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1. Healing, Torture, and Dedication

The Land of Herbs.

A land of vegetation, as the name might suggestion. Ironically, it was a cold place. The herbs
that grew here were unique to the land. The soil was rich, except for the soil that grew the
sandy herb known as Yurakuri. This herb was used in countless medicines, and was very
important to almost every ninja culture.

"Kora-chan, please don&rsquo;t forget to check the Jinsei herb before you leave!"
Kora gave her mother a mocking rolled-eyes look.
"O-kay! You don&rsquo;t need to remind me!" she called back, smiling widely.  She and her
mother enjoying the friendly bantering.  
Kora&rsquo;s mother smiled back and waved as her daughter raced off.  She&rsquo;s such a
good girl, any mother would be proud to call her &lsquo;daughter&rsquo;.  She even made
breakfast this morning, how sweet of her!

Kora was a girl of 10. She had a burning desire to become the greatest gardening kunoichi
ever. Her mother held the title for now, but Kora was already close to surpassing her. 
Kora&rsquo;s long black hair was drawn into two tight buns on either side of her head. Despite
that, there was enough long hair left over to fall down her back in a ponytail, tied with a blue and
white checked ribbon that matched her school uniform. Kora was the girl everyone boy wanted
to be seen with, and the one every girl wanted to be friends with. Somehow, her big brown eyes
could light up a room, and even the tiniest smile would melt the heart of even the coldest
teacher.  Most teachers already adored her.  She always tried her best, and had never once
gotten detention, or even a reprimand.  

Kora looked at her schedule. She sighed loudly. Today, they were to learn inside the castle.
That meant down in the dungeons with Koori-sensei. She hated the sessions with the tall, thin
man. He was too old and too mean to teach. That, at least, was the opinion of many of the
students. His long brown cloak, his gold-rimmed spectacles, and his two tufts of white hair gave
him the look of an insane old man. Which, the kids agreed, he was.  Kora was always nice to
him, though.  She felt a little sorry for him, truth be told.  He lived by himself, and this job was
really all he had.  Supposedly, all his relatives were dead.  After the death of the Koubakage,
Koori had reportedly been so distraught that he disappeared into his home for ten years, never
once leaving.  Of course, that story had to have been exaggerated by time and word of mouth.

The day FELT wrong. But Kora shrugged it off. Nothing EVER happened in the Land of Herbs.
There were no ninja to wage war with, and everyone needed their harvests.  That meant that if
ONE Village tried to attack, they would be destroyed by all the other villages, who needed the
precious herbs that this land heralded.

But even Kora knew something was wrong when Koori-Sensei grabbed her arm and took her
aside, into one of the dungeons.
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"Good morning Kora. How are you today?" the old man asked.
"I&rsquo;m great Koori-Sensei! How are you?" Kora replied, smiling her biggest smile. 
Something&rsquo;s wrong, sensei never goes out of his way to talk to anyone.  Maybe me
being nice to him is working!
"Never better..." Koori told the girl, returning the smile with a mixture of yellow, black, and
missing teeth.  Then he grabbed her.
"Hey! Help! Someone! Mmph!" A piece of cloth was shoved roughly into Kora&rsquo;s mouth.
"Can&rsquo;t have that Kora-chan," Koori said mockingly. "Not until you agree to tell me the
secret of the Yurakuri herb. Come now, I know you know. Tell me, and we&rsquo;ll forget this
ever happened..."
Kora shook her head. She had already been told to never speak of the herb. 
"Fine. Enjoy your stay!" Koori shouted, his voice echoing in the cavernous stone room. He
bound the little girl to a table with cold, black chains.
"Soon the fires of hell shall envelope thee!" Koori yelled. He ran one yellowing finger down
Kora&rsquo;s face, his long, claw-like nails cutting a small line down her smooth cheek. "The
fires of hell will ingest thee, and turn thee into the charred husk of thy ancestors!"

Lady Tsunade looked grimly at the scrolls piling up on her desk. One caught her eye. 
"Request for an expert medic-nin and a task force...to the Land of Herbs...Kidnapping...town
injured..." Tsunade&rsquo;s head snapped toward one of her aids.
"Go get Sakura Haruno! This is urgent!" Tsunade snapped. The medic-nin in her hated the
thought of people dying...
The Land of Herbs? Nothing ever goes wrong there, there&rsquo;s not even a place to get a
drink! Aside from that healthy s*** they serve up.  That&rsquo;s one place that won&rsquo;t be
hounding me about debts anytime soon...

Sakura listened while Lady Tsunade explained the mission.
"Take Kakashi and Naruto...plus two others. This sounds like a major issue, and I really would
like to send more people, but this is the most I can spare," Tsunade said, flustered with the
piling-up paperwork.
"I understand Lady Tsunade. I know just the two..." Sakura told her, her voice echoing the
seriousness of the situation.

"Well, you&rsquo;ve decided on ANBU Torture and Exam Proctoring, until you&rsquo;re
experienced enough to have your own squad? Good for you...IF you have what it takes."
"Put me to the test Ibikki," Ekyt replied to the drill instructor routine.  You&rsquo;re NOT going
to crack me, sensei.  But if it makes you happy to try...  Ekyt thought highly of Ibikki, but
couldn&rsquo;t help wondering if his &lsquo;hard @$$&rsquo; deameanor was just an act, or if
the man really was that way. 
"Your genjutsu has worked on our prisoners...but I can tell your heart isn&rsquo;t in it. You
don&rsquo;t WANT to torture, to ruin minds...you might be a natural, but your heart isn&rsquo;t
hard enough yet. You haven&rsquo;t killed your first opponent."  The last comment was a
challenge on Ibikki&rsquo;s part.
"Crippling is more cruel. Killing ends their suffering," Ekyt responded.
Anko, who had just joined them, laughed outright. "You got that right kid! Well, here&rsquo;s the
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deal: You&rsquo;re best suited toward teaching, but you don&rsquo;t have the mission
experience yet. We&rsquo;ll just categorize you as a part-time torturer, even though
you&rsquo;re a natural. You seem the like the type to protect more than anything. So, take what
missions you can. Hopefully, you&rsquo;ll be proctoring the next academy exams. Man,
I&rsquo;m so tired of those kids mouthing off to me! I&rsquo;ll stick with the chunin exams,
those are fun! Weeding out the weak, watching the strong piss their pants! Those maggots
never know what to expect!"

"Well, you&rsquo;re done here for the day. Feel free to take the day off, or take more missions.
Whatever it is you normally do. Considering how many missions you have under your belt
already, I think I know the answer," Ibikki told Ekyt.

"Alright. Thank you."

"How are you not a jonin yet? Or even a chunin?" This had been on Ibikki&rsquo;s mind for a
while now.  If the kid was ANBU, he should be jonin, or was jonin-level in skill.

"No squad, and Ebisu-sensei doesn&rsquo;t want me to take the exams," Ekyt replied. His
gloved fist clenched at the name of the pompous private instructor.  He and Ekyt had clashed
over a number of issues, not least of all Ekyt&rsquo;s friendship with Naruto Uzumaki.

"I THOUGHT there was something going on there. I&rsquo;ll have to talk with Ebisu.
You&rsquo;ve been ready to test for damn near three years. I think you&rsquo;ll find Ebisu is
cooperative this time around," Ibikki said, smiling with the same smile that was the last thing
most prisoners saw before going insane.

Anko heard a knock at the door.
"Hey, Ekyt, this one&rsquo;s for you! Looks like a kunoichi&rsquo;s finally come calling!"
Ekyt shot Anko a fake glare, but shook his head tolerantly. On his way out, Anko gave him a
swat on the butt. "Go get &lsquo;er tiger!"

"Ekyt-kun! Great to see you!" Sakura exclaimed.
"Sakura-san, it&rsquo;s good to see you, too. I never got to congratulate you on becoming a
chunin."  Ekyt almost always spoke in a solemn whisper, and never spoke unnecessarily. 
Sakura waved his congratulations aside. "Everyone knows you should be a jonin by now! But
thank you! Listen, I was hoping you weren&rsquo;t busy, because I&rsquo;ve got a mission,
and I&rsquo;m picking out my team."
"I&rsquo;m in," Ekyt said instantly.
"I haven&rsquo;t told you the mission yet!" Sakura exclaimed, giggling.
"I don&rsquo;t believe in turning down a mission," Ekyt replied. His eyes were smiling.  Sakura
shook her head. Mercifully, she didn&rsquo;t notice how her swaying pink hair captured the
young Shinobi&rsquo;s attention.
"Nice to know you haven&rsquo;t changed. Come on then, just have one more to grab. Where
IS your sparring partner at this time of day anyway?" she asked, knowing that Ekyt would have
the answer.
Ekyt was clearly grinning under his mask.
"Where else- training in the woods.  And all of you call MY training insane!"

3 of 424



"Well, it is..." Sakura told him, laughing playfully.

"998, 999, 1000! Guy-sensei, I have done it! 1000 kicks!"  Lee announced, throwing a couple
more by way of celebration.
"Great job Lee! Ahhh, the power of youth! Now, 1000 punches! Go to it Lee!"  Guy replied with
the same vigor.  He seemed to have a natural, never-ending sugar high.
"Yes, Guy-sensei! 1, 2, 3, 4, 5..."

Ekyt held a branch aside for Sakura, then stepped in himself.
"Pardon me, Guy-sensei?" Sakura asked.
"Oh, Sakura, Ekyt! Two hard workers! What can I do for you?!" Guy exclaimed.
"Well, I was hoping Lee could help me on a mission," Sakura explained. "I need to a task force,
apparently, and Lee would fit in perfectly!"
Guy nodded, then turned to Lee.

Guy: Lee...
Lee: 21,22,23
Guy: Lee...
Lee: 24,25,26
Guy: LEE! (Punches him!)

Lee got up off the ground, shaking his head.
"Yes Guy-sensei?!" He said, adding a crisp salute.
"Lee, you&rsquo;ve got a mission. Sakura and Ekyt here will brief you on the way. Make me
proud Lee!"
"I will Guy-sensei!"
The two hugged.

Ekyt and Sakura (With big sweatdrops) watched the strange display. No matter how many
times they had seen it, it still struck them as strange that a sensei and his pupil could be so in
tune with each other.
"And he wonders why I wouldn&rsquo;t date him," Sakura muttered.
Ekyt nodded silently, trying not to laugh.
Sakura looked over at him, trying to gauge his reaction. Inner-Sakura had a few words, though.
Cha! Look at him! He never shows any emotion! Why don&rsquo;t you comfort him?
He&rsquo;s a nice guy, and he&rsquo;s done a lot for you!
Sakura had to stop thinking about that when a slug started to ooze it&rsquo;s way up her leg. 
She grimaced, always hating the feeling of a slug&rsquo;s &lsquo;saliva&rsquo; on her.  But
this was Tsunade&rsquo;s summon, and it only showed up when something major was going
on.

"Sakura, I&rsquo;m sorry, but Naruto and Kakashi can&rsquo;t go. The chunin exams are
coming up, and Naruto needs the training, and only Kakashi can give it. Or so he says.
Personally, I think he just wants to read his stupid perverted book. But whatever. So, it&rsquo;s
just you three," Lady Tsunade informed the group of three.  
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"What&rsquo;s the climate?" Ekyt asked.
"It&rsquo;s cold. Not quite freezing, but very cold."
"Terrain?"
"Hills and plains. A regulated amount of water, and good roads," Tsunade informed them.
Ekyt didn&rsquo;t question anything else, and neither did Sakura or Lee.
"Alright then. You&rsquo;re dismissed. Good luck."

Back in the Land of Herbs...

Kora struggled against the chains, but gave up after a few minutes. The thick black chains
weren&rsquo;t moving, and neither was she.
Koori looked over at her and said mildly "Thank God you stopped that infernal racket. I was just
going to kill you."
Kora&rsquo;s eyes widened. She didn&rsquo;t move a muscle.
"Let me see...ah, here it is...the cross symbol is made in between the eyes with the dried soot of
hell&rsquo;s newest member..."
Koori looked over at a man bound and gagged against the stone wall.
"So thee shall meet thy end...perishing, suffering in the eternal flames of damnation. I deliver
thee to thy final place of rest! Your soul will grace the table of Satan, your body the bread of his
minions, and your blood, the wine of the damned souls!"
Koori drew a short dagger. It was sharpened at the tip, the hilt, and the pommel. He made a cut
at a just-so angle in the man&rsquo;s chest with the tip. He then raked the butt end across the
man&rsquo;s face, slowly, agonizingly, creating a deep well of blood that flowed from between
his eyes. He used the two points on the hilt to puncture the man&rsquo;s kidneys. Even then,
the man was alive. Koori opened the man&rsquo;s mouth, his old gray eyes staring unblinking
into the innocent mans&rsquo;.
His old, yellowed fingers grabbed the tongue of his prisoner, pulling it out slowly. Then his
dagger slashed down. The tongue fell onto the dusty stone floor, lying there as though it had
never been alive.
Koori forced the man&rsquo;s mouth shut. The blood filled his mouth, and then his lungs. He
had drowned in his own blood. Koori used his thumb to wipe some of the blood off of each spot. 
His hands still dripping with the plasma, he walked over slowly to Kora, muttering his strange
sayings, but now in an alien tongue. Lightly, he made a strange shape between Kora&rsquo;s
eyes. It wasn&rsquo;t a cross, but a circular, swirling shape. 
Then, on her forehead, Koori painted obscenities. He then bent down and kissed it gently, blood
staining his lips as well. The old man walked away, muttering again. 
Kora would re-live this scene many times during the night. She would wake up, horrified,
drenched in a cold sweat, her hair becoming unraveled and matted, sticking to her face and
forehead. Her screams were silent. She wished Koori was silent. His laughing and chanting was
scaring Kora.  She had never heard something so eerie. Her little body shivered in fear and
cold, until she finally vomited and passed out... 

"OK, winter wear...My old outfit would have been good...but I&rsquo;ve outgrown that..." Sakura
was thinking aloud.
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Lee&rsquo;s normal gear was suitable for a cold climate, but he pulled on a warmup jacket over
it. Green with yellow-orange cuffs.

Ekyt silently grabbed his trench coat. The rest of his gear would suffice. He pulled it on,
checking to make sure the coat wasn&rsquo;t too long.

The three met up at the appointed time.  Lee and Ekyt, as per usual, were early, which left time
for Lee to talk with Ekyt.  Or try to.  Lee was one of the few who could get a full conversation out
of Ekyt.  It was a show of trust on Ekyt&rsquo;s part, as a lack of trust normally was all the
incentive he needed to keep his mouth shut.  Lee nudged Ekyt in the ribs.
"Come on Ekyt-san. You know that you like Sakura-san," Lee taunted.
"Of course I do. She&rsquo;s a good friend," Ekyt replied immediately.
"You know that is not what I meant. You liiiiiiiikkkkkeeee Sakura-san," Lee stretched the word
out, annoying his friend.
Ekyt raised an eyebrow. "You have better sources than I do, Lee-san."
Why the hell did I just deny that? Ekyt thought to himself. Because you don&rsquo;t want to get
hurt...again. He also answered himself. Then he wondered if it was a normal thing to ask
yourself something like that, and then even more so to get an answer.

Sakura came running back. Lee poked Ekyt.
"Do not forget to blink, Ekyt-san," he snickered.
Ekyt was worried he had forgotten just that. If possible, Sakura looked more beautiful than
usual, but in a different way. 

She had decided on a pair of long blue pants, similar to the short pants she typically wore. On
top, she had pulled on a long-sleeved pink shirt. That was covered by a red coat. Her pink
elbow pads and black gloves were still in place.

"Ready to go?!" she asked brightly.
Ekyt nodded, feeling stupid. Lee was right, apparently. He DID have it bad for Sakura.  It was
probably the most well-kept secret in the Leaf Village, except for the two that knew.  Lee had
&lsquo;threatened&rsquo; to tell Sakura how Ekyt felt about her.  Ekyt warned him that he
should have his next of kin notified if he did.  It didn&rsquo;t matter if Ekyt never beat Lee in a
taijutsu sparring match, he said.  Ekyt would KILL him.  

The three journeyed out that night, reaching the summit of the mountain near the Land of Herbs.
"Why is it a land, and not a village?" Lee asked suddenly.
"Because it&rsquo;s independent. Everyone needs the medical herbs it grows, so it&rsquo;s
one of the wealthiest areas. It doesn&rsquo;t need to associate with any one village, it&rsquo;s
powerful on it&rsquo;s own, even without ninja," Sakura answered. She had read about the
village before, when studying with Lady Tsunade.  She had wanted to go, to meet some of the
medics there.  She wondered if she would get a chance on this mission.
Ekyt tossed a log on the fire. It&rsquo;s orange-tongued flames leapt higher into the air,
crackling merrily.
"What bothers me is why such a peaceful place is suddenly ridden with crime and illness," Ekyt
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scowled.
Sakura shivered suddenly, staring into the fire almost longingly. Suddenly, there was a coat
being held out to her. She followed the arm up to Ekyt.
"I can&rsquo;t do that! What about you?" she protested.
Ekyt dropped the coat on her lap.
"You&rsquo;re the mission, not me. Besides, I&rsquo;ll live," he said, trying to force a smile into
his voice.  But he thought his dark whisper hid the smile pretty well.
"But" she started to protest.
"Sakura-san, I would not argue. Ekyt-san believes in chivalry, and he will not take "no" for an
answer," Lee said, shooting Ekyt a look that plainly said &lsquo;Told you so&rsquo;.  Ekyt
returned with a glare that said &lsquo;if you keep talking, I&rsquo;ll kill you&rsquo;.

The three would have to have their wits about them tomorrow...
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2. The First Blow (Is Struck)

Ekyt stared at the fire for a while longer. It&rsquo;s flames were transfixing, a point of
relaxation. It was rare that Ekyt felt like this.  He always felt loyalty, but a curious sensation had
risen in his chest.  Something beyond &lsquo;loyalty&rsquo;.  Perhaps it was the myth that was
&lsquo;friendship&rsquo;.  

Ekyt glanced at his two sleeping comrades. Lee was sprawled out, breathing heavily, muttering
something about making "Guy-sensei proud," and "Marry you? Of course Linda-chan!" Ekyt
grinned at that.  Good luck, Lee-san.  Linda is the most cold kunoichi in the world...I know from
personal experience.  Still, if you&rsquo;ve dated her for three years, you did better than me...

Sakura was curled up into a little ball in her sleeping bag, under Ekyt&rsquo;s coat. She
seemed to sleep soundly, breathing normally.

Ekyt was suddenly hit with a rush of...what was it? Appreciation? Affection? I would give
anything to protect these two. Lee, befriending me when no one else would, sticking with me
through the years...Sakura, always offering support, always ready to help me out...
Ekyt turned to tend to the fire, adding some wood, when he suddenly heard Sakura sit up
suddenly.  But what came out of her mouth didn&rsquo;t SOUND like her in the least.

"It will happen soon..."
Ekyt didn&rsquo;t like the sound of that. Sakura continued in the strange voice.
"Soon, the land will be filled with the evil. Repenting will not save you! Hell&rsquo;s gates are
being opened as we speak! Hope is futile!"
Ekyt put a hand on Sakura&rsquo;s shoulder. She screamed, eyes darting wildly.
"It&rsquo;s just me Sakura-chan. Are you okay?"
Sakura looked at him for a moment, her green eyes reflecting the fire&rsquo;s glow. She leapt
at him, pushing her head into his chest.

"Ekyt-kun, it was awful! It was a horrible nightmare! We were all dying, or possessed, or
something! I-I&rsquo;ve never been so scared in my life!"
Ekyt cradled her head. But something felt wrong.
Blood.
He moved his hands away. On top of Sakura&rsquo;s head, a gaping wound had opened. In
desperation, Ekyt put his hands on it, trying to stop the blood flow. Suddenly, Sakura&rsquo;s
face was staring at him.
"Dead by dawn, Ekyt-kun! Dead, all of us, dead!"
Then Sakura bit into his chest, tearing his innards. But he was alive, somehow.
She chewed them, laughing hysterically, evilly. Ekyt&rsquo;s own blood and Sakura&rsquo;s
covered his face, more spraying on with each bite.
Sakura spat out Ekyt&rsquo;s heart. It was still beating. She grabbed his mouth and forced it
open. She stuffed the heart into his mouth. The blood continued to flow.
"Swallow Ekyt-kun! Swallow!" she cackled.
Sakura reached into Ekyt&rsquo;s back and, in one swift move, pulled out his spine. She began
to hit him with it. Then, she took the long bone and wrapped it around Ekyt&rsquo;s neck. He
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could feel his head loosen as his neck snapped. The skin and muscle began to give. His head
would pop off any second...Why wasn&rsquo;t he dead yet?  He wanted to die, now, to end the
pain.

