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Yellow Flash Canary

    by GorMartsen

      Summary

      Paige McAbee drank a Cauldron vial and became a popular rogue known as Bad Canary.
It just so happened that Shinigami was in the way when she received her powers.
Disclaimer: This work is written for fun and no money is charged. The original storyline and characters belong to John C. "Wildbow" McCrae.
Minato Namikaze, Jutsu and related stories from Naruto belong to Masashi Kishimoto.





  






      

  











Beginning













  
  Location: Los Angeles


  Date: January 20 2008


  “So, if I drink this, I'll gain powers that will help my singing career, right?” I asked with a bit of doubt, looking at the vial in my hand. It had a strange symbol on the side of the bottle, and the substance inside was quite dark. The emblem represented a cauldron - a mystical power provider that I was able to get in contact with. Well, it’s more like they came in contact with me and promised powers in exchange for money and a favour.


  “That would be correct, Miss McAbee,” said a man in a black suit, with an ironed white shirt and a red tie. He also was wearing sunglasses, even though we were indoors. He was so plain, that I doubted I would recognise him if I met him in any other outfit.


  I have dreamed about my singing career since I was a kid. My parents were supportive at the beginning, maybe they thought it was just the teenager phase or something, but when I wanted to go to the Music Academy after high school, they were highly against it. 


  After a few weeks of scandals, silent treatment, and having my phone and allowance taken away, I was forced to go to UCLA for business management. My parents expected me to inherit their business after I graduated from UCLA and learned the ropes in the company.


  In the end, it did not matter. They were in Newfoundland, in St. John’s, when Leviathan attacked. I was just finishing my first year at UCLA when that happened, and, well, their partners were quick to take over the company. At least they were unable to seize my parents' assets, though it wasn't for lack of trying. I had to burn some money to fend them off.


  Those were hard days. There was no reason to continue in my parents' footsteps. So, I quit UCLA, transferred to the Music Academy I originally wanted to attend, and dove into my passion, mostly to forget about everything and anything. In two years, I graduated, but no matter how hard I tried, I was not at the top of the class.


  For the last year, since then, I've tried to kick-start my singing career. I've been part of a few different bands, but unfortunately, my voice was not up to the task of rocking the audience. After the Academy, I knew how to sing and perform on stage, but I lacked uniqueness; I didn't stand out.


  That’s why, after a year of trying and failing to make progress, I had a vial of powers in my hand. I paid for it with the last of my parents' savings, leaving enough to last for a month or so.


  “Well, here you go, Paige,” I said to myself and uncorked it.


  ⚡






      







  Awakening


  Location: Los Angeles


  Date: June 20 2010


  
    "Shiki Fūjin!" I exclaimed, and the ghostly hand went through my heart all the way to the Kyūbi, ripping half of its chakra to be sealed away in my soul. Focus. I need to seal the second part in Naruto; there are no other options. I hope... Focus, Minato.
  


  Beep Beep Beep.


  I awoke with a jolt, still feeling a hollow emptiness in my heart.


  Stupid dreams.


  Since I drank that vial, I have had vivid and crazy dreams about a strange world with strange parahumans, fighting and killing each other in masses.


  That vial messed me up physically and emotionally for real. When I first drank it, I felt like something was pushed into my chest, into my heart, bringing with it unbelievable pain and changing something inside me. I remember screaming, I remember trying to claw my chest to take it out, take it out...


  I shook my head, trying to focus on now, on here.


  I was a mess for some time after taking the vial, and the physical changes were freaking me out. I was afraid of being abducted, forcibly recruited by gangs, or even forced into the Protectorate as soon as anyone saw my new features.


  Fortunately, I had a plan. I did my research and prepared everything ahead of time to get registered as a Rogue, and even made a few requests for corporate sponsorship. In no time, my career as a singer took off, and I started to make a name for myself, fulfilling my wish.


  Bad Canary. I smiled at the name and looked at my first poster on the wall, which I saved as a memory. All bright and yellow. Then I remembered how that name was chosen, and my smile diminished a bit.


  It was all PR bullshit; I had to choose that name to stay as far away as possible from that monstrous Ziz.


  My phone rang, and oh gosh, I need to move — I have a concert to attend.


  ⚡


  “Go fuck yourself!” I almost screamed at my ex-boyfriend. Fucking useless piece of shit. Fortunately, my security was able to drag him out as soon as they saw that I was screaming at him.


  How dare he claim that I owe him anything? Cheating piece of shit!


  
    “You yellow freak, you will never become popular now,” he screamed at me when I finally showed up home, still in pain. No hugs, no help, just guilt-tripping and screaming...
  


  I shook my head, trying to get rid of the bad memories. He never touched me after I changed, and within a week, I caught him cheating in our bed with that fucking redhead slut who claimed to be my best female friend.


  To hell with both of them. I am going home, and I am going to enjoy a long bath with a glass of wine. Today was a success, and I am not going to waste my good mood on that shit of a human.

 

  ⚡


  
    Hakke no Fūin Shiki
  
  
     I whispered, finally trapping the second half of the Kyūbi in my son. Farewell, I see you when you are ready, Naruto.
  


  Bang, Bang, Bang!


  I was rudely dragged out of my dream by the loud sound of something crashing through my apartment door. It was two inches thick and supposed to give me enough time to react and call security, but not this time: men in black armour poured into my bedroom before I even had a chance to put my legs on the floor. I was foamed immediately, with no words at all, and found myself trapped in a rock-solid substance, unable to move. It was dark, it was suffocating, and I started to panic. Then I felt something prick me in the back, and my head spun and spun and...


  ⚡


  
    Darkness, Death and Deep Soul pain 
  
  
    surrounded me again. My short break from this trap hole in the Shinigami’s stomach ended, and I was back here again. It was nice to see Naruto, all grown up and powerful in his own right, and, to my surprise, in full harmony with Kyūbi.
  


  
    They all thought that I was going back to the Pure Land, didn't they? Well, maybe not Hiruzen. I felt the same hollow aura from him that I had become accustomed to. Did he use 
  
  
    Shiki Fūjin 
  
  
    as well? Maybe that’s why I saw a sad understanding on his face. Well, it will be better for Naruto to believe that I returned to the Pure Land and not this place, where I feel like I'm being stripped to the core of my soul with every moment. Maybe in a hundred years of this agonising pain, I will finally be able to rest in peace.
  


  
    Or maybe not.
  


  
    I felt it then, the space/time wound, right next to me in this endless space inside the Shinigami. I didn’t waste any time; I jumped in immediately. Anything is better than staying here.
  


  
    Maybe I will be able to see Kushina?
  


  I woke up with a jolt. My head was splitting from a deep pain that originated somewhere behind my eyes and extended all the way to the back of my head.


  It took me a few seconds to remember what happened. Why did the PRT need to break into my apartment? What did they give me that makes me feel like banging my head against the wall until it splits apart?


  Where am I?


  I cautiously opened one eye, fully expecting a new level of migraine to knock me out. 


  Fortunately, it didn't make it worse, and I found myself in what looked like a cell with a minimalistic bed, table, chair, and a toilet with a sink in the corner.


  Not much space there.


  “Hello?” I risked trying to say something, but instead, I heard a whizzing sound. Only then did I notice that my mouth was covered with what looked like a rebreather.


  When I tried to check if there was a lock at the back of my head, it shocked me painfully.


  “I suggest you stop trying to remove that device.” A voice emanated from somewhere on the wall, though I saw no speakers.


  After a pause, the voice, definitely female, continued:


  “You will receive further instructions regarding your legal proceedings and the conditions of your confinement. Any attempts to tamper with your restraints will result in immediate disciplinary action. Please remain calm and cooperative. Your well-being and adherence to the rules are paramount for a swift resolution.”


  ⚡


  It took me days! Days! To fucking find out what they actually accuse me of doing. Apparently, my ex went and cut his dick off to try and fuck himself with it and somehow it was all my fault.


  Idiot. 


  I didn't see anyone all these days. Even then, I was not allowed to voice anything, and I had to drink my food through a straw.


  I was limited to one hour a day to communicate with my lawyer via email (one email a day! He was not responding within the same hour that I was provided with). The lawyer was not able to do anything for me and my situation. I was denied the option to hire anyone else; they were afraid that I would master them! 


  How would I do that, morons?


  It was a real surprise to learn that they had labelled me as a Master 8 (why only 8? Maybe I can master with my snores as well! It deserves to be a 10 at least!) and were in the process of railroading me straight to the Birdcage.


  I am not fucking naive, I see all the signs all the way up to my face. They are not even interested in bending my back to make me join the Protectorate.


  Then there is another part of this circuit: there was nothing for me to do: no TV, no books, nothing. I was denied access to any news channels, including papers!


  The room didn't even have a window, and the silence with the absence of natural light had completely messed up my sleep cycles. Only my regular walk to the computer to send one email a day (if I was lucky) allowed me to keep track of the days.


  If before this, I had my weird dreams once in a while, now they started to happen every night or during every sleep. I lost count of how many times I woke up panting after another dream of fighting parahumans or beasts that reminded me of Endbringers.


  In the end, I started to meditate to do something else, except eat, sleep and fucking pray. Out of sheer boredom, I finally risked focusing on the strange feeling I had noticed in my body since I got my powers.


  Back then, when it all happened, I primarily focused on the aspect of my new and shiny powers that helped to advance my singing career. 


  I was afraid to touch that feeling that lingered in my chest and spread throughout my body after, once, I tried to focus on it and I felt like I was set on fire, like every cell was spasming and screaming at me.


  That was almost three years ago, and now there was literally nothing else to do. Maybe it wouldn't be so painful anymore; maybe I just needed to go through the initial process, and then I would know how to use it. Maybe it would let me escape before they had a chance to lock me in the Birdcage.


  I shuddered and shook my head. That was not a place I wanted to go.


  I refocused on the flow in my body and tried to see where it was coming from, where it was going, and if I could do anything with it.


  It felt like it was getting heavier the longer I focused on it, and then, without any warning signs, I felt:


  PAIN. PAIN. PAIN!


  ⚡


  
    It had been countless days since I escaped from the Shinigami’s stomach. Unfortunately, I didn’t get a chance to go to the Pure Land. I ended up somewhere else in someone else's body. I didn’t have any control over it. In some sense, it reminded me of the Yamanaka Clan Jutsu, except it was somehow in reverse: I was a passive passenger there, not an active participant who took control of someone else's body.
  


  
    Days turned into months, and months turned into years, as I observed this wild and strange world. I learned their language, customs and habits. I discovered many new tastes in their food.
  


  
    That was another thing I noticed: if, at the beginning, I could only see and hear, over time, my other senses started to grow as well. Until one day, I had the unpleasant experience of a woman bleeding. Now I understood Kushina’s irrational mood swings more than ever. At least this girl doesn't have Kushina’s power to kick people across the village if they look her way at the wrong time.
  


  
    Obviously, I got curious about this development. In retrospect, it was stupid that it took me so long to figure it out. I can only blame my preconception about chakra. It took me time to realise that they don’t have chakra here at all, and all these heroes and villains are not shinobi with weird style senses.
  


  
    It all became very clear when I paid attention to the chakra system growing in the host body. All these years that I was a passive observer, it was getting stronger and stabilising the spiritual balance in the body. I missed it at first because I had no way to affect it either. It was such a gradual process, and I was so distracted with all these new things and the new language...
  


  
    Eventually, I realized that my increasing sensations were due to the chakra system becoming more stable and stronger. It felt like my soul was putting down roots in this body, and once the process was complete, I might even be able to control it.
  


  
    I was happy that the host didn’t try to access it; that might have ended with both of us dead, and I was not sure what would happen then. I might end up in the Shinigami’s stomach again. No, thank you very much.
  


  
    And then the host got arrested. Not long after, she got bored and, for the first time, tried to mould chakra inside her body!
  


  
    I watched with horror as a chakra shockwave went through all the channels, and darkness claimed her consciousness, leaving me in the dark to entertain myself with my memories.
  


  ⚡


  I opened my eyes. No, not my eyes—my host's eyes! Did that shockwave provide the final push needed to let me take over the host's body?


  I adopted the host’s mannerisms and body language. It was nothing new, as I had observed her for a while, I, as any good shinoby, can mimic someone else until the mission is done.


  I did some light stretches and walked around to get a general feel of the body. For some reason, it felt like my own. It was probably due to all these years staying in the background and feeling it all the time.


  The host had passable flexibility and body strength for an untrained civilian. But that alone would not be enough to get away from here.


  In the end, I sat back on the bed and covered my host's body with a blanket to hide my exercises with my fingers. There was no muscle memory for using hand seals, and I needed minimal efficiency to escape.

One of the bonuses I got after becoming Hokage was access to many secrets and Forbidden Jutsu. One such Jutsu, which originated from the Yamanaka themselves, was mandatory to learn: Reika Rō no Jutsu, designed to subdue and capture the spiritual body of an intruder. That was a sensitive precaution in a village where trained Yamanaka could take over a Hokage's body.

  I focused and slowly proceeded with 
  Reika 
  Rō no 
  Jutsu
   (fortunately it did not need more than one half-Tora hand sign), to catch the host's soul in it. I would deal with the host later; that would suffice for now.


  Time to focus on getting out of here.


  ⚡

 






      

  











Dashing out








  Dashing out
Location: Los Angeles
Date: July 25 2010
It has been three weeks since I took control of the host's body. During this time, I kept her in a dreamlike state, thanks to Reika Rō no Jutsu, and used my memories to entertain her.
She hadn't attempted to wake up yet; instead, she seemed engrossed in watching my life, which suited me just fine.
Throughout this period, I gradually settled into a daily routine that increasingly incorporated training focused on physical conditioning and internal chakra control.
I even requested exercise equipment to maintain the façade that I was exercising out of sheer boredom. Though my request was denied, of course.
I might already have the ability to force my way out, but I'm uncertain about their countermeasures. Instead, I choose to be patient and observant, focusing on recovering my physical and chakra abilities as best as I can.
I learned back in my academy years that to win a fight, you must first prepare yourself and then the battlefield. The battle itself is merely the culmination of all that preparation. My single-day battle with Iwa, where I defeated a thousand shinobi in one fight, was ample proof of the strategy's effectiveness.
Thankfully, my ability to apply Uzumaki seals using chakra proves invaluable in the absence of chakra paper or ink. Otherwise, I'd have to resort to a more direct approach in my escape, which I really dislike, especially with so many unknown variables involved.
It took longer than I had hoped, but eventually, my chakra control reached the level it was at during the Third Shinobi War. This meant that Hiraishin no Jutsu was once again at my disposal.
That wasn't the case for another one of my signature jutsu - Rasengan. It required more control to execute, and my options for practice were limited here in the cell. I couldn't simply create a chakra ball and start spinning it without drawing attention to myself.
It was time to prepare for a breakout. I already had a few ideas on how to execute it. The primary strategy was to vanish without a trace, creating confusion and potentially leading them in the wrong direction.
To accomplish this, I needed to activate my Hiraishin seal to transport myself outside the building, where I could simply walk away and disappear.
At first, I considered simply escaping the cell and then leaving the building at full speed. During my last trip to the computer room, I purposely tripped on the chain restraints on my legs and fell. The PRT guard immediately jumped back, and hidden panels along the hall opened, exposing hoses ready to foam me in place. After that, I had to cross that option off the list.
My prisoner robes lacked buttons or sturdy enough pieces that I could send down the drain. The fabric itself held the Hiraishin seal, but any significant damage to it rendered the seal unstable, causing it to fail. The constant monitoring added another layer of complexity to everything. It was difficult to find anything I could take and use as a base for the Hiraishin seal in my bare cell or on the way to the computer room, and the constant watchful eyes made it even harder.
In the end, I sliced off a piece of my shoe sole with a chakra scalpel. It was sufficient for a temporary seal. It wouldn’t hold for long, but I didn’t plan on staying here much longer.
The soles were made from a plastic-like substance, and it took some time to ensure they sank down the drain instead of floating in the water. Just in case, I made two seals and sent them through different routes—one down the sink and the other via the toilet.
The seal that went down the toilet disintegrated in less than ten minutes. It looks like they have some unexpected measures even there. Did someone try to flush themselves down the toilet before?
Luckily, the second seal that went through the sink managed to leave the building. I felt it slowly moving away until it got stuck somewhere not too far from the surface. Probably a drainage or cleaning system, or something designed to filter garbage out of the water.
It's good that part of the Hiraishin seal includes a safety measure to prevent me from teleporting into solid matter. In the worst case, it will abort the teleportation. That's something I need to be sure to avoid.
The next important part of my escape was to remove the rebreather. I had my suspicions about its functions. It might incapacitate me with a sleeping agent or even shock me with electricity until they find and pick me up.
Before I commit to my escape, I need to remove it quickly. And just in case, I'll leave everything in the cell. Not only will this help me avoid being tracked, but it will also have the beneficial side effect of greatly confusing them.
⚡
When the time hit 10 p.m. or so (it's hard to track time without any devices showing it), and the lights went off, I pretended to fall asleep.
The next few hours passed in a slow, agonizing crawl, a feeling I was all too familiar with. It wasn't the first time in my shinobi career that I had to remain motionless, waiting for the perfect moment.
When I felt that at least four hours had passed, I stood up and made my way to the toilet/shower section, pretending to need to pee. The more I could confuse them, the better. I had to suppress my snickering when I imagined their faces watching me disappear from the toilet seat. Should I flush at the same time?
I sat there for a minute, my robes down, keeping one hand in a seal to help me focus on moulding my chakra. When I felt properly prepared, I focused on the seal in the sewer and, with a slow exhale, executed the jutsu.
I appeared in the sewer system, below the surface, without any clothes and finally without the rebreather. At least there was no one to pay attention to my nudity. Just in case, I applied a henge to take on the appearance of an old municipal worker I once saw and began to walk away carefully.
It was time to get the hell out of this city, but first, I needed to find some real clothes. Henge was a poor substitute, especially knowing I was naked underneath.
⚡
By 8 a.m., I was one of the first customers in the shopping mall. I knew where to go, what my host's sizes and what I needed to buy, I watched the host doing it so many times that I could do it with the fold on my eyes. I didn’t attend so many shopping trips with my wife that I spent with the host over the last two years.
It's not like I could avoid it. I bet Jiraiya would have loved it. Hopefully, he is resting in peace somewhere in the Pure Land.
With a bit of a sad and nostalgic mood, I made my way in.
It didn’t take me long to lift a wallet from a rich-looking lady. I used Henge on all the IDs to match my selected face for this visit. I had to keep my body shape, otherwise, it would be really awkward to buy clothes.
Luckily, there were a few high-denomination bills as well. I tagged each banknote, and every time I spent them, I recalled them back. This way I even built a cache of legit bills, albeit in smaller denominations.
During my shopping spree, I had to visit the toilet at least ten times just to seal my purchases in a temporary storage seal. I changed my face and outfit each time as well; better safe than sorry. I'm sure one person making so many purchases might draw attention.
It took me two hours to buy everything: from female hygiene products to running shoes and camping gear. I was serious about getting out of the city. I needed to meditate and see if I could still do Senjutsu. I gave all Kyūbi chakra back and I am not a jinchūriki anymore. But I needed something with the same level of volatility — hence, Senjutsu.
Most likely sooner than I want, I will face a threat that will require everything I have at my disposal.
⚡
When I was out of the shopping mall, I went a few blocks away to find an empty alley. After making sure that nobody would interrupt me (thanks Kami for the fuinjutsu barriers), I quickly made a shadow clone. He gave me a cheeky smile and with a poof dispersed. In a few seconds, another clone teleported to the alley.
“Heya Boss! Man, I am so glad you didn’t send me to go shopping!” Right, as if I am stupid enough to do that again. The last time I tried it, I had to hide from Kushina for a week until she calmed down enough to be safe around.
I silently outstretched my hand and made a “give me” gesture. With another cheeky smile, he slapped another temporary storage seal into my hand and dispersed.
Seriously?
⚡
While the original, or as we clones prefer to call him — boss, went shopping, and thanks to Kami he didn’t send any of us to do that, I got the task of obtaining weapons for us. Not an easy task by itself, but it's better than buying female underwear or hygiene products. The bane!
I feel obligated to keep a male henge just so the boss wouldn't forget how to be male! Especially after a few years of being stuck inside a poor girl's head. The horror!
I bet Jiraiya would laugh if he knew. The pervert would really enjoy it, wouldn't he?
The first place I went to find something we could use in battle was the Japanese immigrant district—Little Tokyo. During the last few silent years, we discovered something interesting: Japanese culture was remarkably similar to that of the Elemental Nations, to an almost uncanny degree. While I was able to buy a few dango and find ramen (and toothpicks, umbrellas, yellow!), I discovered that they don’t sell any kunai or, in general, any sharp weapons anymore. I spent at least an hour looking around and even asking discreet questions about finding an old master who could make some.
Instead, I was directed to a souvenir shop, where they tried to sell me some crappy katana made of cheap metal.
The hell with this world?
In the end, I gave up and found the closest store with modern weapons — something about a hunting hut or something. There, I finally found something that could be thrown like a kunai. It was of good enough quality that it might hold the Hiraishin seal for a while.
I bought all their stock; they had only 33, including three from the display. Still, that was just a drop in our regular battle needs. We need a replacement for battlefield seal delivery; otherwise, we’re going to be short on kunai stock all the time.
What to do, where to begin...
⚡
Seriously? Hex nuts and umbrella toothpicks? Did he really buy ten packs of half-inch hex nuts and toothpicks instead of kunai?
Kami, I need a drink.
⚡
Two hours later, I was leaving Los Angeles behind and heading to Sacramento on the bus. By itself, Sacramento was not my final destination; I was planning to camp in Eldorado National Forest instead. It was a remote enough place where I could finally deal with everything, but mostly focus on training. A lot of training. This body was in desperate need of it.
It was late evening when I finally arrived in Sacramento. The road trip was boring, but at least I didn’t have to run the entire distance, mixing it with Shunshin no Jutsu. If I had my original, properly trained body, I might have already reached my final destination by now. Instead, I spent all the way training my chakra control.
I took the bus to South Lake Tahoe next, and sometime later, I got off in the middle of nowhere. It was already dark. As a precaution, I made one shadow clone to go ahead and another to stay behind. The last one would let me know if I was followed.
Once in a while, I used Hiraishin to catch up to the vanguard clone, greatly saving travel time and avoiding the need to run through the dark forest in this untrained body. Fortunately, my clone didn't have the same issue and travelled at full speed, often using Shunshin.
It was deep in the night, when I finally found a place, next to a small creek, on the mountainside to camp out. I set a perimeter with traps and fuinjutsu.
Throughout my years as a shinobi, I learned to use some interesting barriers to stay hidden. Instead of setting up a chakra monitoring network around the camp, I set up one oriented on detecting the size of moving objects. This world is weird, and I don’t know if monitoring designed to identify chakra sources would even work on humans or boars. Hopefully, at least a boar will come here — I really want to eat some juicy, fresh meat.
Right, the concealment barrier was next. It was a mild illusion, with soft suggestions to turn away, nothing interesting here.
Now, if anyone accidentally came to this location, they would find nothing important and leave, unless it was a boar. I made sure the boar would end up in that trap with sharp sticks at the bottom. I even had all the necessary spicy supplements to make a nice steamy meat...
Only when all traps and barriers were set, and one of my shadow clones had set up a tent, campfire, and made a late-night dinner, did I feel a bit relaxed.
I was free, I was alone, and after a good sleep, it would be time to deal with everything.
But for now, I will breathe and look at the stars. They are beautiful.
⚡






      

  











Sorting things out (or not)













  
  Location: Eldorado National Forest


  Date: July 26 2010


  The next morning, I refreshed myself in the creek, brushed my teeth, and put on fresh clothes (I chose her favourite colour, just in case). I also removed any henge, so Miss McAbee would start to freak out due to another set of changes.


