Hey guys.
Glad you’re all here with me.

Now | already mentioned this in the previous chapter in the author
notes, but unfortunately, Naruto’s hardship will still persist in this
chapter and in parts of chapter three.

So... this chapter will still be a tough read, but when we get past it
and read the future chapters, we’ll just enjoy the retribution much
more.

We just need to endure until then.

Start:

The water was wrong.

That was Naruto's first thought as he found himself wading through an endless sea of red liquid
that should have scalded his skin but somehow didn't. Steam rose like malevolent spirits around
him, painting the world in shades of crimson and shadow. Each step led him deeper into the
maze-like corridors until he reached a vast chamber, where massive bars rose from the boiling
water into darkness above.

And there it waited - the Nine-Tailed Fox, its massive form barely contained by the ancient seal.
That smile, that horrible knowing smile, stretched across its face like a wound.

"This is your fault!" Naruto screamed, his voice echoing off walls he couldn't see. "If | didn't have
you inside me - if | could just control -"

His fists clenched at his sides. "Everyone's hurt because of you! Sasuke's in the hospital, my
friends are scared of me, and that debriefing..."



The Fox's eyes rolled with ancient irritation.

"Are you really this blind, kid?" The words carried more exhaustion than malice. "You actually
think this is about me?"

"Of course it is! If | hadn't used your chakra -"

"You completed your mission," the Fox cut him off, sounding almost tired of stating the obvious.
"You brought back their precious Uchiha. And how did they repay you?" A massive paw
gestured dismissively. "Where was your Hokage's famous temper when Danzo questioned you?
Where was your brilliant teacher's defense?"

"They... they had to follow protocol - "

"Protocol?" Now the Fox actually sounded concerned, in the way one might be for someone
walking straight off a cliff. "Is that what you're telling yourself? The same command that sent
genin against the Sound Four?" Its head tilted slightly. "You can't really be this naive."

"The others were there!" Naruto's voice wavered. "Neji and Shikamaru, they saw everything!
They know what we faced - "

"And they sat there in silence," the Fox sighed. "Your friends, your comrades - all those bonds
you're so proud of... where were their voices when it mattered?"

"They're just following - "

"Orders. Yes. Always orders." The Fox's tails swished with agitation. "You're going to keep
making excuses for them until it's too late, aren't you? And here | thought self-preservation was
a basic human trait."



Naruto fell to his knees in the boiling water, the Fox's words hitting closer to home than he
wanted to admit. The demon's expression wasn't cruel now, just... disappointed. As if watching
someone repeatedly hurt themselves while insisting they were fine.

"Stop looking at me like that," Naruto whispered, but the certainty had left his voice.

"Like what? Like someone who can see what's right in front of you?" The Fox settled back, its
voice carrying something almost like sympathy. "You're not as stupid as you act, kid. Stop
pretending you don't see it too. You're almost making me feel sorry for you."

Something in that silence compelled Naruto to look up, to meet those ancient eyes that seemed
to see through every layer of denial he'd built around himself. The steam rose between them like
curtains of blood, and for a moment, everything stood perfectly still.

Then, like stones dropping into still water, the Fox's voice broke the silence:

"Pathetic."

The word rumbled through the chamber like distant thunder.

"l preferred you out of control. At least then you were honest with yourself. We both know you
wanted to fight that Uchiha. You enjoyed it."

Naruto jerked awake with a strangled gasp, cold sweat soaking through his clothes despite the
morning chill.

For a moment, he could still feel the heat of that red water, still see that knowing smile in the
darkness. His heart hammered against his ribs as reality slowly reasserted itself - the familiar
walls of his apartment, the soft glow of dawn creeping through his window, the distant sounds of



a village coming to life.

But something was different about this morning.

The sun climbed higher, marking the third day since his return to Konoha. Three days that had
transformed his home into something he barely recognized, yet paradoxically, into something
achingly familiar. The old isolation that had colored his earliest memories crept back like frost
reclaiming spring ground, turning warmth to brittle distance.

His muscles protested as he dressed, still sore from the battle, still carrying the memory of that
caustic chakra. Outside, the usual bustle of merchants setting up their stalls seemed muted,
their movements less hurried, their voices hushed. Naruto's footsteps echoed too loudly on the
familiar streets as he made his way through the village, the morning air carrying an unusual chill
for this time of year.

Just like back then, he thought, the realization settling heavily in his chest. The whispers, the
averted gazes, the careful distance people maintained - it was a dance he knew all too well from
his childhood.

But this time, the choreography carried a sharper edge. Now he understood exactly why they
feared him, why they pulled their children closer as he passed.

Even Ichiraku's felt different. The steam from the cooking ramen rose like ghosts in the early
light, and when Naruto approached with his usual grin - practiced, forced - old man Teuchi's
eyes carried something worse than annoyance at another tab request. There was pity there, soft
and uncomfortable, as he waved away Naruto's attempt to promise future payment.

"Good luck, kid," was all he said, his voice lacking its usual gruff warmth.

The village felt different as he walked its familiar streets. Usually, he'd spot Shikamaru lounging
on his favorite rooftop by now, complaining about how troublesome morning clouds were. The
Akimichi family restaurant would be filled with Choji's laughter as he convinced Kiba to try their
new spicy dumplings. He'd hear the rhythmic clash of weapons from the Hyuga compound



where Neji trained, and see Tenten testing the balance of newly forged kunai outside the
weapons shop, her critical eye catching imperfections others would miss.

But today, those spaces felt like hollow echoes of themselves. Each empty spot where a friend
should be made the village feel a little less like home.

The familiar streets he'd run down a thousand times now felt like a maze leading to the looming
arena. The morning sun cast long shadows from the unfamiliar banners, making them seem to
reach for him like grasping fingers.

It's like standing between two villages, Naruto thought, his bandaged hands deep in his pockets.
One was the Konoha he knew, bright and loud and full of precious people. The other was this
strange, quiet place where even familiar faces turned away too quickly. Like watching his home
slowly become foreign territory.

The Chunin Exam Arena loomed ahead, and Naruto couldn't help but laugh - a soft, bitter sound
that surprised even him. The last time he'd walked through those gates, he'd been fighting to
prove himself worthy of promotion, to show everyone he deserved to be seen as more than just
the demon-vessel. Now, mere months later, he was returning to face judgment for embodying
their worst fears about exactly what he was.

The universe has a sick sense of humor, he mused, studying the unfamiliar banners that now
adorned the familiar structure. The same arena where he'd promised Hinata he'd win for her,
where he'd faced Neji and challenged fate itself - now it would host a different kind of battle.
One he wasn't sure his usual determination could win.

The noble families' presence felt like an invasion, their formal attire and ancient crests
transforming the shinobi village into something from his old academy textbooks. Their carefully
neutral expressions couldn't quite hide the calculation in their eyes as they assessed him - not
as a young ninja who'd completed his mission, but as a threat to be contained.



These past three days had stretched like years, each hour marked by the growing distance
between himself and the life he'd built. No visits from his friends, no chance encounters in the
street, no familiar faces offering encouragement. Just silence, punctuated by whispers that
followed him like autumn leaves:

"That's him..."

"The Nine-Tails boy..."