Ekyt&rsquo;s head snapped up. He was only aware enough to realize that this was genjutsu.
He couldn&rsquo;t force his hands into the "Disengage" hand sign. He saw the fire roaring in
front of him. With a shaking hand, he reached toward it. The nightmare was pushing him to
stop, but he forced himself.  There were two ways to end genjutsu.  One was the
&lsquo;release&rsquo; command.  The second was intense physical pain that was caused by
something other than the genjutsu.
Ekyt touched a burning log. The flames licked his hand. He yanked his hand back, breathing
heavily as his scorched fingers began to ache. 
But he had broken the genjutsu on him.
He saw his two comrades struggling in their sleep, their mouths opening and closing as though
they were screaming, but no sound came out.
"ReELEASE!" Ekyt shouted, forcing his charred fingers to work with him.

Lee woke up. 
"Good morning everyone! I hope you have all slept well!" he declared.
Sakura and Ekyt appeared to be attached at the lips.
Good for them...they have finally noticed...wait...something is not right...That is not kissing!
Lee leapt over to the two, forcing their mouths apart. Both bodies dropped, lifeless. Lee could
actually SEE the life drain out of them both. He ran over to Ekyt and lifted up his ashen face.
"Swallowed our souls...each of us...swallowed our souls...all dead...dead...SOULS!"
Sakura bolted up. Her teeth sank into Lee&rsquo;s neck. Lee felt the life start to drain out of him.
"RELEASE!" 
A part of Lee&rsquo;s mind heard Ekyt&rsquo;s voice.

Lee was awake. 
"Was that...genjutsu?" he coughed out, still shaking.
Ekyt nodded. "Yeah. A pro laced us good.  I don&rsquo;t see anyone around, I would have
sensed it.  Ibikki taught me how to trace chakra, but if the person isn&rsquo;t in range,
it&rsquo;s pointless."
Lee looked at Ekyt&rsquo;s hand. 
"What happened to your hand?"
Ekyt contemplated his charred hand. "I had to end the genjutsu on myself somehow. Physical
pain was the only way out."
Lee and Ekyt both looked over at Sakura. She was starting to stir. 
"The genjutsu was concentrated mostly on her. Someone doesn&rsquo;t want any medics
reaching the Land of Herbs...she&rsquo;ll wake up soon, her body has to recover..." 

Sakura saw Ekyt and Lee sitting by the fire, hunched over.
"Good morning guys!"
Then she screamed. When she touched them, they had simply toppled over. Those were only
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their clothes, somehow sitting up by themselves.   As soon as Sakura had touched the clothes,
the sky had darkened. The world seemed black and white.  Everything was still.  There was a
breeze, but no trees were moving.  It was as if only Sakura and whatever was causing this
could move.
Sakura felt something touch her head. She whipped around, a kunai at the ready. But it fell from
her hand.
Ekyt and Lee had been clothed in what looked like tight black underwear that came to just shy
of their knees. Other than that, they were naked. 
Their lifeless bodies swung slightly in the breeze. They were hung from a tree branch, their
faces both purple. Their necks hadn&rsquo;t broken- they had suffocated. 
Even then, that wasn&rsquo;t the worst of it.
Carved into their chest and stomachs was a circular swirl. They had obscenities painted on their
foreheads and chests.
An unholy voice that came from nowhere declared "The gates of hell have been opened!"
Then, she heard a more calming, more passionate voice call out loudly.
"RELEASE!" 

Sakura threw herself up. Slowly, Ekyt approached her.
"It&rsquo;s okay Sakura. It was a genjutsu. Not even a nightmare. We all had one," Ekyt told
her carefully.
Sakura leapt up, kunai at the ready.
"Prove that you are who you say!" she called to them.  Lee leapt right up.
"I am Rock Lee. I am the Beautiful Green Beast of Konoha. My role model is Might Guy! Guy-
sensei, I can do it!" Lee shouted irrelevantly.
"Now you!" Sakura called to Ekyt, the dagger in his direction.
"My name is Ekyt Kaguya. I am a genin from the Leaf Village. I am a loner, and I am stuck as a
genin because of Ebisu-sensei," he spoke slowly and deliberately, keeping his voice in
it&rsquo;s normal toneless state.
Sakura lowered the kunai. She leapt up and in to Ekyt, quickly scissoring his waist with her
legs. The stunned boy managed to catch her.
"It&rsquo;s alright," he assured her, as she hung on to him around his neck. He had to grab her
gently around the waist before she choked him to death. That added some slack and was more
comfortable for both of them. It was after this that Ekyt noticed the pink-haired kunoichi was
shaking. A sheen of cold sweat lined her hair. Ekyt found he cared only about soothing her at
this point. He put a hand on the back of her head.

"I&rsquo;m sorry!" Sakura suddenly yelled, burying her face in Ekyt&rsquo;s vest.
"For what?" Ekyt asked in surprise.
"For being weak! I&rsquo;m always weak!" she shouted.
"Sakura, that genjutsu was targeted at you specifically. That&rsquo;s the only reason I could
break free," Ekyt told her calmly, despite the fact he had NO IDEA what to do. He&rsquo;d
never had a girl hug him like this before.  It was...pleasant, he decided. 
Enjoy it later Casanova! Right now, these two need you! Ekyt&rsquo;s scolding to himself
worked, albeit with a little hesitation.  No matter how dark, he was still a boy, and one who was
being hugged by the girl he had a crush on.

Sakura remembered to let go after a few minutes.
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"I-I need to get cleaned up," Sakura said.
"There should be a hot spring in the next town," Ekyt told her, thinking back to studying the map.
"I could also use a chance to get cleaned up," Lee said thoughtfully.
"Let&rsquo;s head there first, then. THEN we&rsquo;ll get our mission straightened out.
There&rsquo;s no point in going in if we&rsquo;re not of sound mind," Ekyt added. "That
genjutsu took a lot out of all of us.  Ibikki-sensei told me that, for one that powerful, it would take
nearly a full day to recover.  We shouldn&rsquo;t go in half-cocked, we don&rsquo;t know the
full extent of the situation we&rsquo;re walking in to.  But it&rsquo;s your call, Sakura-sensei."
Sakura rolled her eyes.  "You and your honorifics.  But, I agree with you.  Let&rsquo;s get
ourselves healed before we go blasting in to a new place with danger we don&rsquo;t even
know anything about."

Koori removed his hand from Kora&rsquo;s temples.
"They broke my genjutsu. I thought only the girl had talented. But the other two are of resilient
mind as well...The one who broke it could sense my chakra somehow.  I fear he could have
traced it, had I not removed the traces of it immediately."
Koori smiled at the little girl. Blood came from her mouth, and even out one ear.
"Thank you for the use of your body Kora. I&rsquo;m afraid my old body can&rsquo;t cast
genjutsu alone anymore."
That explained why Koori had put his hands on the girl&rsquo;s temples and why Kora had
screamed so much. She could still feel the blood markings on her face.
"It is time for the next faze. This will not hurt you...not right away."
Kora flinched as Koori pulled a short, silver dagger from somewhere. There appeared to be
jewels encrusted in the hilt. Then Kora saw that it wasn&rsquo;t jewels. It was blood. 
The dagger cut her one-piece dress at the stomach, making an opening from her navel to the
top of her stomach.
"This time, I need younger blood...Kora, I&rsquo;m afraid that&rsquo;s you. Hold still like a
good girl, won&rsquo;t you?"  Koori cooed, as though Kora had a choice.
The twisted old man cut the little girl on the chin. It wasn&rsquo;t deep, but it still stung. But
Kora was too scared to even cry out.
Koori put a finger on the blood. He made a pattern on the helpless girl&rsquo;s stomach with it.
Kora saw that it was writing, Kanji. She couldn&rsquo;t read it, but she didn&rsquo;t need to.
Koori chanted it aloud.
"Hell&rsquo;s gates have been unlocked. One gate remains sealed. The darkest hour of
mankind is upon them!"
Koori smiled again. "Not much longer now. Your foolish protectors will be coming soon Kora. I
can&rsquo;t let that happen, I&rsquo;m afraid. Once they reach the castle, they&rsquo;ll be in a
battle for their own lives...there will be no time for yours. By then, it will be too late anyway. You
feel your body growing weaker, don&rsquo;t you? You are very strong Kora, none of my
previous subjects have survived this long. But you won&rsquo;t last much longer, I&rsquo;m
afraid..."

Sakura pulled off her sweat-soaked clothing in the women&rsquo;s changing room. She
grabbed a set of towels, using one to dry her hair off. She carried the others with her as she
walked into the hot spring.
The water was so perfect that Sakura sank right in up to her chin. She sighed, feeling content
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for the moment. As she washed herself, her thoughts drifted to what happened.
Ekyt-kun...how did he stay so calm during all that? I mean, not to brag, but I control my chakra
better than he does. But he used the disengage...but his fingers...Oh, I forgot! I&rsquo;ll
bandage them when I get out! But still...I can&rsquo;t believe I did that! Leaping at him like that.
The poor kid probably didn&rsquo;t know what to think! But he handled it...I know I picked the
right people for this mission...
Mission.  That&rsquo;s right, I&rsquo;m leading it! That genjutsu was aimed at me...but why?
And by who? Sakura kept on wondering for a while, then gave up and relaxed in the water.

Lee stripped and pulled on a towel before Ekyt had even shrugged off his vest. Lee realized
Ekyt had been keeping watch, while steadily avoiding looking at Lee. That wouldn&rsquo;t
ordinarily be necessary, but Lee was thankful that someone was watching out for him, for all of
them. 
"I will meet you in the water!" Lee called.

Once Lee was safe, Ekyt stripped himself. He had some difficulty with his shirt. He had charred
his hand and wrist pretty bad, and bending it was hell.
Hell? 
Ekyt stopped thinking about it. He had already tried to rationalize the genjutsu. He needed to
stop and rest his mind for now. He stripped the rest of the way and wrapped a towel around his
waist. He dragged his gear with him. He didn&rsquo;t want to get caught naked. But he decided
to wash it quickly in some machine while he washed himself.

"Ekyt-san, it seems that genjutsu did some good," Lee began, scrubbing one arm.
Ekyt didn&rsquo;t look over at Lee out of courtesy.
"What good is that?" Ekyt asked.  The strange statement by Lee turned out to be a rib in the
making.
"It seems Sakura-san found you to be rather"
"Stuff it Lee," Ekyt replied, a smile in his voice.
Lee was silent for a moment, but then continued.
"What do you think of Sakura-san?"
Ekyt finished washing his leg before answering.
"I think she&rsquo;s beautiful, intelligent, and, to answer your next question, completely out of
my league."

Ekyt was the last one out of the hot spring. Out front, Lee and Sakura chatted amiably, when
Lee decided he HAD to know.
"Sakura-san, what do you think of Ekyt-san?"
Sakura seemed slightly taken aback.
"What do I think of him? I think he&rsquo;s one of the best in the Leaf Village, that he&rsquo;s
cute, and that...wait, why do you want to know?!" she demanded.
Lee shrugged. "I am sorry, I did not mean to upset you. I was only curious."
Lee couldn&rsquo;t believe it. If I understood them both correctly, they hold each other in such
a high regard...Ekyt is intimidated by Sakura, even though she&rsquo;s a friend and is not
aware of that, so much so he doesn&rsquo;t realize his feelings. Sakura is more aware of her
emotions, but can not sort them out, for some reason...It must be frustrating. 
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"The castle. That&rsquo;s where she is. I can tell," Sakura piped up suddenly.
"I had the same feeling," Ekyt said.
Lee looked surprised. "So did I."
"That&rsquo;s too weird to be a coincidence guys. We&rsquo;d better be careful..." Sakura
warned.

Inside the castle&rsquo;s threshold, there was an army of Shinobi. The Land of Herbs had not
had an army for years.
Every last Shinobi in the group was already dead.

Koori sighed animatedly. "Well Kora-chan, I&rsquo;m afraid I need another sacrifice. That small
group of re-animated minions just won&rsquo;t do...so..."
Koori looked at his next victim. This one was a young man, maybe 18. 
Koori drew his dagger again. It&rsquo;s four sharpened edges were still covered with the blood
of their last kill.
Koori first cut off fingers and toes, one at a time. Slowly, methodically. He took the fingers and
toes and preserved them in a jar. There was one more jar.
"Thank you for your help so far. But more is required of you..."
Koori grabbed the boy&rsquo;s eyelids. With a swish of his dagger, the eyelids fluttered to the
floor.
"It makes my work easier," Koori informed the boy, who didn&rsquo;t seem to care.  Muffled
sounds came from beneath the gag that was stuffed into his mouth.
The last thing the boy saw was the yellow fingers with the long nails reaching for his eyeballs.
Koori had another jar for his collection. Green eyes were so rare, too...

As they approached the castle, Ekyt put a hand out to stop Sakura and Lee. From above, an
old stained-glass window shattered. A long-dead Shinobi flew at Ekyt.
"Get away!" Ekyt called to Lee and Sakura.
Ekyt gave the thing a hard shove, then followed through with a punch that rattled it&rsquo;s
teeth. It seemed unfazed by the attacked and pushed Ekyt backward into the castle wall.  He hit
it with a grunt.
"Oh no you don&rsquo;t!" Lee called. As he sailed in for a Dynamic Entry, the thing backhanded
him, sending him flying. It turned back to Ekyt, it&rsquo;s long claws aiming for his face.  Ekyt
dodged away, but the thing&rsquo;s claws were so long, you  couldn&rsquo;t avoid them for
long...
"No way!"
Sakura stabbed the thing at the base of the spine. When it turned around to grab her, Ekyt
grabbed it&rsquo;s head. He leapt up high, cradling it&rsquo;s head and legs, and drove it into
the ground with a backward Konoha Snapdragon.
"Gotcha, didn&rsquo;t I, ya little sucker?" Ekyt kicked it&rsquo;s head away from it&rsquo;s
body.
"There&rsquo;s gonna be more," he added dryly.
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But it was time for a showdown with something so evil Satan himself had spat it back out.
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3. A Willing Opponent

"Just what the hell was that thing?!" Sakura couldn&rsquo;t help exclaiming.
"It makes sense..." Ekyt said suddenly. He was looking up at the towers of the castle, brows
furrowed in thought.  The stone seemed to stretch forever into the heavens, giving the castle an
air of impenetrability.  It was most likely meant to give that image.  Battle wasn&rsquo;t just
physical, it was psychological.
"What makes sense Ekyt-san?" Lee wanted to know.
"Orochimaru...he didn&rsquo;t INVENT kinjutsus, he just learned them. They had to come from
somewhere...someone..."
A wind suddenly kicked up. Sakura&rsquo;s nose wrinkled.
"Do you smell that? Blood, on the wind. Something&rsquo;s happened in there...something
evil..." She shivered suddenly. "Something evil...it&rsquo;s going to get us...we&rsquo;ve got to
get that girl, quick! Or we&rsquo;re all done for!"
The years hadn&rsquo;t lessened Sakura&rsquo;s fear of battle. Anything so high-profile still
made her freeze up at first. She had a sudden picture in her mind of Kakashi-sensei assuring
her that:
"I will never let my comrades die." Three voices said it, all at once.
Sakura looked up. Ekyt was staring with a grim hatred at the castle.
"W-what?" she stammered, surprised that Ekyt had said it, too.  Her gaze shifted to Lee.   
"I do not let my teammates die," Lee said, shrugging.

Koori took his hands off the Kora&rsquo;s temples. Her blue eyes turned back out to face the
world. The girl screamed, but apparently only inside herself.
"So young...such excellent eyesight...such a pity, yes...well, the hour has come at last. I
can&rsquo;t very well, however, perform the ritual with those three knocking on my door. Kora, I
must ask you for a small donation of blood..."
Kora watched helplessly as the sick old man drew his dagger one more time. He cut his own
finger first, licking the excess blood off almost lustily. Then, slowly, the dagger came down
across Kora&rsquo;s forehead. The obscenities became blurred from the new blood. A single
drop rolled down her face, then trickled off her nose and into a vial.
"Thank you, sweetheart." The old man spoke the words of endearment in such a way they were
intimidating rather than calming. That was, most likely, his intent.

"We...we need a plan." Sakura&rsquo;s declaration was met with nods of approval. She was
the ranking member. But now that fact seemed to haunt her.
"Ekyt, you&rsquo;ve had the most missions like this...what should we do?" Sakura asked.
Ekyt looked surprised. "I think we need to stay together, at all costs. All of us possess skills that
the other don&rsquo;t have so sharply...we just comb this castle, inch by inch...then ruin the
monster behind all this..."
"I agree. We must not break ranks!" came Lee&rsquo;s enthusiastic agreement.
"Right. Everyone ready?" Sakura asked.
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After a quick salute with their kunai, they opened the door a crack.

"Damn it...I hope we&rsquo;re not too late..." he muttered.  Ekyt looked up again.
"Not again..." he muttered. "Lee, Sakura...we&rsquo;ve got trouble."

"The master does not appreciate your presence! Leave this place at once! Once you have
crossed the threshold of the castle, your souls will be eaten by the undead, by the spawn of
Satan himself!"
"Give Satan my regards!" Sakura snarled, kicking the "Messenger" under his bony chin.
The skeletal form turned to powder. 
"Do you think it was telling the truth? About our souls?" Sakura asked.
"Satan is a liar and a conniver. He spreads discord among men...In other words, it&rsquo;s
crap. Someone&rsquo;s trying to scare us off," Ekyt replied.

They crossed the threshold into the castle. Their tabi boots (No sandals, it&rsquo;s cold in the
Land of Herbs) clicked across the marble floor. Otherwise, it was silent. 
"It&rsquo;s dark in here...Ekyt, can you do something about that?" Sakura asked.
Ekyt looked around, seeing what he was looking for. An old torch bracket, with a torch still firmly
in place. Ekyt yanked it off the wall.
"Dragon&rsquo;s Ember Jutsu," he whispered. He made a flicking motion with his fist. A small
flame sprang up, lighting the torch. The flickering light grew and began to crackle merrily. It
illuminated the dark room enough to get a good look around.
They were standing on a faded red carpet, it&rsquo;s edged threadbare and torn. Overhead
hung chandeliers, dusty from lack of use over the years. Banners hung on the walls, also
tattered with age.
"I wonder who&rsquo;s face that is?" Sakura wondered, pointing at the banners.
"Their Kage," Ekyt replied, pointing at a large wooden table. "My God..." Ekyt said aloud, his
voice hushed.
"What? What is it?" Sakura questioned.
"That&rsquo;s not a table. It&rsquo;s a casket."  Ekyt walked closer to inspect it. 
Lee walked toward it. "He is right. And the portrait on top matches that of the banners!"
"I don&rsquo;t like this...if there&rsquo;s undead running around..." Sakura looked over at Ekyt. 
He had narrowed his eye, but said nothing about the casket.
"Any more of these around?" Ekyt asked, indicating the torch.
"I would rather have my hands free," Lee said.
"He&rsquo;s right. We&rsquo;ll take turns carrying the torch. Having a bonfire with us might
attract too much attention," Sakura pointed out.
"Good point. I&rsquo;ll take lead. Lee, I think you should take point, since you&rsquo;re the
quickest. That leaves Sakura in the middle. That&rsquo;s the best place, she&rsquo;s the
mission priority."
Lee and Sakura nodded their agreement.

Koori smiled.
"So, they braved my messenger? They are brave indeed...perhaps my own blood...yes...yes...it
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must be done." The old man was muttering as he walked. From a rotting wooden shelf, he
pulled a scroll. 
He bit into his own thumb, then ran the digit down the scroll&rsquo;s title.
"Thy time is at hand! Thy noble quest shall be fulfilled! Pawns, come forth, be ye good or evil,
today thy shall drink deeply from the cup of hatred!"

