of some random events that happen before the finals. Also
included in this chapter are my final additions of other fan-characters. Please welcome Jami
and Tai (property of CupidStunt) and Selina (property of LadyChaos.)

"Whoo-Hoo! This calls for a celebration!" Akara said, pumping her fists into the air and walking
over to where Kaori and Keiko were standing, each eyeing the other nervously and wondering
how they were supposed to act now that they knew they would be facing each other soon.

"I don&rsquo;t know, Akara. Unlike you, the rest of us are pretty tired." Kaori answered with a
small smile, "Maybe tomorrow?"

"Oh come on. Please? You know Ki-Chan isn&rsquo;t going to let up until we do. Plus, we
haven&rsquo;t had the pleasure of meeting your new friend." Kaori sighed, blowing a strand of
honey-streaked hair out of her face.

"But if we do it tomorrow, Selina, Tai, and Jami might be back from their mission..."

"Oh, suck it up." Akara said with a grin, hitting the side of Kaori&rsquo;s head lightly with a fist,
"Besides, you&rsquo;re going to want to talk to Jami alooooonnneee..."Kaori glared as her
friend continued, "And Selina is probably going to try and kill that guy who put Sasuke in the
hospital. Sounds like a busy day." Kaori glared for a minute longer and then slumped over.

"Fine. Just...shut up about Jami." Akara grinned at Keiko and gave her a victory sign.

"One down. | don&rsquo;t have to convince you, too, do 1?" Keiko blinked at being talked to, but
shook her head with a small smile, "Well, that&rsquo;s it then! To the Ramen Shop!"

*kkkkk

Kaori and Akara bickered happily as they walked, reminding Keiko, who wasn&rsquo;t saying
anything as she still wasn&rsquo;t sure what to think of the confident Akara, of the walk home
with Tsuki and Kaori the night before. Within a few minutes, the ramen shop came into view, as
did a group of girls who immediately set upon hugging the three of them.

"How long have you guys been waiting?" Kaori asked, laughing as she pushed Kristen off of
her.

"We knew Akara would want to take you guys out. And...it was Ki-Chan&rsquo;s idea." Tsuki
said, "We&rsquo;ve been here since we were released.” Kristen had nhow made it to Keiko and
was looking her up and down.

"You want a hug?" She asked, uncertain.

"Um...no thanks. lI&rsquo;ll pass.” Keiko said, backing up.

"Too bad!" Every girl around her rushed into hug the bright red girl.

"By the way, my name is Kristen. But you can call me Ki-Chan. Almost everyone does." Kristen
said, "Who are you?"

"Oh...my name is Keiko. Keiko Ookami." Keiko answered, looking at her feet.

"Oops. | was so busy annoying Kaori-Chan | forgot to introduce myself!" Akara said, "The
nameé&rsquo;s Akara." Keiko shook her hand. Kristen, who it seemed to Keiko was even more
hyper than Rock Lee, had already moved on, bouncing up and down in front of Kaori.

"Kaori, your technique is absolutely AMAZING!"

"Shh, Ki-Chan." Kaori said good-naturedly, "Keiko and | are facing each other in a month and |
don&rsquo;t want her to figure out how to beat me."

"Lucky Kristen she even got to see it," Tsuki grumbled, "She won&rsquo;t even let her
teammates know what she&rsquo;s doing."
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"Wait..."Jackera said, "Did you just say a MONTH?"

"Yep." Akara answered, "We&rsquo;re supposed to use the month to "rest up and develop new
technigues." She used her fingers as quotation marks, "Whatever. 1&rsquo;ll just use my
demoné&rsquo;s blade and cut through that sound thing of his and then where will he be?
It&rsquo;s not like he&rsquo;s going to be able to beat me." Akara said this in a matter-of-fact
tone. It was a fact, not gloating.

"You all seem....very nice." Keiko said.

"Yep, perfectly pleasant people, Ki-Chan and Akara-Chan." Kaori said, "Well, Ki-Chan
can&rsquo;t sit still for more than three minutes and some times Akara goes crazy for blood, but
other than that...What?" She laughed at the expressions on the two girl&rsquo;s faces, "Just
joking!"

The ramen was inhaled by all of the girls, who spent an enjoyable night talking with their friends
and hugging Keiko when they realized how much she hated that. When it was over, Keiko
stumbled home and went straight to bed.

*kkkkk

When she woke up, it was nearly noon. She sat up and rubbed her eyes. As Keiko made a
habit of getting up by eight at the latest each morning, it was incredibly late. Once he realized
she was up, Balki immediately started to lecture her on the meaning of "feeding time". She gave
him the evil eye and fed him before getting up, showering, and doing her laundry.

Finally she sat down to breakfast. As she spooned bit of marshmallow-y cereal into her mouth,
Balki walked over and began to talk to her.

"So...what&rsquo;s the plan?"

"I don&rsquo;t know," Keiko said between mouthfuls, "The problem is that Kaori has incredible
skill at water-jutsu. My elemental jutsu is fire, like most Ookami. That right there gives her a
distinct edge."”

"True." Balki conceded, "And we don&rsquo;t have time to teach you a bunch of electricity
jutsu. What we need to do is find a fire jutsu powerful enough to counteract the effects of
water." Keiko nodded as she cleaned up her bowl.

"To the library!" She shouted with a grin. Balki gave her a smile.

"What wonders friends can do for your attitude.” He chuckled to himself.

*kkkkk

"Hey Keiko!" Keiko looked up as Akara was walking up to her, "You&rsquo;ve been here for the
past three hours. Isn&rsquo;t it about time you did something else? Like, | don&rsquo;t know,
PRACTICE what you&rsquo;re reading?"

"That sounded only slightly stalker-ish." Keiko answered, annoyed that she had been
interrupted and double annoyed she couldn&rsquo;t find anything that seemed to work for her.
"That&rsquo;s me!" Akara said with a smile.

"Anyway, | thought you weren&rsquo;t going to practice. What are you doing here?" Keiko
asked, closing the last book in a huge stack and pushing her chair away.

"l never said | wasn&rsquo;t going to practice. | just said | was going to beat that guy&rsquo;s
butt either way." Akara said, "Anyways, Ki-Chan went off to get flowers or something for
someone and | can&rsquo;t find Jackerah."

"What about Kaori?"

"What, are you saying you don&rsquo;t want me hanging around you?" Akara teased, "l know
where she is. That&rsquo;s why | came by. This guy she has a huge crush on is coming back.
Want to go harass her?"

*kkkkk

Teasing people for crushes wasn&rsquo;t something Keiko normally did. But, like the night
before with Kaori, Akara had worn Keiko down until she came. Keiko still wasn&rsquo;t sure
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what to think of gaining a group of friends. It seemed way too easy. Nevertheless, she followed
Akara down to the gates, where, sure enough, Kaori was standing and looking slightly nervous.
"Why are we doing this again?" Keiko asked

"Because it&rsquo;s fun. And because you need a life." Akara answered.

