Setting 15: 2110 DAY 15, Deling City, Caraway’s Mansion 2F (Master Bedroom)

"It is only with the heart that one can see rightly;

what is essential is invisible to the eye.




-de Saint-Exupery, Antoine



The Little Prince


Rinoa's eyes snapped open, finding only ivory ceiling boards staring right back at her.


Where am I? she wondered, feeling the muscles around her stomach tighten involuntarily.


It wasn't until she suddenly sat up that she realized that she had been lying down.


I'm sitting on something cushy, she determined by running her hands over the silky surface while she waited for her eyes to focus.  She must have been asleep for quite some time, judging by how sore they now felt, breaking away from their previous span of inutility.


A few blinks did the job, and she gasped with the recognition of the ambience.  A quick check revealed that this was indeed the place with which she was so familiar and to which she had no reason to feel alien.  The round lamp in the corner of the room that served as the room's sole light source, the square dresser, the walk-in closet, and the cluttered bookshelf were all in place.  


In short, this was the last place she expected to be.  Concurrently, though, her initial fear had dissipated and, with the benign surprise that replaced it, came a wave of reassurance to wash over her.


"Well," she conceded, "I suppose it could be worse."


She hopped off the bed and straightened out her clothing.  She had always hated the feel of her shirt after she slept in it.


"What time is it?" it occurred to her to ask aloud.


Rinoa turned her head slightly and lowered it to sniff the tip of her glossy, bare shoulder.  She couldn't smell the perfume she had put on in her quarters in Balamb Garden before heading down to the parking garage.  She lifted her wrist to her nose and did the same thing, only to find the same null effect.  The last test was to lick it.


Nothing, she ascertained.  I can't even taste it, which means I've been out for at least two hours.


Recalling that he had never set a timepiece in his room, she walked over the blue carpet to the door, fully anticipating it to swing open and reveal the grandfather clock in the hallway.


It was locked.


"Jerk," she mouthed and spun back around to face the lonely, almost institutional furniture.  She did not understand how anyone could return every night to the same tasteless furniture and retire.


Her objective still demanded attention, however, and she put her disbelief and grievance with the furniture selection aside where she was determined to let it rest until a more fortuitous time came up for her to bring it up again.


There was now only one way left for her to find out the time.


Rinoa walked over to the far side of the dreary room, grabbing the oaken bedpost that stretched to the ceiling and swinging herself halfway around in the process, before reaching the sagging blue drapes that hid the window through which she could look out onto the side lawn. 


Having thrown the heavy velvet drapery aside, she met her own reflection in the window behind the fresh metal grating.  Had it not been for the light shower of rain lapping onto the green that drew her focus past the image on the glass, a stranger to the environs might have mistook it for a perfect mirror, barring notice of the iron barricades that stretched across from sill to sill.


"I wonder if it's raining in Trabia," she murmured and softly bit her lower lip as she heard her own unwarranted mental addition sound in her head.


Hope Squall remembered to wear a jacket.

Her intake on that breath was markedly sharp, unquestionably incited by the realization that once again her thoughts had beat her to the suggestion.  It was her line, after all, and she wanted to say it.  This way, it was as if she hadn't gotten the chance to express genuine concern; she had been cheated out of a sentimental victory and she would have to tolerate that fact while she stomached the insufferable cost of risking the semblance of banality.


She saw the characteristic non-responsiveness of her reflection as its way of mocking her.


She was getting worse and worse at this; if she continued to lose ground at their present rate, she would be losing to herself to checkers too, on top of chess.  She had to start practicing moving her lips faster, and hopefully work her way up to the point where she could speak before it could think it out.


She glowered at her reflection, determined to grapple for a least part of her fleeting dignity.  It was amazing how well things came together in the act of escaping her.  At that moment, even the vestige of some prestige would be nice, and if that was all she had for which to settle, she would.  How elated she would have been had her predicament been a separate issue!


Hehe, you're on!  her subconscious seemed to rejoin with a half-snigger.  The comfort with which it accepted her challenge could not have been good, she decided.

And then the rub: Anytime, anywhere.


Rinoa was furious; her mind was taunting her!


"The nerve of it!" she growled.