Sakura, Lee, and Ekyt all stopped in unison. They were halfway up a marble staircase when
they all felt something. Something evil. BEYOND evil.
"What do we do?" Lee asked.
"We keep going," Sakura replied firmly.
"Lee, hold the torch for a second..." Ekyt held it out. Lee looked questioningly, but took it with
his usual enthusiasm.
Ekyt pierced his thumbs with kunai. He slammed both hands onto the stairs. 
"Twin Summoning Jutsu!" he said in a harsh whisper.
POP! BLAM!
Ekyt&rsquo;s dog, a keeshonden named Holly, and his Bearded Dragon, named Umisu,
appeared in a flashes of smoke. The bearded dragon was on Ekyt&rsquo;s shoulder, while
Holly was sitting at his feet, scratching at her ear.
"Kid, you&rsquo;re a real pain in the @$$. And...where the hell?" Holly muttered, trotting
around. She wrinkled her nose in disgust. "Blood and dust? Is this some cheap-@$$ motel?"
Ekyt gave her a little tap on the head, not happy with her spouting the double entendre. "Holly,
can you sense something? Preferable something very old, and very pissed off?"
Holly sniffed the air. "Yeah, I can. Follow me, kids!"
"Hold on," Ekyt told her. He turned to Umisu. The dragon looked at him inquisitively.
"Lady Tsunade needs a report...Umisu, take this (Small scroll). Tell her this isn&rsquo;t
Orochimaru, but it&rsquo;s kinjutsu...Tell her to send ANBU if we haven&rsquo;t reported in on
time."
The Dragon closed one eye in a wink, then spun itself in a circle, disappearing with a small pop.
"Lead the way Holly."

Holly&rsquo;s nose led her to the casket.
"Evil boss. And alive."
The three exchanged glances.
"Alive? You&rsquo;re sure?" Ekyt asked, eyes narrowed.
"Positive. This nose doesn&rsquo;t lie," Holly replied, sounding slightly insulted.
"Alright. Thank you Holly. I&rsquo;m going to send you away...This is about to get dangerous,
I&rsquo;m sure of it."
"Roger, kid. Good luck. And to you two as well!"  Holly told the group before Ekyt ended the
jutsu.

The earth suddenly shook. Glasses smashed against the floor. Old brass candle-holders
clattered to the ground, scrolls following in their wake. The dust was shook up again, sending
Sakura and Lee into coughing fits. Ekyt&rsquo;s mask had protected him. His eyes widened in
shock.
"That casket...damn it! Kinjutsu! We have no choice...we&rsquo;ve got to fight. Lee, Sakura,
you two recover. Don&rsquo;t rush into this until you can see again!"
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The casket&rsquo;s top began to crack. Out of nowhere, it blew off the casket. An iron helmet
became visible in the velvet-lined box. The occupant sat up.  It was wearing earth-toned robes,
mostly green with a brown trim.  When it stepped out of the casket, Ekyt saw that it still sandals.
"I am sorry...I am not doing this of my own free will," said the skeleton in a sad voice.
Ekyt bowed slightly. "Lord Koubakage...I understand. Since you&rsquo;ve told me this, I need
to make sure my friends can go free...so I challenge you, one on one."
The Koubakage bowed his head. "I accept...and I am very sorry...I hope you will defeat me...the
kinjutsu is poorly done, as he has not completely overridden my mind. My free-will, yes, but
defeating me will end the jutsu. I can sense your innocence, young man, and the purity of you
and your comrades...may your mission be successful. The girl is being kept in the dungeons...I
can say no more...Now, we must fight..."

"Ekyt-kun! That&rsquo;s a kage! The best of the best!" Sakura shouted.
"I know. There&rsquo;s no choice. You and Lee have to save the girl."
"But...but...you could die!" Sakura couldn&rsquo;t help but say it.
"I know. But it has to be done, whatever the outcome. Go and find the girl quick." Ekyt looked at
them, for the first time, his eye full of life. "I&rsquo;ll catch up."

Sakura didn&rsquo;t notice the ninja forming from the dust behind her. Lee was suddenly
jumped by his own, just as he rushed to her defense. It stabbed down.
Sakura put up a hand, but found the kunai had stopped short of her. She looked up, her green
eyes alive with fright.
Drip. Drip.

Ekyt&rsquo;s hand had halted the knife. It had pierced nearly all the way through his hand. It
was his blood that had been making the sound.
Ekyt grunted in pain.
"Ekyt-kun!" Sakura called.
Ekyt grabbed the kunai with his free hand and eased it out, then swung the torch at the demon
holding it. The dust became ablaze, destroying it&rsquo;s form. It was nothing more than ash
on the carpet.
"Take the torch and go, hurry!" Ekyt told them firmly, turning back to his own task.
"He is right Sakura-san, we must go! Ekyt-san...you catch up quickly!"
"I will Lee! Go!"

Ekyt squared himself up against the Koubakage. His skeletal form was clothed in earth-toned
robes, with a green sash that Ekyt noticed just now. In the green sash there were the two sharp
gardening tools. Sai.
"I sense samurai in you...my kind and your kind did not get along well. My weapons...they killed
many of you..."
Ekyt bowed his head. "I have never killed. But I will ALWAYS do what must be done in the
name of duty and honor...protecting those who need, fighting for what&rsquo;s right...following
both Bushido (Way of the Samurai) and my Shinobi way. But I&rsquo;ll spare you the lecture,
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I&rsquo;m sure you&rsquo;re already aware..."
Koubakage looked at Ekyt curiously. "No hatred in your eyes...That is a first for me. I died over
fifty years ago, as the first and last Koubakage. I fought many battles...but I can tell you are
unique...Good luck to you."
"And you," Ekyt replied.
They both lunged forward, their weapons clashing. Ekyt&rsquo;s kunai deflected the sai attack.
He tried to pin down the Koubakage&rsquo;s robe with his foot, but was thwarted as a the side
of a sai struck his face. Thankfully, it was blunt. But it still dropped his guard for a split second.
The butt end of the other sai cracked him smartly in the forehead. As he leaned back, the other
sai hit him hard in the stomach, knocking him backward across the floor. 
He wiped his bleeding mouth with the back of his hand.
I&rsquo;m overmatched...I can&rsquo;t win...I&rsquo;ve just got to hold on...

Lee and Sakura raced through the endless corridors and hallways. It quickly became apparent
that they were lost in the dungeons.
"We should mark where we&rsquo;ve been, so we don&rsquo;t go around in circles. And so
Ekyt can find us...wait...that&rsquo;s it!"
"What is it?" Lee asked, confused.
"Genjutsu..." Sakura said, pointing at the wall. At one point, the torch had fallen, charring the
wall and floor. They saw the same burn mark now.
"It&rsquo;s the Sly Mind Affect Technique. The same one was used on Naruto and I during the
chunin exams four years ago...Release!" Sakura called, her hands forming the appropriate sign.
Immediately, an enormous red door appeared at the end of the corridor. They hadn&rsquo;t
seen it because of the genjutsu.
"That&rsquo;s it," they said together.

Ekyt got to his feet, ignoring his pounding head. The Koubakage rushed him again. This time,
Ekyt made hand signs.
"Shadow Clone Jutsu! Body Replacement jutsu!" he called, one after the other.
The Koubakage&rsquo;s sai pierced his abdomen. 
"It is over..." Koubakage said sadly. He rotated his sai, at least trying to spare the boy&rsquo;s
suffering.
POOF!
The clone disappeared. That was what had gotten speared. 
Where did the boy go... Koubakage wondered. From above, he got his answer.

Ekyt cut the final cord that held the chandelier in place. He used a silent jutsu as it crashed to
the ground. 
Koubakage will have moved...and he&rsquo;ll be expecting a counter...so let&rsquo;s go one
step further...

Koori lost his cool. 
"Damn it! Why have you deserted me?!" he shouted at no one. "If I am condemned to eternal

19 of 424



damnation, I will not be alone! Spirits, occupy a host! Bodies abound, partaking of the wine of
power! Come forth!"
Two former jonin of the Land of Herbs sprang to life at Koori&rsquo;s feet.
"Protect his place, at all costs! I must finish with the girl! GO!"

Lee kicked open the barred steel doors.
"End of the line- huh?" Lee stopped in mind shout. He was yelling at a defenseless old man.
"I am sorry,  I did not mean to"
"Lee, watch out!" Sakura shouted, pushing him aside. She had spotted Koori coming up behind
Lee. Just in time, she pushed him aside. Koori&rsquo;s dagger stabbed down, narrowly missing
the base of Lee&rsquo;s neck.
"Children, you have made it far! But your quest ends here! You shall perish here!"
"Go to hell," Sakura said flatly.
"Koori smiled. "Why do that? Hell is here!"
The two skeletal jonin were wielding axes. Those slashed down. Lee and Sakura leapt aside.
"Lee, it&rsquo;s time! You know what we discussed! We have to do it!"
"Right!" Lee said with a salute. He began to focus, hard.
Sakura&rsquo;s hands formed a series of hand signs.
"Painful Sky Leg!" she yelled, slamming her heel into the ground. A crater stretched across the
floor, extending from Sakura&rsquo;s heel all the way to the feet of Koori.
Lee and Sakura saw that the old man was far from defenseless. He leapt up high, landing
safely on a narrow beam on the ceiling.
"Finish them!" He called to his minions. He grabbed the unconscious Kora and ran from the
room.
"Lee, you follow him! I&rsquo;ll handle this!" Sakura called, feeling a sudden rush of bravery.
"But Sakura-san, I"
"Lee," she said firmly, smiling at him, "I can handle it."

Koubakage jumped to the side of the falling chandelier. He ducker and twisted around
Ekyt&rsquo;s strike, then jammed his sai into the boy&rsquo;s eye. POOF!
"Another clone? Then where did..."
"Dragon&rsquo;s Ember Jutsu: Clone Instigation!" Ekyt&rsquo;s shout reached the Koubakage
ears. Flames shot at Koubakage from three directions. Koubakage back-flipped away. Only
then did he realize that he had fallen right into the boy&rsquo;s trap.
BLAM!
An exploding tag rocketed the Koubakage upward, burning off one arm. The arm fell to the
ground while the Koubakage kept moving. As he was thrown upward, he righted himself and
landed on the second story landing.

Moonlight streamed through the stained glass window. Ekyt and the Koubakage both stopped,
smiling upon noticing the picture on the glass. Most of the glass green, but reds, yellows, blues,
and purples spelled out a scene.
A master fighting his pupil. The moonlight illuminated it strangely, making the picture seem alive.
The master and the pupil wore smiles of respect, even as their weapons clashed. The master
was holding sai, while the pupil held a bo.
"The picture seems to speak volumes," Koubakage told Ekyt. Neither had dropped their guard.
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"A picture is worth a thousand words..." Ekyt replied. 
"It is an awful shame that our paths did not cross as master and pupil. Though we are not
enemies, neither are we friends..."
"Allies." Ekyt spoke the single word sharply. 
"Perhaps, at another time, we would have been friends...you have shown me more respect than
even my most trusted pupil..."
"Lord Koubakage...you mean the one behind all this, don&rsquo;t you?" Ekyt asked calmly.
Koubakage nodded. "Koori. A dissatisfied student. He was the one to put the dagger in my
back. He wanted the power of the Koubakage position. But the town grieved so upon my
death...they put an end to the title, out of respect to me..."
Ekyt looked around quickly. Not dropping his guard, he side-stepped over to a suit of armor
holding an axe. The end, as if on cue, broke off, leaving only a bo.
"We need to finish this..." Ekyt said, holding the bo in a guard.
"I agree," Koubakage added, his tone reflecting the wonder he felt.

The moonlight gave the two combatants an eerie profile, as though they were both lighting in a
sepia-toned world of their own. The Koubakage&rsquo;s sai aimed at Ekyt&rsquo;s head. Ekyt
blocked with the bo, kicking at the Koubakage&rsquo;s stomach. Koubakage broke the weapon
stalemate by quickly flipping the sai inward. His other sai cut the bo in half, then stripped the
pieces away.
I only hope I&rsquo;ve bought them enough time..." Ekyt said. He couldn&rsquo;t believe how
strong his voice was. 
The Koubakage&rsquo;s leg kicked him in the stomach. Ekyt leaned backward as the second
sai came down. It hooked his mask, pulling it half off. Before he could right himself, Koubakage
kicked him again.

The quiet night was shattered. The sound of breaking glass echoed across the Land of Herbs...
One mother held her young son close.  The boy was silent, despite tears streaming down his
face. "Our hope...it will die with that boy..."
Despite never meeting him, the young mother felt terribly sad. So much was riding on the Leaf
Village&rsquo;s ninja...She prayed that the other two would be enough to halt the evil plaguing
them.

21 of 424



4. Wake Me Up Inside

Ekyt fell through the glass window, it&rsquo;s ornate picture now destroyed.  The
picture&rsquo;s symbolism seemed destroyed as well. They were a long way up. His mind went
blank on how to save himself. He was too far away to dig into the wall with his kunai. He was
free-falling backwards, so tucking and rolling was out.
I&rsquo;m going to die...Lee...Sakura...I hope you&rsquo;ve finished the mission...
Then he saw their two faces, smiling. 
"I won&rsquo;t let my comrades die," they had all said. They had bonded. If one died, all of
them died, at least a little. 
"I won&rsquo;t make a liar out of my comrades!" Ekyt said it aloud. Then it hit him. He knew
how to save himself.

Sakura focused her chakra. Some to her feet, some to her fists. She reached the first skeleton,
leaping high, driving her leg home. When it dodged backward, she aimed a kick at the other
one. It too leapt backward.
"Kunai Blizzard Barrage!" she called, throwing thirty kunai, all laced with explosives. She threw
the torch.
The torch arched through the air. It landed in the middle of the tags.  There was a pause before
the heat spread into the carpet, setting it ablaze. That blaze reached the tags.
Sakura ran behind a stone pillar.
BLAM!!!!
The explosion was enormous. Sakura could hear bones clattering against the walls.  So much
for the two skeletal jonin.  The blast had shaken Sakura up a little bit, as it always did, but the
thought of that evil bastard, torturing that little girl.  
Sakura clenched a fist.  She would make sure he paid for torturing her.

Lee chased the old man up the tower. Step after step.  The old man was fast, deceptively fast. 
But Lee&rsquo;s hand was in reach of the long cloak Koori was wearing.  As Lee reached for
the cloak, something caught his foot.  Seconds later- KABOOM!
An exploding tag! 
The stairway caved in with a loud crash, rocks tumbling down. Lee could see no other way to
get up to the tower. But he had to stop that insane old man from doing whatever it was he had
in mind for that girl. So Lee began to dig as fast as his muscles would allow. Having opened the
first Gate of Chakra, his stamina and strength were at incredibly high levels.
But they wouldn&rsquo;t stay high for long. Opening the chakra gates gave you incredible
abilities- but you couldn&rsquo;t keep them open for long. And when you closed them, fatigue
set in very quickly. 
This is not the ideal position for a Shinobi to be in...but there is no other option. I must
continue...

Ekyt made the hand signs rapidly. Horse, dog, serpent...

22 of 424



"Hidden Shadow Snake Hand!" he shouted, throwing his right arm up. Four snakes burst from
his wrist. Their fangs sunk into the side of the stone walls, slowing and then stopping
Ekyt&rsquo;s descent.   He hung from the building, relieved, and let himself catch his breathe.
Then, he began to climb back up.

"Why hasn&rsquo;t the jutsu ended yet? I killed the boy..." Koubakage wondered aloud. Then
he heard a sound near the window. He smiled in disbelief. 
I KNEW this one was special...

Ekyt put one arm in the window. Then the other appeared. He pulled himself in, first to his
knees, then to his feet. The shattered glass broke again as Ekyt walked forward.
"I still have fight in me," Ekyt declared to the Koubakage
"Young man, please tell me your name and rank," the Koubakage asked kindly.
"Ekyt Kaguya, genin," Ekyt barked out.
"I see...but you do not fight as a genin would... your skills are near-jonin level..."
Ekyt grinned, which you could actually see. His mask was hanging around his neck, with glass
in it&rsquo;s creases.
"That&rsquo;s why I can&rsquo;t die...I can&rsquo;t let my team face this alone...and I have a
sensei to prove wrong...not to mention this evil guy to thwart...so much I haven&rsquo;t
done...dated, kissed a girl, told off that bully, had a family...become a jonin..."
"I hope I do not rob you of your dreams, then. I had a dream as well...Part was fulfilled, the part
where our Village has become wealthy and, for the most part, safe. My second dream was for
one of my descendants to take the Koubakage title..." the Koubakage looked away briefly.
"I&rsquo;ll make it happen, if at all possible. But, for now...let&rsquo;s finish our fight."

Sakura cheered inwardly. She had done it.
Cha! I&rsquo;m not weak now! Hell yeah!
Not she had to finish her mission. That little girl needed medical help. Sakura sprinted off to join
Lee.

Lee cleared the last of the rocks out of the way. Then his stamina failed him.
"Lee! Are you alright?!" 
Lee heard Sakura&rsquo;s concerned voice. He formed a tired smile.
"I am fine Sakura-san. I cleared the way. But I am not yet recovered..."
"Just take it easy," Sakura told him. She quickly checked him. "No breaks, tears, or pulls this
time." she informed him, both relieved at the findings.
Lee managed to his "Nice Guy" pose. "But Ekyt-san is not back yet..."
Sakura made herself smile.
"Lee, if there&rsquo;s one thing I can say with certainty, it&rsquo;s this: Ekyt hasn&rsquo;t
finished his mission yet, and he&rsquo;s never refused one, and never left one undone.
He&rsquo;s not going to start now."

"Damnit!" Ekyt missed one more time. He had to win this. He formed a plan quickly, then put it
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into action.
"Shadow Clone Jutsu! Hidden Shadow Snake Hand!"
Four clones accompanied Ekyt, using the Hidden Shadow Snake Hand. Lord Koubakage
dodged three of the sets of snakes, but the fourth set snared arm, knocking him off balance.
Ekyt saw the opening. He rushed in as fast as he could and grabbed the Koubakage. He leapt
high, falling backward off the second story landing.
"BACKWARD KONOHA SNAP DRAGON!"
The Koubakage hit the ground hard. His exposed spine snapped, tearing him in two pieces.
"Very good! You need to finish me, quickly!" he shouted to Ekyt.
"What?" Ekyt couldn&rsquo;t believe it.
"You&rsquo;re doing me a favor! I am already dead, it is not murder, I cannot die again! But I
ask you...as a friend...Send me home..."
Ekyt was panting with the effort.
"How do I do that? If that move snapped you in half, but didn&rsquo;t kill you...what can I do?"
"You need to put me back in the casket, then seal the casket. My top half will fight you, but you
need to put me in that casket. And...break me up. Make sure my bones cannot be reformed so
easily...I never want this to happen again..."

Lee and Sakura were at a loss for ideas. They didn&rsquo;t know what to do. Neither one of
them was in any condition to take on Koori. Sakura would need all her chakra to help heal the
little girl. Lee hadn&rsquo;t recovered yet.
But time was running out for the girl. They HAD to act.
"We can&rsquo;t give Ekyt any more time. We have to try," Sakura said, finality in her voice.
"Yes...I hope he is alright...but we must put a stop to this, here and now!"

Koori smiled at Kora, his yellowed teeth penetrating her mind.
"Well, you have been a very good girl for me the past few days Kora. But I&rsquo;m afraid you
must be punished...punished for the misdeeds of your ancestors...Everyone must pay...they do
not know hell, not as I have experienced it. But they will...the time has come...the most
forbidden jutsu, the one I have kept secret to me...The time has come to use it."
"You will not!" Lee shouted, aiming a Konoha Whirlwind kick.
Koori batted it aside, knocking the exhausted Lee to the ground.
"You have become a pest! I am going to kill you now!" Koori yelled. His four-points dagger
came down toward Lee.
Koori yelled with anger when his strike was blocked with a kunai.
Sakura used her chakra to force the strike back. She tagged Koori with a solid right hand,
sending him soaring twenty feet. He hit the wall hard, his spectacles falling to the floor.
"Lee, take Kora! Hurry!" Sakura said firmly.
"I cannot leave you alone!"
"Do it! I outrank you!" Sakura snarled. I&rsquo;m sorry Lee...but the mission comes first...if I
have to pull rank on you to make sure it&rsquo;s a success, I will...please don&rsquo;t be mad...
Lee nodded slowly. "Yes Sakura-san, er, sensei." He went to work on the chains holding Kora
down. They wouldn&rsquo;t come loose, so he started to use his kunai, sawing at the thick
metal. 
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The Koubakage was back in his casket.
"Thank you...for helping me feel alive, even only for a brief while, Ekyt-san." 
"It was an honor Lord Koubakage...are you sure about this?" Ekyt asked. He had re-arrange the
bones of the First Koubakage, as he had been asked. Now, he was to seal the casket.
"Yes, I&rsquo;m sure. Just use a five-pronged seal on where the casket meets the top. And
thank you again...I was right...you are special."
Ekyt nodded, silently thanking the Koubakage. He shut the casket&rsquo;s lid, then rolled up
his right sleeve.
"Five Pronged Seal!"
Ekyt pressed his hand against the wood of the coffin, at the precise spot the Koubakage had
said. His fingerprints burned into the wood. For a moment, Ekyt wondered if the whole casket
would go ablaze. As he turned off the chakra flow, he realized that wasn&rsquo;t going to
happen.
"Rest in peace," Ekyt said solemnly, kneeling near the casket to pray. He finished, got up,
bowed one more time to his opponent, then started toward the stairs. He prayed again, this time
that he wouldn&rsquo;t be too late...