"Did you hear what happened at the Valley of the End?"

"My cousin's shop near there was completely destroyed..."

"They say he nearly killed the Uchiha survivor..."

Each step made Konoha feel lees like home. These weren't the usual suspicious glances he'd
grown up with - this was something colder, more calculated. The noble families watched him
with eyes that seemed to weigh not just his actions, but his very existence.

The whispers followed him, each one driving the Fox's words deeper: Did you expect them to
defend you?

The irony wasn't lost on him - the place where he'd once fought to prove his worth would now
host his reckoning. But unlike the Chunin Exams, there would be no cheering crowds this time.
No friends in the stands supporting him. No Kakashi-sensei's eye-smile offering silent
encouragement.



But | brought him back, Naruto thought, his hands clenching in his pockets. Sasuke's here, not
with Orochimaru. He's not some weapon for the Sound. | completed the mission. Why isn't
anyone talking about that?

He tried to hold onto hope, to remember Tsunade's fierce defense in the council chamber,
Kakashi's steady presence. They would make things right. They had to. But even his usual
optimism felt fragile in the morning's strange quiet.

Where was protocol when they sent a genin after the Uchiha? The Fox's words echoed in his
mind as more villagers crossed to avoid his path. Your friends, your comrades - all those bonds
you're so proud of... where were their voices when it mattered?

The arena loomed ahead, its shadows somehow longer than he remembered from the exams
that felt like a lifetime ago. So much for a private trial, he thought, but couldn't quite manage his
usual grin.

This time, he wouldn't be fighting for a promotion. He'd be fighting for something far more
precious - his place in the only home he'd ever known.

Lost in this strange version of his home, a familiar voice cut through his growing unease like a
warm knife through butter.

"Naruto!"

The sound of Iruka-sensei calling his name nearly made his knees buckle with relief. His
teacher's presence was like finding an anchor in a storm, something real and steady in this
shifting landscape.

"lIruka-sensei!" Naruto tried to inject his usual energy into the greeting, falling into step beside
his first teacher. "Did you see all these fancy banners? | didn't even know we had this many
noble families! Though | probably should've paid more attention in your history lectures, huh?"



"You really should be more careful on missions, Naruto," Iruka chided, his eyes softening as
they caught another glimpse of bandages peeking out from under Naruto's sleeve. "Look at you,
all bruised up. What am | going to do with you?"

Naruto managed a genuine grin this time, the first one since he'd returned to the village.

"Aw, come on, Iruka-sensei! These are just love taps! You should see the other guy!" The joke
fell flat as soon as he said it, his smile faltering as he remembered exactly how the 'other guy'
looked right now, lying in a hospital bed.

Iruka seemed to sense the shift in his mood, ruffling Naruto's hair like he used to back in the
academy days. "Well, next time try showing your opponents a little less 'love," hmm? You're
giving your old teacher gray hairs."

Something warm bloomed in Naruto's chest at the familiar gesture, at the way Iruka's scolding
carried more worry than disappointment.

Everyone else looks at me differently now, he thought, watching his former teacher's concerned
expression. Like I'm either a weapon or a threat. But Iruka-sensei... he still sees just me.

"Sorry for worrying you, sensei," Naruto said softly, but something in Iruka's concerned
expression made the Fox's words echo louder. Always making excuses for you, always trying to
protect you.

"That's what you said after the paint incident with the Hokage Monument," Iruka reminded him
with a knowing smile. "And the graduation exam. And that time with the cafeteria ceiling..."

But their shared laughter felt hollow now. Different. Like an adult humoring a child's mistakes.



As they approached the arena's entrance, Iruka placed a gentle hand on Naruto's shoulder,
stopping them both.

"Naruto," his voice was quiet but firm, "listen carefully. In there, you need to stay calm. Speak
only when spoken to, and never say more than you have to. This isn't like our classroom where
you could talk your way out of trouble."

Something snapped inside Naruto.

"That's it, isn't it?" His voice came out harder than intended. "Still treating me like your problem
student. Poor Naruto, always needing someone to watch over him, to make sure he doesn't
mess up again."

"Naruto, that's not -"

"l completed the mission!" The words burst out, weeks of frustration finally finding voice. "I
brought Sasuke back! But you're still looking at me like... like I'm just some weakling who needs
protecting. Like I'm still that kid who couldn't even make a proper clone!"

"You know that's not true," Iruka's voice carried hurt now. "I'm just worried-"

"Yeah, everyone's worried," Naruto stepped back, breaking contact. "Worried about what | might
do. Worried about what | might break. Never proud of what | actually accomplished."

He turned toward the arena entrance, ignoring Iruka calling after him. Maybe Tsunade and
Kakashi would have better news. Maybe someone would finally see him as more than just a
problem to be solved.



The darkness of the arena entrance swallowed him whole, leaving Iruka standing in the morning
light, his hand still reaching toward where his student had been.

AT THE SAME TIME...

Tsunade's fingers drummed against the carved wooden railing of the viewing box, her
honey-colored eyes scanning the arena below.

The morning light caught the ornate decorations that had transformed the usually sparse battle
ground - rich tapestries bearing noble family crests, formal seating arrangements, and at the
center, that damned podium.

Like vultures setting up their feeding ground, she thought bitterly.

"Your anger is showing, Hokage-sama," Shikaku's quiet observation cut through her dark
thoughts. The Nara clan head stood just behind her left shoulder, his scarred face carefully
neutral. "Danzo will use that."

"Let him try," she muttered, but her fingers stilled their drumming.

Tsunade's fingers traced the rim of an untouched sake cup someone had left in the viewing box.
Not today, she thought grimly. She needed all her wits about her.

Inoichi moved to her other side, his long blonde hair catching the sun. "He's already trying.
Every noble family in that arena has heard whispers about your... personal investment in the
boy's future." His pale eyes tracked the movement of clustered nobles below. "They're calling it
a conflict of interest."



"They can call it whatever they want." But Tsunade felt the weight of their counsel. From their
elevated position, she could see Danzo and the council members in the Kage's box above, their
forms dark against the morning sky. Looking down on everything, as usual.

"With respect," Shikaku's voice dropped even lower, "that's exactly what Danzo wants. Every
display of favoritism becomes evidence in his case. Every emotional response proves his point
about unchecked power and compromised judgment.”

The bustling crowd below moved like water, noble families in their formal wear mixing with
curious villagers who'd somehow gained entry. The familiar arena had been transformed into
something altogether different - less a battleground and more a theater, with that solitary podium
waiting center stage.

"The charges will be carefully chosen," Shikaku mused, his shadow stretching long across the
viewing box floor. "They won't directly attack his status as a jinchuriki - that would be too
obvious, too easy to defend against."

"Instead, they'll focus on control," Inoichi added, his intelligence training evident in how he
dissected the situation. "The damage to the Valley of the End, the injuries to his teammates, the
psychological impact on witnesses. They'll paint a picture of escalating incidents."

Might Guy's usual exuberance was notably absent as he leaned against the railing. "Where is
my eternal rival? Kakashi should be here for his student.”

"Personal errands," Tsunade replied curtly, though they all understood what that meant.

Kakashi was where he needed to be, gathering whatever advantages they could find.