The emptiness in any real movement in the glass brought her out of her thoughts and back into the world.  The image of her inquisitive doppelganger hazed and to it what was left of the uniscopic observable framework shifted oppositely, her focus abruptly recalling itself to converge on the world beyond the plane, pulling along with it whatever part of her mind she had not foreseen would set itself up for a downward spiral of self-defeating rumination. 


So it's still dark outside, she noted, but when were these metal bars installed?

Rinoa was torn between two directions of thought.  Half of her wanted to question how recently the bars had been installed and whether their purpose was to keep thieves out or keep her in.  The other half was busy figuring out what day it was, the obvious problem being that there was no way she could have left Balamb that evening and wound up here that same night – the trip would take at least nine hours.  Yet, here she was, looking at the moon on the other side of the glass, and Rinoa was sure that unless she had been heavily drugged, it would have been impossible for an entire day to pass while she was unconsciousness.


"So how did I wind up here?" she asked her reflection, which just tilted one of its eyebrows amusingly back at her.


When the answer didn't come to her after a moment of staring at the glass expectantly, she forced herself to accept the fact that there was a rather potent new drug out on the market, the underground one if not the legal.


Better keep it away from Irvine, Rinoa considered.  That boy always finds the time of day and the method to abuse to this kinda stuff.


She smiled and playfully tugged at her hair to test its bounciness as she pondered further, I wonder how Selphie keeps him on a leash when he's just dying to escape her all the time. 


Her musings were interrupted by a huge gurgle from her stomach, loud enough to make her jump and drop the ebony strands of hair that she had placed in her mouth without realizing it.  She blushed, even though there was no one there except the other Rinoa in the dark windowpane, hands covering her stomach with an embarrassed look on her face.


Though she wasn't entirely sure about the accuracy of her reading because of her lingering disorientation from just waking up, her initial conjecture from the decibel level of the groan was that it could not have signified a hunger one day more ravenous than when she had previously heard her stomach rumble.  Obviously she had either misheard the growl or what little she had of her sandwich ages ago in the cafeteria had only sped up her digestive tract.


Her eyes narrowed with malevolence directed towards the imaginary sandwich that she recreated to float in front of her, taking care to make it look as guilty as possible.


"Yeah," she scoffed, "you'd better be sorry, you ingrate!  After all the trouble I took to eat you, you evil, evil sandwich!"


Rinoa felt her face growing red and, to top off her little tantrum, she grabbed one of the pillows from the bed and flung it at the imaginary, floating sandwich, just to remind it who was the boss.  Next time, before messing with her, it would remember to be more filling and less extensive spatially rather than the other way around.


Her stomach growled again and she began to pout, chastising the rest of her body for expending so much energy while she was asleep.  It took her less than three seconds after her tirade to decide to look at her predicament in a more optimistic light.


"At least no one fed you while I was asleep," she remarked to her belly, "because that would have completely defeated the purpose of this strict diet I'm on."


She purposely scrunched up her nose in the process of chuckling more heartily, priding herself for being able to find something good in all the scenarios with which she was faced.  Besides, all it took was a light heart and a quick mouth to conquer the world.


What in the name of-


Having heard a light rapping, Rinoa turned her eyes from the bed back to the wall from which the sound had emanated.  She lifted her hand and covered her mouth in surprise, realizing that it was impossible for someone to be on the opposite side knocking on the wall because this was one of the outermost rooms of the building.  Short of someone scaling the wall from the outside and slapping it, there was no way-


Another rap.


Rinoa tensed and intuitively moved away from her position plainly in front of the window and slid up against the curtains where she could remain safely out of view from any voyeurs lurking on the lawn below or those planning to infiltrate the structure by climbing up its sides.  


She tilted her head cautiously around the sill and tried to peek through the pane to discover the cause of the noise.  Rinoa instinctively moved her right hand over her left wrist to cock her blaster edge, but feeling nothing she looked down and blanched upon the realization that she was weaponless.


She picked up the next best thing that her cell allotted and held it up against her.  As Rinoa around the edge of the window, her eyes did not catch anything that appeared to be out of the ordinary.  Nevertheless, she entertained the idea of thrusting the poker she had grabbed from the fireplace through the three inches of brick and limestone that separated her and, if she was right, the would-be wall-climber.


It occurred to Rinoa shortly after that even three inches of paper would be difficult for her to puncture, so she readjusted her grip into a position that would expedite her swinging the poker as a bat should the occasion arise for her to do so.