"What are you doing here, Akara?" Kaori asked, looking weary.

"What, no hello for Keiko?" Akara asked, "And I&rsquo;m here to greet some friends. Just
because you and Jami are becoming an item-"

"We are NOT an item!" Kaori said with a growl.

"Sure, sure, whatever. Anyway, just because of that does not mean the rest of us cannot
happily say hello to him and Selina.” Kaori rolled her eyes.

"Fine. Do whatever it is you came to do. | don&rsquo;t care.” The gate began to open, slowly at
first and then quickening as three teenagers walked in.

"Jami!" Kaori said, racing over to the boy on the left. The boy was wearing heavy eye-liner and,
unusually for a ninja although it didn&rsquo;t seem that way for this particular team, had a triple-
pierced ear and an eyebrow ring.

"Hi Kaori. You look well." He answered, reddish eyes lighting up with his smile.

"Yep. | made the Chunnin finals!" Kaori answered.

"Congratulations." He answered, "Too bad our mission ended up being longer than we though,
or we could have joined too."

"Oh, just kiss her already!" The other boy answered, looking peeved. This one had several
parts of his ear pierced as well and had long spiked black hair.

"Oh, leave them alone!" This time it was the girl who shouted. She was one of the more unusual
ninja Keiko had seen. She had long purple hair and bright yellow eyes, but the most striking
part of her where the brown cat-like ears that poked out of her hair where normal ears would
be, and a brown tail ending in a purple tuft and a golden ring sticking out from behind her.

"Good to see you, too, Selina." Kaori said. Akara nodded.

"Hey guy&rsquo;s, this is our new friend Keiko." She gestured at Keiko who was watching the
gathering, feeling slightly out of place as usual.

"My name is Jami. Any friend of Kaori is a friend of mine." The first boy said. Kaori blushed.
"l&rsquo;m going home." The second boy said without another word. The first girl sighed.
"That&rsquo;s Tai. Don&rsquo;t mind him, he&rsquo;s a brat." She walked up to Keiko, "The
name is Selina. Nice to meet you."

"Uh...same here." Keiko said. This team, she though, is insane. Selina gave her a wink and
then looked around the area.

"Looking for someone?" Keiko asked, slightly confused.

"Yeah...he told me he would meet me here..." Akara and Kaori looked at each other and then
winced.

"Um...yeah. About that..." Akara began

"He&rsquo;s sort of in critical condition at the hospital..." Kaori finished.

"WHAT? WHO DID IT?! I&rsquo;LL KILL HIM!" Selina screamed.

"Calm down. Tsuki-Chan was watching him for awhile, but I&rsquo;m sure she wouldn&rsquo;t
mind a break."

"l&rsquo;m going to see him." Selina said, "But I&rsquo;m still going to kill whoever did it to him.
Have fun with Kaori, Jami!" And with that, she raced off. Jami and Kaori stared at Akara and
Keiko who were just looking at each other. Jami cleared his throat, which seemed to bring
Akara back to the present.

"Darn." Akara said, "She and Tai totally ruined our harassing chances." Kaori blushed again,
"Whatever. You two have fun. As for me, I&rsquo;d better get to Selina damage control before
she accidentally kills Tsuki in attempt to get her to tell who beat up Sasuke."
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"That&rsquo;s...probably a really good idea." Jami said.
"Coming, Keiko?" Without waiting for an answer, she sped off after the cat-girl. Keiko sighed
and took off running, &lsquo;And I&rsquo;m the one people think is crazy.&rsquo;
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17. A Perverted Old Guy And A Crazy Sand Ninja

"That&rsquo;s it. You&rsquo;ve almost got it!" Balki growled happily as Keiko landed on the
forest floor after what seemed like the fortieth time that day. Unfortunately, as close as she was
getting to mastering her technique, she couldn&rsquo;t stick her landing, and, as a result, kept
crashing into the ground.

"Can | be done yet?" she complained, rubbing the spot on her side where a rather large tree-
branch had decided to give her a bruise.

"Fine, if you want to lose your chance at beating Kaori out for Chunnin." Keiko heaved a heavy
sigh as she got up to her feet. Thousands of her senbon glittered on the dark forest earth where
patches of sunlight broke through the leaves. She shook her head, exhausted.

"I&rsquo;m all out of senbon, anyway. | need to collect them."” She bent down to pry one out of
a log, where it was logged in deep, "And don&rsquo;t tell me 1&rsquo;m quitting just because |
need to go somewhere with my friends." It was several weeks since the end of the Pre-lims,
and Keiko had been working nearly non-stop on a new jutsu. She&rsquo;d also become pretty
good friends with all the girls she had met.

"Hey Keiko!" A familiar voice permeated the silence of the forest. Keiko stood up to face the
voice, "l haven&rsquo;t seen you in ages!"

"Hello Naruto." Keiko said, "Well, 1&rsquo;ve been busy with training and stuff. Did you get
Kakashi to train you?" Naruto frowned.

"No, he said he wanted to train Sasuke. He stuck me with Ebisu." He made a face. Keiko,
however, had no clue who the man was, "But Pervy-Sage sort of knocked him out. I&rsquo;m
been training with him every day since."

"Pervy...Sage?" Keiko asked.

"Yeah, heé&rsquo;s this old guy who writes that Make-Out Paradise series. "l&rsquo;m going to
meet him right now, actually. You want to come?"

"Not really.” Keiko answered coolly.

"Tsuki told me you don&rsquo;t like hugs." Keiko turned red.

"I&rsquo;m going to kill her, | swear." Keiko muttered. Naruto inched closer, "Fine, you jerk!
I&rsquo;m coming!"

"Excellent." Naruto said with a laugh, "Pervy-Sage is really gonna like you."

"What do you mean by that?" Keiko asked suspiciously.

"What? Nothing!" Naruto said.

*kkkkk

They ended up in another part of the forest surrounding Konohagakure.

"Hey kid- | didn&rsquo;t think you were going to make it." A tall, white haired man dressed in
red and platform sandals was glaring down at the pair of them with arms folded across his
chest. Keiko stopped dead.

"Naruto- do you even know who that is?"

"Yeah- he&rsquo;s an old guy who gets sick kicks out of women." Naruto answered, "l&rsquo;m
right on time Pervy-Sage!"

"This is what took you so long? You had to go get your friend?"

"This is Keiko. Keiko, this is Pervy-sage." The old man looked her up and down a few times.
Keiko turned an interesting shade of pink and folded her arms across her chest.

"Hey. Old-guy. My face? Yeah, it&rsquo;s up here."