  All in all, I prepared for quite an emotional conversation with the host.


  Then I released the hold on the 
  Reika 
  Rō no Jutsu.
   


  Nothing happened. Oh right, she was sleeping. I gave her a mental nudge to wake her up and felt her presence unfold. Somehow it took a place at the back (if there is such a thing as a back) of the consciousness.


  
    “Hello?”
  


  Well, that happened. A side effect of the 
  Reika 
  Rō no Jutsu
  ? Did I hold it for too long? Is there any other reason why she is not taking over her body? I am not resisting her. Kuso, it will take time to figure out and fix.


  “Hello, Miss McAbee,” said my clone, who had taken the shape and form of my original body. For some reason, he decided to go with full Hokage regalia. Cheeky bastard.


  
    “Who are you?” 
  
  I heard her voice, edging toward panic. She had definitely noticed by now that her body was not reacting to her.


  In quick succession, I created and destroyed a clone to let my other one know what was going on. He caught on fast.


  “Ah, I see. You're having trouble controlling your body. I'll see what we can do about that. Allow me to introduce myself — I am Namikaze Minato, the Fourth Hokage of Konoha.”


  
    “Why does that sound so familiar? Hold on! You’re the guy from my dreams! The fuck? What’s going on here?”
  


  I created and dispersed another clone to pass a message to my clone again.


  “
  
    What was that?”
  


  Right, she should be sensitive to chakra fluctuation, especially if it is a new sensation in her body.


  “Stay calm, Miss McAbee, and I will do my best to explain our situation. As I said before, I am Namikaze Minato, and when you drank that vial, my soul and powers were transferred to your body.”


  My clone had her rapt attention; I could feel it. I motioned for him to continue.


  “For almost three years, I was at the back of your consciousness, observing your life without any ability to interfere. Then, three weeks ago, you tried to access my powers, and the backlash allowed me to take over your body.”


  
    “Why don’t I remember anything since that moment? And where are we now? How did we escape?”
  


  I focused on creating another clone, and her rapt attention mixed with my Yin chakra, affecting the jutsu in the process.


  “What the fuck?” I heard Paige's voice from behind and turned around. Surprisingly, I didn’t feel her presence at the back of my consciousness anymore.


  “What the fuck is going on?!?!” she yelled, panicking now and taking a few steps backwards, away from me and my clone.


  She was not careful and stumbled over a rock, waving her hands as she fell. When I was creating a clone, I put a minimal amount of Yan chakra, it had to be a short-lived one, just to pass a message. The McAbee clone dispersed from the fall, and I felt her presence again.


  
    “AHHHHHHHHHH. The fuck! is going on?” 
  
  I heard her scream again in my head.


  Interestingly enough, this clone still had some of my Yin chakra and returned information from her position as well, but in that clone, my consciousness was at the back, as before.


  Interesting.


  I turned back to my clone. I was sure he understood my idea, and he proved me right.


  “Miss McAbee, I’m going to use the same jutsu again. Can you try to do what you just did before? It would make our conversation much simpler. Please, just don’t panic and take a seat.”


  
    “Okay, I’ll do it.” 
  
  I felt her resolve, and this time I put significantly more Yin chakra into the clone. I felt her mixing with the jutsu again and tried to match the same Yin percentage. It might be important.


  With another poof, I positioned the clone sitting on the boulder, and she popped into existence.


  “That was an unexpected development,” said my Hokage clone with a gentle smile.


  “Why do I feel weird?” McAbee looked at her hands, touched her face and then looked at my clone and me.


  “It’s not a dream, right?” she asked with a hint of hope in her voice.


  “No, it’s not. We, clones, always feel like that,” replied the Hokage clone with a cheeky smile.


  I groaned into my hands. Why do my clones always do stupid shit?


  “Boss, I believe you don’t need me anymore,” the bastard continued with an upbeat voice before dispersing himself.


  “The fuck?!” McAbee screamed again and looked at me.


  “Who the hell are you and why do you look like me?”


  “This is your original body, and I am Minato.”


  “Who was that then?” she asked, pointing to the empty spot where my idiot clone had been sitting before.


  “That was my clone, who made himself look like my original body. I was planning to ease you into our current situation, but it looks like that didn’t work.” I gave her my best smile and relaxed my appearance, rubbing the back of my head to convey an easygoing demeanour. I needed her cooperation.


  “Let me try to explain everything, alright?” I gave her my best innocent face, which had won me so many battles that I had lost count.


  She tentatively nodded, still transfixed by her feelings. I assume it's different for clones — they aren't alive, but she is. How interesting.


  ⚡


  “And so, I woke you up, expecting you to take over the body. I was planning to make a deal so we could switch who controls it and when, but, well, as you can see, something strange happened. Even stranger, you transferred your consciousness into the shadow clone. Questions?”


  For the last hour, I tried to explain everything. I started with my stay in the Shinigami's stomach, my short visit to the living world, and how that might have affected everything that happened afterwards. She was not thrilled to find out that she had a silent observer over the last three years — and to top it off, a male one.


  I bet she thought about all those shameless moments I had witnessed since I ended up in her body. I tried to suppress my reaction, but in the end, I'm still a male. It has nothing to do with Jiraiya's influence, I am sure of that.


  “So, you're saying that over all these years, you were not able to control or communicate at all?” she asked, probably the most important question for her.


  “Yep. Until you tried to mould chakra three weeks ago, I didn’t have any of those options available. I tried to send you thoughts, but it didn’t work, and I couldn’t touch chakra before that.” I gave her my most honest expression, with a touch of regret in it.


  “That’s too much, honestly,” she replied with a lost expression.


  “Well, take your time. Think it over, alright? If you don’t mind, I, well, will go run in the wood.”


  “You mean, you’ll go pee,” she commented.


  “Well, I didn't want to say that. It’s already uncomfortable enough,” I gently smiled back, showing that I didn’t mean anything by it.


  “This is weird,” she whispered, turning to look over the mountainside. This place had a nice opening between trees, and the view was magnificent. Last night I spent an hour just watching the stars from this spot.


  They are so different here.


  ⚡


  I gave her space to process and spent most of the time in the nearby clearing, creating a training ground with the help of clones. I was once again able to make regular clones of myself, now that McAbee was not present in my mind anymore.


  When all that was done, I went through my training routine, starting with flexibility exercises. Thanks to my basic Iryō knowledge (it was impossible not to pick it up with Tsunade around so much, and I had great chakra control to do that), I expedited my body's advancement significantly. Any tears to muscles or damaged joints healed quickly, and training pain was nothing new to me.


  The downside? I had to assign one clone to constantly make food. I was inhaling it just to restore the necessary elements for body development.


  “Hey Minato”


  I noticed her fifteen minutes ago, coming to watch my training. Since she was a chakra construct, it was impossible for me not to notice her — she was constantly on my internal senses net, just like my clones.


  I was in my Minato Henge form; I thought it would be easier for her than seeing herself all the time. The same applied to all my clones running around and doing the necessary chores.


  “Yes, Paige?” I looked up from the ground, where I was doing upside-down push-ups while maintaining a split.


  “Um, what are you doing?” she asked, but it was clear that wasn't the main reason she came.


  “Training. I’m used to a more fit body, and if we want to keep this one safe in this crazy world, we need it more fit than ever,” I replied with a smile, still doing push-ups.


  “Right. This is weird, you know?” she said, gesturing vaguely at me and around.


  “Maybe, but that's what I’m used to,” I replied, flipping over my head to stand up.


  “I didn’t know my body could do that,” she exclaimed in surprise.


  “Well, it didn't,” I replied with a shrug and explained, “I had to do some extensive training and healing to make it possible now.”


  “Healing? What? You can heal people?”


  “Not much, I’m not a certified Iryō-nin, but I picked up some basic things. It’s good enough for the field and combat, but nothing special. Tsunade-sama could put people back together if they were still alive. To be honest, she could also turn them into pasta with one hit.”


  “So, what do you have in mind?” I asked.


  “Well, I guess I want to know what you plan and how I fit into them?” she asked nervously. Well, civilians duh.


  “Right now? Stay low and train. I am nowhere close to being battle-ready. What do you want to do?” I asked with curiosity. Hopefully, it’s nothing outrageous or stupid.


  “I don’t know.” Her shoulders fell, and she had a sad expression. “My career is done now. I don’t think the PRT will back away; I’m sure they were railroading me straight to the Birdcage.”


  “That was my conclusion as well. So, you want to sing, right?” I asked for clarification.


  “Well, I cannot now. I will be arrested as soon as they catch my face. Or at least they would try,” she said, giving me a tentative smile.


  “And if you have a new face?” I asked.


  “How?” she asked, hope booming in her voice.


  “Well, can you merge back, and I’ll show you?” I proposed. I wasn’t sure if she was ready to do that, but it was as good an opening as any.


  She was ready to ask questions about how, but it seemed like she figured it out and dispersed, leaving behind excess chakra that dissipated into smoke. I immediately felt her presence at the back of my mind.


  “Pay attention,” I said loudly and formed the hand seals to Henge myself. While I could do it without them, she might need all the help she could get. She is a chakra construct, I am sure she will learn to do it soon.


  With as little poof as possible, I transformed into one of the faces I used for shopping: red hair, no feathers, a face with freckles, and a nice red dress.


  “Now let’s do a shadow clone. Do your thing.” I proceeded to make a new one, and with another poof, a redhead appeared next to me. I quickly transformed back to Minato again.


  “So, how about that?” I asked with a smile.


  “Your powers are bullshit of the bullshit, you know that?” she said, touching her face and hair.


  With a smile, I transformed a rock into a hand-sized mirror and gave it to her.


  “Bullshit of the bullshit,” she repeated, grabbing the mirror and starting to check her face.


  “You can make any face, right?” she asked next. Remembering how the girls in our class back at the academy would wear a new Henge every day after first learning it, I responded with a laugh, “Pretty much, and not just faces. Hair, body shape, clothes — you name it.”


  “So, we can make a new persona for me, and I can go back to singing, right?” she asked, with more hope in her voice now.


  “Yep, we can do that.” I smiled back at her.


  ⚡

 






      

  











Living in the woods













  
  Location: Eldorado National Forest


  Date: July 27 2010


  I woke up the next morning in a much better mood. Paige had decided to stay separated overnight, and I had no issues with that. Three years of sharing the same body was more than enough for me. Still, I needed to figure out what actually happened. It might be a way for me to make my own body someday.


  “Good morning, Paige,” I greeted her as soon as I was out of the tent.


  “Minato, why couldn’t I sleep?” Paige asked instead of greeting me.


  “Because your body is a chakra construct; there’s nothing that needs to rest,” I replied honestly.


  “Sorry, I thought you understood that.” I gave her an apologetic smile and asked:


  “Did you spend all night sitting here?” We had set up a separate tent for her, to give her some normalcy and privacy.


  “Yeah, I tried to fall asleep at first, but then I was just thinking over everything. How long are you planning to stay here? Any idea where we will go next?” she asked rapidly, her voice rushed.


  “Give me like ten minutes, and we’ll talk over breakfast?”


  “Sure,” she shrugged.


  After a quick morning routine, I was eating what they call an American breakfast — eggs, bacon, and bread with jam — and thinking about what I needed to start working on. Obviously, training was the priority.


  “So, I think, I need at least a month or two for my training. It depends on how it goes. Are you good with that?” I answered her morning question.


  “Well, it’s not like I can do anything else. Even if I could go somewhere, I’d probably be caught again,” she replied somewhat unhappily.


  “How about basic training?” I said between bites and sips of orange juice. I really liked it.


  “I’m sure I could do push-ups upside down,” she replied dryly.


  I smiled at that but still pressed on:


  “You can learn Henge and other jutsu just fine. It’s basic academy level, and I have an idea or two that will help us speed up your training.”


  Considering that we might switch places again, I preferred her to be able to hide at least and run away at best.


  “Okay, I would like that,” she finally agreed.


  ⚡


  In the next few days, we fell into a routine. I engaged in intense training, pushing this body’s limits more and more. Without Iryō ninjutsu, it would have been impossible to catch up on the missing years of training, but I managed to do just that.


  The only missing part was the absence of any Kekkei Genkai. But there was nothing I could possibly do about that. I’m not sure even Orochimaru would be able to do anything. Then again, he might. You never know what that guy was up to.


  I also had at least one clone working on chakra control. It was a paramount part of all my skills, and I needed it back at my old level as fast as possible. Without it, I couldn’t move forward with Senjutsu and Rasengan.


  The only significant change in the first few days was that Paige asked to merge back at night. She got tired of sleepless nights and asked if I was okay with that.


  Well, it is her body, and I didn’t feel like I had the right to forbid that.


  
    “Good night, Minato,” 
  
  I felt her consciousness curling at the back of my mind.


  “Good night, Paige.” 


  What a weird life I live.


  ⚡


  My wish to eat a boar came true the next day. One of my clones found and hunted it down while collecting wood. It was really helpful because I ate it all in less than two days. Constant training and healing were burning calories like a furnace.


  When I started eating the boar, groaning and moaning in delight, Paige couldn’t resist trying it. However, she quickly found that the experience was quite different for her. She got really upset, so to calm her down, I proposed to merge back to share the meal. After that day, she started joining me at least once a day, especially if there was something tasty.


  While it was good that I had prepared well for the trip and had a lot of different food stored, I had to redo the storage seals once already. They were not holding well, and I needed replacements.


  But that problem was more widespread. Any seals I had needed a base to be applied to, and the materials I currently had were not a long-term solution. I had to dedicate one clone solely to this issue. He ran around trying different materials and ways to apply a storage seal to extend its lifespan. No significant progress so far, but I noticed one trend — the more natural the material, the longer it holds.


  It would be good to find something to hold chakra-embedded seals for longer or find ink and paper replacements to make cheap Kibaku Fuda. I usually had a set of different one-time-use fuinjutsu on me, and I would really like to restore that arsenal.

 

  Paige's training was progressing well. She quickly learned chakra basics, like tree and water walking. It helped a lot that I showed her exactly how I do it in her body. After that, she picked it up quickly.


  Henge and Kawarimi were easy too, but Shunshin gave her trouble. She just didn’t have the proper reflexes to maintain it. That was one of the biggest roadblocks at this moment.


  I expected her to back out after she mastered Henge, but something must have happened, and she was sticking to the training so far.


  ⚡


  One morning, I woke up with cramping pain in my lower abdomen. Paige immediately asked to be cloned out and, after that, threw tampons and pads at me.


  “Good luck with that!” She said and ran out of the tent laughing.


  For the next three days, she purposefully stayed in the clone body, constantly commenting on how wonderful she felt that day.


  It was a horrible experience. I would prefer to go toe-to-toe with a Bijuu rather than experience it again.


  The training clone paid her back mercilessly for that: running her out of chakra and forcing her to return to the body.


  Well, Kushina was doing brutal elemental training on those days, and it was as good an excuse as any to start my elemental training. Anyway, I didn’t feel like running around, but throwing fireballs? Easy!


  In the beginning, I had issues, of course. I had to use both hands to make seals, but I quickly progressed to one-hand seals, and my chakra control was getting to the level where I would be able to skip some hand seals altogether.


  Still, it was too early for Rasengan. I felt like in this mood, I would level at least half the mountain.


  ⚡


  
    “Who is Kushina,” 
  
  Paige asked one evening as we were in the tent, preparing to sleep. She had already merged back and curled up at the back of my mind, while I was getting the inflated mattress ready for the night.


  I paused for a moment. I had enough time to process my old life while staying inside the Shinigami; there was nothing else to do except accept the consequences of my actions.


  When I ended up here, I rarely thought about it as well. There was no point in dwelling on it; it’s not like I can get any of that back. The silver lining in all past experiences was that I had a chance to talk to Naruto and even went into battle alongside him. I was really proud of him. What more could a father ask for? Well, maybe a grandchild or two, but that boat had already sailed.


  “I assume you saw her in my memories?” I asked tentatively.


  
    “Yes, a fierce redhead with hair that moves when she gets mad, right?”
  


  “That’s her,” I said with a sad smile. I still miss her, oh Kami.


  
    “You miss her. Sorry, forget I asked.” 
  
  Women and their ability to guess what you think.


  “That’s alright. Well, she was my wife. We had known each other since our Academy years and were on the same team after graduation."


  That night, I spent hours recounting our adventures and exploits until I felt Paige drift off to sleep. I stayed awake for a while after that, feeling nostalgic and sad. Still, I had a good life, albeit a bit short, and I couldn't help but smile a little when thinking about it.


  ⚡


  By the second week, I felt ready to try Senjutsu. My main concern was not only whether there was any natural chakra but also how it might affect Paige. To be on the safe side, I asked her to merge and not to touch the chakra while I was testing it. Additionally, I didn’t do it directly; I used a clone to work on it.


  It took the clone half an hour of meditation to finally see some results. In the end, when he used all the collected natural chakra and poofed out, I had enough data to think about it.


  As I discovered, natural chakra exists here, but it has, well, a different frequency, the best way I could describe it. It took a significant amount of focus to access it. It reminded me of the beginning of my Senjutsu practice on Mount Myōboku.


  At least, it gave me hope that I might be able to enter Sage Mode after some careful and long training.


  I also needed to invest time to see if there were different potencies of natural chakra in other places. Maybe I could find a place like Mount Myōboku, that would be beneficial.


  Since then, one of my clones has been constantly practising Senjutsu, returning memories and experiences every four hours. It was slow-going, but going.


  The last piece of the Senjutsu puzzle was Naruto's idea of transferring the collected Senjutsu chakra to the primary body. Naruto used a clone to collect it and then he dispersed the clone to transfer the chakra to the main body.


  He had the benefit of using the reverse summoning jutsu, which is not available to me. It was the first thing I tried after completing the Senjutsu test. Unfortunately, I was not able to summon even a small frog — I believe my contract died with my body or something else was at play.


  I might need to find a different approach in fuinjutsu, but that would take some time to come up with the idea of storing Senjutsu chakra or, at least, a clone with it.


  ⚡


  “Heya Boss!” I heard from the three lines of the training ground.


  “Why do you look like Orochimaru-sama?” I asked my clone when I turned around. If I hadn’t felt it was my clone, he would have fooled me for sure.


  “For science!” the dumb one screamed, punching his fist in the air. I had to pinch my nose. I suspected for a long time that Tobirama-sama made the Shadow Clone jutsu with this quirk to prank everyone.


  “Fine, fine! Check it out!” He threw at me what looked like a wooden tablet. It was a storage seal and a very stable one, I didn’t feel any chakra leaking from it, compared to all previous examples.


  “Have fun, boss! I am out of chakra, anyway,” said “Orochimaru” and poofed out.