Lee barreled down the stairs, holding the little girl across his back. He saw Ekyt.
"Ekyt-san! Thank God! You are alright!"
"I&rsquo;m fine Lee. Is everything alright?"
Lee shook his head. "I have the girl, but she is weak! Sakura-san is upstairs, fighting Koori. I do
not think she has a chance..." 
Ekyt narrowed his good eye. "Where is she?"
"The North Tower."
"Will you be okay here?" Ekyt asked Lee.
"Yes, I will be fine. But the girl, I am afraid for her..."
Ekyt thought quickly. "Alright, I&rsquo;m going to put a False Surroundings Genjutsu around
her. Flowers, animals, etc, to keep her calm and sedated."
Ekyt performed the jutsu quickly. He saw the little girl smile.
It was an eerie scene. Her torn dress, blood-stained hair and clothes, and the obscenities on
her head. The smile seemed out of place.
"I&rsquo;m going back for Sakura. If I&rsquo;m not back in a half hour, send word that ANBU
needs to get here pronto. I&rsquo;ll leave Umisu with you, he&rsquo;ll know where to go.
Summoning jutsu!"
Umisu, Ekyt&rsquo;s Bearded Dragon, landed on his shoulder.
"Umisu, stay with Lee, okay? You may need to go Lady Tsunade, but you&rsquo;ll have a rest
first."
The Chinese Water Dragon closed one in a wink. Ekyt put a gloved hand on the
Dragon&rsquo;s head fondly, then took off at top speed.

Sakura slammed her heel into the ground. The crater opened up widely, but missed Koori.
"You foul dog! You have ruined my plans! I will sacrifice YOU instead! My filthy ancestors...You
ruined my chance at becoming the Koubakage! I needed to kill the last heir in the family!"
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"The girl...she&rsquo;s related to the only Koubakage?" Sakura asked, surprised.
"I am her great uncle...but that matters little now...I may be an old man, nowhere near my
peak...but you have not yet reached yours...your chakra is almost gone...your mind is mine!
Demonic Illusion: Hell Bringer Technique!"

Ekyt saw the attack happen. Sakura cried out, though nothing actually hit her. After training with
Ibikki, Ekyt knew the limits on the mind. And Sakura&rsquo;s was nearing the end... she
needed rest to replenish her mind&rsquo;s integrity.
It meant using the last of his own chakra, but Ekyt kicked the door open the rest of the way.
"Release!" he shouted, the correct handsign accompanying it.

Sakura slumped to the ground, finally exhausted. She heard Ekyt&rsquo;s shout, but could do
nothing else.

"If you hurt one hair on her head, you&rsquo;ll going to see hell first-hand, you sorry son of a
dog!" Ekyt was was shaking with rage.
Maybe it was the fatigue. Maybe it was the fact that he should have died twice over tonight.
Whatever the reason, Ekyt felt every emotion more strongly. Right now, love and hate were
predominant.
"I have not harmed her...seriously...But I AM sorry for putting you through all this trouble..."
Koori said humbly, obviously not meaning it.
"It&rsquo;s too damn late to apologize, it&rsquo;s not going to get you mercy!" Ekyt snarled.
"That is an empty threat. You have no chakra, you would not DARE attack without it?"

Ekyt felt his emotions surge through his chest. He felt the coldness of his own anger. His rage
built in his chest. He put a hand to his chest. When he held it away, a blue flame was crackling
merrily in it.
"No chakra? Wrong." Time to put Ibikki&rsquo;s training to work...
"Yo-you can&rsquo;t have any power left!" sputtered Koori. The old man tripped over his cape,
looking helpless.
Ekyt pressed forward, Ibikki&rsquo;s training in his mind.
"You planned to take the Koubakage title, didn&rsquo;t you?"
"Yo-you c-can&rsquo;t know that!"
Ekyt stepped forward again.
"You meant to kill that girl. You&rsquo;re related to her, aren&rsquo;t you?"
Koori&rsquo;s eyes darted around the room. His own chakra was nearly exhausted.
"Speak up, you heartless bastard! You know I&rsquo;m serious if I&rsquo;ll let loose with a
swear word with a girl in the room. You talked about hell coming here...it&rsquo;ll be easier if I
just send you there."
Koori smiled widely. His hand found the hilt of his dagger. He stabbed.  He hit Ekyt, put Ekyt
stepped to the side.  To the already-pained Shinobi, the little pinprick meant nothing.
 
 "You spoke of hell...well, let me introduce you to hell..."
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Ekyt&rsquo;s good eye glowed blue. His second (Blue Flame Chakra) chakra was focused into
the eye. It bored into Koori&rsquo;s.
Ekyt had used his specialty. Demonic Illusion: Hell Viewing Technique. He stared at Koori,
making sure it sank in. Ekyt head Koori scream. He would witness his own gruesome death
over and over again.
"Welcome to hell...it&rsquo;s all yours," Ekyt said, his eye alive with the mysterious twinkle
again. This time, though, the mystery had disappeared, replaced by one of contentment.

Sakura stirred slightly, feeling the weight of a blanket on her.
"Thank God," she heard someone sigh with relief.
She sat up, kunai at the ready.
"It&rsquo;s all over Sakura. You did it." 
Ekyt&rsquo;s calm voice instantly settled Sakura.
"And Kora?"
"She&rsquo;ll be fine, same as you.  Right now, she&rsquo;s resting under a genjutsu. 
Whenever you can treat her, she&rsquo;s stable," Ekyt replied.
Sakura blushed seven shades of red.
"Ekyt-kun...you saved me?"
Ekyt shrugged.  "I don&rsquo;t let my teammates die."
Sakura couldn&rsquo;t help but stare.  Ekyt stayed 

Sakura tended to Kora. The little girl even smiled and hugged each of the team.
"Thank you so much. I was-really scared.  But now, I&rsquo;m fine!"  Kora turned to Sakura. 
"It&rsquo;s all thanks to you, Sakura-san!  Thank you! I want to be as strong as you someday!" 
Sakura smiled and patted Kora on the head. "You&rsquo;re already strong, Kora.  Not too many
would have survived what you just went through."
Kora looked proud of herself.  She looked over at her other two rescuers.  Lee was exercising,
of course.  Ekyt was...by himself, staring at...nothing.  Kora frowned, then tugged on
Sakura&rsquo;s sleeve.
"What&rsquo;s wrong with him? Is he sick?" Kora asked Sakura.  
Sakura saw what she meant, and realized she didn&rsquo;t know.
"He&rsquo;s a different one, Kora-chan.  Don&rsquo;t worry, I&rsquo;ll see what&rsquo;s
wrong with him, and I&rsquo;ll fix it, okay?"
Kora nodded, proud that she had a difference.

Ekyt was staring at nothing, just thinking.  What if...  But his thoughts were interrupted by
Sakura putting a gentle hand on his shoulder.
"Are you okay?" she asked simply.
"Just thinking," Ekyt replied quickly.
Sakura cocked her head.  "You have a bad habit of doing that.  Can I ask what you were
thinking about?"
Ekyt debated whether or not to tell her.  Somehow, he, the person who defined trust as
&lsquo;just a word that few give meaning to&rsquo;, felt comfortable enough with this kunoichi
to tell her something that had been on his mind lately.
"Lately, I&rsquo;ve been feeling...well, incomplete. My anxiety is back, and, well...I&rsquo;m still
a genin.  But more than that, I don&rsquo;t have a family. I just wonder what my life would have
been like if I was...normal.  Would I have met...someone, and not spent all this time alone?  Has
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everything I&rsquo;ve done been worthless? Why am I being punished?"  Ekyt stopped, looked
Sakura in the eyes, then quickly looked away.
I can&rsquo;t tell her.  I just can&rsquo;t.  When she turns me down, she&rsquo;ll feel guilty,
and I want more for her than that.  I&rsquo;m not good enough for her...I know I&rsquo;m not.
Ekyt shook himself out of his trance and continued.  "I&rsquo;m sorry, you don&rsquo;t need to
hear this. You&rsquo;ve got enough stress, without my complaining. I&rsquo;ll be fine,
I...always am."

Sakura didn&rsquo;t believe him.  "You know, I&rsquo;ve seen you depressed before. You
have something on your mind. If it&rsquo;s a real concern to you...it&rsquo;s real to me.  You
can always come to me...I hope you know that.  Whatever you&rsquo;re thinking, whatever
you&rsquo;re feeling...you can talk to me.  Okay?"
Sakura was really worried. The tough-as-nails boy in front of her looked near tears.  She had
never seen him so emotional, so upset.  

Ekyt wished Sakura knew.  How he felt about her. There was no longer any doubt in his mind:
He was in love with her. Head over heals, ain&rsquo;t no bout a doubt it (Yes, I meant to write
that), crazy in love.  But he couldn&rsquo;t tell her, he wasn&rsquo;t good enough.  He was
NEVER good enough, and he never would be.  He nodded his thanks.

Sakura looked over at Ekyt.  He was deep in thought again, but in the places where his mask
had been torn, she could see his face.  And it was red, from blushing.  Without thinking about it,
Sakura put an arm around his shoulders. She could feel every muscle tense at the touch.  She
was reminded of Kakashi-sensei.  The mystery, the occasional pained looked.  Of course, they
were two different types of people. Kakashi was jovial and laid-back.  Ekyt was wound tighter
than a cheap watch, and studied as if there was nothing else.

In his world, maybe there wasn&rsquo;t.  It had been dawning on Ekyt for a long time that, as
much as he needed the &lsquo;human touch&rsquo; (as Rick Springfield so poignantly pointed
out), that you really couldn&rsquo;t count on anyone or anything.  He wanted to be the
exception to that rule.

Sakura noticed the far-away look in Ekyt&rsquo;s eyes again.  There was a flickering pain in his
hazel eyes, an internal pain that was hard to explain.  Had Sakura not been a medic, she might
not have noticed at all.  But she guessed that it was something that her friend needed to work
out.  All she could do was heal his wounds (which were of considerable size- had it not been for
his constant training, he wouldn&rsquo;t be alive right now), and then offer a hug.  She did just
that, then left the suddenly perplexed genin to think.

As Ekyt was trying to figure out what the hell just happened, a town offical wanted to talk to
Sakura. She talked briefly, then came back, a troubled look on her face.  

"Ekyt...they want us to stay.  They want you and Lee to train them, and they want me...to be
then next Koubakage."
Lee and Ekyt exchanged glances.  Ekyt spoke up.
"Is this a choice on our part...or a demand on theirs?" he wanted to know.  Before Sakura could
answer, Ekyt got his answer- swords, pitchforks, sais, bos, and other gardening tools were
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being pointed at them.

"An answer- NOW!" one town official demanded.
Ekyt, Lee, and Sakura all knew where their loyalty lied.  With Konoha.  
"No.  Sorry, but no," Ekyt told them.
"Wrong answer!" the official said, and jabbed at Ekyt with a pitchfork.  Ekyt stepped to the side
and swept the man&rsquo;s legs, taking up his weapon.
"Wrong move..."
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5. A Wish Fufilled

The angry people of the Land of Herbs closed in.  Their weapons were familiar to Ekyt. He had
trained with most of them.  In his old arts, such as his Karate, he was told that they were
designed as gardening tools, but the clever people used them in self defense against the
oppressive government and it&rsquo;s minions.  Obviously, these people knew martial arts.  So
fighting through them would be a struggle.  
	Sakura didn&rsquo;t really want to hurt these people. They had been without a leader, had
suffered a disaster, and were, she would have bet, more confused than angry. To them, the
three that had been their saviors would have made them the most powerful country in the world.
 But Sakura, Lee, and Ekyt had sworn allegiance to Konoha.  They wouldn&rsquo;t leave, not
even for such lucrative positions.  They all stuck by their word, a rarity in this day and time. 
One sentence that all three had repeated once again surfaced on their lips.
	"I will not let my teammates die."
	Sakura, the leader of the mission, stepped forward toward the people.
	"Listen to me, all of you! You need to help yourselves!  The three of us...we have loyalty to our
own land.  Just as none of you would leave your homes...none of us would leave ours."  As
Sakura finished saying that, Sasuke crossed her mind.  She stopped dead, in the middle of her
speech.  Her train of thought had stopped at &lsquo;ours&rsquo;, as now all she could think
about was Sasuke leaving.  She felt Lee pulling her back.  Ekyt stepped up to where she was.
	"All of you are capable people.  There is a leader among you, I&rsquo;m sure of that.  You
won&rsquo;t have to worry about scum like Koori, and you can always count on our village for
help.  But make no mistake- if you threaten us again, there WILL be problems.  BIG problems. 
So, drop your pitchforks and use your brains.  Who would make a good leader..."  Wait...the
Koubakage&rsquo;s last wish...of course! "I have had the honor of meeting your Koubakage
(gasps from the crowd), and even dueling him.  He mentioned that his last wish was that a
relative of his would take up the title of &lsquo;Koubakage&rsquo;.  I promised him I would do
my best to make it come true.  So, I urge the parents of this girl (Kora) to come forward..."
	

	Sakura shook her head, trying to shake herself out of this. She already knew she wasn&rsquo;t
in love with Sasuke anymore, but his leaving still haunted her.  If she wasn&rsquo;t busy, the
way he had hit her before he left haunted her.  Naruto&rsquo;s promise to bring Sasuke
back...that also occurred to her.  She was vaguely thankful that Lee had gotten her away from
the crowd, and that the nerve-prone Ekyt had somehow found the internal fortitude to step up
and tell these people what they needed to hear.
	"Sakura-sensei, please calm down.  Your mind has been weakened by the genjutsu.  Please,
rest for now.  Ekyt-san has the crowd under control." 
	Sakura nodded vaguely at Lee&rsquo;s words.

	A man and a woman stepped forward.  Both were wearing tired faces, as though they
hadn&rsquo;t eaten for slept in days.  The man was short and stocky, mostly muscle, just a little
bit of fat on him.  The woman was tall, with perfect posture and  seemingly-military attitude. But
one look at her face and you instantly thought &lsquo;motherly&rsquo;.
	"I&rsquo;m Kora&rsquo;s mother, Karai," the woman said quietly.
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	"I&rsquo;m her father, Fujitsu," the man told them, his tone quiet.  
	"One of you should take over the Koubakage title.  Do either of you possess any Ninjutsu
powers?" Ekyt asked in his dark whisper.
	"I do," Karai admitted.
	"So do I!" came an all too familiar voice.

Ekyt whipped around.  Koori was glaring at him.  The crowd backed up as Koori advanced. 
Ekyt hadn&rsquo;t forgotten what he had done to Sakura, and to that little girl.  It burned him
up.  If this guy took a swipe at him, they would never find his remains.  One gloved hand
crunched into a fist, while the other pointed a single finger (no, not the middle one) at Koori.
	"You aren&rsquo;t welcome. I know what you did.  Murdering the Koubakage out of jealously. 
A jealousy that has only served to turn you into a bitter, pathetic old man.  If you&rsquo;re
looking for a fight, why don&rsquo;t you try me on for size again?  Because all that has just
been achieved, in such a short time...I&rsquo;m not going to let you ruin it.  Now, either back
up, or step up."
	Koori glared at Ekyt.  It was obvious to Ekyt what he was doing, Ekyt could already sense his
chakra.
	"Release," Ekyt said dully. Then he repeated the word.  "Trying to hide a genjutsu within a
genjutsu...that won&rsquo;t work on me.  Not least of all because I know how much damage I
did to your mind.  I left your sanity hanging on by a thread...don&rsquo;t make me sever that
thread.  I&rsquo;ll regret it, but regret can vanish after a while, if you know how the mind
works...sanity is gone forever, no matter what."

	Koori stepped forward to challenge Ekyt, but was stopped by Kirai.
	"I can&rsquo;t let you attack my Land. I&rsquo;ve assumed the title of the Second Koubakage. 
And I won&rsquo;t have you ruining it.  If it means executing you...I&rsquo;ll do it. 
DON&rsquo;T force me to make that decision.  You WILL regret it."  &lsquo;Motherly&rsquo;
suddenly took a back seat to business, and she glared at the old man, her now-icy blue eyes
staring the old villain down.
	The crowd cheered as Kirai stared Koori down, eventually succeeding in making him leave. 
When they all turned back to the Konoha group, they found they were gone.  Kirai smiled and
silently thanked the three.  

	"Feels great, doing a good deed!" Sakura declared, stretching a little bit.  All three were tired
and sore from combat.  But they had done their job, and done it well.
	"It does! Nothing feels better! I cannot wait to tell Guy-sensei how well we did!" Lee, of course,
didn&rsquo;t act tired in the least.  He was so excited at the prospect of telling his sensei how
well he had done that he was practically running.
	Sakura shot a glance at Ekyt. He was the only one who hadn&rsquo;t spoken up.  She knew
that it wasn&rsquo;t because of the mission, it had been a success, and he had gone out of his
way to do good deeds. Something- or somethings- were harping at him.  Part of Sakura wanted
to ask what was wrong, but she held her tongue.  She had already offered him a place to vent.
Whether he used it or not was up to him. It was a personal thing, and Sakura didn&rsquo;t want
to pry. Well, actually, she DID, she desperately wanted to know what was on the guy&rsquo;s
mind, but she had more respect for him than that.
	"We should stop and rest. The journey is two days, and we should let ourselves heal. The
power of that genjutsu might still be affecting our judgment."  
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	Ekyt had piped up suddenly. He realized how much he sounded like Ibikki at this point.  They
were both considerably jaded, and with good reason.  
	"You&rsquo;re right.  A hot spring town would really hit the spot!" Sakura added.
	"It would! The water is great resistance training!" Lee replied, giving his input.
	"There should be one, about ten miles out of our way.  But for the rest we&rsquo;d get, it would
be worthwhile," Ekyt chimed in.  "Especially if we got attacked again.  We&rsquo;ll need
ourselves at full strength, or as close to it as possible."
	One look at the three, and you would be inclined to agree. All three of them had tattered and
bloodstained clothes.  And once they got out of the Land of Herbs area, the weather warmed
significantly.  Ekyt&rsquo;s trench coat would become especially cumbersome and annoying,
not to mention the boots they were wearing would become impractical.  So it was unanimous:
They were headed for a hot spring town.

	Sakura hummed merrily, stripping out of her sweat and blood soaked clothes.  She marched
into the hot spring, practically diving into the perfect water.  The steam rose off her skin and off
the water&rsquo;s surface.  Sakura gave a long, contented sigh as she let herself sink deeper
into the water.  She could practically feel her cuts healing, her bruises fading, and her mind
clearing.  There was no doubt- Sakura had matured into a beautiful girl.  Without Sasuke
around, she had thrown herself into training, and had bettered herself.  She would have been
the catch of the boys among the Leaf Village, but most wouldn&rsquo;t consider bothering her,
because she had always been so intent on Sasuke.  But, now, in truth, she would have dated
someone.  She just didn&rsquo;t know who.  She didn&rsquo;t judge based solely on looks
anymore.  A lot of the guys she had considered judged her by her looks only, and she
didn&rsquo;t want some superficial relationship.  
	But I don&rsquo;t want to be alone either... she thought, somewhat despairingly. She was still
young, there was plenty of time for her to find someone, she knew that. But was she being too
picky?

	"Hurry Ekyt-san, the water is perfect!" Lee called, already swimming laps, pissing off the only
other occupant in the process. That person soon left, grumbling about &lsquo;damn kids and
their sugar-highs&rsquo;.  
	Ekyt was never comfortable being naked, not in the day and age where you should always have
a weapon.  But, for hot springs, he could make an exception.  It was one of the few times he let
himself relax.  He knew that he needed to rest right now, if only to keep his sanity.  Other than
that, he wouldn&rsquo;t have just sat and done nothing.  There was always a jutsu to perfect, or
a girl to dream about.
Girl? shoot.  That was part of his problem.  The perfect girl for him was on the other side of a
stupid fence. Lee knew how Ekyt felt about Sakura, but knew enough not to grill at this
particular moment.  Silently, they both let their bodies start the healing process.  Lee eventually
spoke up, trepidation in his voice.
	"Ekyt-san?"
	"Hm?" Ekyt grunted his reply.
	"You know why I train...but why do YOU train, if you do not mind my asking?"
	Ekyt paused for a second, but his response was worth the short wait.  "I train for the few people
I care about.  And because I want to fix what&rsquo;s wrong with the world."
	Lee nodded, hoping his question had made Ekyt think.  Was there more to work for?  
	"Hey, Lee?" 
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	"Yes Ekyt-san?"
	"I don&rsquo;t know how to tell Sakura how I feel about her...I mean, after she shoots me down,
she&rsquo;ll either feel guilty, or she&rsquo;ll go all Linda (more on her later) on my @$$ and
make my life hell. Either way, it&rsquo;s lose/lose."
	Lee shook his head.  "No.  You are not considering the likely option that she will like you back."
	"I DID consider it.  It&rsquo;s not likely to happen, not in this life time.  She&rsquo;s only got
eyes for Sasuke, every guy knows that."
	"It has been a long time.  I am certain her love for that traitorous deserter has diminished.  You
will never know until you tell her.  You are beating yourself up over it.  Does not Sakura deserve
an answer? She has noticed that something is wrong.  She has asked me, and I told her that I
could not say.  But you worry her Ekyt-san."
	"She&rsquo;ll worry less if she doesn&rsquo;t have the guilt of turning me down," Ekyt replied. 
Lee dropped it, knowing his friend was stubborn.  They were both content to just soak in the
water for a while.  Eventually, their discussion dissipated like the steam.