"Hey, Naruto, how old is your friend?" Keiko looked at him menacingly
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"l can answer for myself, too."

"She&rsquo;s thirteen, about half a year older than me." Naruto answered, not seeming to get
that Keiko was getting pretty ticked off.

"No way." He got slightly closer. That was when Keiko smacked him full on the face.

"l don&rsquo;t care one bit if you are a Legendary Sannin, get your face off my chest.”
"But...there is NO WAY you are 13!"

"I DEVELOPED EARLY!" Keiko shouted, slapping him again.

"Naruto, are you ready to train?"

"Huh?" Both teens were confused at the sudden change in subject.

"Get your scrawny butt over here." Naruto did as he was told. Keiko stood there, still pink, and
still covering her chest as much as she could. The old man, who Keiko knew from books she
had read from the library was Jariya, a member of the Legendary Sanin team, closed his eyes
for a minute, as if praying. Then he raised two fingers to Naruto&rsquo;s forehead, "Good luck,
kid." The man flicked him, causing the twelve year old to fly backward at an incredible speed.
"What? Why did you just do that? Naruto!" Keiko screamed, racing after him. She was too late.
Naruto reached a huge, rock incrusted crevice...and fell into its depths.

*kkkkk

Naruto survived the fall. More than survived-he had managed to summon a toad the size of the
Hokage manor. Unfortunately, it seemed to not believe it, causing Naruto to spend an entire
day (and all of his chakra) attempting to stay on its head. Keiko, however, hadn&rsquo;t been
around to see all that. Within minutes of his falling, she had gotten annoyed with his "mentor"
and had gone back to gathering her senbon and practicing.

But today, she was visiting him the hospital. Not that he was even conscious enough to
acknowledge her (something she was slightly grateful for). As the day wore on, though, she
began to get slightly bored. The Chunnin Finals were in three days, and sheé&rsquo;d
hadné&rsquo;t seen hide nor of Kaori or Akara. "I should be out there practicing.” She grumbled.
Balki looked at her.

"You&rsquo;re the one who wanted to visit. Stop acting like a child." Keiko rolled her eyes and
was about to come up with a snappy come back when the door slid open.

"Keiko Ookami. | didn&rsquo;t expect to see you here." Keiko turned around. Standing in the
doorway was a boy with a brown, spiky pony-tail.

"Shikamaru Nara." She said, a smile curving across her face, "lI&rsquo;d say the same about
you." Shikamaru walked in, carrying an hour glass, a board game, and a basket of fruit. He
pulled a stool from the wall and moved it next to Keiko.

"Yeah, well, | came to see Chouiji, but | couldn&rsquo;t stay." Keiko cocked her head to one
side. She didn&rsquo;t know Chouji or Shikamaru very well, but she couldn&rsquo;t say that
she dislike them.

"Chouiji is injured?"

"Nah. He ate too much and has some stomach problems. | brought him some food to cheer him
up, but they wouldn&rsquo;t let me give it to him. | left because staying with that food would
have tortured him." He took out the board game, "You any good at shogi? Playing someone
would be a lot more fun that playing myself." Keiko looked surprised.

"I&rsquo;m not very good at all. I&rsquo;ve only played once or twice." She answered.

"No time like the present to learn." Shikamaru pointed out, "Besides, it&rsquo;s not like
you&rsquo;ve got anything better to do, unless you enjoy watching Naruto sleep.” He set up the
board and looked at her expectantly.

"All right. But don&rsquo;t make fun of me when | lose." Keiko answered.

rkxxkGood gosh. Is this kid every going to wake up?" Shikamaru asked, looking at the hour
glass on the edge of Naruto&rsquo;s bed, "Weé&rsquo;ve played, what, 10 games?"
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"Fourteen." Keiko corrected, "And you&rsquo;ve one every one."

"What can | say? | must be some sort of genius.”" Shikamaru answered. Naruto suddenly sat up
in bed, rubbing his eyes.

"Shikamaru? Keiko? What are you guys doing here?"

"Waiting for you to wake up, what else would be doing?" Keiko said.

"Uhh...how long have | been out?"

"Three days." Naruto&rsquo;s eyes flew open.

"Omigosh! Three days?! That means the finals are TOMORROW! Why didn&rsquo;t you wake
me up?" he began to rummage around in his bed, still shouting.

"Now | remember why | prefer him asleep.” Shikamaru said, closing his eyes as him in pain.
Without warning, Naruto stopped.

"What&rsquo;s wrong, Naruto?" Keiko asked. Naruto fell into a seated position and held his
stomach.

"I&rsquo;m hungry." He whined.

"I can take care of that." Shikamaru said, passing Naruto the basket of fruit, "I got that for
Chouiji, but they wouldn&rsquo;t let me give it to him." Naruto paused and then laughed evilly.
"Let&rsquo;s eat them in front of him; it&rsquo;ll drive him crazy!"

"Let&rsquo;s do it!" Shikamaru said, laughing along.

"You two go ahead; 1&rsquo;m going to go see how Sasuke is."

"l thought InuYasha was watching him." Naruto said.

"Please don&rsquo;t call Selina that. It isn&rsquo;t nice."

"What? She has ears on her head like InuYasha!"

"Naruto, | swear, if you keep calling her that!"

"Hey, you guys! Stop it!" Shikamaru said, "Naruto, | thought we were going to tease Chouiji."

"Oh yeah." Naruto got up and followed Shikamaru out the door, "Have fun with Emo-Yasha!"
Naruto called, slamming the door.

"You are SO dead when | see you again Naruto!"

*kkkkk

Sasuke, as it turns out, was gone. It was causing both Tsuki and Selina to stress out a bit. Well,
Tsuki wanted to kill him. Selina was worried. Keiko had joined them in looking all over the
hospital, but they had no luck. Selina had left to go meet with her team and now Keiko was
outside of Rock Lee&rsquo;s room as she made her way back to Naruto&rsquo;s.

"When the time comes...1&rsquo;ll kill you both." The red haired sand-ninja slid eerily out of the
shadowed doorway. Keiko shivered. It got the boy&rsquo;s attention, "Well, Well. Keiko
Ookami. The Leaf&rsquo;s personal "demon girl"."

"I&rsquo;m not a demon." Keiko said, frantically backing up. She was getting the sense that this
was not going to be a friendly conversation.

"Exactly." He answered, "So how can you know how it feels to not get the blood you need to
survive?"

"I don&rsquo;t know what you&rsquo;re talking about.” Balki was backing up with her now.

"Heh. All the better." He lifted his hand up, the cork on his gourd shuttered out its socket, "You
see, | didn&rsquo;t get the blood | needed back there. And if | don&rsquo;t get blood, |
feel...unalive."

"Whaté&rsquo;s this got to with me?" Keiko&rsquo;s back was against the wall, and Gaara was
standing right in front of her.