"This guy has no idea whom he is messing with," she growled carnally, slowly swinging the poker back and forth in anticipation of striking whatever tried to crawl through the window. 


Rinoa jumped out of her skin and dropped the poker when something struck the glass and caused it to rattle abruptly.


She darted down to recover it before her mind registered what exactly it was of an immediate threat that faced her.


"Hey," she checked herself, "that was a rock."


Rinoa found herself halfway crouched over, frozen in that position from indecision about whether to actually grab the poker or to just leave it and investigate the introduction of the rock.


"Up or down," she asked herself, "up or down?"


Still unable to decide, she pulled back her hand every time it sneaked back towards the rod.


"Come on, Rinoa, up or down?" she urged herself.


She exhaled and then propelled herself upwards the window grating.  Leaning as close to the glass as the bars allowed, she shielded the part of the pane through which she was trying to peer from the lamplight behind her, revealing the reality behind the reflection.


A thought of how dangerous a position into which she had placed herself ran through her head.  In response, Rinoa rolled sideways along the wall, away from the window.


The weird knocking sounds could have been shotgun shells! she chastised herself.


Rinoa ran over to the single lit lamp and turned it off, cloaking the room in obscurity.

After waiting a short while for her pupils to dilate, she returned to the window by which it was now safe to stand.  The dark but distinct features of the green were illuminated to her eyes, and through the shimmering raindrops she quickly picked up the recognizable silhouettes of small trees and bushes.  She scrutinizes each shape and jumped quickly from one to the next, screening out the familiars and hoping to pick out the oddball.


She found it.  Ten meters out and five degrees over.


"Gotcha!" she cried.


Wait a minute!

She realized there was a second silhouette that did not belong.  More shocked than curious, Rinoa studied the two intruders attentively.


She made out an arm, no, two arms, two legs, and a head on one.  On the other were the same characteristics.  Two humanoids.


"What are they up to?" she whispered to the glass.


One of the humanoids drew back its arm and flung it forwards.  In the next second, Rinoa heard the same loud rap coming from wall just off to her right.  The other humanoid followed in fashion and another rap sounded from her left.


Red-hot embers of vehemence plunged into the moody waters within her and flash-boiled the scanty reservoir of composure she had been storing.  Who were these people that were trying to pelt her with stones?  Didn't they realize that they could hit something and break it?


The intake of that last breath was rather sharp as it dawned on her how shattering the window was their main objective.


"Vandals!" she cursed indignantly.


For a split-second Rinoa entertained the idea of how she could preclude giving them the pleasure of defacing the property by breaking the window herself, after which she could follow up by casting the poker out through the metal bars and harpooning one of them.  It seemed reasonable enough, so she bent down and picked up the poker.


The cold brazen handle warmed to her touch just like her rosy fingers blushed in reciprocal acknowledgement of contingence.


How greatly did this crimson flush contrast with the snow-white pallor that seized her face as she rose, her eyes settling on the newest wave of rocks.  Her lips quivered, perhaps feeling the blood rush out of them, just as she now felt the projectile nearing its intended target, its well-aimed course dead set upon the diaphanous sheet in front of her face.


It was definitely going to hit.


Even as she dropped her poker to lift her hands to her face and shy away from the broken shards of glass that she foresaw would explode before her eyes, she recognized the option of personally shattering the window that her flinch had foregone.  At that she would have screamed "Damn!" had she not been preoccupied with cringing.


In that moment of fear, when Rinoa squealed and raised her hands, the glass vanished in a blinding flash, leaving her more stunned than before.


"What the hell-" she began to murmur.


In her bedazzled blindness, the missile sailed through where the pane used to be and past the bars.  She did not see it among the flickering spots that harassed her vision until it was too late to dodge.  The stone struck her on the forehead and ricocheted onto her exposed shin.  


Her body having registered the jab of pain, Rinoa collapsed with a cry onto the carpet like a wounded doe onto a grassy cushion.


There was some commotion below, either revelry or confusion, but more likely the former.


Sprawled on the floor and trembling in response to both pain and anger, Rinoa rubbed her head furiously with one hand and kneaded her leg with the other.  Someone was going to pay.