"What about your students?” Tsunade continued. “How are they holding up?"



Kurenai's red eyes narrowed slightly. "Hinata is... struggling. The Hytga clan has been holding
closed-door meetings since yesterday. Neji's injuries have given the traditionalists new
ammunition against the main family's... progressive policies."

"They'll use that," Shikaku noted. "Every noble clan that feels threatened by change will see this
as their chance to restore the old order. Naruto represents something they fear - power outside
their control."

"But what defense can we mount?" Guy's fist clenched. "The flames of youth burn bright in
Naruto-kun, but against political machinery..."

"The mission was a success," Kurenai pointed out. "The target was retrieved, the enemy
neutralized."

Inoichi shook his head slowly.

"They'll twist that too. Why did it require that level of force against a fellow Konoha shinobi? Why
risk such collateral damage for a single retrieval ?"

"Because the alternative was losing him to Orochimaru," Tsunade snapped, her patience
wearing thin. "Because sometimes protecting someone means protecting them from
themselves."

"Careful," Shikaku warned quietly. "That kind of reasoning plays right into Danzo's hands. He'll
argue that's exactly why Naruto needs to be... contained. For everyone's protection, including
his own."

A heavy silence fell over the viewing box. Below, more noble families filed in, their formal attire a
sharp contrast to the usual ninja gear the arena typically hosted.



"The boy's greatest defense might be his own record," Guy offered finally. "His actions during
the Chunin Exam invasion, his role in bringing you back to the village, Tsunade-sama. His
unwavering loyalty to Konoha."

"Loyalty they'll call blind devotion," Inoichi countered. "Enthusiasm they'll label as recklessness.
Every positive can be twisted into a negative when you're building a case for control."

Tsunade's hand tightened around the sake cup. "So what do you suggest? That we just let
them-"

Her words cut off as the crowd below suddenly hushed. Through the viewing box's opening,
they could see Naruto entering with Iruka, looking impossibly young in the morning light.

"Whatever you're planning, Tsunade-sama," Shikaku's voice carried quiet warning, "remember
that every action now becomes part of their evidence. Every display of emotion-"

But she was already moving, her feet carrying her toward the stairs.

She felt Shikaku reach for her arm and heard Inoichi's quiet sigh. She knew they were right -
every move she made now would be scrutinized, used, twisted. But seeing Naruto down there,
surrounded by whispers and stares...

Some things matter more than politics, she thought fiercely as she descended.

Some bonds run deeper than strategy.

Behind her, she heard Guy murmur something about the springtime of youth never burning
brighter than in the darkest moments. For once, she found herself hoping he was right.



"l know what I'm doing," she cut him off, though they both knew that wasn't entirely true. She felt
dozens of eyes tracking her movement as she descended from the viewing box, felt the
whispers following her path.

Let them watch, she thought fiercely. Let them see exactly where | stand.

She reached Naruto just as the whispers were starting to build again, her hand closing around
his arm with gentle firmness. Without a word, she pulled him away from the crowd, away from
Iruka's worried gaze and the hungry stares of the nobles. They had precious little time, and
she'd be damned if she wasted it worrying about appearances now.

Hold on, kid, she thought as she led him toward a quieter corner of the arena. Just hold on.
We're not letting them win this one.

Behind them, the crowd's whispers grew louder, and somewhere above, she knew Danzo was
watching every move. But in that moment, all that mattered was the trembling she could feel
under her hand, and the steel she needed to help this boy find within himself before he faced
what was coming.

AT THE SAME TIME...

Kakashi kept his face buried in his book, but his visible eye tracked every movement in the
arena below. The familiar pages of Icha Icha Paradise provided the perfect cover for
observation, though today he found no comfort in its well-worn passages.

The morning light caught the edges of the pages differently, making even this small pleasure
feel somehow foreign.



The sudden hush that fell over the crowd drew his attention more sharply than any battle cry
could have. Naruto's bright orange jacket stood out against the sea of formal wear like a defiant
flame, Iruka's protective presence beside him doing little to shield him from the piercing stares
and whispered judgments.

When did you get so small, Naruto? Kakashi thought, watching his student's usually boundless
energy confined to careful steps.

The movement in the viewing box above caught his attention — Tsunade's decisive stride toward
the stairs, exactly as they'd discussed. His cue. He slipped his book away, though his fingers
lingered on its spine like a farewell to simpler times.

Moving through the crowd was second nature, his years of training allowing him to slide
between nobles and villagers like a shadow between leaves. Each step brought fresh whispers
to his ears, and darker thoughts to his mind.

Would you be disappointed, Sensei? The memory of Minato's gentle smile twisted something in
his chest. | was supposed to protect them both.

The Valley of the End rose unbidden in his memory — the devastation he'd found there had
stolen his breath more effectively than any battle. Massive gouges torn through ancient stone,
the stench of burned earth and that horrible, cloying chakra still hanging in the air. The waterfall
had run red that day, and not just from the setting sun.

Two children, he thought bitterly, passing another cluster of whispering nobles. Two children with
the power to reshape the landscape, and I couldn't reach either of them in time.

He could still see it clearly — Pakkun leading him to where Naruto lay unconscious, the rain
washing away the blood but not the evidence of what had happened there. The dropped
headband with its scratched surface telling a story he wasn't ready to read.



Did I fail them both? Or did | fail them differently?

The hidden door to the storage room was exactly where it should be, untouched by the arena's
temporary transformation. Kakashi slipped inside, the musty air a sharp contrast to the politically
charged atmosphere outside.

Minutes later, the door opened again. Tsunade entered first, her hand still firm on Naruto's
shoulder. The boy's confusion was written clearly across his face, blue eyes darting between his
teacher and the Hokage.

"What's going on?" Naruto asked, his voice smaller than Kakashi had ever heard it. "Why are
we-"

"I may have left a few clones of my own scattered about," Kakashi added lightly, though his
visible eye held no humor. "The crowd seems quite interested in all of us being in several places
at once."

The storage room's dim light caught the dust motes dancing between them, making the moment
feel suspended in time. Tsunade's honey-colored eyes fixed on Naruto with an intensity that
made him take half a step back.

"Listen carefully, because we don't have much time," she said, her voice pitched low and urgent.

"Your fight with Sasuke and what happened afterward — the Nine-Tails' chakra, the destruction
at the Valley — it's created a situation we can't easily control. The Land of Fire's nobles are
demanding answers, and some of our own people are all too eager to provide them."

Just like back then, Kakashi thought, watching Naruto's face struggle to process each word.



The same whispers, the same fear dressed up as concern for the village's safety.

"But | was just trying to bring Sasuke back!" Naruto's voice cracked slightly. "You assigned the
mission, Granny Tsunade! | had to-"

"l know," Tsunade cut him off, but her hand on his shoulder was gentle. "And that's exactly why
I'll be defending you. As Hokage, | authorized the mission. But Naruto, you have to understand
— there are people who've been waiting for an opportunity like this. People who see you as a
weapon to be controlled, not a shinobi of the Leaf."

The confusion in Naruto's eyes deepened, mixing with something that looked painfully like
betrayal.

"But... but the village..."

He's too young for this, Kakashi thought, his chest tightening.