  Huh, the clone had a smart idea. I would even applaud him if he weren't me in some sense. So, I need to use Senjutsu with a mix of water chakra one to nine on the wood and let it infuse the wood until it becomes chakra-rich. Smart. Now I need to try it out with other seals, but from the look of it, it should be fine.


  ⚡


  I reviewed and tested all my other jutsu knowledge and eventually got back to Rasengan. It took some time, but I already knew and had experienced all the pitfalls in making it work. Before long, my first Rasengan in this world splashed against the lake's surface.


  That’s good.


  By the end of the third week, I had made significant progress with all my jutsu and body. It was as flexible as I could make it, and my muscles were able to handle abuse for some time. It still lacked any Kekkei Genkai, and I had to cheat with Iryō ninjutsu constantly, but it was way better than before. There wasn't much else I could do with this baseline genetics.


  “
  Kaaa Booom!
  ” I immediately turned in that direction. It sounded like an explosion tag, but why was it so strong?


  Just then, a clone that was working on fuinjutsu teleported to me and said:


  “I think we should relocate, Boss.”


  I gave him an unimpressed look and raised an eyebrow, waiting for an explanation.


  “That was a test of the Kibaku Fuda,” he supplied unnecessarily.


  “I guessed that,” I said, leaking a bit of Sakki at him.


  “Boss, I mean it. I made the smallest one,” he showed a small gap between his fingers to emphasize the point.


  “Senjutsu?” I asked with curiosity. He just gave me a nod. 


  Interesting.


  I made a note to create a proper testing ground for future fuinjutsu experiments to avoid repeating this situation.


  ⚡


  The packing was fast. With the help of clones and new sealing tablets, we were ready to leave in ten minutes. 


  All in all, it was time to leave anyway — we were short on food, and most of my training was, let's say, sufficient for now.


  I have a place in mind where we can go and settle for a bit. I'm sure Paige would be happy to get back to civilization.


  ⚡






      







  POV: Paige McAbee (Canary)


  Location: Eldorado National Forest


  Date: August 18 2010


  The last three weeks of my life were strange — stranger even than my first month with powers. At the same time, it was the most carefree period I've had since high school. Until I woke up to this new state of my life, I was constantly under stress. It started with my parents' death and continued through the years when I tried and failed to follow my dreams.


  Getting powers didn’t change that. I still remember how afraid I was at the beginning, and that fear only dimmed a bit after I secured a contract and registered as a Rogue with the PRT. My ex's failure to support me during hard times only added fuel to my anxiety.


  It all culminated in a stupid and unfair situation, where the PRT blamed me for my ex’s stupidity. I bet he did it on purpose just to get back at me. Well, he definitely succeeded with that. If not for Minato, I would have ended up in the Birdcage, and I don’t even want to think about what would have happened to me there.


  The change was so stark that it was hard to miss. After the initial panic and confusion, when I had time to actually process the changes in my life, it became clear to me — I hadn’t felt safe for many years until Minato showed up in my life.


  At first, I felt embarrassed when he told me that he had been inside me since I took that vial, but then it got me thinking. While he is in control and I am inhabiting a chakra construct, there is no way for me to die, get arrested, or get hurt.


  Minato is so strong, and his power is so far above anyone else’s, maybe even above the Triumvirate, that I don’t know what could take him on. Maybe the Endbringers, but I bet even then he would show them the error of their ways. I vividly remember his fight with the Nine-Tails — he was taking it on, and if not for that guy with the one-eyed spiral mask, he would have won without self-sacrificing.


  He was caring, calm, and collected. I feel safe with him. Not once did he try to abuse the situation I ended up in.


  When he proposed to train me, to make me stronger, I jumped at the chance. Maybe one day I might be strong enough that he will...


  “
  Kaaa Booom!
  ”


  ⚡


  I felt a bit sad to leave this small haven on the mountainside. It was a place where I could honestly say my life had taken a complete turn in a different direction.


  “Where are we going?” I asked when everything was packed. His storage seals were another unbelievable part of his powers, and they were so convenient.


  “East mostly. Let’s make it a training session,” he smiled at me, and if I had a real body, I would have melted right there and then. Whatever you say, Minato.


  “I will start slow, just keep it up. Do it as we trained before,” he said and started to run between trees.


  ⚡


  We ran for eight hours straight at an impressive speed. Every time I made a mistake and smacked into a tree or slid down a rock and dispersed, Minato gave me first-hand experience on how to do it properly and then cloned me again.


  He was serious about making it a training session. Once I more or less mastered the chakra-enforced running technique, we switched to Shunshin jutsu.


  It was a blur; it was a rush. Whenever I miscalculated and went through a tree or pulverised a stone, I would disperse, and the adrenaline rush from my actual body would make me high as hell.

 

  Then we reached the mountainous area, and I was able to pick up speed without crashing so often while using Shunshin. We stayed away from populated or road-covered areas, but occasionally, we jumped over a highway or two.


  It was real fun, better than a roller coaster. Hell, it was almost as good as sex. I loved it.


  ⚡


  It was no surprise that when we stopped for the night and Minato set up a campsite, we were in the middle of nowhere. It looked like a desert; my best guess was that we had been crossing Nevada for a while already.


  We were sitting by the fire, and Minato was finishing his dinner. It was nothing fancy. On one hand, I wouldn't mind merging, but on the other, I just wanted to relax, watch the stars, and enjoy the company.


  “It was fun,” I said, just to say something.


  “I’m glad you enjoyed it.” He gave me a knowing smile.


  “So, more running tomorrow?” I questioned.


  “No, not much. Half a day maybe? Then we need to take a bus,” he replied between bites of meat and sips of hot tea.


  “Oh, come on. Tell me already!” I complained playfully, barely holding back a smile.


  “Salt Lake City. We’re going to Salt Lake City,” he said, giving me his wonderful smile.


  We bantered for a bit until it was time to sleep. As I curled up at the back of his consciousness, I realised I didn’t want to return to civilization. I wanted to stay with Minato in our little bubble of wilderness.


  Well, we can always come back to it again.


  ⚡

 






      

  











Back to civilisation













  
  Location: 50 miles west of Salt Lake City


  Date: Aug 19 2010


  Salt Lake City was a relatively small city, but when you consider the metropolitan areas, the number of people living there was more than significant, at least for me. Even after all the years I had been on this planet, in this country, I had a hard time accepting how many people lived here, especially in cities like Los Angeles.


  Konoha, even being a shinobi village, was, well, a village and was relatively small in comparison. Even the capital of the Fire Country would be a small city compared to places like Los Angeles.


  The size was one of the reasons why I chose Salt Lake City.


  The second reason was its location. In all senses and for any purpose, it was a backwater city with no significant importance and a relatively peaceful population. No parahuman-led gangs, few villains, and even fewer heroes — just regular crime and rare parahuman visitors.


  Not the least reason was the token presence of the PRT - it was an unimportant location, with no notable action that would end up in the news, and the PRT was not interested in maintaining a strong presence here, at least for now.


  That was exactly what I needed to start gathering data and making sense of this place and this planet. I had too many questions that I hadn’t had a chance to find answers to.


  The mountain area around the city was just the cherry on top: I needed a secluded training ground and the mountains would be the perfect location to organise it.


  When I properly set up fuinjutsu barriers there, it would be a completely isolated and unnoticeable training ground where I could figure out the necessary changes to fuinjutsu to address the local senjutsu effects on it.


  I prefer to avoid repeating the last mishap with the Kibaku Fuda, if possible.


  ⚡


  “You need to choose a name,” I said to Paige.


  It was afternoon, and the sun was mercilessly burning from the sky.


  We found a small, out-of-the-way valley between the hills, with a trail that led back to the gas station at the intersection, to clean up and change before we emerged back into populated areas.


  “I’m still thinking,” she replied. “It’s hard to come up with something I like.”


  I just gave her a nod and went back to sorting things in a makeshift backpack. I needed to organise it in a way that wouldn't draw attention to the new storage seals inside but would still let me pull out items if needed.


  At the first opportunity, I was going to work on a pouch or something similarly inconspicuous to have a storage seal easily accessible at all times.


  I pulled out a small storage seal — 1x1 inch in size — and was absently spinning it in my fingers.


  Before the kaboom, my clone had managed to finish this one as a prototype to store 
  Hiraishin
   knives. He had also made only one Hiraishin kunai so far while wasting the other five knives in the process due to the side effects of the senjutsu.


  Apparently, senjutsu with water nature chakra and metal don’t mix well together. Well, it did enrich the metal with chakra, but at the same time, it changed the aggregate state of the metal to liquid. Then he got unlucky with earth (which turned the metal to a sand-like state), wind (the knife rusted in seconds), fire (melted, no surprise there), and finally lightning (which made it collapse into a smaller size — one inch long! — while keeping its weight intact). The last result was promising, but the original throwing knife bought in LA lost ninety percent of its size before it was saturated enough to hold the 
  Hiraishin seal
  .


  I don’t even know if all that was normal for the mix of senjutsu and elemental chakra or if it was something unique to this planet due to the absence of elemental chakra in its natural state as we had back home. Even then, there were no research papers (hidden or public) available on this topic to me before. Maybe due to the limited number of Sages in general or the more straightforward military application of the Sage arts, no research similar to what I did had been done on it.


  Something to think about later, but right now, I need to place this seal somewhere easy to reach so I can pull out a 
  Hiraishin
   kunai in an emergency.


  “What is it? Another grenade?” Paige asked with curiosity. Last night she had asked me what went kaaboom, and I explained explosive tags to her. She immediately started calling them grenades, much to my irritation.


  “No, it's a small storage seal to hold my 
  Hiraishin
   kunai,” I replied without showing my displeasure at her naming Kibaku Fusa as grenades.


  “Ah, your teleportation knife, right?” She beamed at me.


  “Right,” I sighed. I kind of get it; all my native naming doesn’t make any sense to her, but understanding doesn’t make me feel better about it.


  “What’s the problem, then?” she questioned further.


  “I want to put it on me in a way that makes it easy to touch and take the kunai out, but at the same time without drawing attention to it,” I explained. If it were the Elemental Nations, I would put a pouch on me and be done with it. But I’m not there, and even after almost three years, I still have a hard time coming up with ideas to conceal things. Putting it in my pocket hid it but made it harder to pull the kunai out…


  “Make a wristband,” Paige interrupted my thinking process.


  “What is a wristband?” I had to ask.


  “Give it to me, I’ll show you.” She grabbed the seal, pulled out a hand-sized camping towel, wrapped the seal in it, and then put it around her wrist, pretending to tighten it up.


  “See?” She extended it to me so I could look at it.


  “Is it common for people to have something like that?” I asked curiously. It looked like a headband but worn on the wrist. If I play it right, I can even call out the kunai without touching it, just by properly sending the chakra through the skin contact on my wrist.


  This idea has merit; the wristband is even more inconspicuous. I just need to expand on it a bit more.


  “Sure, but usually it's more like many small bands, or really wide ones with metal spikes or something like that,” she explained.


  That should work perfectly then, I decided.


  ⚡


  A few hours later, we got off the bus at the Central Station, ready for our settle-in mission. The major problems were our low funds and the absence of any credit or debit cards, which were the preferred method of payment now, at least in more legitimate places.


  It was a concept I still wasn’t used to. Back in the Elemental Nations, we always used what they call cash here for transactions. While we had a banking system, it was mostly used for transactions between businesses or official entities and was not used by regular citizens; they preferred to keep Ryō to themselves.

 

  We checked into a hotel not far from the Central Station and paid for one night. The suite cost us two hundred, and the receptionist didn't even blink when I paid in cash — he just smiled sultry and winked at me.


  “I’m first to the shower!” Paige happily proclaimed as soon as we were inside and ran into the bathroom.


  While she was at it, I went over the suite, checking for any recording or surveillance devices. Back at home, I would have looked for fuinjutsu or simple mechanical means, but here I needed to adapt my routine to check for local surveillance systems. It would be really stupid to leave any evidence behind.


  When I was sure nothing was present, I made a clone. He gave me a cheeky salute, something I saw on TV at some point in the past, and turned into a hawk. I let him out and went to unpack the essentials.


  It's funny how things come full circle. I learned to transform into a hawk back at the academy and kept it a secret, hoping to use it for surveillance. That is, until one day when ANBU caught me and explained that any decent sensor could detect me. While it’s an impressive skill with Henge, they said, it offers very little benefit compared to other jutsu.


  Still, I turned that skill into my hidden ace. It became one of my major advantages in fast-paced battles. I would Hiraishin to the hawk in the middle of a fight to get a quick overview of the battlefield and then return to the most critical part of it. It could also inform me about any critical changes at any moment, simply dispelling itself.


  If only I had used it to keep an eye on Kakashi, Rin and Obito. Even if I had just left a regular clone with them back then.


  ⚡


  The next morning, I woke up to a chakra flare signal. It looked like my clone had returned with good news; otherwise, he would have dispelled himself to pass information. I went to open the window, and he immediately sneaked back into the suite.

 

  “Heya boss! Mission success!” he exclaimed, placing a storage seal on the table.


  “Here is a mission report too!” he added, slamming a piece of paper on the table before dispelling himself.


  
    I-hawk sneaked inside the hotel room. There was the sound of the shower from the bathroom. I Henge'd back to human shape and pulled out a bag with documents. I needed to make a good enough Henge copy of all of it for the boss.
  


  
    ...
  


  
    I-hawk was following one of the drug-selling thugs that I found in the shady part of the city.
  


  
    ...
  


  
    I was sneaking inside the house, mostly sticking to the ceiling. In the main room, there were half-empty bags with what I assumed were drugs, and in the middle of the table, there was a pile of different denomination bills. Seven thugs were laughing, drinking, and smoking.
  


  
    ...
  


  
    I Shunshined to catch up with the last thug running for the door, and the blood from the cut that I made went flying to cover the door and part of the wall.
  


  
    ...
  


  
    I put the kunai into the heart of the last one, who said his name was Steve Tomson. The last hour he spent telling me everything he knew about the gang and himself. With a poof, another clone manifested and quickly Henge'd to look like Steve. Now let’s put a bit of blood on him, and he is good to go to infiltrate them.
  


  “Tobirama-sama, I hate you, wherever you are,” I rubbed my face with both hands, assimilating the memories.


  Yesterday, I sent my clone on a scouting mission to find a suitable person that I could use to open a bank account and get a debit card. I needed someone who was in transit and leaving the city soon. That part of the mission was successful.


  The second part of the mission was to scout local gangs to see if we could “borrow” their finances. Well, that was a success as well, though a bit bloody.


  Nothing unusual for the Elemental countries, but it will stand out here like a sore thumb. At least we have six thousand in cash, with more on the way.


  ⚡


  “You are opening an account for Miss Abbott and depositing five thousand in it, is that right, Mister Stensen?”


  “That would be correct,” I replied to the manager. I was in the guise of Mister Stensen, a thirty-year-old with blond hair and blue eyes, wearing a professional suit that screamed money and wealth.


  “You know, we usually ask for more documents for the primary account holder than just a driver’s license,” the manager, a woman over forty in a professional black suit with a skirt and white blouse, replied.


  “That’s why I am sponsoring it, of course. I assume you can make me a secondary card so I can replenish the account at my leisure?” I replied with a charming smile and gave “Miss Abbott” a reassuring hand squeeze.


  She was dressed more daringly today, playing the role for this visit. She used her new look: silver hair, and green eyes, but the same body shape, and a few cosmetic changes to her facial features. It had taken her the best part of three weeks to master it flawlessly. Add to that her current attire — a short skirt, high heels, and a blouse with deep cleavage — and nobody would recognise the original Paige McAbee or even Canary at all.

 

  It seemed the manager got the assumption we were aiming for, and we received two debit cards in less than half an hour.


  The next stop is apartment hunting.


  ⚡


  By the end of the day, we were able to find a furnished apartment (master bedroom, den, open kitchen, and spacious main area with an exit to the balcony) located downtown on the top floor, with a view of the mountains and within walking distance of everywhere important. And it was now registered under the name Abbott with no issues at all. My presence as Mister Stensen was solely for a second signature, which did speed up the signing process.


  “I like it,” said Paige, walking back from the balcony and dropping onto the sofa. She continued, “Now we need to buy some decor, towels, bedding, and many other small things.”


  “I’m sure you can take care of that,” I replied and went to check everything. I needed to put proper protection around the apartment and take all necessary measures for that.


  I had already sent another clone to find the best place to set up a training ground in the mountains. As soon as that is ready, I will organize the 
  Hiraishin
   marker here so I can jump between places in no time.


  Right on cue, memories flooded my mind, and I received a marker from that clone. I went to the window and looked in the direction of the mountains. If I focused enough, I could even spot the location my clone had chosen for the training ground. It should be between those two hills. Good, it will be easier to hide and have enough space to set up everything, especially soundproof barriers.


  But first, I need to make enough barrier plates to set them up around the apartment.


  ⚡


  It was already early morning when "Steve" 
  Hiraishin
  ed into the apartment. I had just finished setting up a permanent 
  Hiraishin
   seal in the main room and sent the memories to all the clones.


  "Heya Boss! The mission is complete." He was covered in dried blood, holding a huge case in one hand and two guns on his hips. With a poof, he left behind the case and the guns dropped to the floor.


  
    “What the fuck happened to you?” said Bob — at least I assumed it was Bob from Steve's description.
  


  
    “They're all dead,” I faked panic and collapsed against the wall as soon as he let me in. “Dead, dead, they're all dead.”
  


  
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” questioned Bob, putting a hand on my shoulder, and I flinched.
  


  
    “He killed them all! The blood, it was everywhere!” I kept it up, it's not a time yet.
  


  
    Bob looked more closely at me, at the blood that covered my face and body, and made the connection: “Someone attacked The Hub?”
  


  
    When I didn’t respond, he hauled me up and led me deeper inside.
  


  
    “Let’s go. I think the Boss needs to know everything.”
  


  
    ...
  


  
    The Boss, Manuel, was looking at me with fear in his eyes. His two bodyguards were bleeding out on the floor, and Bob was smiling at him with two mouths now from his chair.
  


  
    “Well, Manuel, I need to ask you a few questions and then I will be gone.”
  


  
    ...
  


  
    Manuel didn’t last long under interrogation, and I got access to all his hidden stashes, which even other members of the gang did not know about — his little nest for when it was time to get away.
  


  
    In his safe, I found a nice Smith & Wesson antique pair in a gunfighter harness and found it interesting. Maybe Boss will find a use for it later when he cracks the issues with senjutsu.
  


  
    ...
  


  At least the blood was just for show, or it would be a nightmare to wash away. I picked up the revolvers and smirked. It's not my motto, but I am adaptable above all else; they might be useful later.


  ⚡






      







  POV: Paige McAbee (Canary)


  Location: Salt Lake City


  Date: August 20 2010


  Since we came back to civilization, with hot showers and the internet, I did my best to avoid reading anything about myself, about Canary. I even purposefully avoided going on PHO and was smart enough not to use any of my old accounts.


  Still, it was hard to ignore it completely. There was hysteria; there was a witch hunt. Unintentionally, I caught snippets on the TV news, in newspapers, and even from bystanders talking about it.


  The general vibe I got was that I was a villain on my way to join the S9, or at least on the same level as Heartbreaker, and needed to be caught immediately and dropped into the Birdcage.


  One thing was for sure: while we were camping in Eldorado National Forest, they sped up my case. Not only was I sentenced to the Birdcage in absentia, but the PRT also expedited a Kill Order in my name.


  The actual fuck.


  At least Minato managed to lift my spirits a bit by telling me that he had a “flee on sight” record in their Bingo Book, and now I was getting closer to his reputation.


  When I finally calmed down, I decided they could all go to hell. I will live my life the way I want, and no one will dictate who I should be.


  ⚡






      







  Location: Salt Lake City


  Date: August 26 2010


  It took me only a week to find the local musical community and bands that performed in the city. A few late-night bar visits, concerts, and gatherings in the park for open-air shows, and I was in the know.


  Fortunately for me, one band needed a temporary replacement for their singer, who had gotten into some trouble. They had scheduled and paid for events they needed to attend.


  I was in my “Susan” disguise, wearing a heavy leather jacket over a purple T-shirt with “Deep Purple” written in white across my chest, along with jeans and black boots.


  I walked through the halls of a sound recording studio, looking for room 9. We had agreed to meet there today so they could see if I could live up to my promises.


  I didn’t even bother knocking on the door, knowing they wouldn't hear anything from outside, and just walked in.


  They were in the middle of playing Skillet’s “Monster.” I felt at home right at that moment.


  “Stop, guys, stop!” said the drummer. “I think our new singer is here,” he pointed at me with his drumsticks.


  “Hey, guys!” I waved at them. They all greeted me, while the guitarists ignored everyone and started to tweak the tuners.


  “So, you’re Susan, right?” the drummer asked, and without a pause continued, “Well, let’s not waste time. Grab a mic. You know 'Monster,' right?” At my nod, he just continued, “Well, we play, you sing. If we like you, you’re in. Got it?”


  Instead of answering, I grabbed a mic, dropped my jacket on the nearest table, and challenged, “Gimme a beat.”


  When I started, I didn’t realise how much of my situation I had locked inside, and with the first few words, it all poured out.