She struggled onto her feet and limped over to window, still clutching her forehead where a nice bruise had sprouted.  On the way, she scooped up the offending rock.  If one missed the cursing, the position of her eyebrows was still clear indication of how she was not happy.


Rinoa grabbed onto the bars for support and glared down at the two prowlers on the lawn.  They looked up waved, the last thing she expected them to do; uninvited guests usually bailed out upon their discovery.  So who exactly were these two?


"Hey!  Rinoa!" the first called out, jumping up and down.


Though her outline was slightly blurred by the sprinkling of raindrops, her mellifluous voice was readily identifiable to Rinoa's ears.  Rinoa gnashed her teeth.


"Dabel LeBard," she mouthed.  What a name.  Geez, I haven't seen Darby for Shiva knows how long!


After spending ten or eleven years together in the private and prestigious Trinity School for Ladies of Galbadia, every moment of which Rinoa had found to be suffocating and stringent, Rinoa had left on her own to join the Timber Owls resistance group full-time.  Dabel and the rest of their circle of close friends had applied and gotten into a highly selective art school located right in Deling City.  She had often wondered how different her life would have turned out had she spent that last year with the rest of the gang instead of running off to liberate the town.


Frankly it was tough for Rinoa to fantasize about going to art school because her artistic abilities had always been denigrated by her close peers.  Most often her drawing skills were compared to her singing talent.  That made her especially mad because she had always assumed that the quality of her pipes was hereditary.


Her mother was a great singer, so why wasn't it obvious to anyone else that she was just as gifted?  Dabel had repeatedly humiliated her by begging that she not give them a demonstration.  The group always sided with Dabel anyway, so Rinoa did not find it necessary to take heed in their assent for Rinoa not to open her mouth and impugn the natural beauty of lyrics.  An obsequious, dependent bunch they were – of that she was sure.


"Did I ever see her after that?" Rinoa asked herself softly, trying to remember.


The last activity she could recall clearly in which both of them participated was her sleepover party at the end of the summer.  It was one of the last nights that she would stay in her father's mansion.  She had invited the entire crew consisting of Autumn, Belbe, Cary Kay, Chemie, Darby, Elissa, Glassy, Harting, Jenna, Larissa, Rambey, Teeny, and Tilly after they raided the Deling shopping center that afternoon.  She secretly suspected that none of them would have accepted had they not been so curious about her boyfriend about whom she had been tantalizing them with sporadic pitches, calling him her dreamy mystery man.  Whether or not they believed a word of her gloating was irrelevant, as they had all fervently agreed to go home with her.  Rinoa had similarly been in so ebullient a high from the entire day's shopping, all of which she billed to her father, and from seeing each of the boys who were working construction over the summer drop their tools and gawk as the fourteen girls frolicked down the sidewalk and waved at them with their shopping bags in hand, that she did not concern herself with finding out which of the girls actually accepted her invitation to spend time with her and not the Seifer whom everyone had heard so much about but had never seen.


From below, Dabel waved again and then said something to her companion whom Rinoa still could not make out, as if she cared.


Dabel was going to get it.


"Take this, Darby," Rinoa growled as she took aim of her former playmate's head.


Rinoa sent the stone back down, which whistled as it worked its way through the thin sheets of water.


Dabel cried out in surprise but managed to move out of the way.


"What gives?" she screamed at Rinoa.


"Blast!" Rinoa swore, jumping up and down.  "I missed!"


Dabel's friend stepped forward into the gleam of moonlight.


Rinoa scowled, seeing the signature white t-shirt, torn jeans, and red socks of her other schoolmate Cary Kay.  Rinoa was sure that if she had been standing next to the girl in broad daylight, she would have been able to find some tacky statement knitted on Cary Kay's sleeve.  “Bite Me” was the most promising contender.


Cary Kay had also attended Rinoa's summer slumber party.  All the girls had decided to give her two names because it amused them to make her last name, Kazeno, diminutive.  Cary Kay was one of those people who did not mesh well with Seifer; not only did their personalities clash, but how seriously they each took the board game that everyone ended up playing, "FF: World Domination," ignited a fiery polemic that Rinoa was thrust into arbitrating.