Too young to understand how fear can turn neighbors into strangers, how quickly loyalty can
become suspicion.

The echoes of another time, another tragedy, seemed to whisper through the musty air.

"When you're in there," Tsunade continued, her words carrying the weight of command now,
"you need to stay quiet. Let me handle the questions. No matter what they say about you, about
the mission, about Sasuke — you cannot let them provoke an emotional response. Danzo's
counting on that. He'll use your own heart against you if you let him."

Naruto's shoulders hunched slightly, his bandaged hands clenching and unclenching at his
sides.



"I don't... | don't understand. Why are they doing this? | just wanted to save my friend..."

The raw confusion in his voice made something in Kakashi crack. He'd heard that same tone
years ago, in questions that never got answers — why did the clan have to die? Why did Itachi
have to leave? Why couldn't anyone stop it?

Not this time, Kakashi thought fiercely. We're not losing another child to fear and politics.

But watching Naruto try to grasp the situation, his usual brightness dimmed by confusion and
hurt, Kakashi wondered if they were already too late to prevent some losses.

The silence in the storage room felt heavier than any mission briefing Kakashi had ever
attended. Through his revealed eye, he watched his student fidget with the bandages on his
hands - a nervous habit that made him look impossibly young. Too young for the weight being
placed on those shoulders.

"The noble houses are..." Kakashi met Tsunade's questioning gaze, choosing his words
carefully. "Complicated. Danzo's influence runs deeper than we anticipated."

He pulled his ever-present book from his vest, extracting the carefully folded papers hidden
within its pages. The book felt lighter without them, as if the gravity of their contents had been
physical rather than metaphorical.

Tsunade's honey-colored eyes scanned the intelligence report, her lips pressing into an
ever-thinner line. Kakashi had spent days gathering this information, moving through shadows
within shadows, listening to whispered conversations in tea houses and private gardens. What
he'd found had kept him awake at night.



The Hyuga clan'’s traditionalist faction gaining strength. The Akimichi's understandable
bitterness over Chaji's condition. Even the usually reliable Nara and Yamanaka staying carefully
neutral. Each detail was a piece in a puzzle that formed an increasingly concerning picture.

"Hey, hey," Naruto's attempt at his usual cheerful tone cracked slightly around the edges. "I'm
kinda nervous about what's gonna happen in there. What's the worst that could happen, right?"

Kakashi felt something in his chest constrict at the forced brightness in that voice. Always trying
to lighten the mood, even now. Even here. "This is... unprecedented, Naruto. We're in uncharted
territory."

"That's good though, right? If it hasn't happened before?"

Oh, Naruto. Kakashi thought, remembering another bright-eyed boy who'd believed in the
inherent fairness of the world. Some things don't need precedent to break your heart.

"It depends," Tsunade's voice carried the weight of years of political maneuvering. She turned to
Kakashi, her next words heavy with unspoken meaning. "Send word to Jiraiya. Tell him to
prepare for the worst."

"What's that mean?" Naruto's voice had lost its forced cheer now, reality finally starting to sink
in. "What's the worst?"

Tsunade's hand found his shoulder, squeezing gently. "Let's hope we don't have to find out."

The bell's toll echoed through the storage room like a death knell. Kakashi moved toward the

door, his hand hovering over the handle. For a moment, he saw another scene superimposed
over this one - another bright-spirited boy facing forces beyond his control, another time he'd

been powerless to prevent what was coming.



| failed your father, Naruto. | won't fail you too.

But as he opened the door to the growing sounds of the gathered crowd, Kakashi wondered if
some failures were written in the stars, predetermined by forces even the Copy Ninja couldn't
outmaneuver.

The bell tolled again. It was time.

AN HOUR LATER...

The shadows felt different here than they had during the Chunin Exams. Back then, they'd been
places of preparation, of nervous energy and determined focus. Now they felt like chains, Root
ANBU materializing from them like silent judges, their blank masks offering no hint of humanity
as they directed him with gestures rather than words.

Tsunade's departure left a void that the shadows eagerly filled. She had to leave, she said, to
prepare their defense. Her absence felt like losing an anchor in a storm, and Naruto found
himself desperately memorizing the sound of her footsteps until they faded completely. The
waiting area that had once buzzed with the energy of young shinobi preparing for their matches
now felt like a tomb, sterile and suffocating under the watchful eyes of his masked guards.

When they finally called him, his legs moved on their own, muscle memory carrying him through
the familiar tunnel toward the arena's center. But where that walk had once been accompanied
by the roar of an excited crowd, now there was only a silence so complete it seemed to have
weight.

His footsteps echoed off stone walls that had witnessed both triumph and tragedy, now
preparing to bear witness to something altogether different.



The podium at the arena's center stood like an island in a sea of judgment. As Naruto took his
place, the morning sun seemed to single him out, a spotlight he couldn't escape. The noble
families arrayed in the stands created a tapestry of power and privilege, their formal wear and
clan symbols a stark contrast to his simple shinobi attire and bandaged hands.

His eyes found familiar faces among them, each one a fresh wound. Hinata, seated rigid beside
her father, her eyes downcast but hands trembling slightly in her lap. Shikamaru, his usual lazy
posture replaced by something more alert, more worried, as his father's hand rested heavily on
his shoulder. Ino's father keeping her gaze forward when she tried to turn toward him. Each
averted gaze, each controlled expression, felt like another brick in the wall being built between
him and the life he'd known.

Above it all, Danzo and the council members sat like ancient judges, their elevated position
symbolic of the power they held over his fate. The Root ANBU flanking them were somehow
more threatening in their stiliness than any enemy he'd faced in combat.

But behind him, separated by distance and protocol but present nonetheless, sat Tsunade. Her
solitary figure in the Hokage's box carried its own kind of strength - defiant, protective, yet bound
by the very office that gave her power. We're both alone, he realized, but somehow that makes
us less alone together.

The bell's toll shattered the silence like a stone through glass. From the shadows emerged Ibiki
Morino, his scarred face as unreadable as ever. But where once that stern countenance had
tested Naruto's determination during the written exam, now it seemed to carry a different weight.
This wasn't a test of will or ninja knowledge. This was something far more fundamental.

"The trial of Naruto Uzumaki," Ibiki's voice carried across the arena with practiced authority,
"Jinchuriki of the Nine-Tailed Fox, regarding the threat posed to Konohagakure and the Land of
Fire, will now commence."

Jinchuriki of the Nine-Tailed Fox.



Not genin of the Hidden Leaf. Not member of Team 7. Not even just Naruto.

The way Ibiki said it made his identity clear - in their eyes, he was the vessel first, person
second. Everything else he'd worked to become, every bond he'd forged, every step he'd taken
to prove himself more than just the demon's container... none of that seemed to matter now.

The sun continued its climb, indifferent to the drama unfolding beneath it. In its harsh light,
Naruto stood alone on his podium, feeling every bit like the exhibit they were making of him. The
silence returned, heavier than before, waiting to be filled with judgment.

The trial that would decide his future - and perhaps the future of Konoha itself - had just begun.

Danzo’s voice cut through the silence, like he wasn’t willing to allow any moment to linger.