  And maybe I don’t have my powers anymore, but my emotions were always with me, and they came OUT in waves.


  ⚡


  When the last chords were played, I felt a wave of calm wash over me, as if I had just let go of something I didn’t even know I was holding onto.


  It hit me then: since I got my powers, I always doubted my performance. Did they like me for my talent or for what my power did to enhance it? But now, I was ecstatic. I still had something that could tap into raw emotions — just give me a good song to do it.


  “Shit,” I heard the drummer say, and I opened my eyes, realising I had closed them.


  “Yeah, man. That was something. You’re in! Susan, right?” added the guitarist.


  “Call me Aby,” I interrupted.


  “Sure, Aby. So, you’re good for the day after tomorrow, right?” continued the drummer, giving the guitarist a stinky eye.


  “Sure,” I replied happily, still half under my own spell.


  “Epic! I’m Kriss, and that asshole is Duncan. The silent guy on bass is Rogers. Let’s talk shop. For the gig we have...”


  It was fucking nice to be around my people again.


  ⚡

 






      

  











Secrets in Salt Lake City













  
  POV: Paige McAbee (Canary)


  Location: Salt Lake City


  Date: Sep 4 2010


  “Hey Aby, so, what do you think about Canary?” Kriss asked, dropping beside me on the sofa and passing me a canned beer.


  It was late at night, and we were hanging out at another party. We didn’t have a performance today, and Kriss had invited me to get more familiar with the local art and music scene.


  There was a nice deep trance playing in the background, and you could hear people dancing and cheering whenever a good drop happened.


  “Why are you asking?” I tried to deflect. I really didn’t want to talk about it. It was bad enough just to be exposed to all the talk about the Canary case, like the PRT's decision to reveal my identity to the public after they issued the Kill Order. Not that it was unknown to people in my circle — I didn’t do all those cape things, and it was challenging with my appearance changes — but nobody tried to babble about it, and now everyone just knows it.


  “Well, I’m curious. I noticed that you avoid talking about it. I bet there’s a story behind that.”


  He was right, of course, more than he knew.


  “There’s no point in talking about it. It changes nothing,” I grumbled and sipped from the beer can.


  “It’s all government conspiracy. Canary didn’t deserve to be locked in the Birdcage or the kill order,” I heard a voice from a bean bag. Huh, I hadn’t noticed her there before. She had messy black hair in a bun and was short, but her tight shorts made her legs look like they went on for miles.

 

  “Jessy, we know your point already. You’ve made it clear to everyone,” Kriss rolled his eyes and continued, “I want to hear what Aby has to say.”


  “Asshole,” she grumbled back and then turned to me, saying, “New to the gig?”


  “A week or so,” I shrugged.


  “She’s great! You should hear her sing; she’s really good,” Kriss chipped in and explained, “She is replacing Tom, and you know how good he is. We were lucky to have her.”


  “What happened to Tom?” Jessy asked Kriss, and I was curious, too. I hadn’t had a chance to ask before, and it felt wrong to do so now.


  “Dunno for sure. He had to leave on short notice. Something about new work opportunities and training that he has to do before starting it, but he said he will be back by November. By the way, where have you been? I didn’t see you all summer,” Kriss looked a bit nervous while answering. I bet Tom's situation is a bit more complicated than he shared with us.


  “Work. Don’t ask. NDA and all that shit. At least I got paid well,” Jessy replied, groaning and laying in her bean bag even deeper.


  “You don’t look like you enjoyed it, though,” I heard another voice behind me. It was a short guy with long, messy, sand-coloured hair, wearing blue jeans and a black leather jacket. He dropped into the chair next to Jessy, passed her a beer, and said with a soft smile, “Good to see you alive, Jess.”


  “Same, Alex. Thanks for the beer. And no, it doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven you. I’m just too tired to scream at you. Again.”


  “They were dating until this summer. They broke up over the Canary case,” Kriss whispered theatrically with a wide, shit-eating grin.


  “Man, you just had to say it, didn’t you?” groaned Alex.


  “So, Aby, right? What do you think about the Canary case?” Jess asked from her spot, bringing up the topic I had hoped to skip.


  “I don’t really want to talk about it,” I replied, already annoyed by the topic's constant rise.


  “She’s a master and had to be locked up,” said Alex, giving Jess a challenging glare.


  “Fuck off,” replied Jess and continued, “Canary — or Paige, since the PRT is full of assholes — didn’t deserve what happened to her. I wouldn’t be surprised if they either accidentally or deliberately killed her and then concocted that absurd story about her escape.”


  “Right, it’s been what, two months since then, and nobody’s heard or seen her anymore,” added Kriss.


  “She’s laying low, I bet,” snorted Alex.


  “Or she’s dead,” deadpanned Jess. “And if they shipped her to the Birdcage, even if she didn’t run away, with the capes they’ve locked up there, she would be dead right now anyway.”


  “It’s all Benjamin’s fault,” I blurted out, surprising myself the most.


  “Who is Benjamin?” Jess immediately asked.


  “Her ex,” I shrugged, already regretting saying anything.


  “Wait, her boyfriend’s name was Benjamin? How do you know that?” Kriss looked at me with raised eyebrows, his forgotten beer leaking onto the floor and his jeans. “Shit...”


  Well, for a penny and for a pound.


  “I knew them personally. I went to the same college as Paige,” I spun a story on a whim. “They claim he was her boyfriend, but they broke up right after she got her power, about three years ago or so.”


  “So, why was it his fault?” Jess looked at me intently, all alert now, half sitting up.


  “Well, I knew a guy who knew her security detail. He said that Benjamin tried to approach her, claiming she owed him for her success. They got into an argument, and she told him to go fuck himself. Security dragged him out, and the next day, she was arrested by PRT.”


  “No fucking way,” whistled Kriss.


  “Well, she mastered him,” started Alex, making a dismissive gesture. Something nasty turned inside me, and I was talking before I even realised it: “She had her powers since 2008, and three years later, her ex claimed she mastered him. The same ex who cheated on her, who called her a yellow freak, and who came to her demanding she owed him after she finally succeeded against his wishes. I bet the asshole cut his dick off just to blame or blackmail her, but he messed up somewhere. Woohoo, Master, fuck my ass.”


  I finished my beer, squeezed the tin can into a pancake, and stood up, saying, “I’m done for today. See you around.”


  I headed outside, fuming like a steam train, leaving the silence that followed my outburst behind. I needed to get the hell away before I completely lost my cool. I guess I'd had enough of the party for today.


  ⚡


  When I arrived at the porch just outside the house, I saw a guy smoking and silently gestured for one as well. It was getting cold at night, and the fresh air helped a bit to cool down my burning rage — a rage that I didn’t know what it would take to let go of. I deeply inhaled the tobacco smoke (a rich mix, no pussy mint, good!), trying to burn off and cool down my emotions. The guy handed me another cigarette with a knowing smile before going inside just as Jess stepped out.


  “Hey, are you okay?” she asked softly, taking a few steps to stand next to me.


  “Just peachy.” I lit the new cigarette from the old one and crushed the spent one into the ashtray.


  “Sorry for Alex,” she began, but I interrupted. “Not your fault. Can we just pretend I said nothing?”


  “Sure, no problem. So, where you headed now?” Jess asked. What a good question. Maybe I should write to Minato to tell him I’ll be there earlier today.


  “Dunno. Probably will go home.”


  “Need a lift?” she asked genuinely, with a touch of hope in her voice.


  I was halfway through the second cigarette by now, and the nicotine had kicked in somewhat. With a bit less tension, I breathed out more smoke.


  “Sure.”


  “Let’s go then. I parked over there.” Jess grabbed my hand and pulled me along.


  ⚡






      







  Location: Salt Lake City


  Date: Sep 10 2010


  
    “Minato,”
  
   I called him as we lay in bed. Tomorrow, there will be an open-air concert in Red Butte Garden, and I have wanted to invite him for a while now. I even bought tickets.


  “Yes, Paige?”


  It was our first night staying at his house. I didn't know he was building it, and I stupidly assumed we would continue staying at my apartment.


  
    “Come with me tomorrow?”
  
   Here, I finally asked. It was easier to do so while being at the back of his mind. At least it's hard to blush this way.


  “To the concert, you talked about today?” he replied, and I could sense no reservations in his voice.


  
    “Yes, that one.” 
  
  Please, please agree to come.


  "Okay," he agreed, and I felt so happy. Silly me, of course, he would agree. He's not like my ex, who was always looking for excuses to avoid it — until I stopped inviting him, and then he started complaining about it.


  It took me some time to calm down my excitement, and at night, I dreamt of holding hands, hugging and kissing.


  ⚡






      







  Location: Salt Lake City


  Date: Sep 11 2010


  “Hi, Kriss!” I waved dramatically to Kriss and dragged Minato with me.


  “Oh, hi, Aby. I thought I’d find you here.”


  “It’s like you don’t know my number,” I teased, punching him in the arm.


  “Ow, woman, don’t bite my head off. Gosh, you punch for real.” Kriss rubbed his arm, and I felt a bit guilty. Since Minato started training our body, even in the chakra construct, I kept all the sweet results of his hard work and sometimes forgot to measure my strength. At least I'm not a brute unless I consciously use chakra to enhance my strength.


  “Dork. Meet my friend, Minato. Minato, this is Kriss,” I introduced them.


  “Pleasure to meet you, Kriss. I’ve heard you’re a good drummer,” Minato replied warmly, extending his hand for a handshake with a genuine smile.


  “Ah, you’re her secret boyfriend! Nice to finally meet you. I honestly thought she imagined you, you know, to stonewall any date requests.”


  Oh, fuck. Please don’t be mad, don’t be mad at me. I needed a distraction: “Jess couldn’t make it. Her boss dropped some urgent work on her again. Where is everyone else?”


  “Rogers skipped out today as well. Duncan is with his new girlfriend somewhere around,” Kriss shrugged.


  "Like new new?" I asked. I recalled some scandal from last night after we left Aces High. Gosh, Duncan is a real jerk. I don’t know how he can have any girlfriend at all, but he changes them as often as he changes the strings on his guitar."


  “Yep. Let’s go, I’ll show you where I put my stuff. Say, Minato, do you like beer or punch?”


  “Hm, it depends. What do you have?”


  Crisis averted! Though, I’ll probably have to explain myself to Minato later.


  ⚡


  “Thank you for inviting me, it was a nice evening,” Minato said when we got back to the apartment.


  “You really liked it?” I asked, my stupid insecurities surfacing.


  "It reminded me of our festivals. While they were on a larger scale, the general feeling of celebration was the same. I really enjoyed it, so thank you."


  I couldn't help myself and just hugged him; he was so sweet.


  “Next time, you need to come when I sing,” I mumbled into his shoulder. He was still in his Minato Henge, and it felt so nice.


  “Sure, can do that. Just one question though, since when am I your boyfriend?”


  ⚡
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  Location: nowhere in Nevada


  Date: Sep 11 2010


  It was early morning, and I surveyed the desolate landscape, the barren expanse stretching out in all directions. The isolation was perfect for our purposes, away from prying eyes and potential disturbances.


  I pulled out a modified Kibaku Fuda’s, based on different mixes of the Senjutsu and elemental chakra, and it is high time I ran tests on it.


  After the totally accidental incident with the first Kibaku Fuda, I conducted several experiments on combining Senjutsu and elemental chakra. I wanted to understand its potential uses beyond my extensive knowledge of fuinjutsu. However, many of the experiments were unsafe and often failed dramatically.


  I took out a notepad (totally unnecessary, but it had a NASA print on the cover) and a pencil (totally space-grade!) and reviewed the planned test list.


  “What do we have here? Aha, test number oh-nine-one”


  That was the original nine-to-one with a water chakra mix.


  “Let’s see how it’s going to ...”


  KaaBoom


  I grinned with my scariest smile. What a fun assignment I got from the Boss.


  ⚡


  “
  Ichi byou keika, Ni byou keika, San byou keika ...” I counted while looking at the rising explosion mushroom on the horizon. A mild soundwave finally caught up to my current location, three miles away from Point Zero.


  “Test oh-nine-oh-ten completed. Field application is limited and not recommended unless high area damage is acceptable.” I dutifully wrote down the test results.


  It was the last one - a mix of nine to ten Senjutsu with fire chakra. It needed to be mixed and saturated over an hour-long period; if I tried to speed it up, it blew up immediately (tested and experienced, no need to repeat again.).


  Now it's time to go and check on barrier fuinjutsu. Hopefully, one of them produced unexpected results.


  ⚡


  “Huh, that’s interesting and promising,” I mumbled to myself, writing down: “Barrier oh-alpha-nine-one, showing signs of strength increasing after test oh-nine-oh-ten. Possibility for energy absorption. Neat.”


  So far, the results are somewhat surprising if lightning chakra is used. 
  Hiraishin
   markers based on the same mix show signs of time-space alignment, and the oh-alpha-nine-one barrier is no exception in this.


  We need to do more tests on this mix.


  ⚡






      







  Location: Salt Lake City


  Date: Sep 11 2010


  It was morning, and I sat on the porch of my new house in the mountains of Salt Lake City, looking out over the city, still in the shadows of the mountains beneath me. Three weeks ago, when I sent a clone to take care of the training ground, he went overboard. Not only did he create training grounds, but he also built a classic house with sliding panels and a wooden porch, replicating the look of my home back in Konoha.


  It was a nice, secluded place, and I could always jump into the city if I needed anything. Paige came here regularly—for training at first, and later on when I started to stay overnight, she did, too, but never for too long. She dived into her music career with enthusiasm, often returning in the early morning, taking advantage of her ability to stay awake for long hours.


  
    “Morning, Minato”,
  
   I heard Paige's voice at the back of my mind.


  “Morning, Paige,” I replied, sipping from my cup of hot green tea. “Ready to come out?”


  
    “Nah, let me enjoy your fancy tea for a bit,” 
  
  she replied with a yawn that I immediately echoed. Even after we moved to the city, we kept our sleeping arrangements and occasionally merged to share something tasty.


  It was September, and the night temperature had already fallen below 60F. It was a bit chilly but in a pleasant way. My affinity for fire chakra always kept me hot, and finding a more cold place was always something that I cherished in the past.


  The sun was slowly rising, casting a golden hue over the cityscape below. I took another sip of tea, savouring the tranquillity. Paige’s presence in my mind was a comforting constant, a reminder of the unique situation we shared. Despite the chaos of our lives, I cherished these moments of peace deeply.


  “We have a concert tonight,” Paige mentioned after a few minutes of silence. “You’re still coming, right?”


  “Of course,” I answered without hesitation. “I wouldn’t miss it.”


  She seemed pleased, and I could feel a wave of contentment emanating from her. We were moving somewhere, and I hoped it wouldn’t turn into something sour later on.


  
    “Okay, I am ready to go”, 
  
  Paige interrupted my thoughts.


  With a poof, Paige appeared next to me, stretching and yawning again. I tried hard not to stare at her, even though I was somewhat accustomed to the view by now.


  Somehow, after another period of bloody days, we reached the point where I stopped applying my Minato Henge while we were alone, and I didn’t need to go through hoops to clone her. Now, she wore the same clothes as me — simple yoga pants and a tank top — which really tested my restraint.


  I should have been immune to it by now; after all, I saw her every day. But my upbringing in the more traditional Fire Country didn’t make it any easier for me.


  “Would you like me to drop you off at your apartment?” I asked, placing my empty cup on the small tea table to my left.


  “Sure. Wanna have pancakes for breakfast?” She leaned into a hug, asking with a warm smile. It wasn’t strictly necessary to have that kind of contact to jump to her apartment, but I failed to find any will to tell her that.


  ⚡


  “Sure, can do that. Just one question though, since when am I your boyfriend?” I asked, still holding her in my arms.


  What Paige doesn’t know is that every time she merges with me, I receive memories from her clone as well due to my Yin chakra returning to me. So, of course, I know when and why she called me her boyfriend. It was just a convenient excuse to bring this topic up.


  “Um, about that...” I felt her posture get all agitated and stiff.


  “You don’t have to explain if you don’t want to. I was just curious.” I gently put a hand on her head and stroked her hair a bit.


  She sighed with a mix of relief and frustration and said, “It’s just easier to avoid certain questions if people think I have a boyfriend. It wasn’t meant to put you on the spot.” She continued, barely above a whisper, “It’s not like I can date anyone.”


  Yeah, I do understand her feelings. Following her breakup with her ex, I was fortunate not to have to witness her dating anyone. Despite attempting to go on a few dates, nothing substantial materialised, and thanks to Kami for that.


  My situation is even weirder. While she is not constantly watching from the back of my mind, she literally couldn't sleep or properly taste food without merging, and, well, it is her body. And it is a female body, no matter how often I wear my Minato Henge. I am not a Tsunade who could potentially Henge herself as a male and make it work in places where it matters most.


  Kushina and I did try to experiment with it a few times when we felt daring, but... Well, I promised to forget about that, but the look on her face when it didn’t work... Khm.


  I glanced down at Paige, nestled in the crook of my neck. It's not like I'm blind and don't notice the way she looks at me when she thinks I don't see. Well, it is going to be weird, I suppose. It's funny how things dramatically change in my life, but it is nothing new from a certain point of view.


  "Paige, would you like to go on a date with me?"


  ⚡






      







  Location: Salt Lake City


  Date: Sep 12 2010


  I had just left Paige’s apartment and went directly to the training ground, only to blow up the dummy with a fireball as soon as I got there.


  
    When I asked Paige to go on a date yesterday, I expected changes in our lives—I still remember how my life changed when Kushina accepted my advances. But everything went off the deep end the moment I went in for the kiss.
  


  The second fireball scorched the dummy’s remains, spreading ashes all around.


  
    Back in the Fire Country, it was customary to wait until after the wedding for sexual intimacy; nobody expected it beforehand. Of course, things could happen in the field, and sexual assault was a part of the torture routines that some shinobi practised with gusto, but that was an entirely different matter altogether.
  


  With a quick series of hand seals, a shadow clone appeared next to me, and we immediately jumped into heavy taijutsu sparring.


  
    So, I was honestly surprised when Paige went for my t-shirt right then and there, and I had to adapt at that moment—because there was nothing more dangerous than a rejected woman—all the while doing my best to make my Henge fake the male body’s functions, with really limited success.
  


  
    I had never lost control over my jutsu before so spectacularly.
  


  
    I did my best, and while the experience itself was anything but simple, I had to face it once more—I was living in a female body, and that has been proven more than enough times over the last night.
  


  My hand went right through my clone’s body, causing it to disperse, and I immediately created three more in its place. They attacked me without hesitation, forcing me to use 
  
    Shunshin
  
   in quick succession to evade their combined assault.


  
    It was not surprising that Paige was … distant the next morning. Honestly, I was glad to have some space to think for myself as well.
  


  
    Accepting cultural differences was easier than I thought—I had already spent three years on Earth Bet and had somewhat adjusted to it. At least I accepted that sexual relationships before marriage were the norm here. And knowing Paige more intimately—having seen more than I ever wanted while staying at the back of her mind over the past three years—helped with that more than anything else.
  


  I threw my new Hiraishin kunai around, accelerating the pace of the battle. We all began to jump at high speed from place to place, occasionally tossing kunai as we moved.


  
    No, I spent more time analysing what happened during our intimate hours last night than focusing on the unconventional part of our interaction. There were really strange effects that forced me to think about the nature of our entanglement, and it was better to focus on that than on my changed physical parts.
  


  One of the clones raised the stakes by throwing a Kibaku Fuda, and we all followed his example, turning the training into an even more chaotic one.


  
    Maybe I should go and see one of her shows tonight. Yes, that would be the right thing to do, to show that no matter what, I would be here for her. Hopefully, we’ll sort it all out somehow.
  


  I stretched my perception to the limit, catching two of the clones by surprise with a ninja wire trap I had just attached to one of my Hiraishin kunai—the very one they tried to catch.


  
    Until then, I have the training to complete and plans to finish. This planet is so different, and its technology is so advanced that I’m itching to explore it.
  


  ⚡


  When I died, the technology level in the Fire Nation, as a leading country, was just beginning to rise. Right after the Third Shinobi War, a shadow war was happening in the background. Each Daimyō submitted missions to their shinobi counterparts to monitor and, if possible, steal the latest inventions from other countries.


  During my last year as Yondaime Hokage, I had to sanction seven assassinations, ten technology thefts (three of which included abducting the person behind the project), and twenty seduction missions. The number of surveillance or intel-gathering missions was in double digits by itself. I had to read and be aware of every single mission.


  As a consequence, I had the honour of witnessing rapid technological progress from the front row. Right before the end, before Kushina went into labour, I received a report that the Land of Iron had sent a satellite into space.


  I felt like I was living on the edge of a new era, an era where my son would live a life so different from mine that it was hard to imagine. Unfortunately, I wasn't fortunate enough to see it.


  And now, I was using something way beyond my wildest dreams back then — a laptop. A computer in briefcase size was blowing my mind — we had a building-size computer for the Cryptanalysis Team, and you had to wait half a day while they “ran the program.”


  Wireless connections and communications weren't even developed at that point, and we're not even talking about the Internet or anything similar in concept.


  That "Internet" is still something I need to comprehend. The closest comparison that came to mind was a mind web, like the one Inoichi-san could make, but scaled to a global network with a bunch of overlaid protocols and interactive layers.