Apparently Seifer thought it to be more realistic if, instead of being able to fortify one territory with any number of regiments from an adjacent district at the end of his turn, he should be able to fortify into any district of his so long as they were all connected, as any military expert would have no doubt extended supply lines and transport routes throughout secure territory.  Of course, he had figured the weathering of the supply lines by the length at which it was necessary to maintain, so he proposed the cost of sacrificing an increasing number regiments for each additional district traversed.  Hence, where players could only move maybe ten units to one adjacent region before, Seifer's proposal would have paved the way for players everywhere to move ten units to that area, then nine to a neighboring sector, then eight to the next local, and so forth until only one unit remained, at which point no more fortification could be done.


Cary Kay had thought that the idea was the stupidest thing she had ever heard of.  She would rather treat the penciled board decorations of the White SeeD ship and the huge sea monster as transport vehicles between Galbadia and Trabia and between the Deep Sea Research Center and the Island Closest to Hell respectively, and she told him so.  Seifer did not take well to being patronized.  After stopping Seifer from ending the dogged altercation "his way," meaning going to his Hyperion and lopping off Cary Kay's head, Rinoa had to restrict each one to a different room.


After enough rain had fallen, Rinoa greeted Cary Kay calmly, "Hey, what's up?"


Cary Kay coolly took a puff of the Malboro tentacle roll that she had between her fingers and handed it back to Dabel.


"You are," Cary Kay replied, turning back to her.


"Looks like I have to light it again," Dabel commented crossly after looking back a forth between the drizzling sky and the soggy cigarette butt.


Cary Kay took up the bottom fold of her soaked, white t-shirt and rolled it up in her hands, making an effort to squeeze the water out.  It turned up sorely wrinkled upon her release, a sight that she found to her disliking.  To rectify the visual disaster, Cary Kay grabbed the creased area with both hands and wrenched it in opposite directions.  It took one more tear to create a nice triangular hole in the shirt that she found more acceptable before settling down again.


"So are you going to invite us in or what?" Cary Kay asked, now with her hands on her hips.


"What are you doing here?" Rinoa returned quickly.


"Was there ever any doubt that we came to visit you?" Dabel questioned with an eyebrow raised.


For effect, obviously, Rinoa calculated.  How she has mastered it!


"Darby, dear, you came to break the window," she corrected her friend verbally.


"Did not," Dabel insisted and acted hurt before responding, "but to think you would accuse us of wandering all the way over here just to break windows!"


Cary Kay snickered in accordance.  


"Besides," Dabel added, "I don't even see a broken window."


"Neither do I," Cary Kay concurred, "but she did manage to get your attention."


"You two geniuses can't even tell which one is my window!" Rinoa practically screamed at her visitors.  "Did you think this was my room?"


"Geez, don't blow a fuse," Dabel replied.  "This was the only lit room in the place."


That was strange.


"Why are all the lights out in the rest of the house?" Rinoa asked herself dubiously.


"Can we talk inside?" Cary Kay asked again with a noticeably more irritated tone, "because it is getting awfully wet out here."


"Aren't you afraid of the dogs?" Rinoa called down, ignoring the question.


"If you let us in quickly," Cary Kay spelled out for her condescendingly, "that won't be a problem."


"First tell me how you knew I was here before I even realized it," Rinoa bargained.


Cary Kay took her torn shirt back up in her hands and thrust it in Rinoa's direction.


"Can't you see that I'm wet?" she asked.


"If you don't think it's worth it," Rinoa replied, "you're free to go."


Dabel shrugged and tossed her Malboro onto the lawn.  She then grabbed Cary Kay's arm and beckoned her to leave.


Cary Kay shook her companion's grasp off.


"Darby, can't you see that I'm just trying to catch up with my old buddy?" she protested in a way that seemed to be more directed at Rinoa than at Dabel.


Dabel hesitated long enough for Rinoa to discern from her perch that the girl was weighing the expected utility of seeing the inside of the house against the estimated number of additional gallons of water she would have to suffer before Rinoa would be most likely to consent to their entry.


Oh, Dabel thought bitterly, but that require her to lift a finger.  That's the problem with the upper class, nowadays – they consider themselves royalty and try to imitate it.  Stagnation!

Cary Kay saw right through her.


"Oh, will you quit acting so melodramatic, Darbs?" she sneered.


Dabel was no less impressed than she was deterred.


"You can stay here if you want," Dabel spelled out for Cary Kay, "but I have better things to do than to appease some spoiled hussy on an ego-trip."