"The facts are clear," Danzo continued, his voice carrying the practiced calm of someone who
had been orchestrating this moment for days. "The Nine-Tails' chakra was detected as far as the
capital itself. Our own sensors reported levels of demonic energy not felt since that night twelve
years ago."

The morning light caught the edge of his cane as he gestured toward the gathered nobles.
"Representatives from every major clan have submitted reports detailing the devastation. The
Hyuga's own surveillance teams documented the spread of corrupted chakra through the
region. Even our allies from the Sand expressed... concerns about the level of force displayed.”

"Force that was necessary," Tsunade's words carried the sharp edge of barely contained fury,
"to prevent Orochimaru from acquiring the Sharingan. To save a comrade who was being
manipulated by a curse mark. Or have you forgotten your own intelligence reports about
Sound's activities, Danzo?"

A ripple of whispers swept through the gathered nobles. Naruto watched as clan heads leaned
close to each other, their formal robes rustling with each shared observation.



The politics playing out above his head felt as foreign as any enemy technique.

"Ah yes," Danzo's smile held no warmth, "the Curse Mark. Another failure of oversight, wouldn't
you say? First, we lose control of the Nine-Tails' vessel, and then we nearly lose the last Uchiha.
One might question the judgment that led to such... precarious situations."

"You dare question-" Tsunade started, but Koharu cut in smoothly.

"We question the pattern, Tsunade. The emotional attachment that seems to override tactical
wisdom." Her weathered hands spread in a gesture that somehow managed to be both
diplomatic and accusatory. "First, you risk the village's security by deploying jonin-level shinobi
on border patrols, leaving us vulnerable-"

"After an invasion!" Tsunade's fist clenched at her side. "The village's security was paramount-"

"And yet," Homura interjected, "you then sent a team of genin, led by a chunin, on what should
have been classified as an S-rank mission. Not just any genin, but ones with personal
connections to the target. One of whom carries a power that, as we've seen, he cannot fully
control."

The whispers grew louder. Naruto caught fragments of conversation from the noble families -
concerns about property damage, about the political implications, about the safety of their own
children. Each word felt like another weight added to his shoulders.

"The boy's power is not the issue," Danzo's voice cut through the murmurs. "It is the lack of
control. The emotional volatility that turns that power into a threat.”

Danzo’s single visible eye fixed on Tsunade.



"You speak of training, of mastery, yet what we witnessed at the Valley of the End suggests
otherwise. Three tails, Lady Hokage. Three tails of pure demonic chakra, unleashed not against
an enemy of the village, but against a fellow Konoha shinobi."

"A shinobi who was defecting," Tsunade countered, but Naruto could hear the strain in her
voice. "Who was willing to kill his own teammate-"

"And this justifies unleashing a power that nearly killed them both?" Danzo's question hung in
the air like poison. "That hospitalized not just the Uchiha, but members of noble clans who were
simply trying to complete their mission? The Akimichi heir remains in critical condition. The
Hyuga prodigy suffered chakra burns that could have ended his career. All because you allowed
personal attachment to override proper protocol."

The sun seemed colder now as it streamed through the arena's open roof. Naruto's eyes moved
through the crowd, searching for any sign of support, any hint of understanding. The Nara clan
heads exchanged glances but remained silent. The Yamanaka elders kept their faces carefully
neutral. Even the Akimichi clan, who had always been kind to him, now looked at him with
barely concealed fear.

Is this what they were waiting for? he thought, the Fox's words echoing in his mind. For me to
make one mistake, to give them a reason?

He wanted to speak, to defend himself, to explain that he'd had no choice - that Sasuke was
going to leave, was going to throw everything away. But Tsunade's earlier warning echoed in his
mind: Don't let them provoke an emotional response. That's exactly what they want.

His gaze found familiar faces in the crowd - teachers, classmates, people he'd thought were
friends. They had seen him train, seen him grow, seen him fight to protect this village. But now
they sat in silence while Danzo twisted everything he'd done into something ugly. The mission
was successful, Sasuke was back, Orochimaru had been denied a powerful weapon - but all
they could see were the costs, the risks, the potential for harm.



Where were their voices when Danzo questioned you? The Fox's words felt truer with each
passing moment. When he twisted your sacrifice into something ugly?

The spotlight of judgment felt heavier now, weighted not just with the nobles' fears but with the
silence of those he'd thought would stand beside him.

"The Daimyo's orders were clear," Homura added, his voice carrying the weight of political
inevitability. "The situation requires... containment. Structure. The kind of oversight that prevents
such incidents from recurring."

"You mean imprisonment," Tsunade's voice could have frozen fire. "You want to lock away a
loyal shinobi of the Leaf because you're afraid of what he might become.”

"No, Lady Hokage," Danzo's smile remained unchanged, but his eye gleamed with something
like triumph.

"We want to ensure proper control over what he already is. The question is - will you let your
personal feelings interfere with that duty as well?"

The silence that followed was deafening. In it, Naruto could hear everything that wasn't being
said - the years of fear and mistrust, the political machinations that had been waiting for just
such an opportunity, and the sound of his own future hanging by an increasingly fragile thread.

The trial had barely begun, but already he could feel the tide turning against him, carried by
whispers and nods and carefully crafted fears.

Above him, Tsunade stood alone in her box, her presence both protective and somehow distant
- a reminder that even the Hokage's power had its limits when faced with the machinery of
politics and prejudice.



The morning sun continued its climb, indifferent to the drama unfolding beneath it, casting
shadows that seemed to reach for Naruto like grasping fingers. The trial that would decide his
future - and perhaps the future of Konoha itself - was only beginning, and already he could feel
the weight of years of carefully cultivated fear pressing down on him like a physical force.

In that moment, standing alone on his podium while powers beyond his understanding decided
his fate, Naruto understood something that would change him forever: Sometimes the hardest
battles aren't fought with jutsu or chakra, but with words and fears and the careful manipulation
of truth.

And in those battles, even the strongest heart can feel terrifyingly small.

AT THE SAME TIME...

Jiraiya's fingers traced the edge of a classified document, moonlight filtering through the high
windows of the council chambers. The irony wasn't lost on him - here he was, one of the
legendary Sannin, crouched in shadows like a common thief while his godson stood trial across
the village. Some research this turned out to be, he thought wryly, remembering his interrupted
writing session with a mixture of annoyance and guilt.

Through his connection with the toad in the arena, he could hear Danzo's carefully measured
words washing over the noble families like poison. The amphibian's keen eyes caught every
subtle shift in alliance - the way the Hyuga elders leaned forward with calculated interest, how
the Akimichi clan head's face hardened at each mention of his son's injuries, the carefully
neutral masks of the Yamanaka that couldn't quite hide their unease.

Politics was always Tsunade's game, he mused, sliding another drawer closed with practiced
silence. I preferred simpler battlegrounds. Clearer enemies. But for Minato's son, he'd wade
through these murky waters. For the boy who carried his student's legacy and his own hopes,
he'd play whatever role was needed.



A whisper from the corridor outside froze him mid-motion. Two aides, their voices barely
disturbing the air:

"The containment protocols are ready?"

"Yes. The activation seals just need - "

Their voices faded around a corner, leaving Jiraiya's mind racing with implications. Containment
protocols? Activation seals? The terms clicked together like pieces of a puzzle he didn't want to
complete.