  I found the concept so unbelievable that I had a hard time subduing my natural suspicion and trying to find where the traps were. I just couldn't bring myself to trust it at all.


  There was no way people would post sensitive information for everyone to see, steal, analyse, and collect intelligence from it.


  And yet, as I looked at the gathered information, I could only think one thing: yes, they did it — they posted it.


  Over the last three weeks, I made an essential (and sometimes very detailed) threat assessment on major global and local "capes," gangs, criminal, political, and commercial organisations and, of course, bijuu, or, as they call them here, Endbringers.


  While PHO was the primary source of most information, the volume of critical information that I gathered on PRT and Protectorate from their own online resources was just absurdly high.


  On one hand, I was in intel-gathering heaven; on the other hand, it was the worst nightmare for any shinobi. With our level of paranoia, we would be killing people just to shut it down.


  You could be photographed, and your information and images posted online even before you arrived anywhere. Every single shinobi would be "signed up" for updates by "hashtag," and you could literally be dying from exposure to that.


  I know a whole department of people who would go ballistic as soon as they learned about it.


  This information and computer skills were so critical that I had to dedicate significant time and clone resources to learning everything I could, even putting the Senjutsu project on hold.


  At least I didn’t start from scratch. I had paid attention to technology all these years; it was just that Paige was not so interested in it: she barely used it herself, and the most advanced thing she did was use music software.


  I wasn’t content with just that. I aspired to know more, and fortunately, I had plenty of time to learn.


  But most importantly, I needed not only to learn all the technology I wanted but also to merge it efficiently into my routine and with my shinobi skills. That was another matter altogether. Still, as with everything else in my life, I would adapt—because that’s what a shinobi does.


  ⚡






      







  Location: Salt Lake City


  Date: Sep 14 2010


  When we went to the show two days ago, Paige was still in a detached mood, which was fair—I was still dealing with the changes in our relationship status and everything that came with them, too.


  Everything changed when we came back to my place. While I maintained a positive attitude, giving her space to set the pace, I didn’t expect her to break down the moment she asked me to drop the Henge. I didn’t expect her to go back to her apartment by herself, either. Nor did I expect her to ask me to stay away.


  The first night she didn’t merge back brought its own set of realisations - I was so used to her presence that I felt an emptiness in my mind where she usually stayed when we merged. It became more noticeable over time. The longer she stayed at her place, the more I felt it—to the point that I began to theorise whether it had anything to do with our unique circumstances.


  But then I realised that I was simply missing her presence in my mind. My clones were merciless after that, making kissing sounds at every opportunity and creating origami in bulk. At least I put them to use, sending the best ones to Paige’s apartment with romantic notes I found on the Internet. Who knew my origami skills would be so handy this far from Konoha?


  There wasn’t much else I could do for her except send flowers and notes without being seen—I was already doing everything I could to lift her spirits while respecting her desire to stay by herself.


  And so, I kept focusing on learning everything I could about computers, the Internet, and related technologies.


  ⚡






      







  Location: Salt Lake City


  Date: Sep 17 2010


  It had been five days since we last merged together, and I was starting to worry that I had made a mistake by taking that step forward. Maybe it was too early. To keep my mind off it, I threw myself into learning on the edge of my sanity.


  Using clones to speed up learning was cheating, but I was happy to have it. In one week, I packed six weeks of learning by using five clones all this time. It was a pain to plan it efficiently, but I did it. Perhaps I just scratched the surface, but by applying my shinobi experience, I found the existence of grey or straight illegal groups of so-called hackers and got in contact with them on the shady part of the internet.


  Thanks to my new contacts, I acquired interesting and specific knowledge, got a crash course on internet security, learned how to properly apply proxy, VPN, and many other specific tools, navigated the internet, and, more importantly, accessed information that was poorly secured. 


  However, the most important thing I gained from my foray was contact with the right specialists who were ready to work for cash and had no issues with the legality of their actions.


  That was a step forward and aligned perfectly with another project — a local intel-gathering network. I started building it as soon as we got to the city because, honestly, I couldn’t rely on the clones alone to stay informed.


  That’s why I took a page from Jiraiya’s book, or more precisely, my clones did. I’m not sure I would have gone down that path so shamelessly, but clones? They had no such reservations.


  By now, it was up and running, and I regularly received reports on events hidden from public view. Everything was coming together, and probably just in time. Paige was already intertwined with local people, and someday, someone might decide to dig deeper or somehow make a connection between “Susan” and “Canary.”


  My thinking was interrupted, I received the memories of a clone who had been following a lead from one of the butterfly ladies. She overheard something intriguing on a UTAH engineering campus. Her client had accidentally mentioned his work, then became terrified and paranoid before abruptly leaving. She thought it was strange and possibly significant, and so did I.


  ⚡


  With a cup of cold, shitty tea in hand, I was slowly making my way through the engineering sections of UTAH, trying to catch a hint of whatever had spooked someone enough to flee before their paid hours ended.


  In the end, they found me before I found them. At first glance, it looked like a regular security patrol. They were dressed in civilian clothes and did their best not to stand out. When they noticed me less than thirty seconds after I got close enough, even though I kept my distance, I realised this wasn't a simple patrol. They were way too overqualified for that.


  “Miss, can I see your student ID?” the taller one asked, showing his security personnel ID. His partner remained a few steps away, keeping an eye on the surrounding area.


  “Oh, I’m not a student; I’m just wandering around. Is that a problem?”


  “Do you have any other ID?” He abstained from answering my question, and his partner showed signs of getting alert.


  “Sure, here’s my driver’s license. Is it good enough?” I grumbled, staying in character. I had emulated both the persona and the ID of someone living on the other side of the city, just for a situation like this.


  He dutifully checked it and then called someone on the radio to verify its validity.


  “Thank you, Miss Henderson. Unfortunately, I have to ask you to wrap up your visit and leave the premises. Let us walk you out. Where did you park your car?”


  “Why? Am I not allowed to be here? It’s public property.” I showed some outrage at the suggestion.


  “We have to insist, Miss Henderson. It’s a new policy. Please contact the administration if you have any questions. Now, please, let’s make it easy for everyone. Your car?”


  ⚡


  After my encounter with the patrol, I became more proactive and extended the observation area to determine if there were additional security measures in place. I noticed a significant presence of installed CCTV cameras, and then I discovered stationary, well-hidden security teams around the UTAH campus. Sometimes, they operated from a service van, and other times, from an apartment with well-placed windows to observe the area.


  A considerable number of people were dedicated to security and surveillance around UTAH. They were professional and well-trained, and the most intriguing part was their effort to remain hidden, which they executed excellently.


  While their patrols and surveillance covered most of UTAH, the security around the west part was especially tight — that's where I encountered the patrol.


  When I was ready to follow one of them to find out more, my phone beeped with the particular tone I had set for Paige.


  It was a short message — “Come” — but it made my heart skip a beat. All my plans went off the cliff at that moment. I spared only a moment to make a clone to continue the investigation before I jumped to Paige’s apartment.


  Hopefully, she wasn’t going to tell me that it was a mistake.


  ⚡


  

  








      

  











Shattered Moments
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  POV: Paige McAbee (Canary)


  Location: Salt Lake City


  Date: Sep 11 2010


  “Paige, would you like to go on a date with me?” Minato asked, and I looked up at him, searching his face for any sign of a cruel joke but found none.


  He was for real; this was for real; he had just invited me on a date. My mind spun as I lost myself in his beautiful, like-the-sky blue eyes. The bubbling excitement spread from my heart all the way to my limbs, making me slightly shake. When he lowered his head, with his smiling eyes, I responded the only way I could—I kissed him with all the hunger and desire I felt in that moment.


  A date, he said. Well, Mister Heart-Melting Smile, I didn’t think we’d be going anywhere anytime soon. I broke the kiss to look into his eyes again—just to be sure—and met the same intensity in his eyes that I felt inside. It was all I needed to start pulling his t-shirt up and running my hands along his torso. We weren’t going anywhere anytime soon, for sure.


  ⚡






      







  Location: Salt Lake City


  Date: Sep 12 2010


  The morning sun was barely above the mountains as I stood alone on my apartment balcony, smoking a cigarette. After that ruined party where I met Jess, I picked up smoking again, and my chakra-like body only made it a guilt-free habit.


  Minato had already left for his morning training, which I opted out of today—I needed time to think through what happened last night. It was anything but conventional, and while I went with the flow in the heat of the moment, I now had to figure out how to make sense of it all.


  Since Benjamin, I hadn’t dated anyone. Oh, I tried, but my insecurities about my look made it almost impossible. So, it wasn’t surprising that I didn’t think twice about dragging Minato into the bedroom as soon as he said the word “date.” I had been dreaming about it since we camped in the forest after our escape from the PRT. I wanted to feel attractive, to prove to myself that I could still be desired.


  And now, I have to deal with the consequences.


  On one hand, it was mind-blowing, repeatedly mind-blowing - I didn’t know my body could handle so much. But on the other hand, it was still my body. I’d never been attracted to females before, and it felt… just weird. And while Henge helped a bit, it failed every time when … well.


  At least that part was more intense than anything I’d experienced before.


  Still, I felt strange to be in a relationship with someone who occupied my own body. And so I brooded a bit and smoked a lot and just thought over everything, hoping that somehow we’d sort it all out. Because, body or not, I’d fallen for him so hard that it was almost painful to stay away. Only the thought that I could merge back at any moment kept me here on the balcony, smoking cigarette after cigarette.


  ⚡


  “So, what happened?” Kriss asked me after we finished the gig today. It was already late at night, the usual time, and we were finishing up packing and loading our gear. Minato came with me today, and now he was helping load a truck with the heavy stuff.


  Kriss caught me when I stopped to smoke while the boys were doing the heavy lifting with the speakers. Right on cue, Minato and Rogers came out carrying one from the club’s back door.


  “Trouble in paradise?” Kriss probed again when I didn’t respond, instead choosing to watch as Rogers and Minato loaded the truck.


  I turned to face Kriss, gave him a once-over, and asked, “Are you sure you can handle it?”


  “Well, I do have three sisters, and I have some experience with listening,” he replied, rubbing the back of his head with an awkward smile.


  I nodded, acknowledging the point, while continuing to smoke. Honestly, what could I even tell him? I didn’t understand it myself.


  “It’s not trouble. I just…” I paused, trying to collect my thoughts, then continued, “I find it hard to adjust. I haven’t had a relationship in over three years, and… Minato is special.” I finished awkwardly and continued to smoke. There was nothing else that I could possibly add to that.


  “Ah, special,” Kriss said in a strange tone that I couldn’t place. Honestly, I didn’t even try—I was more preoccupied with my conflicted feelings at the moment and… the approaching night.


  “Well, are you happy?” he asked as I stubbed out my cigarette.


  That got me thinking. I was so caught up in what all this meant and the unconventional part of it that I actually forgot about the important part. Am I happy? I looked back at Kriss with newfound respect and gave him a hard hug, almost forgetting to check my strength.


  “Thank you,” I said with all the honesty that I felt.


  “No problem. I’m glad I could help,” he replied after a pause, returning my hug just as strongly.


  “Your sisters trained you well,” I joked, patting him on the shoulder, feeling much better than I had all day.


  That was the most important part after all—I do feel happy.


  ⚡


  When we got back home, I wasn’t entirely relaxed, but Kriss’s words still rang in my ears, and I just let myself fall into routine.


  We returned to my apartment first, where I left my stuff, and then jumped to Minato’s bungalow in the mountains. He made some nice, calming tea that I drank just to share the moment, all the while looking at his Henge form. Last night had been a stark reminder that under it was still hiding my old body.


  “Minato,” I started to say, coming to a conclusion that was past due to realise.


  “Hm?” He replied, looking me in the eyes. He caught my mood somehow, and his expression reflected that — he was serious and calm, and I felt that all his focus was on me in that moment.


  “Could you drop the Henge?” I asked, already feeling trepidation. While he rarely kept his Henge around in the morning, he usually returned to it later, especially when he had been out in the city. As a result, I mostly saw him without it around sleeping time.


  He did so without any extra words and without breaking eye contact with me. It was the first time I had consciously paid attention to this process. With barely visible smoke, he dispelled his form, and my old eyes looked back at me from my old face.


  With crisp clarity, I just confirmed the fear I had been ignoring for so long—that was not my body anymore.


  Tears were running all the time while I looked at it, coming to understand that somehow, somewhere on my way, I stopped to be 
  
    her
  
  .


  “I want to go back to my apartment,” I said, swallowing down my sobs.


  ⚡






      







  Date: Sep 17 2010


  For the last five days, I stayed at my apartment without returning to Minato to spend the night in my old body. I just couldn’t—just couldn’t see it again.


  Kriss had been sending worried messages all week, especially about the upcoming gig later today. He was so concerned that I had disappeared for so long that he even prompted Jess to start texting me. Judging by her sporadic messages, which arrived at odd hours, she was busy with work, sometimes until the early hours. I felt touched by her reaching out, especially when she barely had time for herself.


  Still, I hadn’t seen anyone since Monday, especially Minato, though I felt his presence nonetheless. Somehow, he sneaked in and out—using his shinobi skills, I bet—to leave flowers, romantic notes, or sometimes just origami, making me smile and feel butterflies.


  I wanted to be with him, but I wasn’t ready. I needed to figure out how to deal with all the changes, or at least the ones related to me, Minato, and the body.


  When I daydreamed about dating Minato, I somehow failed to account for things that were already part of our reality—like the body itself. I just didn’t want to see it, to acknowledge it.


  To be honest with myself, I had to accept that this crisis of self-identity had been coming for a long time now, masked by worries after all that disaster with the PRT and the follow-up breakout.


  But only after I had sex with Minato did Pandora’s box open up and spill it out for me: that was not my body anymore, that I was not a body at all, that I was a fucking chakra construct.


  That last realisation alone shifted something in me, making chakra manipulation much easier since then.


  I spent many hours in front of the mirror, just trying out anything and everything I could with the Henge—from a pink pixie cut to rich, flowing hair down to my knees in a deep purple colour. I even tried every change I’d ever wanted for any part of my body, only to find out that most of them weren’t what I thought they’d be—having big breasts was more pain than they were worth.


  For the first time ever, I was defining who Paige McAbee was.


  But no matter how much I changed my look, nothing changed for me—I could change my outer form, but I would never change my inner one—my past, my memories, and the things that made Paige, Paige.


  Something shifted once more in that moment, something so ephemeral, so unnoticeable, and somehow, my form shifted completely without me doing any Henge, leaving behind a form that deeply resonated with my soul.


  When I was creating “Susan Abbot,” I went for small changes—the silver hair (to distinguish myself from Paige and Canary), the green almond-shaped eyes (that I’d always wished to have), and the button-like nose with full lips (which I’d always been jealous of). But there were changes I hadn’t made before—my silver hair now fell way below my bum, and the silver colour prevailed everywhere, not only in my hair and eyelashes. Somehow, even my freckles, nails, and lips turned silver as well.


  I just sat there with a dumb smile, looking at my reflection with deep soul satisfaction, shedding tears, and having no thoughts at all.


  I didn’t understand what had happened, but all I knew was that, finally, I was content with being me. And maybe I hadn’t figured out how to deal with the sexual part yet, or the relationship at all — but I knew that I was finally ready to move forward, to see Minato. So, I grabbed the phone and sent one short message: “Come.”


  ⚡






      







  Shattered Moments


  Location: Salt Lake City


  Date: Sep 17 2010


  “Come” was all I needed to jump to Paige’s apartment, leaving the investigation in my clone’s hands. It wasn’t like they could screw it up or come up with some ridiculous ideas.


  When I landed in the living room on the Hiraishin marker, I was greeted by an anxious… Paige. Yeah, that was definitely Paige, but for some reason, she had changed her Susan Henge to… this.


  “Hey,” I said softly, relaxing my reflexive reaction to what I thought was an unexpected and unknown person.


  “Hey,” she replied with a nervous smile, putting a long curl behind her left ear and casting her eyes down. She had made her hair way longer, it seemed.


  She was in shorts and a cami top that didn’t really hide her body, making her changes even more visible. That was a lot of silver—was all I could think about.


  “You look… silver today.” Shit, I wasn’t supposed to say that.


  “You don’t like it?” she replied, nervously glancing at me.


  “No, I mean yes,” I breathed in deeply and then out before continuing, “I mean, it’s nice. I like it.”


  She giggled at my slip of words, covering her mouth with the back of her right hand.


  “Why, though?” I asked, smiling and rubbing the back of my head when she stopped giggling.


  “I didn’t do it,” Paige replied in a more sober tone, now looking me in the eyes.


  “You didn’t?” I stupidly parroted, raising my left eyebrow.


  “Yes,” she confirmed with a nod and continued, “It happened by itself… after I accepted the truth.”


  “What truth?” I asked automatically while already thinking ahead. Yin chakra properties? She hadn’t merged for a while—was it connected? There was never a shadow clone made with someone else’s soul, a real soul.


  “That I am this,” she gestured to herself, “and not 
  
    that
  
  ,” she continued while gesturing to me. No, to her own body. Hold on.


  “Are you saying that you gave up on your body?” That, no matter how ridiculous it sounded, made more sense than I expected.


  “Minato,” she started but paused to take a few steps toward me before continuing, “It is your body now.” She put her right hand on my chest. “I became not 
  
    her
  
   at some point. I don’t want to be 
  
    her
  
   anymore. This is me now.” She finished, moving her hand from me to her own heart.


  “By the Sage…” So her body somehow shifted to… this, and I could see her Yin chakra melding the clone body to her self-image, but…


  “Hold on. Are you still capable of merging back?” I looked at her, waiting for an answer. If not, she had become really vulnerable—the shadow clones, they’re not resilient.


  She visibly tensed for a moment, furrowing her new silver eyebrows, thinking hard. Then her face almost glowed with positive realisation, and with a slight poof of excess chakra, she disappeared—only to reply in my mind.


  
    “I think I still can, but…”
  
   and I felt it too—her presence—it wasn’t the same anymore, it was more solid, with more weight.


  
    “And I think I can feel your thoughts now,”
  
   she continued with clear embarrassment. Way to go, Minato. Why did I really have to be reminded about that night now…


  I felt a 
  not-mine
   desire rising, along with a strong urge to check out the bedroom. Well…


  ⚡


  “Minato, hold on for a sec,” I heard a voice from behind.


  We had just arrived, almost too late for the show, and Paige had run backstage to get ready. It was another local pub with a stage where their band played regularly. I turned around to meet Kriss, who sported quite a serious expression.


  “Sure, Kriss,” I replied with a smile and moved to the side, leaving the passage to the back of the bar open to other people.


  Kriss mirrored my move and casually leaned on the wall, giving me a serious look again.


  “What did you want to talk about?” I prompted when the pause became a bit awkward, mirroring his serious expression.


  “Aby. Listen, I don’t know what’s going on between you and Aby, and it’s not my business. But if you break her heart, I’ll break your legs,” Kriss replied, now with an even more severe expression.


  “You’re a good friend, then,” I smiled back. It was good that the people Paige decided to work with took her well-being seriously.


  “No, don’t give me that shit. This week? She was really in a bad place. I don’t know what happened to prompt it, but if I find out that you mistreated her, trust me, I’ll help her get away. You’re not the only one who’s special. Got it?” He said, lowering his voice and leaning toward me.


  It looked like someone was already looking deeper and coming to close enough assumptions. I let myself leak 
  Sakki
   a bit when I replied, “Don’t give me shit either, and watch what and where you say. Don’t make yourself my problem. Got it?”


  Kriss lost a few shades of colour on his face, visible even in the dim light, but he didn’t avert his gaze. Finally, after a brief pause, he gave me a tentative nod. Good.


  “And I appreciate that you care for Aby. I truly do. She needs friends, and you’re a good friend,” I gave him a gentle tap on the shoulder, and he flinched a bit.


  “I’ll help after the show with gear, alright?” I smiled again with my most welcoming expression.


  ⚡






      







  Location: Salt Lake City


  Date: Sep 18 2010


  The next morning, I woke up to the smell of eggs and bacon. On the edge of the dream space, I thought it was the clone cooking, ready to report on the investigation. Had he returned already? Was he making breakfast for Paige in bed?


  But then I noticed Paige’s absence in my mind and recalled that she had decided to stay separated, just to spend time in bed with me.


  Without applying Henge, I put on my yukata and made my way to the washroom, tidying up the obi around my waist.


  The mirror greeted me with Paige’s face, reminding me of what she’d said yesterday—about her giving up on this body. I looked at the yellow feathers sticking out of equally yellow hair, and then I focused on her yellow eyes. Those weren’t her original features—they had all manifested after she drank that vial. I could see it being something she would give up on easily. I had enough time to get used to it, and being dead brought a different perspective on everything, but I didn’t feel like being a woman—I just had a woman’s body.


  That was something that, with practised skill, I avoided thinking about.


  Here on Earth Bet, they had these doctors—psychologists—who were supposed to help you deal with psychological issues (if I could even call it that), but back in the Fire Nations? We dealt with issues by killing people. Nothing helps change perspective better than a fight to the death.