Cary Kay's eyes sparkled with glee, not believing that Dabel had blurted out their true opinion of Rinoa that they all had tactfully kept to themselves for the longest time.


"How does it feel to get that out in the open?" Cary Kay asked excitedly.


Dabel grinned evilly and replied, "Surreal."


"Stop talking as if I can't hear you!" Rinoa shouted violently from her perch.


O Shiva, she thought with alarm mixed with disgust, is that what my friends really think of me?


Cary Kay squinted in response and turned to Dabel.


"Hey, Darby," she said, "did you hear something?"


Fuming, Rinoa debated whether the clapping sounds of her shoes against Cary Kay and Dabel's heads were worth the cost of buying a new pair in case the girls decided to confiscate them.


Whatever, she decided, I can always get my dad to buy me some replacements.

Rinoa bent down conspicuously to undo her laces.  She had no reason to be furtive if they didn't anticipate her intention to sock them.


"This is going to feel so good," she giddily assured herself.


Her two visitors were still chattering when she managed to free herself from her footwear and let fly the shoes down towards their two unsuspecting targets.  They shrieked at the late realization and tried to bat the projectiles away.  The commotion that ensued would not go unnoticed.  The dogs were sure to be on them now.


Rinoa, little concerned with the repercussions of trespassing with which her friends would be faced should they be apprehended by the standard security procedures that she knew by heart, doubled over laughing.  They had less than fifty seconds.


I was right, she reveled, it was worth it!

Cary Kay rubbed her head gingerly and shouted with her fist raised, "You're even worse than Seifer!"


Dabel took a break from massaging her wrist where it had been struck while she was shielding herself.  Looking at her companion, she imparted upon her sagaciously the words, "At least you didn't get hit by a gun-blade."


"Why doesn't that make me feel any better?" Cary Kay shot back.


Dabel shrugged and resumed nursing her wrist.


Rinoa had meanwhile picked herself up and was amusedly listening in on their exchange.  At the mention of Seifer, though, her smile faded and she assumed a more pensive look.


To her recollection, Seifer had not threatened more than a few times to hurl that gun-blade of his at Cary Kay.  That gun-blade was trouble.  That gun-blade was competition.  It went wherever he did, hugging his hip.  How unfair was that?  It was the only thing closer to him than was she!  He even had a name for it – Hyperion.  If it had a name, it was competition.


In the end, though, Hyperion won out.  She recalled wishing that he would just leave it home one day and save her the trouble of standing between him and the neck of whoever offended him whenever they went on a date.


Rinoa never figured out whether he was so inimical to Cary Kay because she felt the need to disagree with him on every point and had ventured to keep him under her surveillance like a watchdog, or Cary Kay was antagonistic to and scrutinized Seifer because he was so hostile to her.  Cary Kay had warned her about Seifer.  He was too creepy, and his eyes were wandering all over the place.  Rinoa had taken that as a compliment until Cary Kay informed her that Seifer's eyes never wandered over her.


It was so ridiculous a notion that Rinoa had laughed it off.  Cary Kay had not found the matter as risible.  Rather than push Rinoa past the point exercising her good graces, though, Cary Kay conceded and left Rinoa in her deluded exultation.  Still, Cary Kay was unsatisfied and added quickly that Seifer was up to something.  More accurately, he was looking for something, and she should be careful.  Rinoa had more of an idea then than had she now what Seifer could have been after.


"What a couple you two make," Cary Kay shouted bitterly at Rinoa, interrupting her ruminations.


"We're not together anymore," Rinoa answered so quietly that Cary Kay was just barely able to pick it up.


"What happened?" Cary Kay probed, suddenly interested in what could very well turn out to be a winning piece of Sunday bowling night gossip.


Probably forgot their ten thousand-minute anniversary, Dabel guessed.  Matters a lot to some weird people I know.


"He tried to kill me," Rinoa muttered slowly.


Cary Kay nodded knowingly and remarked, "Yeah, that would do it."


This is juicier than I thought, she acknowledged.


"Cute," Dabel agreed and licked her lips.  What a smoothie!


"Was it like for an anniversary gift or something?" Cary Kay asked with a smirk.


Rinoa scowled at both of them but was too angry to say anything.


"So who are you with now?" Cary Kay questioned with a glint of curiosity in her eye.