"lIt&rsquo;s simple, really. I&rsquo;m going to use your little friend to come alive. Sand Coffin!"
A vast amount of sand slid out of the gourd and flung itself and the wolf. Balki&rsquo;s small
claws scrabbled in vein on the tile floor.

"Stop! Please, stop!" Keiko was panicking now, something she rarely did. The sand slowly
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starting compressing Balki&rsquo;s lungs, making Keiko&rsquo;s feel tight as well,
"Don&rsquo;t. Please!" She was begging. The room started to grow dark, when suddenly all the
pressure left. Keiko gagged and coughed.

"Hey, you. Save your battle for the games tomorrow. | don&rsquo;t care how horrible your life
was. Back off. You&rsquo;ll have your chance.” Keiko looked up.

It was Akara with her demon blade pressed against his throat.
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18. Can You Tell I'm Running Out of Chapter Names?

(Author's Note: Okay, CupidStunt. I'm really sorry | haven't been including your characters. I'm
just worried that I'm not going to protray them in the right way and then you're going to get mad.
There is a section near the end consisting solely of your team. | know you can't comment, but |
hope you enjoy it anyway. And just in case you DO hate it, I'll apologize before you read it.)

"Go on. Get." Gaara glared at Akara as she lifted her arm. Without a word, he backed slowly
out of the hallway. Neither broke their stare. Finally, after several tense moments, Gaara left.
Akara watched the corner for a second longer and then let out a sigh. Keiko, embarrassed,
hastily clambered to her feet and began brushing sand off Balki&rsquo;s fur, "Hey...you okay?"
Keiko nodded.

"Um...yeah. Thanks." There was a short, rather uncomfortable pause, "What are you doing
here?"

"Saving your butt." Akara stated, one of her brows arched.

"I mean "here" as in the hospital."

"Oh." Akara laughed, breaking the tension, "Ki-Chan wanted to bring flowers to some guy here
and wouldn&rsquo;t come with out me." Keiko cocked her head to one side.

"Really? Who?"

"That Lee kid," Akara said with a wolfish smile. Keiko blinked. That was certainly odd.
"Well...um...thanks for...you know." Keiko said uncomfortably.

"No problem.” And with that, Akara turned around and left the hospital. Keiko heaved a bit of
sigh, picked up Balki, and trudged out of the hospital. The dirt road through the town snaked
lazily into the forest right outside of it. Not wanting to go home, Keiko&rsquo;s feet took her
onward without conscious thought.

Her mind was in turmoil. Tomorrow was the final exams, and she had never felt less confident
in her abilities as a ninja. And while everyone else had a team to back them up, Keiko had had
to train alone. Balki was a great friend, but still...she&rsquo;d been excited about team
assignments since she had joined the Academy.

After a few more minutes of sitting by herself in the woods, Keiko gave up on training and went
home. The chances of her beating a water-jutsu user like Kaori were about a million to one

anyway.

*kkkkk

The alarm clock reached seven o&rsquo; clock in the morning and began to drearily chirp until
a long pale arm reached back to turn it off. As the watery sunshine streamed into the room
through the apartment&rsquo;s single window, Keiko remembered what day it was.

"Aw, man." She squeezed her eyes shut and dug her head underneath her pillow, "I so
don&rsquo;t want to do this." Balki leapt onto the bed, scrabbling around in the sheets in an
attempt to get her up, "Okay, okay! | get it! I&rsquo;m up."

*kkkkk

Forty-five minutes later, Keiko was stepping outside, feeling like the small bowl of rice
she&rsquo;d eaten was about to come straight back up. She turned around, procrastinating, to
look at her house. It was an odd apartment, a white apartment on the second story of nothing.
She climbed down the ladder, thoughts clouded with worry.

She reached the bottom, pausing again. She looked up at the sky. By the position of the sun, it
looked like she still had about an hour before the finals started. "I should have slept later." She
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murmured, "l can&rsquo;t train and it&rsquo;s not like there&rsquo;s anything else to do." She
turned around and began to walk to town.

She passed the ramen shop, and thought she heard Tsuki and Naruto talking inside. She
thought about going inside, but just as she was about to lift the flap, she spotted Kaori headed
towards the stadium.

"Kaori!" Keiko called, turning away from the ramen shopping and running towards the girl.

"Oh. Hi, Keiko." Kaori said with a small smile once Keiko reached her, "Ready for the finals?"
Keiko shook her head:

"No. 1&rsquo;m so nervous. Weé&rsquo;re going first and I&rsquo;m going to lose."

"You might not." Kaori answered as the two continued walking.

"Kaori, you&rsquo;re a grade ahead of me and a master of water jutsu. It defies logic that |
would win." Keiko answered.

"But you have a lot of power." Kaori pointed out, "Tsuki has water jutsu, too, and she&rsquo;s
older then me. You managed to beat her." They veered off the path and started walking towards
a line of wooden stakes.

"Yeah, but...Kaori...that wasn&rsquo;t me." Keiko said, "When | get hurt when Balki is
unconscious or...if Balki gets hurt when 1&rsquo;m conscious...his chakra mixes with mine and |
go crazy. | could have killed Tsuki. That&rsquo;s why | don&rsquo;t have a team. Because
I&rsquo;m a danger to others."

"lIt&rsquo;s not like it&rsquo;s your fault." Kaori said, brushing her bangs out of her face, "I
don&rsquo;t see why they didn&rsquo;t let you have a team for that. There are crazier people
out then you. | mean, Selina has the two tailed demon cat in her, and they still stuck her with
Jami and Tai."

"Kaori!" A pink blur rushed out of nowhere and tackled Kaori to the ground. Keiko chuckled a bit.
"Hello, Ki-Chan." Kaori said as Kristen got off her with a grin. Akara was standing above them,
grinning.

"Hello, ladies! Ready to kick some butt?"

"Not in the slightest.” They answered in unison, causing Akara&rsquo;s grin to get wider.
"Whaté&rsquo;s wrong with you guys? I&rsquo;ve been waiting all month to knock some sense
into that sound kid." At that moment, they were joined by Jami, Selina, and Tai.

"Good luck, Kaori!" Selina and Jami said at the same time. Tai didn&rsquo;t say anything,
merely looking bored until Jami elbowed him in the ribs.

"Yeah...right...what they said."”

"Thanks guys." Kaori said, looking embarrassed by all the attention she was getting. Jami
walked over to Kaori, taking her slightly away from the group, causing Tai to roll his eyes.

"Hey, Keiko-Chan. You don&rsquo;t mind if we root for Kaori, right?" Kristen asked in a worried
tone.

"Nah." Keiko said, "You guys go and root for your friend."

"You&rsquo;re our friend, too." Selina said.