  Splashing my face and rinsing the toothpaste from my mouth, I shook off those gloomy thoughts. It was the first time Paige had cooked something; I’d better go and enjoy it.


  When I came to the kitchen, I found her cooking, wearing an apron over quite revealing shorts and a top. She was standing over a sizzling frying pan, flipping bacon, not seeing me enter.


  With gentle steps, I came closer and surprised her with a firm hug from behind, making her let out a delightful squeal as she almost flipped the pan. With a gentle kiss on her collarbone, I reached out just in time to steady the pan as it wobbled on the burner.


  “Morning, Paige.”


  “Morning, Minato,” she replied cheerfully, turning over her shoulder and giving me a chaste kiss on the temple before continuing, “I am making breakfast for us… Well, for you, but for us. Sit, it will be ready soon.”


  Reluctantly, I let her go—just to put the kettle on—and then went to sit at the table. There was something magical in watching your woman making food, after all. And so I watched.


  What a wonderful start to the day.


  ⚡


  “So, Hokage, is it like President?” Paige asked.


  We had been Downtown for the last thirty minutes, walking and talking. Sometimes, we would stop to look at local landmarks or exchange opinions on this or that. But, in the end, I found myself talking mostly about my past. She was curious and had a lot of questions.


  “Well, not really? To be chosen as the next Hokage, you must have powers above everyone else.”


  I was wearing blue jeans with a white polo, staying in my Minato Henge, while Paige decided on a purple t-shirt and black skirt, keeping her hair in a long single braid that contrasted well with her clothes.


  “But you had the right to sign treaties and declare war, right?” she asked, trying to grasp the scope of the power I once held.


  It wasn’t like we hadn’t talked about my past, back when we were camping in Eldorado National Park, but I had been too busy with training, and she was more cautious around me.


  As a result, she mainly knew what she had seen in dreams I sent her while working on breaking out from PRT.


  “If we exclude the need to consider dynamics between clans in the village itself, only Daimyo was above me. And while treaties with other villages were within my rights, to declare war, I needed the Daimyo’s approval.” I explained and gestured for her to sit at the fountain rim.


  “Daimyo also decided which Hidden Village would receive contracts from civilians,” I continued to explain after I sat. “It was an important counterbalance, giving Daimyo economic control over the village.


  I turned to look at the church on the other side of the fountain while absently putting my hand in the water.


  “That, I still don’t get. What kind of contracts are we talking about?” She sat beside me, briefly dipping her hand into the water before flicking it at me, bringing my attention back to her.


  “Trade caravan guarding or dealing with bandits,” I explained with a shrug, subtly feeding chakra into the water.


  “Bandits? So, you were like law enforcement? Catching bad guys to put them behind bars?” she playfully tried to flick water again, but to her surprise, it didn’t budge, acting more like a solid surface.


  “No, we usually killed them,” I replied, flicking water at her in return.


  She looked at me with wide eyes for a second, clearly stunned, before trying to retaliate again. This time, she used her chakra in an attempt to break my control over the water, causing a huge splash in the process.


  I jumped away from the fountain, avoiding most of the splash, but she didn’t.


  “You are so dead,” she said as she wiped the water from her eyes. Well, running shinobi is alive shinobi.


  ⚡


  By the end of our playful run around the fountain, we were soaking, and I had to jump us back to her apartment so she could change. Meanwhile, I cheated with chakra, drying myself in seconds.


  Her expression was more sombre when she came out of her bedroom, dressed in a purple dress now, with a wide white belt.


  “You didn’t joke about killing them, did you?” she asked immediately, with the naive expression I’d often seen on civilians back in the Fire Country.


  “No, I didn’t,” I replied as I landed on the sofa. This might be a long talk. She tentatively joined me, even took my hand in hers, before asking, “Why?”


  I squeezed her hand, somewhat understanding where she was coming from.


  “That’s just how the law worked back there,” I said softly, knowing nothing I said could make it better.


  “That was what I saw in a dream, right? When you were a kid?” She asked gently, and a single tear ran down her cheek.


  “Ah.” I tenderly wiped it away. I knew what she was talking about—apparently, I showed more than I intended.


  “The big hoe guy?” I asked to clarify, just in case. It was our first mission in a bandit camp—the first kill.


  She just nodded, looking sadly into my eyes.


  “Yes,” I simply stated. It was customary to send a new genin team to get their hands bloody that way. Controlled environment—good for evaluating them early to see if they fit to be shinobi or not. Unfortunately, I already knew it was too much to share—better to leave it unsaid.


  She surprised me by hugging me fiercely, whispering in my ear, “I am so sorry.”


  ⚡


  When we were ready to leave, Paige’s phone beeped.


  “Just a second,” she said, fishing it out of her purse and typing back.


  “It’s Jess,” she added absently. After another message came through, she continued, “She’s free to meet, finally. Would you come with me?”


  “Are you sure?” I asked. I hadn’t met this Jess personally yet. She was always the elusive one, cancelling often due to work.


  “Yes, I’m sure. I want her to meet you too,” Paige beamed, grabbing my hand.


  “Sure,” I shrugged. “So, where to then?”


  ⚡


  “This is Minato, my boyfriend,” Paige introduced me proudly, holding my hand tightly.


  We met Jess in the nearly empty downtown pub. When we arrived, she was already there, drinking a dark beer from a jar.


  She gave me a quick once-over before nodding and extending her hand. “I’m not Kriss, so I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt,” she said.


  It seemed like they were all close friends if Kriss felt comfortable mentioning our little shuffle last night.


  “Pleasure to meet you,” I replied, shaking her hand with a gentle smile.


  The booth was spacious, and we all fit in after some shuffling around.


  “Anything to order? Or do you need more time?” the waitress asked, arriving almost immediately.


  “Water,” Paige said, and I parroted her.


  “So, Minato, what you do?” Jess asked as soon as the waitress left to bring our water.


  “I am between contracts right now,” I replied smoothly.


  “What kind of contracts?” She continued to prob, now even with suspiciously squeezed eyes. 


  Paige, caught off guard by this little hostility, glanced between us with concern and confusion. 


  “Security,” I continued to reply vaguely, somewhat starting to enjoy it.


  “Ah, security,” she started, but at that moment, her phone rang with a heavy metal ringtone.


  “Excuse me, I need to take this,” her demeanour changed immediately, and she left the booth to go outside.


  “What was that about?” Paige questioned me as soon as Jess was far enough not to hear us.


  “They just worry about you,” I replied, giving her a squeeze on the hand that we were still holding together.


  Paige chortled and, with laughter in her eyes, asked, “Did Kriss give you a Shovel talk?”


  I just smiled back, and the waitress had chosen this moment to bring water, adding, with a smile, “Call me when you're ready to order, alright?”


  Not long after that, Jess returned, only to grab her backpack, saying:


  “Sorry, I have to go.”


  ⚡


  We were in Red Butte Garden again. Although it had only been a week since our last visit, it felt like a month had passed; so much had happened since then.


  “Minato, Aby!” Kriss waved, this time finding us first.


  He gave Paige a firm hug first and, with a bit of a challenge in his eyes, shook my hand, only to get punched in the shoulder by her again.


  “Ow, woman, what was that for now?!” he exclaimed with mock surprise.


  “No bullying Minato! You, dork!” Paige put her hands on her hips, looking sternly at Kriss.


  He raised his arms in mock surrender, saying, “You know, we were worried about you, right?”


  “And I appreciate it, but that wasn’t Minato’s fault,” she replied, as her anger slowly began to melt.”


  “So, what’s the plan?” I asked, breaking the tension.


  “Well, let’s find Jess first, and we can head backstage. I got passes for all of us,” Kriss replied, looking relieved at the shift in conversation.


  “Jess isn’t coming. I think something happened with her work again,” Paige provided, grabbing my arm under the elbow before continuing, “We were lucky to catch her for all of five minutes before she got pulled back into it.”


  “Well,” Kriss awkwardly rubbed the back of his head, giving me a bit of a guilty look before proposing, “Let’s go then? I wanted to introduce you to the Black Stone’s manager, and this is the perfect opportunity…”


  “Really?!” Paige exclaimed excitedly, starting to pull me along and grabbing Kriss’s elbow on the way. “What are we waiting for? Lead the way!”


  ⚡


  “We’re here. That’ll be twenty bucks, lovebirds.”


  All the way to Paige’s apartment, she was nesting on my shoulder, absentmindedly playing with my hand. Her meeting with Black Stone’s manager went well, and they’d arranged to meet again next week—he wanted to hear her sing in the studio.


  I silently passed over a twenty-five-dollar silver coin, and the driver smiled, pleased.


  “Thanks for the tip, enjoy your night!”


  It was already deep in the night, and the autumn chill was biting a bit pleasantly at my exposed skin. It didn’t take long to get back to the apartment, and we were kissing as soon as the door closed.


  “Your bedroom now,” she said, briefly pulling away, only to dive back into the kiss. I didn’t waste any time teleporting us to the bungalow porch. I just might need to set a marker directly in the bedroom if this becomes the norm.


  Without breaking from Paige’s lips, I slid the entrance door aside and, walking backwards, pulled her with me inside while kicking off my shoes, only to be startled by the strong smell of blood and bright light.


  Sharply turning around, kunai already in hand, I was greeted with Jess's nearly naked body on a makeshift operation table - our coffee table - with an attached IV to her right arm, hanging from a proper holder.


  There was my clone, in an infiltrating outfit and with bloody hands,  hovering over her, applying Mystical Palm on the wound on her blood-covered, naked chest.


  “Jess?!” exclaimed Paige from behind me, forcefully gripping my hand.


  Well, what a surprise.


  I sensed another clone teleport onto the porch behind us. “Hokage-sama, step aside, please,” came a calm female voice.


  I stepped aside, pulling wide-eyed Paige with me, giving the clone space to pass.


  The female clone was wearing a U of U Health medical uniform, carrying a medical cooler in one hand and a durable case in the other.


  It took me a second to recognise the Henge—it was the appearance of the woman who worked for Manuel’s gang, providing emergency services when needed. I had his blackmail and profile on her after I took everything from Manuel’s safe stashes.


  The clone hurried to the makeshift operating table and set the case and cooler on the floor. Opening the case and the cooler, the clone put on fresh disposable gloves before beginning to attach tubes to Jess’s left arm—the one opposite the already set IV.


  I looked over the scene again, paying attention to the details. A bright fuinjutsu was set on the ceiling, highlighting everything in blue-hue light. A one-time-use sterile blanket covered the table, and the emergency storage scroll lay tossed on the sofa—the one I had prepped for emergencies in case I ever needed to be operated on.


  “Until I know everything, don’t inform anyone,” I said when I noticed Paige pulling her phone out.


  “What.. what do you mean?” She turned to me with confusion, giving worried glances to still-working clones and Jess’s pale, unmoving body on the table.


  “I need to assess the situation first. There’s a reason my clone brought her here. Just hold on, alright?” I replied, fully turning to her and gently placing a free hand on her upper arm. 


  “I promise I’ll do my best to keep her alive,” I told her, giving a firm squeeze, “But I need your help. Could you go and prepare a spare room for her? Please?”


  “The one next to our bedroom?” She asked weakly but slowly, getting over the shock.


  “That's a good choice.” I reassured her once more before continuing, ” And use alcohol cleaner on all surfaces, alright?”


  She needed some job to do, to feel involved and that would make her busy for some time.


  “Yes, yes, I can do that!” she replied, more focused now and hurried inside. Good. Now, to the issue at hand...


  I turned back to the operation table, only to see that the clone had finished with Mystical Palm and was waiting for my attention.


  The second clone, the one in female Henge, took his place and activated diagnostic fuinjutsu on the table (sneaky, I didn’t even notice him applying it), generating a visual health status.


  “Stable for now,” she reported, “I will monitor her while you get up to speed, Hokage-Sama.”


  The first clone took the cue and dispelled, leaving Jess’ blood behind to splash on the floor.


  “Kuso,” I swore, assimilating memories.


  ⚡






      







  Date: Sep 17 2010


  When Boss abruptly left to see Paige, leaving me behind, I continued on the plan to follow one of the security guards back to his home.


  It didn’t take me long to find a target to follow—a young male with evident signs of tiredness who was most likely to make mistakes with secured information.


  To spice up the chase a bit, I even spent some time on the bus with him, although I changed Henge at least five times before we reached his home.


  I spent some time on the roof with a plastic cup of coffee, watching the windows of my target apartment, and it was boring. Instead of waiting until he fell asleep, I sneaked in, playing hide-and-seek in his apartment.


  It didn’t take me long to sift through his documents while taking a peek at some personal stuff. Who knows if we might need to Henge as one of the security guards? It was better to be prepared! So, let's see what kind of magazines he reads. Ow… that was too personal.


  At last, I found out who he was working for, Homeland Security, and that they were protecting something in UTAH. But what they were protecting - was a question to find the answer to.


  ⚡


  Returning to our base of operations—the Hideout, as we clones called the bungalow in the mountains—I sat in the Boss’s office, in a nice chair, in front of the marvel of technology: the laptop. I was preparing to proceed with my operation—The Mystery In The UTAH University, TMITUU for short.


  Back in Konoha, we had an extensive card index, and as Hokage, I usually requested ANBU bring me related files. However, before that, I was a regular visitor to the archives. All our mission reports and intelligence were stored there, deliberately organised to confuse intruders, and it was a pain to work with.


  Now, I had the beauty of data storage, search, and analysis. They call it a database here, and it was already full of threat assessments with everything else related we gathered from the Internet.


  I opened a new entry - TMITUU - and started filling it out.


  Okay, first things first. Security told Boss to contact the administration for more details, so let’s start from there.


  ⚡






      







  Date: Sep 18 2010


  By Saturday night, I was preparing to move on to the next stage in my investigation into “The Mystery In The UTAH University.”


  The UTAH website analysis showed that they updated security twice over the summer. The first time, in June, they claimed to provide a more secure environment for students. In August, when the Canary case got expedited and a Kill Order was issued, making it clear that they lost hold on her, they increased security once more, claiming the need to protect the next generation from a potentially dangerous Master on the run.


  The correlation seemed coincidental, and it looked more like they used the excuse to raise security levels than anything else. And yet, with capes like thinkers, I was cautious about ruling anything out, so I noted it just in case.


  It wasn’t hard to uncover who Homeland Security was protecting once I looked under the under. Old press releases mentioned a partnership between UTAH and a local company, Info Systems, on a communication project a week before the first security policy change - that was a solid first lead.


  With a bit more digging and paying one of my shady contacts to hack the UTAH administration server, I found what I was looking for: the laboratory index, the project details, and personal files on all involved personnel.


  Not surprisingly, one of the laboratories was on the west side of UTAH and dedicated to a joint project with Info System.


  I finally had a second lead on the reason Homeland Security was present in UTAH, and it was time to do some dirt digging.


  The night was young, and I planned to check on everyone assigned to the laboratory I was interested in by the time the sun rose over the city.


  ⚡


  Arriving at the first target’s home and ensuring no outside surveillance was in place, I sneaked through the window. The target was snoring, deep in slumber, allowing me to go wild with my investigation.


  It was fun until I found a paper in a lab coat with what looked like the login and password. I got really suspicious. It was against common sense, and I just couldn’t believe it.


  Then I found report drafts on his personal computer, which was not protected by a password at all.


  I quietly left that place, expecting an ambush at any moment, and before approaching the next target’s home, I spent extra time ensuring that no surveillance was in place, just in case. I was getting extra paranoid and was already looking under the under the under this time.


  To my bafflement, the next guy kept his login and password on a piece of paper inside a cigarette pack and had a sticker with the password on his laptop.


  After finding form requests for tests on “THE SOURCE,” along with justifications and expected results, I grew increasingly confused by the lack of security measures.


  I couldn’t believe it—was this a trap or some attempt to confuse intruders? Or was this simply a lack of discipline in civilians?


  By now, I had started to expect the worst and approached the next person’s home with every precaution I could muster. I relaxed a bit when I found a locked computer, no visible stickers with passwords, and no personal possessions scattered with credentials. Finally, something was the way it was supposed to be.


  Then I found her Homeland Security badge. With a deep sigh, I left it, too.


  I had two more names left to visit: the project lead, Doctor Mutson, and Jessica Portman, his assistant and a PhD candidate in quantum physics.


  Her face was familiar from Paige's memories - it was that elusive Jess, who didn’t show up last weekend and usually was busy with her work.


  That sparked my curiosity, and I made a decision to see what she was doing first, leaving the project lead for later.


  When I arrived at her home address, I found her windows lit up, signalling that she was still up. By climbing the house wall to the third floor, I sneaked closer to take a peek through the window, only to find her still working on her laptop. The table was littered with papers, magazines, books, and a few empty coffee cups sat on top of the tall book stacks. The half-forgotten sandwich sticking out under the magazine did not look appetising, suggesting that she hadn’t eaten for a while now.


  Jessica herself looked agitated, high on coffee, and deep in her work. Her hair reflected her chaotic state, barely holding together in a bun with a pencil. She was wearing an old baggy t-shirt with one side sliding down her shoulders.


  I might just sneak inside, and with her focus entirely on her work, she wouldn’t even notice me unless I touched her laptop or papers.


  After checking other windows, I slipped inside through the kitchen and, while sticking to the ceiling, I quietly moved around—searching for anything that might be related to her work. Her apartment was small—just one bedroom, living room and kitchen—leaving only the bedroom as the likely source for the information I was looking for.


  In the end, I had to wait until she went to refill her coffee to sneak inside and access her computer, which she had left unlocked. Shaking my head, I began reviewing the files she was working on, only to find out that I had access to all documentation on the project now, including technical details, experiments, and ongoing progress.


  Still surprised to see such abysmal security, I copied everything onto a USB flash drive and left a virus in the system to get a backdoor later. I might need fresh data at some point in future, and sneaking again would be too hard on me—I might just disperse from embarrassment.


  From the few snippets I caught while files were being copied, I gathered that the project was based on Hero tech, specifically the quantum communicator left behind after his death. After ten years of scientific development, they finally could make head and tail of what his tinkertech was doing and develop a process to replicate it.


  That was what it was all about—I realised—a revolutionary communication system that would be free from infrastructure needs and would work everywhere.


  This was big—big and important. I immediately saw how it would affect countries globally over the next five to ten years. And it would all begin here, with this project. Given the lack of security, it wouldn’t take long for foreign agents, powerful capes, or even criminal organisations to descend on the city—making it all a bowling cauldron ready to explode.


  ⚡


  I copied everything on time to sneak out of her bedroom window before she returned from the kitchen with her fresh coffee. I lingered for a moment, sticking to the wall to ensure that she didn’t notice anything changed. When she just sat back and started to type aggressively on her laptop again, I started to think about what to do next.


  Clearly, the intel gathering was a success, and I was happy to be done with it. But before I decided on the course of action, I heard her exclaim loudly enough to be heard, “Oh fuck… I fucking did it!”


  Groaning, I pulled a small mirror to see what it was about. Jess was already packing her laptop in the travel bag. Huh, where did she need to go in the middle of the night? When she turned around and, after a few steps, started to take her t-shirt off, I put the mirror away and leaned on the wall to think it through. 


  So she might have made a breakthrough, which would cut the timeline significantly, speeding up consequences…


  With a loud gunshot, Jess’s bedroom window next to me exploded, sending shattered glass flying. That shot came from inside—I realised, already pulling the mirror out again. In reflection, I saw the back of a woman in a tailored suit and fedora, with Jess’ laptop bag in her left hand, walking through the bright white portal. It shimmered out as soon as she was thorough, leaving the regular doorframe behind.


  Who was that?


  I was inside as soon as I confirmed no other threats were present and found almost naked Jess on the floor, on her back, with a gunshot wound just below her solar plexus. The blood was gushing from it in rhythm with her heartbeat. Her eyes were clouded, and she barely reacted to my presence, already slipping into unconsciousness. 


  Creating a second clone, I kneeled beside her, already focusing on the Mystical Palm jutsu. With my glowing hand hovering over the wound, I dove into assessing the damage. It was a precise shot. The bullet passed through soft tissue and exited between her ribs at the back, but it severely damaged the descending aorta, causing intense internal and external bleeding.


  “Emergency evacuation. I need a table, an IV with plasma first, and a blood transfusion later. Go.”


  The second clone immediately teleported, leaving a temporary Hirashin marker on the floor behind.


  I entirely focused on the aorta again — continuing to stitch it back together. If she survived the next five minutes, I’d need to pray to Kami (and Tsunade-sama for pushing med-nin knowledge on me every time she caught me spying on Kushina).


  At least Jess’s body was responding well to the Mystical Palm jutsu, and, to my surprise, the operation was going well, letting me progress faster than expected.


  The second clone teleported back, reporting, “IV with plasma is ready. On your command,” while putting his hand on my shoulder and Jess's exposed arm.


  “Now,” I ordered when I was sure that the jump wouldn’t reverse the already-achieved progress with healing.


  With a flicker of time-space, we jumped to the bungalow’s living room. The landing was precise, positioning Jess’s body on the makeshift operating table covered with a sterile blanket.


  The second clone immediately started to hook up the IV while I continued working on my part of the task. It was hard work, and I needed to lean heavily on my med-ninjutsu training to succeed. If the bullet had gone just a bit higher and punctured the heart or a bit left and hit the spinal column, I would have failed to save her—that was beyond my skills. Still, I might fail even now — the blood loss was getting critical.