Another fragment of conversation drifted through his toad's connection - Danzo speaking of
"necessary measures" and "proper control."

The synchronicity of it all made his skin crawl. This wasn't just opportunism at work. This was
something that had been waiting, planned, prepared.

He slipped deeper into the shadows as footsteps approached, his heart heavy with more than
just the tension of potential discovery. Through his toad's eyes, he watched noble families
nodding along to Danzo's rhetoric, their faces painted with the same careful concern he'd seen
decades ago - when another young boy had been marked as both weapon and threat.

"The Fourth's choice," an aide's voice drifted from a nearby office, "using a child as a vessel...
perhaps this is for the best."

Jiraiya's fists clenched at his sides. For the best?



He thought of Minato's hopes, of Naruto's determined grin, of promises made over bowls of
ramen and dreams shared during training. No, he decided, his resolve hardening.

Not this time.

Not this child.

But as he moved through the shadows of power, searching for evidence of whatever trap had
been laid, he couldn't shake the feeling that they were all playing catch-up in a game whose
rules had been written long ago. A game where the pieces had been positioned with the
patience of decades, waiting for just this moment to strike.

I should be at the hot springs, he thought, a hint of his usual humor masking deeper concerns.
Or working on my next book. Instead... He paused as another group of aides passed, their
whispered conversations carrying fragments about "absolute control" and "village safety."

Instead, he was here, playing spy in his own village as per Tsunade’s orders, while across
Konoha, a boy who deserved so much better stood alone before the machinery of power and
fear. A machinery that, he was beginning to suspect, had been calibrating itself for this moment
since the day the Nine-Tails was sealed.

MINUTES LATER...

Kakashi materialized in the bleachers like a ghost, his arrival drawing only the subtlest shifts in
attention from his fellow jonin. The familiar weight of his book provided convenient cover for
observing both the proceedings below and the reactions of those around him. He’s finished
providing instructions to Jiraiya, now it’s time to make his move.



Tsunade's final words in the storage room still echoed in his mind with uncomfortable clarity:
"Watch everything. Everyone. The village will fracture after this - | need to know where the
breaks will appear.”

The morning air carried an edge that had nothing to do with temperature, heavy with unspoken
alliances and carefully measured distances between old friends. Kakashi felt each subtle shift
like a physical thing - the way shoulders tensed at his arrival, the microscopic adjustments in
posture that spoke volumes about loyalty and fear.

"Late as usual, Kakashi?" Kurenai's whisper carried a sharpness that spoke of more than mere
tardiness. Her crimson eyes stayed fixed on the arena floor, where Naruto stood alone in the
harsh morning light.

"Maa, | got lost on the path of life," he offered his standard excuse, but his revealed eye caught
every micro-expression, every subtle shift in his colleagues' postures.

Even here, he thought grimly, we're being watched. The question is - by whom? The weight of
Tsunade's mission pressed against him like a physical thing - each observation, each
categorization another piece in a puzzle that might determine Konoha's future.

Below, Danzo's voice carried across the arena with practiced precision.

"The pattern is clear," he gestured toward the gathered nobles, "From the Chunin Exam
invasion to the recent destruction at the Valley of the End. Each incident demonstrates our
failure to implement proper safeguards around such volatile power."

"He's building a narrative," Kurenai observed quietly, her analytical mind dissecting each word.
"Connecting separate events into a story of institutional failure." Potential ally, Kakashi noted,
appreciating how her genjutsu specialist's eye caught the subtle manipulations at play. Sharp
enough to see the game, controlled enough to play it.



Guy's fist clenched at his side, his usual exuberance contained but barely. "The flames of youth
cannot be contained by-"

"Not now, Guy," Asuma cut in, his cigarette conspicuously absent. His eyes carried the weight of
political understanding that came from being the Third's son. "This isn't about youth or
determination. This is about power. Control." The subtle shift in his posture spoke of years
watching his father navigate these same political waters. Neutral, Kakashi assessed, but with
deeper understanding than he shows. Could be crucial, if properly convinced.

"The seal-" Tsunade's voice rose from below, but Danzo's dismissive wave cut through her
argument. Kakashi recognized the strategy in her apparent passion - not trying to win this battle,
but laying groundwork for the war to come. This public spectacle was just that - spectacle. The
real fight would happen in council chambers and midnight meetings, in whispered conversations
and carefully arranged coincidences.

"What good is the most sophisticated seal," Danzo countered, "when the vessel lacks the
discipline to maintain it? When emotional attachments override basic tactical judgment?" His
eye swept the arena. "The Sound Four, while formidable, should not have required such...
desperate measures to overcome."

Beside Kakashi, Iruka's hands trembled slightly. "He's just a boy," he whispered, more to himself
than anyone. "He was just trying to save his friend..." Strong ally, Kakashi noted, but one whose
emotions will need careful direction. That kind of loyalty, properly channeled...

"The strategy itself was flawed," Danzo continued, his words falling like senbon. "Splitting our
forces, allowing genin to engage jonin-level threats individually? Placing a newly promoted
chunin in command of such a critical mission?"

From their elevated position, Kakashi saw Shikamaru's shoulders tense, saw the way Shikaku's
hand tightened on his son's shoulder. The morning light caught the subtle interplay of power and
protection in that gesture - a father's instinct warring with clan politics.



"Hyuga clan politics will shift after this," Kurenai murmured, her eyes on her student's family.
"They've been looking for an excuse to reinforce traditional power structures." The weight of her
observation carried years of watching her own student navigate the delicate balance between
duty and change. Another piece for Tsunade, Kakashi noted, the fractures are already
appeatring.

"The whole village will shift," Asuma replied, his voice carrying years of political observation.
"Father always said Danzo was patient. He's been waiting for a moment like this since the
Nine-Tails was sealed." His fingers twitched for an absent cigarette, each suppressed gesture
speaking volumes about controlled tension. The Third's son would know, Kakashi thought. He
watched this dance from the shadows of power.

Anko's laugh was bitter, barely audible. "Funny how my old teacher's actions always seem to
play into someone else's plans." Her hand unconsciously touched her curse mark, the gesture
heavy with unspoken understanding. "Maybe some of us were always meant to be other
people's weapons." Potential ally, Kakashi categorized, if her personal wounds can be turned to
purpose.

The morning air grew heavier with each exchange between Danzo and Tsunade, their words
carrying undercurrents that rippled through the gathered jonin like invisible waves. Kakashi's
eye curved in his practiced smile, but his mind raced through implications and possibilities.

Every reaction around him told its own story - from Guy's barely contained protective instincts to
Kurenai's sharp political awareness. Each would need to be evaluated, categorized: ally,
neutral, or potential threat.

"The Nine-Tails requires structure," Danzo's voice cut through their whispered analysis. "Proper
training. Proper oversight. Not this experiment in treating it as an ordinary genin, allowing
emotional attachments to compromise village security."

"His name," Iruka's whisper carried unexpected steel, "is Naruto." The truth in those three words
carried more weight than all of Danzo's careful rhetoric.