"Really, I&rsquo;ll be fine. | promise.” She answered with a grin. Akara looked up at the sky and
the gasped.

"Omigosh! We&rsquo;ve got to go! Weé&rsquo;re supposed to be there in five minutes." Akara
said, "Keiko! Kaori! Let&rsquo;s go!" She grabbed Keiko by the wrist and wrenched her around,
running straight for Kaori. With both of them in tow, Akara raced to the stadium ahead.
"Weé&rsquo;ll be watching, Kaori-kun!" Jami called out. The group behind waved after
Akara&rsquo;s retreating back and made their own, slower way to the pitch.

*kkkkk

"Hey, Akara. You can let go of us now." Kaori said.

"Oops. Sorry." Akara laughed, dropping the girls&rsquo; arms. Keiko rubbed hers. In all the
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chatter that had been taking place before, she had forgotten how nervous she was. But now
that she was were she was expected to fight for another rank all of her nerves came rushing
back.

"Hey, Keiko." A drawl came from her side. She turned to see Shikamaru.

"Hi, Shikamaru. Are you as unexcited to be here as | am?" she asked.

"More so, probably. I mean, tournaments? What a drag. | wish | hadn&rsquo;t got pass the
stupid pre-lims." Keiko looked around, looking at the row of candidates already there. She saw
Neji, the three sand ninja, Shino, Shikamaru, and the two she had come with.
"Hey...where&rsquo;s Naruto? And Sasuke?" She asked no one in particular.

"Not here yet." Shikamaru answered, "What a drag."

"My opponent isn&rsquo;t here yet either." Akara complained. Keiko looked again. Sure
enough, Dosu and his prickly cape were nowhere in site.

"They better be here soon.”" A Jonin with a needle in his mouth was overlooking the group,
"They&rsquo;ll be disqualified. And 1&rsquo;d hate to see the Uchiha kid have to forfeit."

"Selina would, too." Akara whispered. Despite the humor in her voice, she looked a bit worried.
"Maybe Tsuki&rsquo;s still out training with him." Kaori suggested. Suddenly the grounds were
filled with a clatter and a distinct shout. The three girls looked around, trying to find the source
of the noise.

"AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!" Naruto slid into the ring, shouting at the top of his

lungs.
"Gosh, Naruto. Could you be noisier? What a drag.” Shikamaru said, looking on with mild
impatience.

"Shut up, Shikamaru! There&rsquo;s a whole herd of bulls right outside."” Everyone in the center
turned to look towards the obviously empty doorway.

"Uh-huh." Keiko said, "And one day the Hokage will fly."

"No, really! | was late and Konohamaru told me that if | rode a bull 1&rsquo;d get her quicker
then lightening, only when | got on, it kicked me off and started a stampede."

"Honestly, Naruto. Only you would listen to the advice of a seven year old." Akara said, shaking
her head. Naruto glared at her and got to his feet. The Jonin looked at the sun and then up at
the filling stadium.

"Okay, it&rsquo;s time to begin. Would all of you except for the first match please make your
way to the balcony?" Keiko gulped. She had never felt more nervous in her entire life.

*kkkkk

Meanwhile, Jami&rsquo;s group was getting seated. As they made their way to the seats, Tai
was keeping up a steady stream of complaints about why he was being forced to come to this
when Kaori was Jami&rsquo;s girlfriend, not his. Jami was doing what he always did whenever
Tai went of on a tangent: ignoring him. Selina was attempting to do that same, but not
succeeding quite as much.

Finally, they found seats. Realizing that no one was listening to him, Tai flopped down with a
huff, causing his two teammates to sigh with relief. He crossed his arms over his chest and
glared down at the field.

"Kaori is first, right Jami?" Selina asked from the other side of the brooding Tai. She looked
down at the pitch, where most of the participants had assembled.

"Yeah," He answered. Jami himself was not particularly social, but he was comfortable with
Selina and Tai since they had been team for several years now, "I hope she wins. She definitely
deserves to gain Chunnin rank."

"Are you saying that because of her skills as a ninja, or because of her skills as a kisser?" Tai
asked with a mock innocent expression on his face.

"W-We havené&rsquo;t kissed! And we aren&rsquo;t dating!" Jami stammered, throwing a death
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glare at his friend.

"Yeah. Sure. Whatever." Tai said, waving his arm in the air.

"And Kaori is an excellent ninja." He snapped.

"Whatever." Tai looked down at the arena again, "Hey, who&rsquo;s the hot chick?"
"That&rsquo;s oddly specific." Selina said, bored as she always was when the other two fought,
"There&rsquo;s more than one girl down there."

"The blond one," He said, pointing in a general direction, "The one in the purple dress."

"I don&rsquo;t know. She&rsquo;s a sand ninja." She answered, toying with her headband.
Jami. Who&rsquo;s the hot sand chick?"

"If Selina doesn&rsquo;t know, how could I?" Jami grumbled, still annoyed with Tai.

"Because you&rsquo;re the smart one!" Tai shouted.

"Honest, can you go FIVE minutes without being a jerk?" Selina asked, "l&rsquo;ve got a
program. Calm yourself." Tai instantly sat still and leaned over Selina&rsquo;s shoulder, "It says
she&rsquo;s against Shikamaru. Her name is Temari."

"Temari..." he repeated and then laughed, "Bet Shikamaru&rsquo;s excited. He hates fighting
girls."

"Hey! Girls are just as good of ninja as boys." Selina cried indignantly.

"I know. Shikamaru hates it because he&rsquo;s a gentleman."

"Something YOU should try." Jami said.

*kkkkk

"Hey, good luck, Kaori." Akara said. She patted Keiko on the back, "You, too. Remember: you
can become a Chunnin whether or not you win. So don&rsquo;t beat each other up too bad."
"Gee. Thanks." Keiko said.

"Hey, no problem. That&rsquo;s what 1&rsquo;m for." Akara winked and followed Naruto out of
the grounds.

"Okay, ladies." The Jonin said, "These are un-timed matches. First to make the opponent
unable to continue wins. There are no limits, but if | see | problem | can, and will, step in. You
may forfeit at any point." They nodded to show they were ready, "Okay. Take your positions."
Keiko reached into her backpack and took Balki out, placing him on the sparse grass that
covered the floor.

"Ninja lesson 42," she told herself, "Panic is the enemy." She breathed in and out a few times.
She opened her eyes and saw Kaori, looking a bit tense, but determined, a few feet away. She
breathed in and out one more time and slid into position.

"Ready? Begin!"
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19. Finally the Finals

The plan had already been worked out. It was Balki&rsquo;s idea, of course, and Keiko
didn&rsquo;t really like it. But, as Balki pointed out, it was the only way Keiko would have any
chance of beating an experience water user like Kaori. It was odd, Keiko thought, to have Balki
beside her in battle. Ever since the disastrous mock battle with Kiba, she&rsquo;d always kept
him out the way, which had forced to her to start compensating for her lack of close-up battle
skills. Still, it was comforting at the same to see his white fur bristled and his teeth barred in her
opponents direction.