	Sakura dried herself off, then pulled on a robe.  She liked this inn already.  The towels were
warm, the robes were comfy, and the beds were big and had just the right mix of firmness and
plushness to make it perfect! The rooms were huge, each containing a bathroom, a sitting area,
a bedroom, and a deck.  Normally, the inn rooms had a futon, maybe a bathroom, but this place
was the luxury type, especially at the bargain price!  It was so relieving, to just be able to relax. 
She had just gotten into her pajamas when there was a knock at the door.

	Ekyt got out of the water and immediately dried himself off.  He threw on his clothes- this time
his ANBU gear, since the climate was warmer.  He always felt weird wearing the sleeveless
ANBU armor, and a tattoo on his rangy body seemed weird.  Thank God the think only showed
up with the gear, some weird jutsu to keep agents from being detected.  Ekyt suddenly forgot
that.  Something felt wrong to him.  Was it something Lee had said? Maybe Lee had made a
good point...Ekyt didn&rsquo;t want Sakura to worry.  If he was the cause, he needed to clear it
up, for her peace of mind.  Ekyt lived with enough destructive, poisonous thoughts by himself,
he didn&rsquo;t need his friends suffering because he didn&rsquo;t have the guts to talk to a
girl.  So he summoned up his courage and went to Sakura&rsquo;s room.  But as he was
walking by the front desk, he felt something was wrong...really wrong, and it wasn&rsquo;t him. 
He sped to Sakura&rsquo;s room, because he was sure she was involved.

	Sakura was laying in bed, passed out.  But in her dream, she was answering the door.  When
she opened it, Naruto stumbled in.
	"S-Sakura...H-help..." As she tried to catch him, Naruto disintegrated into ash.  His eyes,
however, were still open, and they stared accusingly at Sakura.  It&rsquo;s all your fault! the
eyes were saying. Somehow, Sakura could HEAR the eyes.  
	"No...Naruto, what happened? I don&rsquo;t even know!" But Sakura&rsquo;s shouts were of
to no avail.  The eyes continued their accusing stare.  Their stare only stopped when they were
crunched under the tabi boot of a familiar figure.  
	"S-Sasuke!" Sakura hardly dared to breathe. Was this real? Could it be?
	Sasuke sneered at her.  "Still weak, Sakura? Hmph. It doesn&rsquo;t matter. Orochimaru will
take over soon enough.  It&rsquo;s a shame you and your little friends can&rsquo;t do anything
about it...I was hoping for a challenge from you losers."

33 of 424



	Ekyt heard a yelp from inside Sakura&rsquo;s room.  Praying she was decent, he rammed the
door with his shoulder. It buckled and splintered under his momentum, and he was carried by
his own inertia into the room. He saw her trapped in what was, undoubtedly, a genjutsu.  Her
mind couldn&rsquo;t take too much more.  It hadn&rsquo;t had a chance to recover from the
brutal two she had to endure two days ago.  Ekyt knew of only one way to see what was
REALLY going on. He made a series of handsigns, then let himself enter Sakura&rsquo;s
subconscious.  He carefully made sure to let his body slide down the wall, so he didn&rsquo;t
hurt anything while entering her body.  This jutsu was forbidden, Ibikki had told him so, except
where following one&rsquo;s nindo was concerned.  Since Ekyt&rsquo;s dictated that he
didn&rsquo;t let people die needlessly, he decided it was appropriate.

	Sakura backed up as Sasuke drew his sword.  He crushed both of Naruto&rsquo;s eyeballs.
They squirted a jelly-like substance all over Sakura.  Sakura slipped on it and fell down, her
back to the wall.  Her breather became deeper and deeper as  Sasuke drew closer and closer. 
Snakes, which appeared from nowhere, bound Sakura to the wall.  Sasuke was now right in
front of Sakura.
	"Aren&rsquo;t you lucky? Not everyone will get to die by my hand.  But maybe I&rsquo;ll give
you one last wish...the kiss you always wanted."  Sasuke leaned forward to supply it.  Sakura
couldn&rsquo;t move. She found she wanted no part of the kiss.  She wanted no part of
Sasuke.  But it didn&rsquo;t look like she had a choice.

	Ekyt saw this happening.  He zipped over and rammed Sasuke with his shoulder.
	"Striking Shadow Snakes!" he called out. His four snakes burst from his wrist. They grabbed
Sakura and pulled her free.  He had the snakes set Sakura down on the other side of the bed.
	"Sakura, listen! This is genjutsu! You&rsquo;ve got to end it! You&rsquo;ve got to- oof!"
	Sasuke barreled into Ekyt, striking him twenty times in a matter of three seconds using the
speed he had copied from Lee.  Ekyt crashed into the wall, denting the plaster.  Sakura was too
shocked to form the "Release" sign.  Ekyt vaulted back into the room, using a body replacement
jutsu just before Sasuke&rsquo;s sword would have diced him up.  Instead, from behind, Ekyt
jammed two kunai home in Sasuke&rsquo;s hands.  That stopped him from attack with jutsus.
All he could do now was kick.
	"You can do it, Sakura!" Ekyt urged her.  A miraculously healed Sasuke grabbed Ekyt and
threw him hard into the wall.  The genin lay there, unmoving.  Sasuke moved toward Sakura
one more time.  But he was halted.  Ekyt was kneeling in front of Sakura, to get the angle he
needed.  The senbon he had thrown pierced Sasuke&rsquo;s neck, while he jammed a kunai
into Sasuke&rsquo;s heart.
	"You&rsquo;ve got to end the genjutsu, Sakura. It&rsquo;s the only way out of this.  This is an
elaborate nightmare, nothing else.  But you have to break it. In real life, your mind can&rsquo;t
take much more of the strain this genjutsu puts on you."
	This all felt so real to Sakura.  But Ekyt&rsquo;s voice was calm and soothing.  He&rsquo;s
right. You&rsquo;ve got to escape before your mind collapses.  Come on, release!  Sakura
forced her hands into the &lsquo;release&rsquo; sign, then said it aloud.

	Sakura woke up, leaping harshly to her knees on her bed.  She looked around the room, finding
the door splintered and an unconscious Ekyt laying against the wall.  Blood was spilling from his
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mouth.  Sakura had read about this genjutsu.  Any injuries endured by the person entering the
subconscious became real.  That was one reason it was forbidden.  Fearing the worse, Sakura,
despite her own shaking, got down on the floor and felt Ekyt&rsquo;s pulse. It was stable. 
Sakura breathed a sigh of relief.
	 That genjutsu was the most real I&rsquo;ve ever felt. Even while I KNEW it was fake, it FELT
so real, that if Ekyt hadn&rsquo;t showed up to tell me to fight it, I would have believed it was
reality...It was different from that genjutsu in the forest...more real, and even more powerful.
Whoever used it knows me, because Sasuke talked about &lsquo;loving&rsquo; me. 
Sasuke...was it...one of those dreams? The kind that I used to have before he left?  Sakura
pushed those thoughts aside.  Instead, she picked Ekyt&rsquo;s unconscious form up and laid
it on the far side of the bed.  She propped up his head to relieve the pressure on it.  She had
read that using a genjutsu as powerful as he just had took a great deal of chakra, and put a
huge strain on your brain.
	I wonder how he feels?  He told me about being alone...what did that mean?
	At that point, Ekyt stirred.  He didn&rsquo;t even utter a sound of pain.  He must have known it
was coming, because he didn&rsquo;t panic at all.  He tried to use the Chakra Scalpel to make
sure there weren&rsquo;t any serious internal injuries.  But his chakra had been sapped, but
good.
	"Damn it..." he muttered, trying again.
	"Are you alright, Ekyt?" Sakura asked kindly.  
	"I will be.  Just got to get my chakra together and...O, crap, I&rsquo;m sorry, I&rsquo;ll come
back!" Ekyt said, looking away quickly.
	Sakura made a sound of surprise, then giggled.  "It&rsquo;s alright, they&rsquo;re pajamas,
not...whatever you thought you saw.  Come on, let me take a look at you.  If you&rsquo;re too
hurt to use that jutsu, then you&rsquo;ll have to let me do it.  While I&rsquo;m working, you can
tell me what just happened."
	Ekyt nodded and removed his ANBU armor.  Sakura had to cut the shirt open, she needed a
clear access path to his insides.  She did so, wondering why she was blushing.  She again
prompted Ekyt to talk.
	Ekyt, who had been thinking about his own blushing, was relieved that he could forget about
that for a while and tell her what happened.
	"Whoever it was knows you pretty well.  It isn&rsquo;t Sasuke, that wasn&rsquo;t his chakra.  It
would have to be someone with an intimate knowledge of forbidden jutsus.  That leaves
Orochimaru.  But, anyway, what happened.  I used a genjutsu of my own, to let my
subconscious get in yours.  It&rsquo;s kind of like Ino&rsquo;s Mind/Body Transfer Jutsu,
except that the target, you in this case, is still in control of it&rsquo;s body, it just has more then
one inhabitant.  I used the jutsu because your mind could have collapsed under the stress. 
That genjutsu was powerful, and it was targeted at you.  It reminds me of something Sarutobi-
sama told me.  He said that there are three Shinobi who are going to be the next "Legendary
Three".  Unless I&rsquo;ve missed my guess, it&rsquo;s you, Naruto, and Sakura.
You&rsquo;ve all been trained by the Legendary Three.  Someone doesn&rsquo;t want you to
become as powerful as Lady Tsunade."
	Sakura finished up, thankful to find no serious injuries.  His ribs would hurt for a little while, but
nothing major.  Ekyt sat up and thanked Sakura.  He was still blushing.  Sakura found this
amusing, until she remembered she was also blushing.  So Ekyt bowed from the room and
went to get Lee.  It was time to get home.  Whoever had attacked them would try again, and it
would be harder to hit a moving target.
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6. The Elder Speaks

The trip home was uneventful.  Getting back, however, was noteworthy.  Lee, Sakura, and Ekyt
gave their report, and were subsequently given a physical examination by Tsunade, then a
mental one by Ibikki.  They had all passed.  Ibikki looked proud, and took some time after to talk
with Ekyt, which, even though Ekyt knew him and counted him as a friend, was rare.
	"Heard about your nice use of the subconscious...guess you WERE paying attention.  Kid, your
heart isn&rsquo;t stone, but it&rsquo;s not soft either.  Nice work."
	Coming from Ibikki, that was the equivalent of winning the Super Bowl.
	Sakura and Lee were soon free to go, but Lady Tsunade requested that Ekyt stay a little longer.
 She poured him a cup of sake (a sure sign of something bad, if she was willing to share the
good stuff), and Shizune seemed to fidget a lot, looking at Ekyt, then away.  Tsunade seemed
to ask a lot of questions.  That was uncharacteristic enough, without the sudden
&lsquo;motherly concern&rsquo; she had.
	
	"You&rsquo;re sure you&rsquo;re alright? Not injured?" Tsunade asked, fingering her robe
nervously.
	"Nothing serious," Ekyt replied, a little bit of question in his voice.
	"Um, well, it was brave of you to do all this..."
	"Thanks, I&rsquo;m just doing my job..." Ekyt was starting to wonder what was wrong.
	"Sakura and Lee, hell, the whole Village mostly, they think a lot of you..."
	"And I think a lot of them.  The Leaf Village has been great to me," Ekyt replied, seriously
dreading what was going to happen when whatever it was they were waiting for happened. 
They sat in silence for a while.  Tsunade refilled Ekyt&rsquo;s cup.  He downed it, strengthened
himself, and finally piped up.
	"Does someone want to tell me what this is about?" Ekyt finally asked quietly.  Kakashi, Asuma,
and Guy had filed into the room, along with Master Sarutobi, and an old man Ekyt didn&rsquo;t
know by name or face, but rather by his status as an elder.
	"It seems that Elder Akira has found an...well, a law that you&rsquo;re in violation of," Tsunade
began, uncomfortably.
	Ekyt tried to appear only vaguely interested.  "Really, now? What law? May I have a look for
myself?" WHAT?!  I&rsquo;ve done everything they&rsquo;ve asked, what kind of law have I
broken? Was my genjutsu forbidden? No, no, Ibikki-sensei would have chewed my @$$ but
good if it was.  I used it in context, the way he taught me!  Is this some BS by Ebisu?
	The elder shuffled up and dropped an ancient book in front of Ekyt.  One wrinkled finger pointed
to a passage, while a nasty old mouth barked a single demand.
	"Read."
	So Ekyt did.  He narrowed his eyes as he came across the law.
	"I&rsquo;ve been in violation of this law for nearly four years, and it&rsquo;s never come to
attention before.  Not to mention even I haven&rsquo;t read it, and I&rsquo;ve devoured every
scroll and book I could find to prevent this.  Why is this being brought up now?" Ekyt looked
from one jonin to the other, already guessing.  Their gazes were trained on the old man...and
Ebisu, who had just arrived.
	"Well, it seems you have illegal training!  Any art, except for those that encompass the Shinobi
training, is illegal. We can&rsquo;t, in good conscience, keep you, now can we?" Ebisu said
mockingly.
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	Ekyt ignored him for the moment and looked to Lady Tsunade.  She nodded her head sadly,
indicating that he was right.  "I need your headband." Tsunade was cursing herself for it, but
she had no choice.
	Ekyt pulled the hitai-ate off and, after a reverent glance at it, handed it to Tsunade.
	"Well, that&rsquo;s that then. I guess I have to take my trade somewhere else. Thanks for
everything," Ekyt said pleasantly, waving to the people in the room he liked.  As for the other
two.  Ekyt couldn&rsquo;t lay a hand on an elder, unless provoked.  
	Ebisu, however...
	WHAM! Ekyt&rsquo;s right fist hit Ebisu under the eye.  Ebisu&rsquo;s glasses went sailing,
while Ekyt kept Ebisu from sailing by holding him up by his shirt. The jonin was too scared to
move.  The other jonin knew this was coming, and they also knew when they would step in.  For
now, they were playing the &lsquo;I&rsquo;m too surprised to help you, Ebisu&rsquo; card. 
Ekyt held him up to the wall, already feeling the jonin gently prying his hands off of the
Tokubetsu Jonin currently suspended in the air by a pair of strong arms belonging to an angry
individual.
	"So you think you&rsquo;ve finally won?  Jokes on you, jackass.  You&rsquo;d better pray you
don&rsquo;t meet me in combat, because the headband I was wearing was the only thing
stopping me from kicking your damn teeth in..."
	Ekyt dropped him and stormed out of the office.  Just before he reached the door, he threw a
chair at Ebisu, breaking his nose.   He laughed at the bloodshed, then threw ryo on the floor. 
"To pay for the damage I just caused, Lady Tsunade.  Just for the record- it was worth it.  If I
had another chair, I could break his big jaw, too..."  Ekyt glared at Ebisu, then finally stomped
out the door, punching a hole in the wall as he left. 
	Kakashi followed Ekyt out, knowing that the former Leaf Ninja would talk with him, if prompted.

	"What a load of (censored)."  Ekyt didn&rsquo;t use that word often.
	Kakashi laughed.  "It&rsquo;s not like you to throw around words like that, but if it fits...  Which it
does.  Mind if I ask where you&rsquo;re headed?" 
	Ekyt looked Kakashi in the eye.  "The Sound Village.  Maybe they&rsquo;ll accept me...in the
mean time, sensei, could you...could you do me a favor?"
	Kakashi hid his surprise at Ekyt&rsquo;s answer and nodded.  "Please tell Lee, Naruto, Sakura,
Shikamaru, Tenten, and Temari (She defected from the Sand Village, disgusted with her
brothers) that I&rsquo;ll miss them.  And the senseis, too.  And thank you for everything.  I
really wish this hadn&rsquo;t happeneded...but I guess we have to keep moving forward, even
when it isn&rsquo;t the most welcome prospect. You do what you have to do."
	"You don&rsquo;t have to leave, you know.  But I understand why you are.  You not training just
doesn&rsquo;t seem right...Wherever you wind up, I wish you well."
	"You too, Kakashi-sensei."
	Something fell out of Ekyt&rsquo;s pocket, but he was already walking away and didn&rsquo;t
notice.  Kakashi picked it up and pocketed it, promising to look at it later.

	In Tsunade&rsquo;s office, the jonin debated what to do, while they waited for Kakashi&rsquo;s
report.  Lee and Sakura had been called in, too.  The oil burned late that night, as those close
to Ekyt tried to find a loophole to the law Ebisu had dug up...It was proving difficult.  Even
Sarutobi, the &lsquo;Professor&rsquo;, didn&rsquo;t have a clue as to where to start.

	Naruto and Shikamaru, meanwhile, had ideas of their own.
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	"We&rsquo;ll drag his skinny @$$ back here, believe it!" Naruto shouted, ready to go.
	"Hold on Naruto. We need a team. Us and Choji.  But we&rsquo;ll only leave if they can&rsquo;t
find a loophole." Shikamaru never wanted to exert more energy than necessary.

	"He WHAT?!" Sakura shouted.
	"YOU MUST BE KIDDING! EKYT-SAN WOULD NEVER LEAVE!"
	Tsunade held up hand to silence Lee and Sakura.  "He had little say in the matter.  Now, I need
you two to promise me you won&rsquo;t run off and go after him."
	"I-I can&rsquo;t do that, Lady Tsunade," Sakura stammered defiantly.
	"This is a direct order, Sakura," Tsunade warned, voice and ice cold as ice.
	"I don&rsquo;t care! It&rsquo;s wrong, and you know it!" Sakura shouted back.
	"Sakura is right! We cannot let him go somewhere else! I-I refuse to be a member of this village
if this is how you work!" Lee declared, pulling the hitai-ate off from around his waist.
	"I&rsquo;m with you, Lee!" Sakura whipped her own headband off.  Both clattered onto
Tsunade&rsquo;s desk.
	"He could have stayed." Tsunade told them solemnly. "But he wouldn&rsquo;t have been
allowed to train, or study. He chose to leave."
	"Oh, please! That old piece of s*** did this, and you LET him!" Sakura snarled, wondering
where this bravery was coming from.  She looked at Lee, who nodded. They both stomped out
the door.  Tsunade put a hand to her head, massaging her temples. That had NOT gone well...

	Tsunade was soon joined by Master Sarutobi.
	"You were right to uphold the law.  They put you in a bad position, and you had to choose
between one bad choice or the other. You made the right choice."
	Sarutobi&rsquo;s words offered little solace to Tsunade. "I&rsquo;ve just lost three talented
ninja, all under the age of 20.  And once word gets out, who knows how many more will have
quit on me? The village is at it&rsquo;s weakest, I couldn&rsquo;t afford to lose Ekyt, let alone
all the others that left with him!"  She slammed her fist on the desk in frustration.
	Sarutobi himself took up a book and looked through it.  She&rsquo;s not even aware of the
predictions...Ekyt needs to be here, before he finds REAL danger.  The Leaf Village is the only
place that would protect him.  And the obvious loyalty he inspires, consciously or
not...it&rsquo;s not something we can afford to lose.

In Otogakure...