Tsunade stood alone in her box, a solitary figure against the gathering storm. But Kakashi
recognized the strategy in her apparent isolation - not fighting to win this battle, but positioning
pieces for the war to come. She knows, he thought, watching her calculated responses. This
isn't about saving Naruto today. It's about having enough allies left to save him tomorrow.

The whispers among the jonin grew more urgent, a current of shared fears and fragile loyalties.
Kakashi caught fragments of intelligence, of implications, of personal concerns that would shape
the coming struggles. Each piece added to the puzzle he'd been assembling since receiving
Tsunade's orders - a map of allegiances that would prove crucial when the public spectacle
ended and the real battles began.

Some of them | can trust, he thought, watching his colleagues' reactions. Others... His eye
caught movement in the shadows above - Root ANBU, barely visible, recording every word,
every reaction. Others might not have a choice in whose side they take.

The trial continued below, but the real battle was being fought in whispers and glances, in
political currents that ran deeper than any ninja technique. And Kakashi, master of a thousand
jutsu, found himself facing an enemy that no Sharingan could copy - the careful manipulation of
fear and power that threatened to reshape not just Naruto's future, but the future of Konoha
itself.

Watch everything. Everyone. Tsunade's orders echoed in his mind as he cataloged each
reaction, each potential ally and hidden threat. Because when this storm broke - and it would
break - the difference between victory and defeat would lie not in jutsu or chakra, but in knowing
exactly who would weather it beside them.

A small brown toad, barely noticeable among the shadows of the bleachers, caught his
attention. The creature's eyes held an unnaturally keen intelligence as they swept across the
gathered nobles. So, Kakashi thought, noting how the amphibian's gaze lingered on certain
family crests, Jiraiya-sama is already moving his pieces.

The real battle was being fought not just here in whispers and glances, but in shadows far from
this arena. As Root ANBU ghosted through the upper levels like dark thoughts, Kakashi



wondered what other eyes might be watching - what other pieces were being moved on this
complex political board.

Some distances away, in the labyrinthine corridors of the Hokage Tower, a different kind of
observation was taking place. One that might determine not just the outcome of this trial, but the
future of Konoha itself.

AT THE SAME TIME...

The underground levels of the Hokage Tower felt like a separate world - a realm where even
shadows held secrets, where the very air seemed weighted with decades of carefully guarded
power. Jiraiya moved through these forbidden corridors with the grace of someone who'd spent
a lifetime dancing between danger and necessity, each step measured against the soft echo of
distant patrol routes.

Danzo's domain, he thought, noting how even the architecture felt different here - more angular,
more purposeful, as if the very walls had been designed to intimidate. Through his connection
with the toad in the arena, he could still hear the political theater playing out above ground, each
carefully measured word from Danzo feeling more significant now that he walked through the
physical manifestation of that power.

Water trickled somewhere in the darkness, the sound carrying memories of other infiltrations,
other secrets. But this was different. This wasn't some foreign stronghold or enemy territory.
This was the heart of Konoha itself, or at least the shadow that heart cast - the place where
necessity and protection twisted into something harder, colder.

I'm getting too old for this, he mused, pressing himself into an alcove as another patrol passed.
Their movements carried Root's signature precision - not quite human, not quite machine, but
something in between.



Through his toad's eyes, he caught glimpses of noble families nodding along to Danzo's rhetoric
above, and wondered how many of them knew about this labyrinth beneath their feet, this
carefully maintained machinery of control.

Danzo's office, when he found it, felt like entering the lair of some ancient creature - not through
any obvious display of power, but through the careful absence of it. Everything too precise, too
measured, as if each object had been placed to tell exactly the story its master wanted told.

The approaching footsteps sent him deeper into shadow, his breath controlled to absolute
silence. The Root operative's entrance was a study in efficient movement - no wasted motion,
no hint of personality. The folders landed on the desk with mechanical precision.

"Is it prepared?" The question from the corridor barely disturbed the air.

"Yes. The destruction sequence is ready. Danzo-sama has the activation seal. The documents
will be destroyed immediately at his convenience."

Jiraiya's jaw tightened. Even here, in the heart of his power, Danzo maintained his careful dance
of revelation and erasure. How many other secrets had disappeared into carefully controlled
fire, leaving nothing but the ash of suspicion?

Danzo held the activation seal, which means the documents are only destructible on his
instruction. Jiraiya almost wanted to thank Danzo’s precision - this oversight meant he can read
the files and not risk detection.

When solitude returned, Jiraiya dove into the container, with each document told its own story of
power and control - mission reports disguised as village security, surveillance masked as
protection.

But it was the single file, distinct in its deliberate ordinariness, that made his blood run cold.



The underground corridors seemed to press closer, heavy with the weight of what he'd
discovered. Above, through his toad's connection, he could see Naruto standing alone in harsh
sunlight, unaware that this trial was just the final movement in a symphony of control that had
been composing itself since the day of his birth.

As he slipped back through Danzo's domain, each shadow felt like an accusation, each patrol
route a reminder that sometimes the most dangerous prisons aren't the ones with bars, but the
ones built from carefully crafted fears and promises of protection.

And somewhere above, in an arena full of noble anxiety and political theater, the machinery of
that prison was grinding inexorably toward its purpose.

This is what you feared, isn't it, Minato? he thought, reading words that felt like prophecy.

This is why you wanted him to be seen as a hero.

Time was running out.

HOURS LATER...

The arena's vastness pressed against Naruto like a physical weight, each word from above
falling like stones into the still pond of his consciousness. He found himself absorbing every
detail with an intensity that surprised him - not the usual blur of technical jargon and political
speech, but sharp, crystal-clear moments that cut straight to his core.



His eyes sought comfort in familiar faces, searching the crowd like a drowning man looking for
driftwood. Each averted gaze, each carefully controlled expression felt like another small
betrayal. Only Hinata's presence offered any warmth, her gentle eyes carrying a strength he
desperately needed. When his gaze found Sakura, the pity there made his chest ache - neither
forgiveness nor condemnation, but something more complicated, more painful.

Was this how the villagers always saw me? The thought rose unbidden as Danzo and
Tsunade's voices faded into white noise. Just a weapon to be aimed? A monster to be caged?

The sudden silence jolted him back to awareness. Ibiki's announcement of deliberation felt
hollow, empty - a pretense shattered by Danzo's immediate response. The decision, it seemed,
had been made long before he'd ever stepped into this arena.

"What was all this for then?" Tsunade's voice carried the edge of barely contained fury, but
underneath it, Naruto heard something that frightened him more - fear.

Danzo's response cut through the morning air like a blade through silk:

"We had hoped, Hokage-sama, that you might provide more convincing arguments for the
boy's... current status. But it seems more definitive measures are required."

Danzo's voice carried through the arena with clinical precision, each word falling like perfectly
aimed senbon.

"The verdict of the council is thus: Subject Uzumaki Naruto will undergo comprehensive
psychological reconditioning, as outlined in Protocol Seven of the Jinchuriki Containment
Measures."

The words hit Naruto like physical blows, each syllable stripping away another layer of his
identity.



Subject?

The verdict fell like hammer blows, each pause filled with the collective intake of breath from the
gathered crowd.

Tsunade didn’t react, as though looking into all those documents she’s read through the years
and trying her damndest to remember what piece of paper laid the plan that sealed Naruto’s
fate.