*kkkkk

Meanwhile, on the direct opposite side of the arena, Tsuki was herding the other group of girls
to their seats, paying particularly close attention to Kristen, who kept getting distracted and
wandering off.

Finally, Tsuki got Jackerah and Kristen to some seats near Sakura and Ino. Sakura, it seemed,
was on the verge of a mental breakdown. Sitting on Sakura&rsquo;s open side, Tsuki looked at
the two, "Hey Sakura-kun, Ino." She caught the look on Sakura&rsquo;s face, "What&rsquo;s
wrong with her?"

"Sasuke isn&rsquo;t here yet." Ino answered, but quickly added, "But I&rsquo;m sure
he&rsquo;ll be here soon!"

"Me, too, Sakura. | just saw him yesterday and he promised me he&rsquo;d be here." Tsuki
said comfortingly with a pat on Sakura&rsquo;s head.

"You...you saw him?!" Sakura asked, looking up.

"Yeah...Kakashi and | were training him." Tsuki answered, looking confused.

"Do you think Lee-Kun will be here?" Kristen asked out of the blue.

"l don&rsquo;t know." Jackerah said in an impatient tone, "Why?"

"No reason!" Kristen said quickly, flushing.

"Anyway, whether you like Lee or not is not our biggest problem right now. There are at least
four ANBU black Ops watching this."

"Youé&rsquo;re right." Tsuki said, following Jackerah&rsquo;s line of vision, "They&rsquo;re
expecting something."

"But what could happen at the finals?" Kristen asked incredulously.

"l don&rsquo;t know. But we best be ready."

*kkkkk

"Fire style: Fire ball jutsu!" A ball of fire hurtled towards Kaori, who simply dodged the attack
with a smile. She knew just as well as Keiko what fire jutsu did to chakra supply. But the plan
for Keiko at the moment was to keep Kaori from holding still long enough to summon her water
supply.

Keiko shot another fire ball, this time taking better aim, but just as it was about to hit, a wall of
water flew up to protect Kaori. "Never assume your opponent can&rsquo;t get their jutsu
element from the surroundings, Keiko." She instructed, molding the water into several different
shapes before fixing it to a sphere.

Without any warning of hand signs or otherwise, the ball of water expanded and rolled towards
Keiko, sending her flying. She landed on her back, soaking to the bone and coughing.

A glint of metal alerted Keiko to Kaori&rsquo;s kunai. With unusual grace, she flipped to her
side, narrowly avoiding the first. As the second whistled towards her, she leapt to her feet and
threw a senbon to deflect it. The lighter needle just barely took the kunai off its course, but it

55 of 80



was enough to give Keiko time to get out of the way.

Just as soon as she had managed that, another wall of water knocked her to the ground,
leaving her breathless. Coughing and sputtering, Keiko struggled to find Balki on the field.
Instead of firing off more kunai, Kaori rushed forward. Her fist hit Keiko&rsquo;s stomach and
the younger girl lurched forward.

Keiko exploded in a cloud of smoke. Kaori looked wildly around, barely managing to get a
shield up to protect herself from yet another fireball.

"Youé&rsquo;re going to run out of chakra." She warned Keiko.

"So are you. It takes a lot to get that much water out of nowhere." They looked each other up
and down at then at each other. The battle was a flurry of fist now, boding ill for Keiko who was
having to use chakra to keep up. After a few minutes, Kaori landed a devastating kick to
Keiko&rsquo;s head.

"Now Balki!" Keiko shouted as she hit the ground for what seemed like the hundredth time in
the twenty minutes since the battle had started. Balki was upon Kaori in mere seconds, but just
as quickly Kaori had knocked him to the ground.

"Water style! Water Dragon Jutsu!" A massive ice blue dragon roared into being, crashing
into Balki and Keiko, who felt his pain as acutely as her own. Balki's chakra bubbled into hers,
much more painfully than when he had been unconsious.

Kaori seemed slightly surprised that Keiko had managed to get up, but hid it well. She
stood still, staring as Keiko walked slowly up to her. The entire area was silent.

In one lightening fast motion, Keiko kicked Kaori face first into the ground, "I warned you,
you know." she said grimly. Stuggling to control herself, Keiko slowly raised her right hand to
forfeit.

"Don't. You. Dare." Kaori growled, pressing a blade to Keiko's throat. Keiko's flight-or-fight
instincts, taken to their heighest level with Balki's chakra howling through her, kicked in.

"Ninja Art!" Keiko very nearly shrieked, "Meteor Storm!" Her kick on the ground sent her
high into the air, where she thrust out her sonbon ymbrella. Fire licked every single needle as it
flung itself to the ground. Kaori, spent of any chakra with which to make a shield, didn't stand a
chance.

"The winner...is Keiko Ookami."

Feeling slightly guilty and complete exhausted, Keiko walked up the stone stairs leading to the
competitor's balconey. She shook her head, angry with herself for winning, and then opened
the door. Naruto roared with excitement, but she was tired and not in the mood. She smiled
weakly, pushed him off of her, and walked to stand by Shikamaru, whom she didn't know as
well but probably wouldn't describe her match back to her.

Naruto and Neji walked off, but not before Neji gaver her an odd look. Keiko found it strange he
was even paying attention to her, but didn't give it much thought.

"Hey Keiko," Akara had walked over to them. Keiko winced, expecting to get lectured for
beating Kaori, "Do you always start battles off in the gentle-fist position?" Keiko gaped.

"What are you talking about?"

"Well, | don't think you used it when you were battling Tsuki." Akara conceeded, "But just now,
against Kaori. You took a position like you were going to use the Byakugan."

"Really? | didn't notice." She sighed, "When we were little, | used to help Hianta practice her
gentle-fist...minus the chakra. |1 guess I'm just so used to being like that that it's what's
comfortable for my body." Akara nodded slowly and shrugged.

"Well, whatever. | was just wondering."

*kkkkk

"Whoo! Go Naruto-kun!" Tsuki shouted along with Sakura and Ino, "You can do it!"
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"There's even more ANBU than before." Jackerah muttered to Kristen, "Something going to
happen." Kristen nodded.

"But we'll be ready when it does."

*kkkkk

Naruto was making victory laps around the arena while almost every person around cheered
him on. Keiko allowed herself a smile and a "Way to go, Naruto!"

"Who'd have thought that kid could beat Neji?" Akara said between cheers, "He really is
growing." Keiko agreed.

Finally the cheering stopped and Naruto ran into the balcony, grinning boardly. He was covered
in dirt and sweat, but looked happier than Keiko had ever seen him.