	Ekyt knelt before Kabuto, Orochimaru, Sasuke, and...Chakaro.  Ekyt felt his face burn with
hatred.  He had respect for Kabuto, and even some for Orochimaru, but that was it.  He was
kneeling before three villains, swearing an allegiance to them that he, in no way, felt.
	"I never thought that I would see the day...well, it&rsquo;s welcome, to be sure. (laugh) Give
him his new hitai-ate. Make him feel...welcome," Orochimaru ordered.  Sometimes, you could
be charmed into thinking there was something good about him, but you had to remember there
wasn&rsquo;t, or it was easy to get sucked in.
	Ekyt took the sound village headband, shame written all over him.  He tied it around his left
shoulder, holding it in place with a few pins.
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	"I know I&rsquo;ve got some stroke Orochimaru, being the "Dragon Boy" and all.  I&rsquo;ve
got two conditions before I work for you: One- I do NOT answer to that jackass (Chakaro).  Two-
 I don&rsquo;t want a cursed seal.  Do we have a deal?" Ekyt kept his voice from wavering,
although that proved to be very difficult.
	Orochimaru licked his lips.  "That would be fine with me.  Although your second chakra would
make you a candidate for a host..."
	Ekyt laughed outright, stunning the three Sound Ninja.  When he stopped laughing, he stared at
Orochimaru, his gaze hardened.
	"It&rsquo;s not great, trust me.  It hurts like hell to use it, and you have to summon it  by letting
yourself feel hate, or love, for everything. Then, all my chakra changes direction.  And that hurts
even worse.  It feels like it would rip me in half.  I don&rsquo;t know what it would do to
someone who wasn&rsquo;t born with it...If it can seal even your curses, imagine what it would
do inside your body...Especially one that&rsquo;s due to deteriorate soon..."  Ekyt stopped
there, letting Orochimaru&rsquo;s mind conjure up the rest of the sentence.
	Orochimaru, if possible, turned more pale. "Take him to meet his team.  And...you might as well
have him see his cousin...before he dies..." Orochimaru turned to talk to Ekyt now, as Kabuto
nodded his understanding.  "You are now part of my elite Sound Squad.  You already know
Sasuke.  Kimimaro and Kabuto are the others.  Though Kimimaro won&rsquo;t be with us much
longer, I&rsquo;m afraid.  So enjoy your time with him, I know how hard you tried to save him..."
 
	Ekyt tried to hide his surprise that Orochimaru almost sounded regretful to lose Kimimaro.

	The Leaf Village was soon in an uproar.  By the end of the day, the headbands of Tenten,
Temari, Naruto, Lee, Sakura, Hinata, Shikamaru, Choji, and even Hayate were piled on
Tsunade&rsquo;s desk in protest.  More were to come.  Iruka&rsquo;s headband followed, as
did Ibikki&rsquo;s and Anko&rsquo;s.  Tsunade and Sarutobi&rsquo;s explanations only
warranted an angry roar from the crowd of chunin and jonin.  With the Leaf Village&rsquo;s
military strength at it&rsquo;s weakest, and one of the stronger now playing for the other side,
there were major problems.  The only reason that most of the jonin hadn&rsquo;t gone was
because they knew Tsunade longer than Ekyt.  Even they voiced their displeasure at the
situation.  But Elder Akira and Ebisu would hear nothing of it.
	"He broke the law, and he is being punished!" Akira declared.  He ducked as rocks and bricks
came his way.
	"He hit me, and you do NOT hit your instructor!" Ebisu said, smirking.  A rock hit him in the
mouth, supplied by Tenten.  She was tossing another in her hand, with a kunai in the other.
	"Yeah? Well, that makes two of us that hit you. Do you want to keep running your mouth and
risk something worse? THAT was a rock, the NEXT one will be a knife!" she shouted.  The
crowd roared again, delighted to see Ebisu looking scared.
	Akamaru leapt up onto the balcony and bit Ebisu through the nose, then pissed on
Akira&rsquo;s robes.  Tsunade and Sarutobi weren&rsquo;t the targets of attack, and though
they tried to quell the crowd, Tsunade couldn&rsquo;t help but laugh when Akira&rsquo;s robes
started to change color.  Yellow really was his color.
	"If you did that to a kid who&rsquo;s never put a toe out of line, what&rsquo;s to say you
won&rsquo;t do it to me next?!" Naruto shouted, along with others.  "He gave everything for this
village, just as much as you did! And even more than you, Closet Perv! Believe it!"
	"I&rsquo;m not from the Leaf Village. What&rsquo;ll happen to me? You&rsquo;ll give me back
to the Sound Village?" Temari sneered.  More yells of approval.
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	"It&rsquo;s becoming rapidly clear that this is about more than Ekyt...if someone so close to the
Hokage is gone in an instant, they all fear for themselves." Sarutobi puffed at his pipe
thoughtfully.  Can&rsquo;t say I blame them.  If someone with loyalty like that, who&rsquo;s
never broken a rule, can be removed...isn&rsquo;t anyone fair game?  Tsunade is in an awful
position, and there&rsquo;s only one way to rectify it...but there&rsquo;s no legal backing for it. 
She, and therefore, the village, are in a jam.  There is no problem that cannot be solved without
thought...but thought takes time, time that we do not have...
	"Tsunade...He needs to come back.  We need to work this out, or the Village will fall apart. All
those who dropped headbands on your desk...They&rsquo;re the heart and soul of this village,
and will be for the next generation.  We have no choice, we must break the laws the Hokage
before us set, if the Leaf Village is to survive."
	"I know...but how? It&rsquo;s not like we can just &lsquo;break&rsquo; the law.  There has to
be some kind of precedent sent in order for the law to be broken...but what precedent can be
written for this? Damn it! I don&rsquo;t even know where they dug that stupid old book up! His
training in other arts has saved his life, and the life of his team mates, when he&rsquo;s had
any! He&rsquo;s gotten one raw deal after another, and now we&rsquo;ve handed one of our
most talented and dedicated warriors to Orochimaru on a silver platter!" Tsunade downed a cup
of Sake, prompting Shizune to take the bottle away before coherent thought went away quicker
than the sake.

	Ekyt, Kabuto, and Sasuke walked to Kimimaro&rsquo;s room.  Ekyt peered in, biting his tongue.
 His cousin was dying.  Wasn&rsquo;t there anything he could do?
	"Kabuto, have you thought about his disease being subconscious?" Ekyt asked suddenly.
	"We&rsquo;ve considered it, but his condition is physical, and it&rsquo;s from his curse mark. 
Beyond that, there&rsquo;s nothing else to know.," Kabuto responded.  The medic in him
didn&rsquo;t like the thought of Kimimaro dying.  The traitor in him was even disturbed.
	"I can check it...but I&rsquo;d be contaminated myself...unless...it&rsquo;s worth the risk."  Ekyt
muttered to himself, before speaking to Kabuto.  "I&rsquo;m going to seal his curse mark, then
undo the seal.  That might re-boot his system.  At the worst, nothing will change."
	Kabuto wanted to try that, but he had been around too long to trust anyone.  He and Ekyt were
the same age, and as such, didn&rsquo;t pull his punches when asking his question, despite
the faint mutual respect that was between them.
	"How do I know you&rsquo;ll make good on your word and undo the seal?" Kabuto questioned. 
"You could just seal his curse mark for good and walk away.  I haven&rsquo;t learned nothing in
19 years, you know.  I&rsquo;ve switched sides myself..."
	Ekyt shrugged.  "The guy is family.  And I know the medic in you doesn&rsquo;t want him to
die.  And you want to know what&rsquo;s causing the disease, the same as me.  After I do the
seal, I&rsquo;ll be weakened.  So if I try to go back on my word, you&rsquo;d have no problem
killing me. You&rsquo;ve seen me in combat, so you know that I&rsquo;m not lying about the
fatigue. Besides...he&rsquo;s family, whether he thinks of me that way or not. I&rsquo;ve
disowned most of my family, but Kimimaro is still part of my family.  And I&rsquo;ll do this, with
or without your permission.  If it works, then you&rsquo;ll be the first to witness a new healing
method. If it doesn&rsquo;t, well, back to square one."
	Kabuto and Sasuke nodded. The two could overpower the young man any time, so if he strayed
from the plan, they could dice him up.
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7. Otogakure Update

The chakra grew to the right size in Ekyt&rsquo;s hand.  His Blue Flame Chakra was easy to
access; he WAS angry. He didn&rsquo;t have to force anger. He had been removed from his
home, forced to serve his enemy, and now bowing to the same vermin he had tried to get rid
off.  It made his sick, and angry. And that anger, always so hurtful, was about to be helpful.
	"Blue Flame Chakra: Sealing Jutsu!" Ekyt jammed his hand onto Kimimaro&rsquo;s curse
mark.  His hand slid under Kimimaro&rsquo;s skin and into his body.  Ekyt found what he was
looking for. It was a &lsquo;battery&rsquo; of sorts, for the cursed seal.  It was a buildup of
chakra that took away life energy.  Ekyt was about to pull the plug on it.  He felt the
&lsquo;battery&rsquo; in his hand.  He squeezed until he felt the chakra flow from it slow, then
finally stop altogether.  He pulled his hand out, and the Blue Chakra disappeared back into him.
	"Watch his vitals.  I&rsquo;ll unseal the curse the minute they change."
	That would take time. In the mean time, Ekyt had a conversation that he didn&rsquo;t want any
part of.

	"Ekyt...tell me about the Village."
	Ekyt didn&rsquo;t want to talk to Sasuke, but felt he had little choice in the matter.
	"Sakura still thinks about you, but she&rsquo;s matured.  Most everyone misses you, and
wishes you hadn&rsquo;t left.  A few have even forgiven you.  But the only one that trains with
you in mind- is Naruto.  He&rsquo;s determined to get you back.  He&rsquo;s told me that
you&rsquo;re like a brother to him, a best friend.  He&rsquo;s never forgotten you, or the fight
you had.  He&rsquo;s become a chunin, along with the other &lsquo;rookies&rsquo; from that
time. That&rsquo;s really all that you wouldn&rsquo;t know about, not much has changed."
	Sasuke smirked.  "There IS one thing- why are you here? You, Konoha&rsquo;s pride? What
are you up to?"
	Ekyt stared back dully. "I was forced from the village because of my previous training.  I came
here because...you were really my only option, weren&rsquo;t you?  Who else would take a
samurai?  Who else would bother to use me? No one."
	Sasuke drew his sword.  "If I were to think your motives were otherwise...you might just taste
my blade..."
	Ekyt didn&rsquo;t change his expression.  For good reason.  He was behind Sasuke, senbon in
hand.
	"If I were to think that you threatened me for no reason..."
	At the same time, they spoke: "I&rsquo;d kill you."
	Sasuke narrowed his eyes.  Ekyt held the senbon in place. 
	"So, answer my question.  Why did you leave? You wanted power so bad you were willing to
cheat? Think about that. Your brother, whom I&rsquo;ve had the...pleasure...of meeting-"
	Sasuke whipped around.  "YOU...he came after YOU...before me...WHY?! WHAT COULD YOU
POSSIBLY POSSESS?!"
	"Chakra, and the knowledge of how to use it," Ekyt spat. Sasuke looked sad, a little like the
Sasuke of old. But he marched away, leaving Ekyt to wonder what was going through his head.

	Lee, Sakura, Naruto, and Hayate met in private.
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	"We have to bring him back, before the village falls apart!" Sakura told them.  
	"Agreed. (koff) But getting him back won&rsquo;t be so simple. (koff)  Otogakure is all military,
and the village (koff) attacking in it&rsquo;s weakened state would be suicide," Hayate
explained.  He had a big-brother complex when it came to Ekyt, and he had clearly been
thinking about this.
	"Strength in numbers means nothing!  Aren&rsquo;t we ninja? We&rsquo;ll stealth our way in,
bail his @$$ out, and bring him back!  Believe it!" Naruto, of course, was ready for action.
	"It will not work that way.  We would need disguises, and ways to make sure they are not
penetrated.  But if we were to watch the Sound Village, and observe, Ekyt-kun might come to
us..." Lee offered.
	"That&rsquo;s our (koff) best lead," Hayate said, earning nods.  "Alright, let&rsquo;s disperse
before (koff) the elders find us."  
	Everyone leapt off in different directions, save for Sakura and Naruto.  They had more to
discuss.

	Ekyt activated the blue chakra again. He reached in and pried the &lsquo;battery&rsquo; open
again.  Kabuto was watching Kimimaro&rsquo;s vital signs.
	"Heart rate...normal...Blood pressure...normal...lung functions...normal...I think you did it.  You
actually...did it..." Kabuto was stunned. His chakra is amazing! Even I couldn&rsquo;t heal him,
and I&rsquo;ve been compare to Tsunade herself, when she was in her prime.  Is it a family
thing?  Or was it pure chakra? Kabuto smiled. He liked puzzles.  This one was interesting.
	"Your chakra...you can access it freely now. I remember, in combat, you had to wait until I had
pissed you off so bad you couldn&rsquo;t see straight.  And you&rsquo;ve honed it to such
control.  Your blood pressure has hardly risen itself...interesting how that works...you told me
that this chakra is pure emotion.  Everyone has emotions, why do you channel your emotions
into chakra?"
	Ekyt shrugged.  "Anxiety.  Depression.  Whatever it is, I feel it more strongly than most people. 
The chakra came about as an accident.  But it&rsquo;s saved my life so often...it hurts to use,
but every time I have, it&rsquo;s been worth it."
	Kabuto nodded, wondering vaguely if Ekyt was telling the truth.  He&rsquo;s being honest...if
anyone can tell, I can...
	At that moment, both were summoned by Orochimaru.  Kimimaro would wake up soon enough,
and he was stable enough to be left alone.  The two ninjas disappeared in a cloud of smoke.

	"Sakura...I remember when we tried to get Sasuke-kun back...we failed, with five of us.  How
can four of us hope to get him back?"  Naruto hoped that Sakura, being a year old, might have
an answer. Sakura, it seemed, was preoccupied with something.  But she shook herself out of
her daze to tell Naruto what she thought.
	"Sasuke-kun...he left by free will. Ekyt-kun had nowhere to but the Sound Village.  He
doesn&rsquo;t want to serve them, so he won&rsquo;t fight us when we find him.  And we WILL
find him.  The Leaf Village is falling apart, all because of that stupid elder! That damned four-
eyed freak!  When we get Ekyt-kun back, I&rsquo;m going to lock him in a room with Elder
Asshole and watch Ekyt beat him until blood comes out of Akira&rsquo;s ears!"
	Naruto, serious for once, asked Sakura a question.  "Sakura...what do you think of Ekyt?  I
mean...you know.  How do you think of him.  As a friend? Or something more?"
	Sakura didn&rsquo;t quite know how to respond.  Thankfully, Naruto cut her off with one of his
trademark displays of bravado
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	"&rsquo;CAUSE WE&rsquo;RE GONNA GET HIM BACK,  AND SASUKE, AND WE&rsquo;LL
HAVE A TEAM AGAIN! BELIEVE IT!"
	Sakura smiled, thankful she didn&rsquo;t have to answer his question.  She wasn&rsquo;t sure
she knew herself.

	Orochimaru was waiting for Ekyt and Kabuto.  Kabuto landed kneeling, while Ekyt stood upright.
	"You are new, so I won&rsquo;t punish you- this time. When I summon you, you are supposed
to kneel.  Observe Kabuto."
	Ekyt, controlling his rage, forced himself down to one knee, head bowed.
	"You summoned us, lord Orochimaru?" Kabuto asked/stated.
	"Yes.  I wish to assess our newest acquisition&rsquo;s skill...This is the game we&rsquo;ll play. 
If you can last 3 minutes against me, then I will give you a treasure, something even I would
hate to part with. If you can&rsquo;t last three minutes- well, then you don&rsquo;t have to
worry, do you?"
	Ekyt kept his head bowed.  "Fine. Lord Otokage."
	Orochimaru hadn&rsquo;t been called that before.
	"What did you call me?"
	Ekyt, confused, looked up. "Lord Otokage? I did get that right, didn&rsquo;t I?"  Ekyt
wasn&rsquo;t sure why Orochimaru was surprised. Wasn&rsquo;t that his title? (For the record,
it IS, but Otogakure isn&rsquo;t recognized as a Village by the Land of Fire, so they
don&rsquo;t recognize Orochimaru as "Lord Otokage" either - N(owing his stuff)G(od what a
bad joke!))
	Orochimaru smiled again. "You did.  I&rsquo;m so used to Lord Orochimaru, that I forget that I
AM the Otokage.  You caught me off guard...interesting...perhaps you planned it that way?"
	Ekyt didn&rsquo;t say anything. He HADN&rsquo;T planned it that way. But if Orochimaru
wanted to believe that...
	"Well then. Kabuto, kindly proctor our match, and do stop me if I seem to get close to...killing
him..."
	Ekyt didn&rsquo;t like this.  Suddenly, he was out on a roof, enclosed with a dome of opaque
black material.  This is the dome...he used on the Third Hokage!  Does he take me that
seriously?  Can I last three minutes? Wait, he&rsquo;s not a man of his word, I can&rsquo;t
trust that he&rsquo;s telling the truth! But I have no choice but to fight him...and to kill him, if
that what survival means...damn it!  Konoha...Please forgive me. The jutsus I created that you
forbid...I need them! Now!

	Tsunade looked the young man up and down.  Fourteen years old, former member of ROOT. 
He would have to do.  They needed Ninja, and fast.  She couldn&rsquo;t be choosy.
	"So, Sai, welcome to Team 7. You&rsquo;ll meet your team in a little while.  For now, please tell
me anything I should know about you.  Your files from ANBU are sketchy, at best...something
about a personality issue is what I gather."
	Sai stared at her, not speaking.  Most people joke when breaking tension...and they smile... 
Sai&rsquo;s mouth curled into one of the most insincere smiles she had ever seen.
	"You have nice breasts," Sai told her, still smiling.
	Tsunade was up in an instant, ready to rip the kid&rsquo;s head off.  Then she remembered the
&lsquo;personality issue&rsquo; that had been in his files.  By that point, Shizune had grabbed
her and restrained her.  If Shizune hadn&rsquo;t, momentum would have carried Tsunade into
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Sai.  ANBU or not, Tsunade would have killed him.  Or at least maimed him.  Maybe not as
badly as Jiraiya when he tried to spy on her in the women&rsquo;s bath house, but pretty bad. 
She forced herself to calm down.
	"About the personality thing...we&rsquo;ll have to work on that.  Saying something like that will
generally get you...hospitalized, at the least.  Especially with who you&rsquo;re working with. 
She&rsquo;s beautiful, but has a temper as bad as mine, with less restraint. And she&rsquo;s
used to hitting guys (Obviously Sakura and Naruto, lol), so she won&rsquo;t hesitate to do it to
you.  Just to warn you."
	Sai was still smiling, nodding as if he understood.  He didn&rsquo;t, that much was evident.
Tsunade was still smarting over his crack, so she decided to hot-drop him in to Naruto and
Sakura&rsquo;s team without really briefing either one.  It&rsquo;ll foster teamwork...in addition
to getting me a little revenge, if he insults Sakura...