  With a pat on my shoulder, the second clone vanished to retrieve the blood for the transfusion. We were on the time limit here, and though the plasma IV had bought us time, we needed a full blood transfusion before it was too late.


  The entrance door slid aside, but instead of the second clone, Boss and Paige, still entangled in each other, walked in. Boss reacted immediately, turning with kunai in hand and ready to act. He most likely reacted to the heavy smell of the blood - we would always recognise it, always.


  ⚡


  

  








      

  











Underneath the underneath








  
  POV: Paige McAbee (Canary)

Location: Salt Lake City
Date: Sep 19 2010
“Is she okay?” I asked, gripping Minato's hand and looking at a pale Jess.
We moved her into the room that I relentlessly cleaned for who knew how long. The heavy antiseptic smell was lingering in the air, strongly reminding me about my visit to the morgue to see if those bodies were my parents or not.
They were, too, motionless and pale, almost merging with covering them white, pristine sheets in harsh white light. Back then, I hoped that they would find them alive, that the body I would see in the morgue would be someone else, that they were still somewhere there, surviving after Leviathan sunk the Newfoundland. 
They were not.
I had to remind myself over and over that she was alive, that she was not dead, but all I saw were the dead bodies of my parents.
The Minato clone was calmly and methodically doing something with medical machines they brought from somewhere, giving me hope that everything would turn fine, that she would survive.
But no matter what I told myself, the vivid memories of her covered in blood, naked body on our coffee table were not going anywhere, making me feel powerless and useless.
I hated it. I hated it so much.
“Yes,” I heard Minato reply through my dazed state.
This simple word, his calm tone, finally made me believe that, maybe, she was going to be alright, that she wouldn’t abandon me too.
“That’s great,” I whispered, finally relaxing and only now realising how hard I was gripping Minato's hand.
It was like a veil fell from my eyes, letting me see details I had missed before. The room lost all similarities with the morgue I envisioned the moment before, and the yellow hue, pulsing in a heartbeat rhythm, created a much warmer picture, making me hope even more.
"Come, we need to talk," said Minato, gently pulling me out of the room by the elbow, and I followed with rising worry again.
The walk didn’t take long, barely ten steps, until we arrived at Minato's office. I was there only once when I curiously explored the bungalow and was really surprised by the setting in this room.
It was mostly empty, with a big window across the further wall and a wide wooden table in the middle covered with different opened books, tablets, and other items whose meaning I had a hard time guessing.
Gesturing to a single chair in the room, Minato went to the window, barely bright with early morning but still grey lights, and, turning his back to me, looked at the mountain view not yet touched by sunlight.
Instead of sitting in a chair, I leaned on the table, not so far from him, and looked outside as well. There was not much to see; only rising mountains were looming over the horizon, creating a dark shadow on most of the view this early in the morning.
Now that I could think clearly again, I found myself trying to puzzle out the events that happened over less than twelve hours. I went from happily dating Minato and introducing him to Jess to her dying on our coffee table.
Something was missing. Something had happened in those hours, and I hoped Minato knew more. Was that why he called me to talk?
Absently pulling out my phone and scrolling through our chats with Jess, I was thinking about the reasons someone had to shoot her. Could it be connected with her work? Why was Minato clone there? What actually had happened and where?
“It was an assassination attempt,” said Minato, as if responding to my unsaid questions, halting my train of thought for a moment.
And then the realisation hit me. Someone tried to kill Jess, the only female friend I had since forever. A friend who, even busy with her own demanding and secretive work, found time to support me during my recent breakdown. A friend who didn’t believe that I was a crazy Master needed to be locked up where the sun didn’t shine. A friend that I thought I would be able to share my truth with and, perhaps, feel normal again.
With each moment, I felt dark rage rising from the deepest part of my soul, making me shake and making me clench my hands hard.
My forgotten phone exploded in my hand, scattering shards around. Like in slow motion, Minato calmly caught one shard flying towards his face, but I didn’t care. I saw everything in red, and all I wanted was to make them bleed.
“Who,” I found my own, deep in tone, voice saying, coloured with my desire to kill them all.
“I can’t say much,” he calmly replied, putting the piece of the phone screen on the windowsill.
“Only that I suspect Precog Thinker involvement,” he continued in a measured voice, keeping eye contact with me.
‘Capes’ rang in my mind, and at that moment, I knew. If I see that cape now, I would make them wish they never thought about harming mine.
I never understood why capes fought so much, why they needed to go out in fancy costumes and do all those things. But now I was getting it. If the government, the PRT, couldn’t protect us, if they preferred to focus on harmless instead of locking up dangerous, I would too choose to fight back.
“And from now on, I need you to do as I say if we want to help Jess,” he said, but I didn’t really listen, struggling with my desire just to kill them all.
But what could I do? It wasn’t as if I could just run out to pursue this unknown cape—I didn’t even know whom I needed to fight. Struggling to regain control over my emotions, I looked at the still-calm Minato, who patiently waited for my response.
Finally catching on to what he said—or more like not said—I found that he was onto something, and his calm, collected form made it clear that he had a plan to go with.
“Okay,” I agreed. I could do that, but I found my mouth continuing talking, “But we make them pay,” and I found no objective to that from sharply smiling Minato.
⚡

  Underneath the underneath

AN: One reader asked me to use the English equivalent for Jutsu names, but for me, Japanese terms are part of the charm in the story.
To compromise, I am starting to put a note at the beginning of each chapter with a glossary.
Sakki - killing intend.
Shōsen Jutsu - Mystical Palm Technique.
Shunshin - Body Flicker Technique.
Hiraishin - Flying Thunder God Technique.
Hiraishin kunai - shinobi knife for the Flying Thunder God Technique.
Kibaku Fuda - Explosive tags
Kage Bunshin - Shadow Clone Technique
Kanashibari no Jutsu - Temporary paralisys technique
Location: Salt Lake City
Date: Sep 19 2010, 10:15 am
Walking through the bungalow and doing the last-minute check-ups, I was crossing out items from my favourite NASA notebook.
Any signs of previously used fuins were removed and replaced with more mundane technology. Check.
It was a rush job, and wires with light bulbs were hanging on the walls, but it was all we needed to keep the ruse of a temporary hideout.
Protective and hiding this place fuins were replaced with temporary ones, not based on senjutsu. Still stable but would fail in a few hours or so. Check.
The office, our best replica of my Hokage ones, was missing the handmade table, the fancy chair and the bonsai tree. It looked lifeless with the replacement we bought in HomeGoods, but that was not my concern. It looked like it was used, so it was good enough. Check.
The kitchen had a “new” fridge, bought in a store selling used items, replacing my fuin-based stasis cabinet. The same applied to the stove and kettle, making this place look different from what we had before. Everything worked and was in order. The fridge also had enough fresh food inside. Check.
In the background, there was a new sound that we hadn’t had before. Unfortunately, the sound-cancelling fuin in the generator room had failed again, and I didn’t feel like replacing it. Again.
Anyway, it was time for Jess to wake up from her anaesthesia-induced slumber, and the generator’s “grum grum" would only add to the atmosphere we aimed for.
Walking into her room, filled with morning sunlight through the window, I gave a nod to the me-Minato, leaning on the wall next to the window. He watched Jess all this time while I was running around and doing all those preparations—the lucky bastard. 
Noting the absence of the fuins placed here before, I checked everything else, looking for forgotten things out of place. I even checked a connected bathroom, finding nothing amiss. So it was another Check.
Finally done with it, I loudly closed my notebook and passed it to me-Minato. He rolled his eyes but obediently stored it in his storage seal. Whatever.
Moving to the single chair in the room, with quick hand seals, I applied Aby Henge, dispersing all chakra-made clothing. For the next part of the plan, it was important to dress in real clothes that were waiting on the chair for me. It was the set that Aby often wore at gigs with her band, and Jess had seen her before.
Even after all these months spent in Paige form, I found it really daunting to put a bra on every time, and the added weight on my chest always made me want to make my boobs just a bit smaller.
If nothing was said about Paige’s preferred underwear or whatever this small piece of fabric pretended to be, I would be happy to ignore it as well.
At least I liked her other clothes—jeans with a T-shirt and a leather jacket—making me feel better about the upcoming tasks I had to perform from now on.
Finally dressed up, I turned to me-Minato with a raised, silver now, eyebrow, silently asking for his approval and assuming Paige's mannerisms.
He gave me a thumbs up, followed by a small nod, a fox hand sign, and a sharp, foxy smile to wish me luck.
Waving my hand over my shoulder in response, I sit in the chair, mentally preparing to play a disturbed Aby role.
The board was set, and it was time to see who plays time-space Shogi better—me or this local precognition thinker.
Time passed in waiting for the anaesthesia to wear off after that. Jess was slowly getting colour in her cheeks, making me feel good about the well-done job. It was great how well her body accepted chakra healing. If not for the blood loss, she would have been in her peak form by now—healed and probably healthier than before.
We needed her in her best form for the next phase of the plan, and it seemed like we got what we wanted after all.
Right on cue, Jess stirred and opened her eyes. She first saw me, Minato, and with a frown, began to look around. Noticing me sitting beside her bed, she mumbled something and tried to sit up, but lost her balance and fell to the side.
“Don’t try to move just yet,” said me-Minato, moving closer.
Instead, mumbling something unintelligible, she started to move chaotically, trying to sit up again, causing the sheet covering her modesty to fall to her waist, exposing her naked body.
“Jess, it’s fine,” I said, with a fake worry and leaned forward, “You are fine. It’s me—Aby.”
Hearing my Aby’s voice, Jess stopped struggling and, with unnatural movements, turned in my direction, staring at me with confusion.
“Aby?” She asked.
“Yes, Aby. Do you remember me?” I asked, closely watching her reactions.
Instead of answering, she furrowed her eyebrows even more, glancing down at her exposed chest in clear confusion.
“Water?” proposed me-Minato, passing a glass of water he picked up from the nightstand.
She looked up at him, at the glass, and, with a nod, tried to take it, but her hands were not moving properly. In the end, only with me-Minato's help was she able to start drinking it, with shaking hands.
When she finished, she smoothly pushed me-Minato hand with the glass away and shifted to the edge of the bed. Planting her feet on the floor, she wiggled her toes while holding onto the edge of the bed. It seemed like she was finally regaining control over the body.
“They tried to kill me,” she said eventually, after a long pause.
“Who are you talking about?” I asked, projecting confusion while watching her every move.
She was still looking down, but now she was touching her exposed solar plexus, with noticeably brighter skin in place of the wound.
“The PRT,” she said and looked up.
“Do you know exactly who?” I asked, wondering where she was going with this.
“You know, I posted your story about your ex,” she said instead, ignoring my question and looking at me with unexpected sharpness.
“It went viral,” she continued, “and then they deleted it, you know, for spreading misinformation, they said.”
She abruptly stopped talking and, looking around the room, asked, “Where am I?”
“It’s a safe place. You are safe here,” I replied in a gentler voice this time.
“They sent me a private message—a warning–you know?” she continued, “They said I better focus on my work unless I want to die.”
She looked down again and placed her hand over the spot where she had been shot.
“I didn’t listen. And so they shot me,” she concluded.
“Khm,” coughed me-Minato, attracting our attention.
“I am going to grab clothes for you,” he said sheepishly, rubbing the back of his head and moving out of the room.
“Do you have a washroom here?” Jess asked when he was out of the door.
“Sure, this way,” I replied, gesturing to the washroom door and standing up.
⚡
“Jess, are you alright there?” I asked through the door, trying to catch any sounds from inside.
“One moment,” she replied, and I heard the toilet flushing.
Hearing bare feet slapping on the floor, I took a few steps away, giving her space to come out. When she opened the washroom door, she looked more coherent, but she still didn’t seem bothered by her lack of clothes.
“Here, I have a T-shirt and pants," I offered, giving her clothes that me-Minato had brought just a moment ago.
She flipped the T-shirt around a few times before putting it on. Giving a strange look at the pants, she started to pull them on while leaning against the wall. At that moment, her stomach loudly complained.
“I’m starving. Is there anything to eat?” Jess asked, straightening up.
“Of course, this way,” I replied with a gesture, already turning around. The hunger was a usual post-effect of chakra healing, and me-Minato was already in the kitchen cooking simple but rich food.
“I don’t feel myself. Can I hold your hand?” she said, already trying to grab my arm.
"Sure," I replied, letting it happen and starting to guide her out of the room.
All the way to the dining room, Jess clung to my hand and overfocused on her steps. She even bumped into the wall a few times, making us slow down. Only when the intense smell of bacon and eggs reached us did she speed up, gulping involuntarily.
The dining room was done in an old traditional style, with a low table and floor seating—just like how Kushina decorated our home, complete with a whirlpool drawing on the north wall. Well, the whirlpool drawing had now been replaced with a picture from HomeGoods, slightly affecting the style.
When we entered, the table was already set, with a mountain of bacon and eggs in the middle and a juice pitcher on the side. Me-Minato, with a steaming kettle and spare cups for tea, came in simultaneously and joined us at the table.
At first, Jess was hesitant to let go of my arm and sit on the other side of the table, but she forgot all about it as soon as the first piece of food passed her lips.
With each bite, she became increasingly more energetic and coordinated, and even the colour was slowly returning to her pale skin.
Me-Minato and I were slowly drinking tea, silently observing her, and waiting. Once again, I noted how chakra healing, in the absence of resident foreign chakra in wounds, could be a miracle in this world, especially with a speed of recovery.
With a satisfied sigh, Jess put down her fork and, after glancing at me-Minato, focused on me with a speculative gaze.
“Feel better?” I asked, setting down the teacup and meeting her gaze.
“You are Paige,” she replied instead, leaning forward.
“I figured it out, you know,” she continued with clear satisfaction in her voice and posture, “It all makes sense now—especially after they shot me.”
“What are you talking about?” I replied, conveying confusion but nervously spinning the teacup.
“Oh, come on! Who else could you be?” she rolled her eyes.
“But I don’t look like her!” I said, tugging a lock of silver hair. “See? It's not fake!”
“Of course it is!” she exclaimed passionately. "You second triggered! Now you’re making me believe I see silver hair when it’s really all yellow!”
I said nothing, silently studying her as I recalculated my plans.
“That’s how you escaped, right? You made them believe you weren’t there anymore!” Jess continued with awe in her voice and dreamy eyes.
Deciding on the course of action, I dropped the Aby Henge, revealing the original Paige form with distinct yellow eyes and hair adorned with sparse feathers that were sticking out.
“And what would you do with this knowledge?” I asked, watching her closely.
“No need to do anything or go anywhere. I am already where I need to be,” she replied ambiguously and mirthfully laughed.
Enemy. Inbound. E, me-Minato, and I both felt an incoming chakra signal. Me-Minato lazily stood up while taking out the Hirashin kunai. I tried to do the same, but my body failed me. It failed to react to my commands when I tried again, leaving me locked in place. Most likely a touch-based Master, I noted absently.
“You feel it now, right?” Jess continued, leaning forward with a strange, joyful expression that looked alien on her face. “Too bad it takes time for your powers to start working, right? I always like the moment when my targets realise that they couldn't escape me, that I have full control, that I could do anything…”
“Who are you?” Me-Minato interrupted her speech, appearing behind her with a Shunshin and a kunai at her throat.
“Go ahead, slice her throat. Her fear feels so nice…” the imposter laughed out sadistically, clearly planning to say something else, only to be interrupted.
With a loud crack and falling debris, Alexandria made an entrance right through the roof, landing on three points just five steps away from the table.
Surprisingly, she didn’t go all the way through the wooden floor, only cracking it slightly upon landing.
Slowly rising in a swirling dust cloud, almost as if asking everyone to admire her, she brushed her black cape back, letting it flutter dramatically and exposing her sleek black costume.
Me-Minato sharply turned to face her, still holding the imposter firmly by the back of her T-shirt, with kunai to the throat. I had to silently observe everything without even the ability to move my lips. 
I was completely locked in my body by now, and numbness started to spread through my muscles at a rapid pace.
“Tether, you failed to follow the plan. Again,” Alexandria said with a voice slightly muffled by her full-face helmet.
“Sorry, not sorry! Count it as a payback for shooting me in the chest!” replied Tether cheerfully.
Alexandria ignored him, me-Minato and turned in my direction, silently observing my frozen sitting form for a few moments.
“Paige McAbee, also known as Bad Canary,” she started, barely changing her posture or voice tone, ”you are under arrest for the criminal misuse of your abilities, including causing harm and manipulating others for personal gain. You have been convicted under the Enhanced Persons Act, and your escape has only further compounded the charges.”
I watched her closely, noting every detail, from the almost invisible plates on her costume to every slight twitch. She continued to deliver her speech, still not changing tone in the slightest: “As determined by the court of law, you are sentenced to immediate and permanent detention in the Baumann Parahuman Containment Center. There will be no trial, no further appeals, and no delays. You will be transferred immediately.”
“Catch,” Me-Minato exclaimed. 
Hiraishin kunai blinked in the air with a loud crack, embedding itself into the left side of Alexandria's helmet, right where her eye should be, causing her to jerk involuntarily.
Me-Minato was on top of her already, wrapping her flapping cloak around her head and pressing kunai deeper with a loud scratching glass sound. She tried to grab him, but he flickered out and behind her, pulling at her cloak again. Unexpectedly, Alexandria took off backwards toward him, only to blink across the room and disappear through the wall with a loud clash. Hot on his pursuit, Me-Minato followed her outside, leaving me alone with Tether.
“The fuck?!” Tether blurted out, staring wide-eyed at the hole in the wall. There were recognisable Boom-Bdaaash of the Kibaku Fudas outside, making the windows shatter.
“I think I overstayed my welcome here,” Tether mumbled while hurriedly standing up and running into the hall, disappearing from my view.
I was left alone, frozen in place in a falling-apart bungalow, patiently listening to the telltale sounds of the battle and waiting. 
Soon, with a whining sound, part of the wall was ripped away by a clawed metallic arm, and I saw vividly glowing blue eyes looking at me from the dragon-like head.
There was a lull in the action, and we just stared at each other, frozen in the moment. But then, with a fizzing sound, I found myself encapsulated in quickly expanding containment foam, leaving me motionless and blind in a seiza position.
The whining sound became louder, and with jerks and acceleration, my improvised cocoon started moving, and moving fast, it seemed.
Ka-Boom, Ka-Boom. Boom-Bdaaash.
Everything around me shook violently, and I felt an even greater acceleration with rapidly changing directions. The whining sound increased in intensity once more, making me fight for each breath.
My head spun, and noting the sleeping agent’s effect, I felt my consciousness slipping away…
⚡
When I regained consciousness, the first thing I noticed was the cold floor. The second thing was the harsh, bright light piercing through my closed eyelids.
“Miss McAbee, I know you are conscious already,” the unknown voice said.
Slowly, I opened my eyes, blinking and trying to uncurl from my uncomfortable position on the cold metal floor.
“My name is Dragon, and I oversee Birdcage operations.” Dragon introduced herself.
I was missing most of my clothes, leaving me only in wet undergarments that had a strong chemical scent.
“I am really sorry for what happened to you. I tried to argue your case, but there was nothing I could do to help once you were convinced.”
After stretching out, I looked around to find myself confined in the metal box. It was bare, with bright lights at the ceiling and a heavy-duty door on one side. Also, it was moving. Some sort of elevator?
“It’s not fair, and you don’t deserve to be here, and I am sorry for my part in it,” Dragon continued in a sympathetic voice. Curious.
“Why?” I asked.
“I had no options. It was bound by the officially signed order for my participation in your capture and transfer to the Baumann Parahuman Containment Center,” she replied in a subdued tone, with some hidden meaning that I noted for later and focusing on my attire.
Next to me, right on the floor, I found orange, one-piece robes with a black number on the left chest–E-09627. They were bulky, rough to the touch, and clearly not designed for comfort but for long-term use.
The metal box vibrated slightly, and I felt a change in speed. They really didn’t wait to drop me into the Birdcage, did they?
“We still have a few minutes until we arrive. Let me give you an overview of the current population and leadership structure. I am placing you in cell block E..."
Oh, she slowed down the elevator, or whatever it was, to give me a heads-up about what awaited me inside the Birdcage.
I will not forget that, Dragon.
⚡
“Prisoner E-09627, please step out and move away from the elevator,” announced Dragon in an official tone and continued with a whisper, “Good luck, Miss McAbee.”
With a slight nod, I stepped out and looked around to see the famous Birdcage. Maybe once upon a time, it was in a pristine state, but that was long ago. Now, though, I saw a human-made cave littered with collapsed walls and concrete blocks painted in fading colours. Lighting was sparse and mainly highlighted the area around the elevator or big-sized door frames leading to different Blocks with alphabet markings, leaving everything else in deep shadows.
A faded red line marked the boundary around the elevator area, and a greeting committee stood beyond it, as Dragon said they would.
A visibly recognisable leader, E-13482, waited patiently for me to approach, her arms crossed over her well-developed chest. She silently assessed me with the cold, calculating gaze of someone accustomed to leadership, viewing everyone as a resource to be utilised effectively.
“I don’t care who you are and what your name is,” the leader stated as soon as I came closer. She had short-cut blond hair and piercings in her eyebrows over blue eyes.
“Dragon assigned you to our block, but now we’ll see if you’re worth it,” she continued her speech, looking straight into my eyes.
“You do what we say, you learn our rules, and we let you stay in our block. Failing to comply would see you kicked out faster than you could say ‘cape’. Am I clear?” she finished with a stern and challenging gaze.
“Clear,” I replied calmly, mirroring her posture.
She stared back suspiciously, giving me once over before finally saying, “Fine. Let’s move. Stay in the middle.”
Her support group spread around us, and we moved deeper into the prison, crossing from one hall to another, often followed by muted whistles or catcalls.
“You will find that it’s not a place for a single woman here, no matter what kind of powers you have.” Said an Afro-American woman on my left side. She, too, had a piercing in the left brow and short hair.
“There is always someone who has the upper hand on you,” the caucasian girl on the right continued. She looked barely twenty years old but was built like a man who spent all his time in the gym. She, too, had a piercing and short hair, this time brown.
“Our power in unity,” finished the one behind me, with firm conviction in her voice.
Interesting.
⚡
“This is your cell,” E-13482 said, pointing to the doorframe without the door.
It was mostly empty except for an old metal bed frame and a worn mattress. The walls were painted orange, now worn-out paint, and covered with unreadable scratches. Turning, I questionably looked at the E-13482, raising an eyebrow.
“Prove yourself, and you’ll get a better deal. Josephine,” she pointed to the bulky blond one,” will show you around later. Don’t leave your cell until then. Clear?” She asked, boring her eyes into mine.
“Clear,” I replied, looking at a girl named Josephine.
She gave me a small smile and subtly waved her right-hand fingers.
Without another word, the still unnamed E-13482 turned on her heel and marched off with her escort, subordinates or bodyguards—not clear yet.
Finally, I was alone.
Stepping inside my new apartments, I moved to the far corner and, crouching down, applied the Hiraishin marker to the floor. It was a rush job, and I didn’t expect it to hold for long, but it was all I needed for now.
Checking if anyone was by the door—there was no one—I applied a genjutsu-based fuin, successfully making the corner look unimportant, hiding my presence.
I exhaled—so far, so good—and finally made another shadow clone, which dispersed immediately, sending my memories back to the Boss.
My job was done. I had successfully infiltrated the Birdcage.
⚡
Location: Salt Lake City
Date: Sep 19 2010, 7:15 am

  “Okay. But we make them pay.” Paige said, and I smiled sharply at that. Let’s see what was hiding under the under.