"Good job Naruto." Shikamaru said, displaying a rare moment of...um...paying attention.

"Will the next two competitors please come down here?" Genma called from below.

"I've been looking forward to this one." Keiko said.

"Me, too. SHINO AND THE PUPPET KID!" Akara grinned. Kankurou looked offended at being
referred to as "the pupper kid". He muttered something to his sister, who nodded.

"Actually, I'm gonna have to forfeit." He called down. The crowd flew into an uproar. Keiko
stared, Shino looked annoyed as was possible for him, and Akara screamed, "What?!?
Shikamaru looked up a the sky and cleaned out his ear.

Genma waited for the noise to fade into faint "Boos!" before looking up at the rest of them with a
sigh.

"Well, Sasuke isn't here. | guess he'll have to forfeit." he said. Just then, a heavily scarred man
Keiko recognized as one of the Hokage's bodygaurds appeared and whispered something in
his ear. He looked surprised, but nodded before the other man disappeared, "Well, we're going
to give him more time. So let's move onto the next match."

"That's so unfair." Akara grumbled, "If anyone else was late, they'd be out instantly.”
"Shikamaru, go on! It's your turn!" Naruto laughed.

"This is gonna be a piece of cake." Temari said as she flared out her fan and rode it to the
ground. Shikamaru was paying no attention, simply staring at the sky.

"Are you coming, coward?!" Temari shouted.

"What a drag.” was all he answered in return.

"Go on!" Naruto said, "Don't keep them waiting!" He shoved Shikamaru who pitched forward
and fell to the ground below the balconey.

"Naaaruuutooo..."He glowered, twitching angrily. Keiko surpressed a gigle as Naruto gave him
a thumbs up and Akara laughed out loud.

"Oh yeah. This is gonna be good."

*kkkkk

"What the Hell?!" Akara screamed at the same time Naruto shrieked, "WHAT?!" Keiko had to
agree. So, it seemed, did Temari.

"W-what are you doing?" she demanded of Shikamaru, who's hand was raised after his forfeit.
"Would you belive that | had the next 180 steps planned out?" He sighed, "I don't have enough
chakra to finish it, unfortunately.

"The winner is...Teamari." Genma said with some surprise in his voice.

"Heh. Told you." Tai told Selina.

Just then, Naruto collided into Shikamaru. As the pair were pelted with discarded items from
above, Temari walked off.

"l can't believe you did that, Shikamaru!" Naruto shouted. Shikamaru rolled his eyes.

"l already said, she would have beat me anyway."

"You're so lazy!"

"Yeah? Well no one asked you."
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"A-hem." Genam cleared his throat. The two boys stopped wrestling and looked up, "Sasuke's
going to be dropped. We've waited through the entire first round."

"No!" Naruto gasped.

"Why do you care, Naruto?" Shikamaru inquired. Once again, the scarred man showed up.
"Lord Hokage says to give Uchiha fice more minutes."

"Okay, but the crowd's getting antsy." Sure enough, the crowd, like one viscous, many headed
moster, were already shouting for Sasuke's match in increasinly angry tones. Instead of
leaving, Shikamaru and Naruto stayed, staring at Genma and looking around for any sign of
Sasuke.

"He'll be here." Tsuki reassured Sakura. A singly a leaf fell into the center of the arena; no one
took much notice of it until a sudden swarm of leaves swilred around it faster and faster.

Kakashi and Sasuke were revealed when the leaf storm subsided. There were collective gasps
and cheers.

"Omigosh! He looks completly ridiculous!" Akara cried, joining in Keiko's laughter at Sasuke's
new look. He was wearing a skin tight one piece spandex outfit that cut off to form short sleeves
and very short shorts. His arms and legs were bandaged and his elbows and knees were
covered in holed cloth.

"Oh dear. | do hope we aren't late." Kakashi said, looking up from his book.

"l hope we aren't late' my foot." Akara growled, "Try 'l hope my pathetic need to show off
Sasuke didn't get us kicked out.™

"We skipped your match and gave you five more minutes to show up,” Genma answered.
Kakashi had the grace to look worried, "But in answer to your question, yes you made it.
Barely."

"Good. You had me worried for a second there." Kakashi said, "Well, good luck Sasuke."

"Hey, don't lose!" Naruto told Sasuke.

"I won't." He anwered cooly, "What about you? Did you win your match?"

"Of course!" Naruto laughed.

"Good. | meant what | said. You're the person | want to fight the most."”

"Naruto, we should clear the field." Shikamaru.

*kkkkk

"Kakashi-sensei!" Naruto shouted as he ran towards where Sakura, Ino, Tsuki, Jackerah, and
Kristen were seated. They had been joined by Gai and Lee and ever more recently by Kakashi.
Kristen was pretending to be engrossed in coversation with Jackearh and Sakura's face was
still crumpled with the relief that came from Sasuke being alive.

"What's wrong, Naruto?" Kakashi asked in his usual bored tone as Naruto raced up, Shikamaru
in tow.

"You've got to stop this match!" Naruto shouted in near hysterics, "That sand ninja is going to
Kill him!"

"Oh. Is that all?" Kakashi turned back to Gai.

"Really! Shikamaru and | saw him kill two thugs on the way back up!"

"Are you saying you don't think Sasuke can beat him?" Tsuki asked.

"Gahhh!" Naruto shouted, "No, that's not what I'm saying!"

"Then what ARE you saying Naruto?" Kakashi said.

"I'm saying you need to stop this!"

"Calm down, Naruto-kun." Tsuki said, "Sasuke is completely, 100% prepared for this. No need
to worry."

"You're so smart. I'm going to marry you one day." Kakashi told her. Tsuki gave him a small
smile and the smacked him across the top of his head.

"Stop saying that.”
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"Kakashi-sensei..."Sakura intterrupted, looking even more downcast then before, if that were
possible.

"Yes, Sakura-kun?" Kakashi asked, turning from Tsuki.

"Sasuke...I mean...is he okay?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well...in the forest..."she trailed off.

"Don't worry about it, Sakura." She looked puzzled, "Trust me." She looked at her teacher for a
moment longer.

"It's okay, Sakura. Really it is." Tsuki assured her.

*kkkkk

"Hey look Selina." Kaori said, "Sasuke's here." Selina looked down.

"He's okay!" She said with a grin.

"Of course he is."

"Kick his butt, Sasuke!"

*kkkkk

Sasuke was annoyed, "How much longer are you going to make me wait?" He asked Gaara,
who was holding his head in what seemed like a massive amount of pain.

"I'm sorry mother," he answered, "I'm sorry | made you taste such awful blood before. But this
time | promise it will taste oh so sweet."

"l don't know what you're talking about.” Sasuke snapped.