	Orochimaru stood tall, laughing at the wonder in Ekyt&rsquo;s eyes.
	"You are thinking of when I tried to assassinate the Third Hokage.  Well, I thought the "Dragon
Boy" would enjoy seeing how a master handles his jutsus.  It&rsquo;s not enough to KNOW
them, you have to know when to use them.  But you must already know that, if you&rsquo;ve
already survived so many battles.  So, enough talk. Let&rsquo;s fight! Kabuto, start the timer!"
	2:59
	Orochimaru appeared in front of Ekyt, hand slashing down in an axe hand strike.  Ekyt dodged
it, but Orochimaru had predicted that.  His other fist hit Ekyt in the stomach with enough force to
send him across the dome.  Ekyt righted himself and kicked his feet down hard.  He generated
enough force to propel himself forward.  Orochimaru was waiting with an axe kick.  Ekyt swept it
aside with a crescent kick, then slammed his fist home against Orochimaru&rsquo;s stomach.
	POOF! The clone disappeared.  Ekyt guessed what was coming next, and he used a
Replacement Jutsu.  Good thing, because 100 shuriken stuck in the log where he had been
seconds earlier.  Ekyt knew he couldn&rsquo;t stand still.  He didn&rsquo;t even know where
Orochimaru was at this point.  It was all guesswork.  He had made a tactical error, he realized. 
In this dome, he was wasting chakra. 
	Because it wasn&rsquo;t real.
	"RELEASE!" Ekyt shouted.  Had he not been trained by Ibikki, Ekyt wouldn&rsquo;t have
noticed the genjutsu.  Even now, as he released it, he was wary for more.  But he didn&rsquo;t
sense the chakra, and he was still in Orochimaru&rsquo;s &lsquo;office&rsquo;.  
	"I&rsquo;m impressed.  It took Sasuke MUCH longer to see through that genjutsu.  Of course,
he was but a boy, then.  Now, his skills come close to even my own.  But you&rsquo;ve broken
my first technique, a very powerful False Surroundings Jutsu.  It&rsquo;s to be applauded.
Now, let&rsquo;s get back to business..."
	2:35
	Ekyt didn&rsquo;t answer, instead, he threw eight senbon.  Orochimaru leaned backward,
dodging them all.  Then he disappeared, into a snake&rsquo;s mouth.  This was bad news for
Ekyt.  He didn&rsquo;t know where Orochimaru would pop up.  But maybe he could delay
Orochimaru, or throw him off.  Ekyt made handsigns at top speed.
	"Demonic Illusion: False Surroundings Technique!" It was the same technique Orochimaru had
used.  But there was a point to it, especially with Ekyt&rsquo;s fighting style taken into account.
Much like when you threw a fake punch to get your opponent to bite, Ekyt was baiting
Orochimaru.  He made handsigns again.
	Orochimaru sensed the genjutsu, and immediately released it. He was safe inside the
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snake&rsquo;s mouth, so no matter what the boy had planned, it was fruitless.  Still, not bad for
strategy...I wonder what he&rsquo;ll do next...
	That was answered when Ekyt appeared beside him.  He had used a Replacement jutsu, and
had targeted the snake&rsquo;s tongue! Not only did this take away the snake&rsquo;s senses,
but he had the drop on Orochimaru!  The shocked Shinobi looked over at Ekyt as he finished
his hand signs.
	"Chakra Scalpel!" Ekyt called.  He tagged Orochimaru on the arm, then cut his way out of the
snake and leapt back up into the office.  Orochimaru was up in an instant, holding his left arm.  
	"Shadow Clone Jutsu!" Ekyt called.  Two more Ekyt&rsquo;s appeared.  Together, they yelled a
jutsu Orochimaru had never heard of:
	"Dance of the Sickle Moon!"
	Dance of the Sickle Moon was a jutsu partly created by Ekyt. It was based off of
Hayate&rsquo;s "Dance of the Crescent Moon".  It involved an intricate pattern of attack with
swords and clones, dancing in and out of range, slashing as fast as possible. Ekyt and his
samurai training made this jutsu tailor-made for him.  He took it and made it his own by adding
a samurai blade in one hand and a straight katana in another.  One was for stabbing, one was
for slashing.
	1:53
	Orochimaru couldn&rsquo;t believe that, at such a young age, and without ninja blood, save for
a little Kaguya, that anyone could use such a jutsu. His wonder would cost him.  The first clone
slash high, while the second slashed low.  They each swiped with the samurai blade while
stabbing with the straight katana, making it difficult to dodge, even for him. Then the real Ekyt
popped up and cleaved Orochimaru&rsquo;s right shoulder, his good arm, while his straight
katana went through Orochimaru&rsquo;s hand.
	Ekyt held them there, staring Orochimaru in the eyes. The two clones had dug in with their
blades as well. Ekyt pulled his out and backed away.  He made handsigns, while Orochimaru
was trapped.
	"Dragon&rsquo;s Ember Jutsu!" He punched at Orochimaru, sending a stream of flames
directly into his face.  Orochimaru&rsquo;s skin melted away.  Ekyt ended the attack, wondering
if he had won. But he doubted it.  He spun around just in time to see the real Orochimaru stand
up.  He had hidden in the ground! All that chakra wasted on clones!
	:50
	"Very impressive, I&rsquo;ll give you credit.  But I think I&rsquo;m through holding back. Now,
we fight- for real!"
	This disturbed Ekyt.  shoot! I&rsquo;ve been fighting for real the whole time! How powerful is
he?!  It doesn&rsquo;t matter, I&rsquo;ve got to stop him- somehow!  There&rsquo;s 50
seconds left.  My chakra is too low for anything big.  Think...what did Ibikki say? Low
chakra...easy genjutsu...and Guy-sensei... &lsquo;When your ninja tricks fail, you&rsquo;ll
always have taijutsu!&rsquo;  And Kakashi-sensei... &lsquo;Don&rsquo;t go where the enemy
is, go where he WILL be...and Asuma-sensei... &lsquo;A little chakra can go a long way. 
Control it, and you&rsquo;ll be hard to beat every time...
	Orochimaru opened his mouth. From inside, came a snake.  From it&rsquo;s mouth, a sword
protruded.
	"Kusanagi?!" Ekyt sputtered in disbelief. Orochimaru swung the sword (Still in his mouth) at
Ekyt. POOF! Clone.  He swung again. POOF! Another clone.  That left the real Ekyt.  THAT
Ekyt had made the handsigns he needed while Orochimaru was distracted.  
	"Demonic Illusion: Hell Viewing Techn-" he managed, before the Kusanagi pierced his
abdomen...
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8. Surprise Visit

Poof!
	"Huh?  Another clone?" Orochimaru looked around wildly, controlling his urge to start hacking
everything in the room to bits.  Slowly, his snake-like eyes spotted Ekyt.  THIS Ekyt was nursing
a hurt right arm.  That meant that Orochimaru HAD hit the real Ekyt at some point, and the
clone jutsu had been a distraction to buy time.   A good move that spared his life...but his
chakra took quite the hit...And I doubt his ability to heal his arm...then again, if he&rsquo;s
trained with Tsunade&rsquo;s pupil, I should expect-
	"Chakra Scalpel," Ekyt muttered, using his good left hand to heal his hurt right arm.  He just
finished that when Orochimaru&rsquo;s tongue snared him around the waist and pulled him in,
arms trapped at his sides.  Ekyt cursed; this was bad.  VERY bad.  He had to scrap his counter-
attack plans and focus on keeping himself alive.
	:25
	Ekyt was headed for a showdown with the Kusanagi that he wasn&rsquo;t going to win.  His
arms were pinned at his sides.  In this position, he couldn&rsquo;t use any jutsu, or even
access his Emotional Chakra.  He COULD, however, make things a little more difficult.  Ekyt
dug his heels into the ground, slowing his speed toward the razor-sharp blade Orochimaru was
wielding.
	:19
	Ekyt reached down in his kunai pouch, his hand hadn&rsquo;t been far from it when he had
gotten snared.  He grabbed a kunai with two fingers and flipped it up into his mouth.  He drove
the point into Orochimaru&rsquo;s tongue, again and again. Orochimaru laughed.
	"You can&rsquo;t hurt my tongue! It&rsquo;s stronger than steel! But I&rsquo;ll give you credit
for trying!" Orochimaru crowed.  He would give the boy credit for being resourceful.  Some
would have given up in a hopeless spot like this.
	Ekyt smiled at him.  "Who says I&rsquo;m aiming for your tongue? Remote Detonation Jutsu!"
	BLAM!
	An exploding tag went off near Orochimaru&rsquo;s feet. When Ekyt had reached for his kunai,
he had hidden a wadded-up exploding tag in his other fist, then thrown it when he guessed he
was close enough to do damage.  He had guessed correctly. The trouble was, he had been too
close, and had taken some damage. Minimal, but still, against Orochimaru, minimal damage
might mean the difference between life and death.
	:09
	The exploding tag had stunned Orochimaru, giving Ekyt a second&rsquo;s time to get his arms
free.  He used a jutsu all too familiar to Orochimaru.  It can&rsquo;t be! How can he know THAT
jutsu...Anko Mitarashi...she must have told him how to use the-
	"Striking Shadow Snakes!" Four snakes came from Ekyt&rsquo;s right wrist, hissing angrily as
they homed in on their target. They wrapped themselves around the Kusanagi, and gave a
sharp tug. The sword came free from Orochimaru&rsquo;s mouth and clattered to the ground. 
Ekyt let himself get pulled in while Orochimaru was still dazed, using one last attack, but lacing
it with chakra.
	"Dynamic Entry!" A flying sidekick! In a twist, Ekyt had used Orochimaru&rsquo;s momentum
against him, and now sent him sailing, crashing through the office.
	:00
	The match was over.  Ekyt had survived.  He stood upright, trying to contain his fatigue.  I
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can&rsquo;t drop my guard just yet.  Orochimaru is probably going to be beyond pissed that I
met his challenge.  And I&rsquo;m outnumbered here to begin with...

	Hayate, Sakura, Lee, and Naruto watched Otogakure, looking for some sign of Ekyt.  They
didn&rsquo;t see any, and Naruto was getting antsy.
	"C&rsquo;mon, let&rsquo;s just storm them! I&rsquo;ll just use the 9-tails chakra, and
we&rsquo;ll be fine!" Naruto declared.
	Sakura gave him a rap on the head. "Be quiet! We can&rsquo;t rampage in there! Chakra or
not, we&rsquo;re outnumbered, big time! I wanted to get him back just as much as you do, but
we&rsquo;ve got to use our heads!"
	"She&rsquo;s (koff) right.  Let&rsquo;s keep watching, for now."  Hayate crouched lower in the
thick underbrush, hoping to get a glimpse of something useful.  He got an eyeful.  Hayate made
mental notes about the layout of certain structures, the number of people he saw, their probable
ranks and abilities. Seemed everyone here was a warrior.  Not that he was surprised. 
Orochimaru&rsquo;s Village existed only as a military nation, he had no need or want for
civilians, except for experiment.  Hayate shivered at the thought.  He had once worked with a
jonin who had been one of Orochimaru&rsquo;s experiments.  The only one to survive them. 
He got some great powers out of the deal...but five seconds with Orochimaru is enough to last a
life time.
	Lee chanced a glance at Sakura.  She had tears brimming in her eyes, but brushed them aside.
 Lee slowly looked away. Sakura-san has been like this for a while...I have Linda, or I would be
comforting her...Her tears are caused by a void that isn&rsquo;t filled in her life...
	"And what are you four doing here?!"

	Orochimaru picked himself up.  Ekyt expected him to be angry. But Orochimaru was sporting a
smile.  He seemed genuinely happy that he had lost.  It hit Ekyt that Orochimaru just wanted to
gauge his abilities.  Unconsciously, Ekyt hadn&rsquo;t showed his strength, which was good,
because if he played his ace too soon, Orochimaru could home in on it and rip him apart.
	"Very well, you won our little game.  THIS time. NEXT time, I won&rsquo;t hold back.  But, for
winning, you can name your prize."
	Ekyt smirked under his mask.  "I want the Kusanagi."
	Orochimaru&rsquo;s smile widened.  "You want- my sword? Not entirely unexpected, Samurai. 
I&rsquo;ll make you a deal- I&rsquo;ll give you the sword AND the rank of Chunin- if you defeat
him...you know him very well. Your former student, Chakaro. He&rsquo;s been waiting for you,
Ekyt, and he wants to fight you.  He&rsquo;s gotten quite powerful- maybe too powerful for you.
 But, if you want my sword..."
	Ekyt didn&rsquo;t want the sword so much as he wanted Orochimaru to have one less weapon
than he had now.  Kusanagi had undoubtedly killed a lot of people.  If Orochimaru didn&rsquo;t
have it, those souls could rest easy, and maybe, just maybe, a few lives might be saved.
	"Alright. This is a match I&rsquo;ve been looking forward to for quite some time myself..."

	Hayate and the others turned around to see a Sound Village jonin looking at them.  Hayate
considered his options.  We&rsquo;re on his home turf, we can&rsquo;t attack, not yet.  He
could get help too easily...besides, this might be a chance to get to Ekyt..
	"(koff) We want to join up with the Sound Village. (koff)."  
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	Sakura and the others picked up on his cue. "Yeah! Orochimaru is so powerful! We want to be
on the winning side!"
	"That is right! My taijutsu is at his command!" Lee declared, jumping up and saluting.
	Naruto grumbled; he REALLY didn&rsquo;t want to do this. But the thought of Ekyt with
Orochimaru...and Sasuke...he was suddenly motivated to play the role fate had given him.

	Kakashi was reading his book when it hit him.  Ekyt dropped something...I wonder...  Kakashi
opened it, finding it to be a scroll.  There were only a few words, and Ekyt had coded them, so
only people he WANTED to understand could:

	"I&rsquo;m bringing him home, if I can"
	So, he&rsquo;s going after Sasuke...he might as well, if he&rsquo;s in the Sound Village.  That
law still bothers me...and I don&rsquo;t remember any "Elder Akira...not that I&rsquo;m familiar
with the Elders of the village so much...but I wonder...something seems wrong here...very
wrong.  The elders like Ekyt, no one has complained about him, Samurai or not...And Ekyt
winds up in the Sound Village...maybe I should go visit Elder Akira and see what the problem is.
 I can&rsquo;t remember that law either...if Tsunade and Master Sarutobi can&rsquo;t...
	Suddenly, Kakashi realized that he should hurry up.  This was bad news, and it looked like
there was someone behind all this.  Who, he could only guess.  But he thought his guess was
pretty good.

	Kimimaro woke up, feeling...different. Without disease...I haven&rsquo;t felt like this in a long
while...  He stood up, disconnecting the IV&rsquo;s in the process.  He felt his chakra, it was
normal. He could move his body, as opposed to using his mind to move his body.  He felt
relieved, as if he could breathe freely again.  He wasn&rsquo;t going to die.  My cousin...why
would he help me? I&rsquo;ve done nothing for him?  I&rsquo;ve even fought against his
side...but he helped me. I have to know why he helped me.
	With that Kimimaro walked toward Orochimaru&rsquo;s office.  On the way, a jonin and four
familiar faces were marched by.  

	Orochimaru had been pleased with the fight.  Potential...I may have to claim his body for my
own...Is he bluffing about how hard it is to use that chakra of his? It wouldn&rsquo;t be hard to
lie...but I&rsquo;ve felt it&rsquo;s effects, and seen the pain on his face...that was not
fake...well, I&rsquo;ll let this fight decide for me.  If Chakaro wins, I&rsquo;ll stop him before he
kills the boy, and I&rsquo;ll take over his body. If Ekyt wins...Well, I AM a man of my word.
He&rsquo;ll get my sword...and I&rsquo;ll be wielding it, through his body!
	Orochimaru&rsquo;s train of thought was derailed there, as a jonin escorted four prisoners. 
Orochimaru recognized them all.
	"Naruto...the Kyuubi...Sakura, the talented medic-nin...Rock Lee, the taijutsu master...and
Hayate Gekko, one brave enough to oppose me! To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?
Were you snooping around?"
	Sakura spoke up. "We want to join you. If Ekyt is working for you...all of us belong here, too."
	Orochimaru cocked his head. "Well...if you don&rsquo;t mind waiting...he&rsquo;s a little busy
right now, but you&rsquo;re welcome to watch."
	Four domes, made of a clear earthen substance (think Zabuza&rsquo;s Water Prison)
enveloped Naruto, Sakura, Lee, and Hayate.  Four Orochimaru clones held them in place.  
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	"I&rsquo;m afraid your friend is in a fight for his life...but I&rsquo;m sure he&rsquo;d like to see
you again, should he fail to defeat THIS opponent.  I&rsquo;ll give you credit for showing him
loyalty.  But he&rsquo;ll need more than loyalty to save himself! But, come see for yourselves!"

	Ekyt and Chakaro wasted little time.  They didn&rsquo;t break out the weapons just yet. It was
taijutsu vs taijutsu.  Ekyt had taught Chakaro a lot; obviously, Orochimaru had too.  But Ekyt
had learned more about chakra, that much became obvious. By forcing a taijutsu match, his
chakra was replenishing itself.  By the time his stamina started to wear down, his chakra would
be back, and then Ekyt hoped his training would validate itself. He thought back...

(Bold is Ekyt &lsquo;remembering&rsquo; things.  Thinking is in Italics)

	"C&rsquo;mon Ekyt, enough already!" Linda was tapping her foot impatiently.  "Enough
studying already, you&rsquo;ve got to relax sometime!"
	Ekyt looked up from the scroll that was occupying his attention.  It&rsquo;s alright for YOU to
relax. You rejected me, and now you want me to go site-seeing? Forget it.  I know what my
priorities are.  I know Chakaro, and he&rsquo;s studying just as hard as I am.  I can&rsquo;t
lose a step.  It might not mean anything to YOU, but falling behind is death, as far as I&rsquo;m
concerned...
	"You go ahead.  I want to finish this scroll and get it back to Asuma-sensei," Ekyt told her. 
"Besides, I&rsquo;ll have to face Gaara again someday. To get a little revenge for my eye, you
know?"
	Ekyt&rsquo;s left eye had been destroyed by Gaara.  A black headband covered what
remained of the eye.  It was grotesque image, so Ekyt hid it.  Much like his mask hid his
emotions.  How he felt...you could trust no one but yourself...that didn&rsquo;t mean not
CARING about other people...but trusting them- it just wasn&rsquo;t that easy for Ekyt...After
Linda had rejected him, it became even harder.

	"KEYA!" Chakaro aimed a hammerfist at Ekyt.  Ekyt stepped into it with his forearm, using a
backfist to aim for Chakaro&rsquo;s face.  Chakaro swept the attack aside and aimed an elbow
at Ekyt&rsquo;s throat.  Ekyt dodged backward, snapping a kick at Chakaro&rsquo;s chest.
Chakaro stepped to the side and grabbed the leg. Instantly, Ekyt rolled forward, breaking
Chakaro&rsquo;s grip, then used his positioning to aim for a leg sweep.  Chakaro jumped.  Ekyt
hadn&rsquo;t learned nothing from Lee.  He braced himself, and kicked upward just as
Chakaro&rsquo;s coming down. He caught Chakaro under the chin, knocking him back into the
air.  Ekyt leapt up to follow him.  He aimed for a "Backward Dragon Impact", but Chakaro rolled
over Ekyt&rsquo;s shoulders and kicked.  Ekyt blocked the kick and leaned away from the
incoming punch.  Chakaro spun and hit Ekyt with a backfist that sent him sprawling to the
ground.  Chakaro leapt down instantly, but Ekyt was already on his feet.  He stepped into a
Crane stance and kicked with the side of his foot, aiming for Chakaro&rsquo;s knee.  Chakaro
raised his shin up to block the kick, then used the same foot to return it.  Ekyt swept the kick
aside with a crescent kick of his own, then aimed an uppercut at Chakaro&rsquo;s chin. 
Chakaro spun away from the uppercut while throwing his foot backward, aiming for
Ekyt&rsquo;s stomach with a back kick.  Ekyt leapt backward, hoping Chakaro would advance. 
Chakaro took the bait, and Ekyt was waiting with his counter. He uncoiled from his crouching
position, aiming for a sidekick.  Chakaro blocked that with his forearm, then punched at
Ekyt&rsquo;s face. Ekyt kicked with a roundhouse at the same time.  Both hit&rsquo;s
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connected, and both combatants skidded backwards.  Instantly, they leapt toward each other. 
Their strikes canceled out, and they grappled for position.  Chakaro was taller and naturally
stronger, but Ekyt was quicker and more experienced.  When he and Chakaro grappled, Ekyt
feigned going for Chakaro&rsquo;s legs, instead grabbing him around the neck.  He stepped in,
so his hip was against Chakaro&rsquo;s, and turned his body sharply. Chakaro grunted as he
hit the floor from the throw.  He rolled with the momentum and managed to hit Ekyt in the ribs
with a non-vital open-hand strike.  He had missed any tenketsu, which Ekyt knew was easy to
do without Byakugan.  

	"So that&rsquo;s it? There&rsquo;s no...no hope of recovery?" Ekyt tried to keep his voice
steady, and the tears out of his good eye.  Ekyt had just suffered a critical strike- Kabuto had
cut Ekyt&rsquo;s chakra coils.  Now he was in a position similar to Lee&rsquo;s.  Ekyt had
trained hard, but nothing like Lee. He couldn&rsquo;t survive, not in the Shinobi world, with only
taijutsu.  He had honed his jutsus. But that was all for nothing.
	"It&rsquo;s not the end of the world. Lee can help you with Taijutsu, and Hinata has volunteered
to teach you the Tenketsu points, and how to disable them with the Gentle Palm style," the
Third Hokage told Ekyt.  He expected Ekyt to be upset, but the normally stoic Shinobi had last
control at last.
	"That&rsquo;s it? I don&rsquo;t have Byakugan, that trained would be next to useless! And
I&rsquo;ve trained WITH Lee, but not LIKE Lee.  I&rsquo;m as good as dead! What did all my
training do? Did it save me? NO!"
	"Your fight with Kabuto allowed us time to evacuate the others.  You made a sacrifice that will
not be forgotten while I am Hokage."
	Ekyt&rsquo;s hitai-ate clattered against the wall.  "I&rsquo;m glad it was worth it.  I&rsquo;m
going to polish my old arts, and pray that they&rsquo;re enough to keep me alive."
	"You can still help-"
	"HOW CAN I HELP OTHERS?! I CAN&rsquo;T EVEN HELP MYSELF!" Ekyt shouted. He
brought his hand down across his kitchen table with such force that it cracked in half.  He glared
at it&rsquo;s remains, then left the room, a defeated man.