Then it hit her. Tsunade’s eyes widened in horror.

"The procedure consists of three phases," Danzo continued, his cane tapping against the floor
with metronomic finality.

"First, a specialized Genjutsu matrix will be applied to create foundational command pathways
in the subject's consciousness. These pathways will ensure absolute compliance with village
directives."

The morning air felt suddenly thin, inadequate. Naruto's hands trembled at his sides as he
processed the clinical dismantling of his free will. His eyes darted desperately from face to face
in the crowd - teachers who had praised his determination, friends who had fought beside him,
families who had welcomed him into their homes.

But they all sat in silence as Danzo continued his proclamation. Some looked away, unable to
meet his gaze. Others maintained carefully neutral expressions, as if they were discussing
weather rather than the erasure of someone's identity. Even those who seemed uncomfortable
made no move to speak, to object, to show any sign that this was wrong.



Conditioning. Control. Subservience. The words washed over Naruto like ice water, each one
stripping away another layer of the identity he'd fought so hard to build. But what cut deeper
than Danzo's words was the collective silence that followed them - the tacit approval of
everyone present.

They're really going to let this happen, he realized, the truth hitting him like a physical blow.
These people who had watched him grow, who had acknowledged his dreams, who had called
him friend and comrade - they would sit and watch as he was turned into nothing more than a
weapon to be controlled.

Each word from Danzo felt like another nail in his coffin, but it was their silence that was burying
him alive.

"Second, activation and deactivation protocols will be implemented. The subject will enter a
state of suspended consciousness between missions, awakening only when specific command
phrases are utilized by authorized handlers."

Suspended consciousness. The words echoed in Naruto's mind like bells at a funeral. They
want to make me sleep. Make me disappear when they don't need their weapon.

Psychological implants. Special commands. Deep slumber.

Naruto’s mind struggled to process the clinical brutality of it all. This wasn't just punishment -
this was erasure. The systematic dismantling of everything that made him him.

"Upon the recovery of Uchiha Sasuke," Danzo's eye gleamed with something like satisfaction,
"he will undergo specialized training to serve as the subject's primary handler. His Sharingan
makes him uniquely qualified to suppress both the subject and the Nine-Tails should either
prove... problematic."



The bitter irony of it all made Naruto's chest ache. It was the mention of Sasuke that finally
broke through his shocked stupor. His friend, his rival, transformed into his handler - his
potential executioner. The bitter irony of it tasted like ash in his mouth.

How is this fair? The thought burned through him like acid. Sasuke had been the one who tried
to defect, who had been willing to betray everything for power. Yet somehow, he was being
rewarded. While Naruto, who had fought to bring him back, who had remained loyal despite
everything, was going to lose his very self.

Even trying to save him led to this, he thought, remembering their desperate battle at the Valley
of the End. And now, after everything, Sasuke would be the one holding his leash?

The one trained to control him, to put him down if necessary? The same Sasuke who had been
ready to abandon the village was now being trusted with this power?

Maybe especially because of that, he realized with growing bitterness.

The Uchiha name still carried weight, still commanded respect even after attempted desertion.
While Naruto, no matter what he did, would always be seen as the vessel first - a weapon to be
controlled, a threat to be contained.

The injustice of it all made his hands shake. He had tried so hard to save his friend, and this
was his reward - to become nothing more than a tool for that same friend to command.

"This measure," Danzo's voice rose to command the arena, no longer just addressing the
council but proclaiming to all of Konoha, "ensures that we will never again face the threat of an
uncontrolled Jinchuriki. The Nine-Tails will finally serve its proper purpose - as a carefully
managed asset for the village's protection.”

"You can't -" Tsunade's voice cracked through the morning air, but Danzo continued as if she
hadn't spoken.



"This information is to remain strictly within village bounds." His single eye swept the gathered
crowd with quiet menace. "ANBU operatives will maintain enhanced security protocols during
the transition period. Any attempt to disseminate these details to outside entities will be...
addressed.”

"The Hokage office does not -" Tsunade tried again, her words carrying the edge of desperate
authority.

"The Hokage office," Danzo cut through her protest like a blade through silk, "has demonstrated
its inability to properly manage this situation. The council's decision is final."

Naruto's eyes moved through the crowd like a drowning man searching for a lifeline, desperately
seeking anyone willing to do more than just show horror at his fate. Each familiar face told its
own story, but none showed the courage to stand - Iruka-sensei's hands clenched
white-knuckled in his lap, tears gathering in eyes that had always held warmth for him. But tears
weren't enough, were they? Where was the fierce protector who had once taken a giant
shuriken for him?

Guy-sensei's usually boundless energy was frozen in a mask of disbelief, his trademark smile
shattered. All that talk about the power of youth and never giving up, yet here he sat, giving up
on Naruto. Kurenai's analytical facade cracked under the weight of understanding, but
understanding without action was just another form of surrender.

His classmates' reactions cut deeper - Shikamaru's calculated neutrality failing to hide his
clenched jaw, but what good was all that strategic genius if he wouldn't use it now? Hinata's
hands pressed against her mouth to stifle a sob, Kiba's feral growl of protest dying in his throat.
Even Sakura's earlier pity had transformed into something closer to horror, her green eyes wide
with the realization of what was being done in the name of village security. But none of them
moved. None of them spoke. None of them fought.

Tsunade's voice rose again, something about rights and procedures, but it felt hollow, weak. She
was the Hokage, wasn't she? The strongest ninja in the village? She could fight Danzo right



here, right now - but she chose to hide behind procedure and protocol instead. Her words felt
distant now, secondary to the void growing in Naruto's chest where his dreams used to live.
Where his trust in these people used to live.

Danzo's responses faded into white noise, the political theater becoming meaningless in the
face of his new reality - a reality where everyone who had ever claimed to care about him would
watch in silence as he was stripped of everything that made him who he was.

The Fox's words echoed in his mind: There's always a choice.

And they had all made theirs.

"Enjoy the sky," Danzo's words carried the finality of a coffin lid closing. "Consider it a final gift
before your... rehabilitation begins."

Naruto looked up at that vast blue expanse, so different from the arena's oppressive
atmosphere. He thought of all the times he'd watched clouds with Shikamaru, trained under this
same sky with his team, dreamed of becoming Hokage beneath its infinite possibility. Now it felt
like saying goodbye to an old friend he'd never see again.

Is this what it means to be a shinobi? he wondered, feeling the weight of Root ANBU
materializing around him like physical shadows. To give up everything you are for the village?
Or is this something else - something darker?

The realization hit Naruto like water from a bucket.

Maybe... | shouldn’t think of myself as a Konoha-nin anymore.



The morning sun continued its climb, indifferent to the death of dreams happening beneath it.
And Naruto, who had faced demons and defied destiny, felt something inside him grow very
quiet, very still - like a bird realizing its cage had always been there, waiting.

Just darkness, and commands, and the slow erasure of everything that made him Naruto
Uzumaki.

End.

Dark and morbid.

Not exactly my favorite way to end the chaper.

But | do have good news, things will finally turn around for Naruto in
the next chapter.

Now | don’t want to spoil anything more than | already have, so I'll let
you all go.

See you all on the next update!