The battle began. Sasuke was tearing up the ground, racing around faster than Keiko had ever
seen him move. Gaara's sand, however, was able to keep up. Meanwhile, Sasuke was growing
more and more frustrated.

After several more long minutes of it, Gaara yowled and sealed himself into a huge, still ball of
sand. For several minutes, Sasuke attempted to get into it, but the sand protected Gaara from
ever attempted attack.

"Fine with me. More time to prepare.” Sasuke smirked and walked upo the side of the arena.

"I wonder why the sand ninja are getting restless." Akara whispered to Keiko. But right was she
was about to answer, sparks erupted from Sasuke's hand and he ran at light speed towards
Gaara's protective shell.

His chirodi penatrated it. Inside, Gaara let out a blood-curdling scream. Sasuke's triumphant
grin became a horrified grimace as he tried to pry his arm out and found that he couldn't.

At that moment, several things happened at once: Gaara's shield disolved, leaving him
defenseless on the ground, feathers began to snow on the crowd, and Temari and Kankurou
leapt into action with the words, "The operation has begun!"
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20. Let's Get Going: Saving Konoha!

(A/N: So this may be the last chapter for awhile. XD | have three major projects and three huge
orchestra competitions coming up, but rest assured that if | DO dissappear, I'll probably be
ready to type enough chapter to get to Sasuke Retrival when | get back. IF YOU ARE NOT
KIONAKINA OR LADYCHAOS | NEED TO KNOW WHAT YOUR CHARACTER DOES
DURING TIMESKIP, AS WELL AS HOW THEIR APPEARANCES CHANGE! | can't promise
you it'll be identical, but it'll really help.

Also, if you feel like spoiling the hell out of this story, go here:
http://www.fanart-central.net/story-50957.htmi

‘Tis the bios of the story, going all the way to right before time-skip. Major, Major spoilers; be
forewarned.)

"What's going on?" Akara asked as she and Keiko watched the entire audience fall under a gen-
jutsu and begin sleeping in their seats. Looking down, Keiko saw Genma and the sand ninja’s
sensei staring each other down in the field. Sasuke had taken in offensive postion and looked
livid as Temari and Kankurou shoulder their brother and bounded from the field. Genma
muttered something to Sasuke, who looked a bit happier rushed off after them.

"Akara." Kristen had materialized on the edge of where Keiko and Akara were standing, alone
as Shino had disappeared off somewhere, "Sound ninja have ifiltrated the city." Akara nodded,
nothing but serious now.

"Right. Let's go." The two were gone as quickly as Kristen had came, leaving Keiko alone and
feeling slightly vulnerable.

Throughout the stands, leaf village jonin were fighting in between the hoards of sleeping
people. Sound ninja, all in the same uniform of grey with a purple camoflouge scarf, flew about
attacking anyone and anything. Below, Genma and Baki were at a standstill.

Just then, the Hokage's veiwing area exploded in cloud of deep puple smoke. The Kazekage
whirled through what was left of the debris and landed on the red-shingled roof of one of the
surrounding stuctures, his knife pressed into the Hokage's throat.

"Lord Hokage!" Keiko gasped. Without thinking about the fact that she was a genin and would
probably get in the way more than she would help, Keiko slit her palm open and summoned
Balki's enourmous monster form. With a howl that rent the air, Balki raced along the line of
sleeping audience members much faster then Keiko could have gone on foot.

As Keiko watched, four obscure figures showed up and erected a foggy purple barrier around
the two kages. Three masked ANBU figures, one in white and the other two in black, leapt
down to observe. In that brief time period, the four ninja had erected another wall around
themselves. Keiko saw Jackie fall into place with the trio of ANBU, nodding at what they said
and looking intent. Another ANBU suddenly flew towards the wall, only to hit and fall screaming
back to earth before he died.

Balki stooped on the roof opposite where the two Kage's were now battling it out. His massive
claws shattered red tile as he turned his head to look at Keiko, "We won't be able to get
through.”

"I know. Maybe weapons can. If we kill one of them, maybe the formation will be broken and
allow the ANBU to get in."
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"It's worth a shot." He leapt once more into the air, splitting part of the roof from its beams.
Taking careful aim, Keiko shot a needle, aiming towards one of the hazy shadows. As it glinted
and flew towards it's target, a shurkien whistled through the air and hit it, knocking it from it's
path.

"Uh-Uh-Uh, Bunny. Play time's over. And | still owe you from the forest." An eerily familiar voice
called.

*kkkkkk

"Stay here, Kaori."

"No Jami."

"Please?"

"l said no."

"Oh will you two just hurry up and decide?" Selina snapped from her postion above Tai's
sleeping figure, "Jami-quit babying her. Kaori, he's right. You don't have enough chakra and
you'll just slow us down." Kaori huffed:

"You don't understand. It'll be horrible just sitting here pretending to be asleep while all my
friends are of risking their lives for the village."

"Oh...dude. What happened?" Tai asked groggily as he sat up.

"You got knocked out with some gen-jutsu.” Selina explained, "l had to wake you up."
"Gen-jutsu?" Tai repeated, "Sasuke must have some bad-@$$ skills to be able to knock me out
from that far away."

"Tch. Idiot. Sasuke had nothing to do with it. Konoha is under attack from the Sand and Sound
villages."

"What?! Then why are we sitting around here?"

"Well, you had to wake up. And Kaori and Jami are having a lover's spat.”

"We are not." Jami protested as both of them turned red.

"Whatever." Tai said, serious for once in his life, "Let's get going."

"Right. Bye Kaori." Jami waved and started walking off after his team.

"Wait. I'm coming, too."

"We already went over this. You're in no position to fight." Jami said, turning towards her.

"I know. But | can't just sit here and let the village get torn to pieces." Jami looked like he was
about to say something, but Selina intterrupted.

"Fine. Jami, let her be. We need to get moving." They were outside of the stadium by now,
watching as smoke rose from the gate. Suddenly a huge blast came from the direction of the
Academy.

"Oh no! The students!" Kaori gasped, and without another word to the rest of them, ran off in
the direction of the Ninja Academy.

"Kaori!" Jami shouted, "Kaori! You'll just get hurt!" He took off after her, leaving Selina and Tai
staring after them, looking mildly annoyed.

"Well, it looks like it's just us Selina." Selina nodded.

"Right. Let's go."”
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Meanwhile, Akara and Kristen had already made it to the front gate of the city. Akara looked
over at Kristen, waiting for her report.

"A line of sound ninja are headed this way, in addition to-"

"The three humongous bib wearing snakes?" Akara intrrupted. Kristen looked at her teammate.
"Yes...how did you know?"

"Dude, they're about 20 feet tall and headed this way." Kristen looked back.

"Oh." In unison, they leapt up and headed out to meet them.

*kkkkk
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