Ekyt DID get his chakra coils healed by Lady Tsunade after a risky surgery.

	Chakaro was panting from the effort he had just exerted.  It occurred to him what Ekyt had been
doing. Too late, however, as Ekyt&rsquo;s chakra had returned.  But Ekyt was in for a surprise.
	"Pardon me for interrupting..." Orochimaru began as he and his clones marched into the room.
"But you have some visitors, Ekyt."
	Ekyt&rsquo;s head whipped toward the door. Sakura...Lee...Naruto...Hayate.  He
couldn&rsquo;t believe it! He had to get them free! Chakaro tried to take advantage of the
distraction, but Ekyt was prepared to deal with him first.
	"Chakra Wakasashi: Jodan Strike!" Chakaro called.  A short sword, made of pure chakra, came
crashing down at Ekyt&rsquo;s head. Ekyt focused his own chakra to his feet and leapt away,
making handsigns before he even hit the ground.
	"Dragon&rsquo;s Ember Jutsu!" Ekyt shouted, making a punching motion.  Orange flames
roared toward Chakaro, who used his chakra to maneuver his sword in the way.  He then used
a puppet-like technique, controlling the sword.  Ekyt could only dodge as he formulated his
plan. With that damn sword in the way, he couldn&rsquo;t get near Chakaro.  But his plan was
sound enough, he just had to implement it.  For now, he had to force Chakaro to slip up.  Ekyt
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threw eight senbon, which Chakaro knocked aside with the sword.
	(Normal thought)So, he&rsquo;s using that sword to block everything...how much chakra does
he have?  I have to force him to make a move, and now. With that sword in the way, I
can&rsquo;t get near him...
	"Demonic Illusion: Hell Viewing Technique!" Ekyt called.  
	"Release!"
	"Demonic Illusion: False Surroundings Technique!" Ekyt replied!
	"Release!" Chakaro chanted.
	
	Ekyt noticed that every time Chakaro used the &lsquo;Release&rsquo; technique, his chakra
sword flickered.  That meant that, timing it right, Ekyt could...
	"Demonic Illusion: Hell Viewing Technique!" Ekyt called. As soon as he finished the words, he
charged in.
	"Release- OOF!" 
	Ekyt used a Dynamic Entry, breaking Chakaro&rsquo;s chakra concentration entirely. Ekyt
used a Shadow Clone Jutsu, and one Jutsu he had been dying to try out.
	"Drawing Blade&rsquo;s Course!" Ekyt called, swiping at Chakaro with a kunai.  Then the kunai
elongated and the swipe hit Chakaro in the ribs. Nowhere vital, but enough to hurt him badly.

	Orochimaru clapped.  
	"Very well done! Your friends claim they have come to serve me...is this true? Or is this a plot
by you and your village?"
	Ekyt looked Orochimaru in the eye. "I had no idea...what do you plan to do with them?"
	Orochimaru&rsquo;s smile widened. "Kill them, of course. Or I&rsquo;ll let...Sasuke have the
honor..."
	
	At the name "Sasuke", Naruto and Sakura froze up.  Ekyt knew that Orochimaru had just struck
a hard blow to their subconscious.
	"Why kill them if they&rsquo;re willing to serve you?" Ekyt asked.
	"Because they aren&rsquo;t fit to serve me."
	"Don&rsquo;t kill them. Keep your sword." Ekyt knew this was borderline pleading, but the
thought of four of his friends dying...he couldn&rsquo;t do it. They would leave alive, or he
would die trying to save them.
	"I never intended to let you have the sword, whether you won or not. My only plan...is to take
your body for myself!"
	"You can&rsquo;t use that technique for another year!" Ekyt knew about the abilities of
Orochimaru as well as anyone could.
	"I&rsquo;ve learned to speed up the process.  Now then, where were we...Of course. I kill your
friends, or I take your body...choose!"
	Ekyt looked at his friends.

	"That&rsquo;s great, Ekyt! You&rsquo;ve learned so quick!" Sakura told him, smiling.
	"I had a good teacher," Ekyt replied, blushing.

	"I might have won Ekyt-san, but if you would use your other techniques..." Lee offered.
	"No, taijutsu vs. taijutsu. It was a good match, Lee."
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	Lee struck his "Nice guy" pose.

	"You (Koff) know your sword work, so this won&rsquo;t be hard for (koff) you. It&rsquo;s called
&lsquo;Dance of the Crescent Moon.&rsquo;"
	Ekyt wrote the jutsu down in his scroll, then tried it, producing two clones.  But it worked for him.	
	"Thank you, Hayate-sensei," Ekyt said with a bow.

	"Hey, Ekyt! Can I show you a jutsu? I want to know if I&rsquo;m doing it right..." Naruto seemed
genuinely perturbed.
	"Sure, Naruto," Ekyt replied, watching intently.
	Naruto focused hard, then used the jutsu:
	"Ninja Harem Jutsu!" The result was ten naked girl-Naruto&rsquo;s.  All of them hung on Ekyt,
causing the stunned Shinobi&rsquo;s eyes to pop out, before he went sailing backward with a
massive nosebleed.

	Lee, Sakura, and Ekyt were staring at the gate of the caste, in the Land of Herbs.  
	"I will never let my comrades die," they had all said at once.

	Ekyt&rsquo;s gloved hand closed in a fist.
	
	"No..." he spoke in a whisper.
	"No? No what?" Orochimaru asked pleasantly.
	"You can&rsquo;t have me, and you can&rsquo;t have them! I&rsquo;ll die before you get to
them! I swore I&rsquo;d protect them! If I meant enough to them to come for me...You
won&rsquo;t touch them!" Ekyt shouted, shaking with rage.  Even as he was talking, his clones
cracked the stunned Orochimaru clones, releasing the four Leaf Ninja from their prisons.
	Orochimaru gave a big mock sigh.  "Very well.  I guess I&rsquo;ll have to take your body...if that
doesn&rsquo;t work...I can always kill you..."
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9. An Influx of Insanity

Kakashi appeared in Tsunade&rsquo;s office in a puff of smoke.  Without speaking to her or
Master Sarutobi, he stared at Elder Akira, his Sharingan activated.  It confirmed his suspicions.
	"Yes, that explains it," he said softly, still staring.  Kakashi let a little chakra flow to his hand,
enough to create a light show for Elder Akira.  This &lsquo;light show&rsquo; was one of the
last things Kakashi&rsquo;s enemies saw.  The Raikiri in it&rsquo;s opening stages.
	"What is this?" Akira demanded, sounding worried upon seeing the chakra in Kakashi&rsquo;s
hand.  The crackling blue energy was transfixing.
	"What is this? THIS is me about to dice you in half- unless you reveal who you REALLY are,
and you start explaining WHY you made up that bogus law.  Not to mention I&rsquo;d like to
know where you got that book.  That book is forbidden to all but the Hokage and top jonin-
THAT&rsquo;S what seemed to wrong- that you, an elder of little status, had it.  So you can
start talking," Kakashi said cheerfully, his palm now filled with crackling chakra, "Or I can burn a
hole through you and see what your autopsy determines.  Either way, I&rsquo;ll get answers."
	Akira looked to Lady Tsunade. "He&rsquo;s crazed! You know he was close to that boy!  He
needs to be stopped, Lady Tsunade!" Akira insisted, pointing at Kakashi with a weathered arm.
	But Lady Tsunade didn&rsquo;t seem to hear his complaint, not at first.  She walked closer,
watching the &lsquo;Elder&rsquo; shrink in fear. The fear of dawning realization.  He was
screwed. 
	"Kakashi&rsquo;s instincts have never been wrong in the time I&rsquo;ve worked with him...if
he&rsquo;s got a reason to use the Lightning Blade on you, I&rsquo;ve got no reason to stop
him.  So I suggest you start doing what he asks, and do what apparently comes naturally to
you: Open your big mouth and spill the details. Now.  Because if the Lightning Blade
doesn&rsquo;t scare you- maybe I do..." It was part suggestion, part threat, and all message. 
The elder seemed to grasp that message.
	"Fine.  I will remove my disguise, and then I will speak," Elder Akira said, reaching for the tufts
of short gray hair on the sides of his head with one hand, the other pulling at a wrinkled face. 
His hands were shaking as he removed the disguise.
	The face was unfamiliar to Tsunade.  But by the slight change in Master Sarutobi and in
Kakashi&rsquo;s visible eye, she got the message: This was a surprise, and not a welcome one.

	Hayate, Lee, Sakura, and Naruto stared at Ekyt.  It wasn&rsquo;t immediately apparent what he
was doing. He was just...standing there.  Then, Hayate sensed it- chakra.
	A huge buildup...emotional...that&rsquo;s Ekyt&rsquo;s style...but what&rsquo;s he going to do
with it? It&rsquo;s not in his hand, like normal...Is this one of the forbidden jutsus? I guess he
doesn&rsquo;t have a choice...I hate to say it, but he&rsquo;s the best match for Orochimaru of
those of us here.  After what Orochimaru did to me (Hayate hovered near death for a month
before recovering after a brutal stabbing, courtesy of Orochimaru disguised as the Sand
Kazekage [Not Gaara, the Fourth Kazekage]), and Naruto&rsquo;s emotional instability right
now...It&rsquo;s going to be up to me and Lee to literally move Sakura and Naruto, something
hit them hard.  Ekyt is going to have to concoct some plot to hold Orochimaru off while Lee and
I run for it...
	"Lee, you take (koff) Naruto! I&rsquo;ll get Sakura! Ekyt..." Hayate began.
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	But Ekyt was already doing what needed to be done. 
	"Demonic Illusion: Mind Barring Technique: Speed Break!" he shouted. Immediately, blood
came from the corners of Ekyt&rsquo;s mouth, a sign of internal injury.  But the effects of the
jutsu were easily worth it in his eyes.  Orochimaru had stopped dead, hit hard by the surprise
jutsu and the fatigue of his battle with Ekyt earlier.
	What the Mind Barring Technique (one Ekyt originated) did was all medical.  It was a genjutsu
wrapped in a ninjutsu.  First, the opponent senses a genjutsu.  Whether they react to it or not,
the second phase happens:  The brain and the nervous system stop communicating
temporarily, leaving the target of this attack paralyzed temporarily.  When used in the
&lsquo;Speed Break&rsquo; form, the target may receive brain damage.  There&rsquo;s a 10
percent chance the target will indeed receive internal damage. But the user (Ekyt), also suffers
from it.  He loses chakra because the chakra is what severs the connections between the brain
and the nervous system.  But the amount needed, and how it exits the body, leaves small
internal damage in the user, which has to be treated quickly.
	Orochimaru was frozen.  Inside Ekyt, there was a bigger battle:
	Do it! Kill him! Kill him! All the lives you&rsquo;ll save! one side argued.
	Killing someone with no defense slays your honor... the other side replied.
	Killing a murder is saving lives! Saving lives is honorable! the first side said.
	Don&rsquo;t kill him.  Protect the others.  What means more to you: Killing a defenseless man,
or protecting the few people worthy of trust? You know what&rsquo;s right...
	"DAMNIT! SHUT UP!" Ekyt shouted to the voices.  He decided he would compromise with the
two.  Ekyt&rsquo;s emotional chakra had already been activated by his sudden outburst, so he
put it to use:
	"Blue Flame Chakra: Transparent Protection Seal!" Ekyt shouted.  He jammed his hand over
Orochimaru&rsquo;s mouth and arms, sealing them.  Orochimaru would live, but his existence
would be problematic.  Just as the Third Hokage had sealed Orochimaru&rsquo;s arms and
forced him to get a new body, Ekyt had done the same, and included Orochimaru&rsquo;s
mouth.  Ekyt didn&rsquo;t know how strong the seal was, and he didn&rsquo;t care.  He had to
leave, and catch up with the others.

	Gaara held council with Kankuro and Baki, in a Sand conference room.  Their discussion had
been about security, then about personnel.
	"Temari has been gone for over three years...The time has come to retrieve her, or kill her.  Our
numbers must be balanced.  We need more Shinobi, or we need Temari." Gaara&rsquo;s
voice, as always, left no room for argument when it turned steely.
	"Well, we DID try to kill her, Gaara. And there&rsquo;s no way she&rsquo;ll come back. Our last
report of her indicates that she&rsquo;s joined the Leaf Village.  She&rsquo;s forged friendships
there, and with the top talent.  In addition, she may have formed a romance with one of two
individuals. That&rsquo;s all we know, as she, well, mangled our agent upon discovering him,"
Kankuro told Gaara, thinking of the ruined man in the hospital.  I hope you&rsquo;re alright,
Temari...I said some harsh things, but that&rsquo;s all sand at the beach (note- water under the
bridge to us non-Sunagakure people) now...I just hope you&rsquo;re happy.
	Gaara had no such thoughts.  He had developed feelings, love, hate, anger, and he genuinely
cared about his people, now that he was the Fifth Kazekage.  And he cared about Temari.  He
wanted her back, but at the same time, didn&rsquo;t want her to be unhappy.  The
&lsquo;killing&rsquo; part was just something he said naturally. Because he had little
experience with such complexities as &lsquo;mixed feelings&rsquo;, Gaara didn&rsquo;t quite
know how to word things some times.  But the people loved him, and they understood his
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difficulty.  Very quickly, he had turned from &lsquo;freak&rsquo; to &lsquo;hero&rsquo;, and
was held in high regard by nearly everyone, save the elders, and even they were coming
around.  He had proven to be more effective than his father in the role of Kazekage.  
	Kankuro was holding the summoning scroll that contained &lsquo;The Crow&rsquo;, one of his
puppets of choice.  I wonder...is one of the two guys Temari might be with that Ekyt guy? The
one Gaara fought? I know the other one is that Shikamaru character.  Gaara wouldn&rsquo;t be
so bothered by that. Ekyt, though, gave Gaara a run for his money, and then he punished me. 
And I deserved it. What was I thinking, holding two kunoichi hostage, and then attacking
Temari? I&rsquo;ve never fought him before, and now that we&rsquo;re allies, the most
I&rsquo;ll get is a sparring match...but how would Gaara feel if Temari was with Ekyt?  That
could cause a war. Or is Gaara past all that? Maybe the bigger question- Is Ekyt over it? Gaara
destroyed his eye...if someone did that to me, I&rsquo;d want to kill them...I wonder if his eye
ever got healed...Either way, Temari- just take care of yourself.
	"If Temari won&rsquo;t come back, we&rsquo;ll demand someone else from Konoha. 
No...demand isn&rsquo;t the right word...request.  Request someone from Konoha, to keep the
balance.  Temari was a strong jonin, we&rsquo;d need someone of equal or close strength,
especially with the new threats arising.  For now, meeting adjourned. Kankuro, you make the
journey to Konoha with me.  Baki, you will maintain security while I&rsquo;m gone."

	Kakashi narrowed his eyes in an uncharacteristically nasty expression.
	"Mizuki? You? Of all people, you? I didn&rsquo;t think you&rsquo;d have the backbone to try
this...unless..." Kakashi realized that there was a more disturbing prospect behind all of this.
Kakashi turned to Tsunade and relayed his thoughts.  They were troubling, to say the least.
	"Mizuki wouldn&rsquo;t have the courage to do this, not unless he was sure he wouldn&rsquo;t
get caught.  I considered the Sound Village, but Orochimaru wouldn&rsquo;t take someone so
weak. The only group that could use a pawn, such as Mizuki, is the Akatsuki."
	Tsunade&rsquo;s brow furrowed dangerously.  She grabbed Mizuki around the neck and lifted
him up, ignoring his gasping pleas of &lsquo;put me down, please!&rsquo;.
	"You&rsquo;d better start telling us who you&rsquo;re working for and what they&rsquo;re after.
 Because if I found out you&rsquo;ve done something to hurt my village, or it&rsquo;s people,
I&rsquo;d be forced to rip you into little, tiny, bits of coward.  Now, start talking..."  Tsunade
dropped him to the floor, then stood above him menacingly.
	Immediately, Mizuki cracked.  "The Akatsuki put me up to it! They gave me power, and the
promise I would be protected! They wanted anyone protecting Naruto out of the way! Without
Sasuke, there were only a few people left that could help Naruto! They want his demon fox!
That&rsquo;s all I know! Really!"
	Ebisu, who had been quiet, spoke up.  "I should have seen through this...Tsunade-sama, I DO
hate Ekyt, and Naruto- but I would NEVER want to see them killed, or unjustly removed from
the village, no matter my distaste. I...I should have known! Punish me for going along with
Mizuki in ignorance, if you need to, but please understand- I really didn&rsquo;t know..."
	 

	The Sound Village Shinobi had heard the rumors about the Leaf Villagers.  Weapons at the
ready, they attacked the five as they left. Naruto and Sakura were out of commission, and were
being pushed along by Lee and Hayate.  Hayate, however, used one jutsu, in addition to Ekyt. 
The two called the same jutsu:
	"Dance of the Crescent Moon!"
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	That meant six sword-wielding shadow clones were leaping in and out in an intricate pattern,
keeping Sound Ninjas away while the real deals escaped.  Ekyt heard the sound of curses and
screams on anguish, but knew his clones weren&rsquo;t killing anyone. Hayate&rsquo;s might
have been. Suddenly, Ekyt was tired, but he was in the best position to get them out of here. 
Ekyt thought back to working with Shikamaru.  He didn&rsquo;t have time to lay a trap, but he
could improvise. The agent that made exploding tags explode, mixed with his fire...
	Ekyt threw exploding tags, encouraging Hayate and Lee to do the same.  When there was
enough, Ekyt detonated them.  With the residue of the explosion agent in the air, Ekyt took a
risk.  "Go, run ahead!" he called to the other four, before using his jutsu: "Dragon&rsquo;s
Encampment Wall!"
	With the exploding agent still lingering in the air, coupled with the fire-based jutsu, there was a
second explosion, and a wall of fire.  That wall was between the Leaf Shinobi and the Sound
Shinobi. This could have gone horribly wrong- the flame could have shot back at Ekyt and
burned him to a crisp, despite it being his own jutsu.  But his risk had paid off. Using the Body
Flicker Jutsu, Ekyt and the others were headed for home.  But not fast enough. Ekyt
didn&rsquo;t know what happened to Naruto and Sakura, but he guessed their minds would
crumble soon, if this was a genjutsu as he suspected.
	"Hayate-sensei, pass Sakura off to me! Lee, are you up to opening the first gate?" Ekyt called
over to Lee.
	"I am! Let us do it!"  Lee replied with his usual gusto.
	Hayate knew an advanced Body Flicker Jutsu, so he could keep up, while Ekyt and Lee, each
toting one stunned Ninja, zipped away as fast as they could. That wall of fire wouldn&rsquo;t
hold up forever, and they didn&rsquo;t want to be around when it died down.  That&rsquo;s not
to say they would be escaping without scars. Emotional and physical scars were aplenty...

	As Kakashi and Tsunade exchanged thoughts about the Akatsuki, what appeared to be three
people were suddenly in the room with them. Quickly that began five, as Ekyt and Lee unloaded
their &lsquo;cargo&rsquo;.  Ekyt didn&rsquo;t say a word, he knelt down near Naruto and
Sakura. He knelt close to them, focusing his chakra to his senses.  He was sure this was a
genjutsu, somehow triggered by Orochimaru using Sasuke&rsquo;s name.  And he was sure it
powerful.  And he was POSITIVE that it had to be broken- now.  He put his hands together in
the correct sign, and said it aloud:
	"Release!"
	No dice. It WAS genjutsu, as he thought, but too powerful to be broken by an external release. 
Ekyt put a hand on Sakura&rsquo;s shoulder, then one on Naruto&rsquo;s.  He focused his
chakra and forced a little of his own chakra in to them.  They both stirred, sitting up. Sakura
reared back and cracked Ekyt in the face, thinking they were still among the enemy. 
	"Sorry!" she called. Ekyt had taken out a bookcase, but that didn&rsquo;t matter. He was
already unconscious.  Using those jutsu, and then opening the Gate of Chakra, had taken their
toll on him. He was unconscious, his impromptu mission a success.  However, his rest
wasn&rsquo;t going to last. Almost immediately, Tsunade hauled him to his feet.  She even
slapped him a couple times to bring him to his senses.
	"I really need a report, Ekyt.  You have information that none of us have.  I know you&rsquo;re
tired, but please tell us what you know," Tsunade told Ekyt. She was speaking to him as
thought nothing had happened. That would prove to be a mistake.
	Ekyt, any other time, would have been fine with that. But, through his bleary eyes, he saw the
person who had let him be removed from his home.  Someone who had turned her back on
him...Another one.  Was there no one worthy of trust? (Though that thought was quickly
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