“Is there anything you would miss from your apartment?” I asked her, already holding one hand seal for Kage Bunshin, making two clones to prepare the bungalow for eventual departure.
“Nothing really?” She shrugged, “Why?”
“No questions, please,” I said, shaking my head as I watched two of my clones play Stone-Paper-Scissors to decide who would be doing infiltration into the Birdcage. They always made the winner take the worst job, making the game more strategic than usual.
“I want to help,” Paige said, reminding me that I needed to assign her tasks to keep her mind busy.
“Well, how do you feel about inventorying?” I said with a slight grin.
For the next few hours, one or another clone entered with storage seals full of things that I was not leaving behind. Paige dutifully filled up an inventory file on my laptop, sitting on my single chair in the office while I was deep in planning, spawning one or another clone to run errands.
One such clone just returned with clothes from Paige’s apartment, making her give me a suspicious glaze, but she kept silent otherwise.
“I need an outfit that people have seen you in at least a few times. Undergarments included, please,” I asked Paige, internally betting on whether she would ask a question now or not.
She silently picked out one after unsealing her belongings, giving me more suspicious glances.
“I don’t want to know, do I?” She asked while passing it over with a deeper frown.
“Probably not,” I replied with a smile while thinking about the necessity of wearing them, even if only as a clone.
By now, I was sure that events starting from Jess's shooting (or even before that) were a trap made by a high-level Precog Thinker with one primary goal—to put “Bad Canary” into Birdcage. And I was planning to hijack this plan for my own gain. I was planning to infiltrate the richest capes per square foot place in the world—The Bridcage.
One cornerstone of this plan was the fair assumption that my deception with clones could not and would not be predicted. Otherwise, they would have already found a much simpler way to target me directly.
No direct attack on this place only highlighted the effectiveness of the barriers concealing our location. Something on, or maybe even inside, Jess’s body should lead them here. Perhaps a device, maybe even Tinkertech, needed to be activated to bring them here, giving me full control over when it would happen by simply keeping Jess unconscious.
They had chosen the wrong target to play underneath the underneath game this time.
⚡
We were on a nearby peak, hidden in a natural ravine and protected by one of the strongest concealing fuinjutsu, with a clear view of the bungalow below us. We had left about an hour ago, and I had left two clones behind to play our roles.
Both of us were dressed in standardised PRT uniforms, hiding any distinct features and making us faceless bystanders.
“I see movement! North North East,” announced Paige. I gave her binoculars to observe any unexpected movement and trained her to do a proper lookout job since then.
Looking in the same direction, I saw a heavy-duty PRT track convoy with at least ten cars moving on the road up the mountains.
“ETA 15 minutes,” I commented after silently observing their speed.
It was about time for Jess to regain consciousness. Events finally started to unfold, but the PRT movement told me that fuinjutsu only prevented them from locating us precisely while still getting a general location.
The next fifteen minutes crawled by slowly, with only the convoy to watch.
“In a case like this, you need to pay extra attention to other angles,” I continued to train Paige. “This could be a decoy, and if you focus only on it, you will miss an enemy that would sneak right behind you.”
“Got it,” she replied, biting her lip. Since the PRT showed up, she had become increasingly nervous, reminding me about our first “real” mission when Obito and Rin joined team seven. Shaking off unwelcome right now memories, I looked around as well.
“Check, South South West. What do you see?” I asked Paige while already calculating changes to the situation with Alexandria on the horizon. It would be Plan E, then.
“That black spot on the horizon? Plane, military jet, maybe? It’s moving too fast.” she replied after watching it for a moment.
Giving chakra pulse Enemy. Inbound. E, I turned to Paige and smiled sharply, “No, but it might as well be.”
With a supersonic boom, we saw her crushing right through the bungalow roof, making Paige involuntarily gasp and exclaim, “Jess!”
“She should be fine. Keep eyes on surroundings,” I calmly replied, focusing on Alexandria crashing out of the house, which made me grin.

  Boom-Bdaaash. Boom-Bdaaash. Ka Boom!

“Inbound East East South,” Paige urgently said, and I had to drag my focus away from my clone antics, who threw kibaku after kibaku at the already smoking Alexandria.
“Dragon,” I confirmed. 
Dragon landed beside the bungalow, tore away the wall, and, after taking bait from the already smoking building, quickly took off with my decoy clone wrapped in containment foam.
My me-Minato clone spotted it in time to give them a farewell salute by throwing high-speed kibaku kunai at them, making them explode right ahead of the Dragon.
“I see Jess!” exclaimed Paige, “Oh, sorry, North North West, Jess is moving on the trail, Marker 4!”
“Hai, keep tracking her for now,” I replied while watching my clone giving his all against Alexandria. We still had a few more objectives to complete here—checking the chakra effect on invincible capes like Alexandria and measuring the experience of top-ranking capes. So far, it confirmed my expectations that while she was experienced, she struggled against a highly mobile opponent. Her uniform was already damaged, leaving her body partially exposed. This allowed my clone to conduct tests with different jutsu to observe the effects on her body directly.
And if he erased any evidence left in the bungalow in a process, it was just a coincidence, of course.
“Jess passed Marked 6,” announced Paige with urgency in her voice.
“Do you have a visual?” I asked.
”Negative,” she replied, turning to me and biting her lips again.
“Good, now get down,” I said while sending a chakra pulse with the message - Phase Two. 
Me-Minato clone decided to disengage with dramatics by pulling out a vividly red seal with a sinister smile - oh-nine-oh-ten - “Get Down!” I tackled down, confused Paige, who ignored my previous command.

  KAAABOOM

I doubted anything was left standing after that, completely erasing everything below us where the bungalow had stood before. The small stone shower reached us from a mile away, more vertically than horizontally, making it more nuanced than a real danger here.
“What was that?” screamed Paige when everything calmed down. I was already looking over the Zero point and around, trying to see the damage to Alexandria. I found her another mile away by the raised dust cloud from her crashing spot into the mountain.
Her costume was completely ruined, and she was slightly swaying on her feet. Not long after, a white portal opened next to her, and she wobbled through it, disappearing from the scene.
Interesting.
“Minato? Did you just blow up Alexandria?” Paige asked, half amazed and half incredulous, as she looked over the crater where the bungalow used to be.
“She survived,” I calmly replied, giving once over the place. It was time for us to leave this place as well, and I found myself already missing my quiet bungalow in the mountains.
⚡
Location: Salt Lake City
Date: Sep 19 2010, 10:45 am
We appeared in a cave I’d accidentally found one day, exploring a mountain cave system. It was my second safe house, reserved for emergencies, and it was time to use it.
“What is this place?” Paige asked, looking around with interest, taking the PRT helmet off.
The platform in the middle, made with Doton jutsu, was raised above the cave floor, creating the illusion of it floating in the middle of the cave. Fuinjutsu lightning only added to this illusion, casting a soft blue hue from above the platform.
“Safehouse,” I replied, walking over to the working area and dropping my helmet on the table.
I didn’t have much here—just one platform, not even separated by walls—but I had designated areas for sleeping, eating, and working. The working area included shelves with storage scrolls, a table with a large screen (I blame my clone for that), and a fancy computer chair.
Grabbing the scroll and the tea set, I walked to the small eating area. We would be here for some time, waiting for updates from the clone tracking down Jess and the one infiltrating the Birdcage.
“More like the Batcave to me,” she joked, making me smile.
Paige loved the Batman movies imported from Aleph Earth, and I watched them all back in the days when I was still stuck inside her. It would’ve been a lie to say those movies hadn’t somewhat inspired the setup here.
Unsealing the teapot, I put it on the fuin to boil the water. Five minutes and tea would be ready.
“What is it?” I heard Paige curiously asking and looked up.
She was next to the medical carts, each one carrying a black body bag, and was already unzipping one. The carts were put aside, almost at the platform's edge, looking out of place. It was no surprise that she became curious.
“Dead bodies,” I calmly replied, focusing back on the steaming teapot.
Hearing Paige gasp, I looked up again. I expected her to react, of course, but I thought she would react more strongly. After all, she saw her own dead body.
She slowly zipped the bag back, her fingers trembling, and walked around to the second cart, checking on Jess’s fake body now.
“It’s not real, right?” She asked with a trembling voice.
“No comments yet,” I replied, taking a teapot of the fuin and starting to make tea.
It was other people's corpses modified to look like Jess and Paige. They were prepared for the worst-case scenario: if PRT decided to bomb the bungalow, one of the clones would teleport with Jess here while sending these two bodies back to the bungalow, leaving enough evidence of a successful mission for PRT.
Paige sank heavily into the opposite chair, burying her face in her hands. This was her first real mission, and I expected her to break down emotionally at any moment. At least she didn’t have to fight herself, but the sight of dead bodies finally made it real for her.
“What do we do now?” She asked through the sobs.
“We wait,” I replied, putting a tea with a calming mix in front of her.
“You did great,” I added, gently smiling while watching her pick through her fingers, “but now you need to drink this. Trust me on that.”
⚡
“Any news?” Paige asked what felt like a hundred times, stopping her anxious pacing beside me.
Two hours later, as lunchtime approached, Paige was becoming increasingly agitated. She didn’t know what had happened inside the bungalow. She also didn’t know that Jess had been compromised.
From her perspective, my clone had to find Jess and bring her here. Then, we could go on with our lives with Jess out of PRT's clutches or whatever way she justified everything right now.
Unfortunately, before saying anything, I needed to wait until my clone got inside Birdcage. The less anyone knew about my plan, the better. The fact that I hadn’t known what was transparent inside the bungalow since we left didn’t help matters either, but that needed to be the case for now.
“Soon,” I replied patiently and flipped a page in the book with the orange cover I was reading. It wasn’t written by Jiraya, of course, but nevertheless, it helped to pass the time in waiting.
“What are you reading?” She asked, picking over my shoulder.
I silently unsealed the first book in the series and passed it to her, continuing to read—the scene in the book was just getting to the interesting part.
“Minato, is that…” Paige started to ask, but just then, my clone appeared with Jess in his hands, clearly in pain and twisting all the wrong way. What happened to her now?
After putting convulsing Jess on the coffee table, the clone stood up and looked back at me with a sombre expression and intense gaze, evoking a strong deja vu. What had happened to Jess was important enough for him to return with her ahead of time, possibly jeopardising the plan.
I had to make a decision: wait until we received news from the clone in the Birdcage or risk the plan to know too much too early. While it was logical to let my own clone make that decision, he would have done so already if necessary.
“Jess?!?” Paige exclaimed, coming out of her stupor.
“Do it,” I said, making a decision in Jess's favour and watching the clone disperse.
⚡

  Enemy. Inbound. E.

Plan E, then. The high-level cape was inbound, and my role was to show enough resistance but let them take “Paige” away.
Reaching for the Hiraishin kunai, I slowly stood up and cleared my mind. The planning and preparation time was over, and the first layers were beginning to fall away.
Me-Paige clone failed to move, and Jess, or whoever was in control of the body, started their I-am-the-smartest-here monologue, giving me a clue as to what happened to Jess and what their powers were. Touch-based Master then, I concluded—fine by me, I could do no-touch.
With quick Shunshin, I was in perfect position behind the imposter before they could react. With kunai to their throat and hand between shoulder blades, I was in complete control over their movements without even touching the skin, leaving no opening to strike at me.
“Who are you?” I distracted them with a question while putting Hiraishin marker on the T-shirt. Here, I would find them anywhere now, for the next hour or so.
Unfortunately, the monologue was interrupted by none other than Alexandria. Adjusting my position and putting the imposter between us, I evaluated her, categorising each detail for the fight ahead: confident posture, right-handed, reinforced black uniform, flapping cape?
She was a strong opponent, and I was looking forward to fighting her. It had been a while since I had to go against a formidable opponent, and I was itching to do so now.
I waited for her to finish her speech and empty her lungs before throwing wind chakra-enforced kunai in her left eye with a loud “Catch!”
With Shunshin, I was on top of her in time to push kunai deeper, testing her resistance. I also wrapped the cape around her helmet–maybe she will learn to leave it at home–and felt something crushed inside. Fake eye, really?
She attempted to grab me—a smart move. Evading, I jumped behind her and pulled by the ends of her cape. As expected, she tried to ram me, allowing me to teleport her across the room—to the market on the wall—successfully sending her through the wall.
I jumped through the new exit outside, throwing Kibaku fuda made out of hex nuts at her.
Boom-Bdaash-Boom-Boom-Bdaaash
She tried to evade, to take off, using the smoke and rising dust as cover, but I felt her location through the Hiraishin marker I left on her helmet.
Jumping up, I teleported her right under me with her momentum facing down, making her crash right into the ground with a sonic boom. Dropping a few more hexes into a new hole, I Shunshin out of the blast area, watching for her next move.
This time, she slowly rose into the air, floating out of the crater while turning to face me. Staring at me, she tore off her smoking cape and ripped her helmet apart, exposing a charred socket in her left eye. Still, her lower face was covered by a black mask, hiding her facial features.
"Surrender now, or face the consequences of your actions," Alexandria said authoritatively. “I am not in the mood for games today.”
I just started to throw Kibaku fuda’s at her and Shunshin around. What a great target practice.
Left leg, Right leg, One arm, another arm–bit by bit, I was shredding with hexes her fancy uniform and exposing her skin–I needed to see when I actually draw blood. I needed to find her limit.
She started to zip around, trying to ram me with her fist. Sometimes, I let her get close enough almost to touch me right before I Shunshin or teleport, leaving another explosion behind.
Pretending to be occupied with a fight, I let Dragon land and grab the fake Paige, only reacting when it was “too late” to save her.
I carefully targeted space ahead of the Dragon’s flying path, making explosions close enough to make them believe they had succeeded.
“She is out of your reach now. Surrender, and I’ll make sure you see her again,” I heard Alexandria's voice from behind in the same self-assured tone as before.

  Phase two

“My name is Namikaze Minato,” I said, slowly turning to face her. But you can call me Yellow Flash.”
With a foxy smile, I released Sakki, pulling out a specially prepared 09010 seal on the bright red-painted piece of wood.
She took off immediately, and I let her go—just for a moment—before triggering the seal.
In the next moment, I was on a nearby peak, marker 2, watching the rising mushroom cloud in the place where the bungalow had been. I’d known that there would come a time to leave this place behind, but I’d hoped to leave it in one piece, to return one day. 
It wasn’t Konoha, but it was my first home on this planet, and someone would pay for that.
Just before the shockwave reached me, I jumped again, in the direction where I still felt a slowly moving marker on the Jess T-shirt.

  Tether I am coming.

⚡
It didn’t take much time to catch up on Jess. She was loud, didn’t really try to hide, and her running was all strange. Whoever was controlling the body now didn’t care about all the damage they were doing to it, making me worry if she would collapse before we saw Tether.
Fortunately, she made it to some shady mountain trail before that, but instead of moving further, she hid in bushes and practically froze in place, reminding me about how the “Paige” clone was immobilised.
For the next hour, I had to watch her sitting in one place, not moving and not really reacting, while all this time discouraging wild animals from approaching her.
When I saw a black PRT SUV approaching uphill the trail, I knew that waiting time was over. I just had to be sure that whoever met her was actually a Tether and not another proxy in his place.
I saw him stopping and making Jess move again, making her walk to the SUV and sit inside, delivering marker inside with her.
When I jumped inside, I was met with an unexpected picture. The driver and Jess were both unconscious.
The driver, a chubby male in a tweed suit, started to regain consciousness first, and I paralysed him with Kanashibari no Jutsu. Just in case, I turned to Jess and did the same.
“What did you do to her, Tether,” I asked, leaking strong enough Sakki to make him pee.
Leaning forward, I positioned kunai, so he could see my eyes in the blade, I whispered in his right ear, “Talk now, or I take your eye out, as I took one from Alexandria,” making him whimper in fear. Good.
“She… she ttr-trr-tre ged!” He replied, baffling me completely.
“I swear! I didn’t touch her! She just sat down and, and, and. I swear, I swear. I swear,” by the end of his rumbling, he was crying, starting to mumble unrecognisably.
She triggered? Did she just become cape herself? Kuso.
“Release her,” I sharply commanded, adding more Sakki.
He trembled and started to shake his head negatively, saying, “I don’t… don’t… don’t. I swear, I don’t k-k-k-control her.”
Just then, Jess screamed and started to convulse. Kuso. 
“No, No, No, we need to go, go. Yes, go. It’s bad, it's bad!” Tether started to rumble, even shaking through the binds itself.
Then I felt it. It was like a small star lit up inside her body. The star I only felt from my clones, from Paige only, until now. 
Chakra.
Jess gave away a long, chilling scream, bending and breaking the bind I placed on her. Kuso.
“Please, just please, let me go, please, please,” Tether begged and whimpered.
“What do you know?” I cut him. I needed more information, and now.
“Nothing, I swear, nothin’!” He replied, panicking.
“Talk, and I'll let you go,” I tried a different approach while putting one hand on Jess, trying to understand what was going on with her.
Thether shook his head first but then started to giggle.
“If I say a word, she will come,” Tether said, shaking his head. “She will come, and I die.”
There was a growing chakra system in her body, but it was all wrong, and her body… her body was a boiling cauldron. One more push and it would spill out. Kuso.
“Cauldron,” I said, making lines between dots. The vials with strange cauldron-like symbols, the monster capes with similar tattoos on them, and the powers.
“Don’t say! Don’t say! They’ll know, they kill us!” Tether panicked even more.
“She might turn into a monster cape, that's what you know,” I stated, looking at Jess again. Whatever was happening to her was not that. No other cape, except Paige, ever blinked on my radar as a chakra carrier.
“Shut up, just shut up,” cried out with whimpers Tether.
Did the same happen to Paige when she drank a vial? Was there another soul from my home slowly merging with Jess now? But then, why was it all wrong?
Something changed. Looking around, I saw a white glimpse between the tree line on my right, but it was gone immediately.
“Fine,” I slowly said, teleporting Jess next to me, “ I let you go, just do me a favour.”
“Anything! I swear, I’ll do anything!” Tether exclaimed with a voice full of hope, unaware of his approaching fate.
“Take this body with you,” I said, teleporting on a front-sit corpse modified after Jess’s body, “whoever asks, you found her like this already.”
“Yes, yes, I found her dead already. Don’t know anything!” He enthusiastically agreed.
“Drive now,” I commanded, releasing him from the bind.
He eagerly did so, turning the engine on and starting to turn the car around, bringing the Woman In Fedora into view with a rocket launcher on her shoulder.
“No, noooo,” Tether started to say in a panicked voice, and in slow motion, I saw the rocket fire up and begin approaching us, leaving a smoking trail behind.
Taking Jess in my hands, I was watching her—the Woman In Fedora—until the last moment, paying attention to each detail, every movement, categorising and memorising.
I was sure we would meet again, but for now, I had something more important in my hands.
⚡
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