Rinoa mouth dropped to the floor.


"What do you take me for?" she screamed at them.


"I think Dabel said it a few minutes ago," Cary Kay replied lightly.


Rinoa bitterly regretted not having a third leg that could provide her with a third shoe to hurl at her slanderers.  She looked around frenetically for any loose pieces of furniture that no one would miss.  She was sure that she would not miss.


Reading Rinoa's facial expression perfectly, both Cary Kay and Dabel backed a few steps away from the window.  They could handle the shoes, the books, and even the lamp, but the fact that Rinoa had access to the freestanding bed was not an empty threat that they wished to entertain.  Dabel urged the General constantly to nail all the furniture to the floor, but Cary Kay had pointed out that it would be much cheaper and more effective to just nail Rinoa down.  True, the bed was much larger than the window, but with Rinoa, one never knew.  In their minds, to retreat a few steps was a small price to pay to avoid catching the bed with their heads.


"Obviously her temper hasn't improved between that creepy mercenary and the midget druggie," Cary Kay grumbled to Dabel.


"What's that supposed to mean?" Rinoa demanded, putting her hands on her hips with her jaw jutting out.


"Face it, Rinoa," Cary Kay laid it out for her, "you can't be alone."


Dabel nodded, adding, "The only thing that frightens you more than having your credit card rejected is being by yourself."


"You're the most needy, dependent, attention-craving person we know," Cary Kay finished off the thought.


Rinoa was about to protest out of habit before she felt a hole gnawing on the insides of her stomach.  The emptiness began to spread, growing quickly in size, and swallowed her whole.  She wasn't sure if her cry was stifled because her body numbed up or because her mind had.   The only thing she could be sure of was that the entire process took place in no more than a blink of an eye, given that she didn't even have time to react to the panic attack.  They had become more frequent since that night in the corridor with the two Iguions.  She would freeze just as she froze then.


It's different when you have company because when you're alone, it's a lot harder to hide from yourself.  That's when you stare at yourself, right in the face, and see who you really are.

Was this her mind talking or her now?


If someone chances upon you while you think you're alone, then it is even harder to hide yourself from him.  By the time you're through staring at yourself eye to eye, he's seen it all.


Maybe it was both.


I'm just crying to be discovered.  Maybe then, that someone might save me from what I don't even dare to face myself.  I'm so alone.

Was that really her?  How sad.


I'm so alone.  And I'm so scared.  Scared of what I might see when I'm this alone.  I wouldn't know what to do.  Can Squall see me?  Did Seifer?  What do they think?  Can they rescue me?  I'm so scared.  Don't leave me Squall.  Please, don't.


Rinoa was about to cry.


"Yo!" Cary Kay called, shattering the suffocating, cocoon-like blanket of despair around her,  "Earth to Rinoa."


"That's not what I was asking," Rinoa clarified numbly, coming back to her senses.  "I meant, what did you mean by the 'midget' thing?"


"Isn't your new boyfriend a dwarf?" Dabel asked with a look of confusion creeping into her delicate features.


"No," Rinoa replied, matching Dabel's perplexed expression, "why would you think that?"


"Some short guy had to carry you and Angelo out of the car and into the house," Cary Kay explained in good humor, obviously figuring that she would have to go along with Rinoa for a length before trumping her.


"We figured you all overdosed or something," Dabel followed up.  "You should tell your new lover boy no to drive while he is high."


Cary Kay slapped her thigh and snickered, "I can't believe you even gave Angelo a hit."


"That's so typical of Rinoa," Dabel commented with a hint of scorn in her voice.


Still clueless, Rinoa began to ask, "What are you two babbling ab-"


She stopped as the buildings' external lights turned on, lifting the obscurity from the lawn and startling her two visitors.  The sudden flood of light dazzled Rinoa's eyes, forcing her to squint before her irises constricted to a more comfortable size of reception.


"There they are!  Get them!" blared over loudspeaker in the courtyard, echoed instantly by three gunshots.


Cary Kay and Dabel jumped at the sounds but were too startled at first to move.  The barking of what one would like to hope wasn’t a pack of hungry canines in the area quickly remedied their paralysis, though, and the two girls took off into the undergrowth.  Whether or not they would leave the perimeter unscathed would depend on how nimbly they could scale the fence on the other side of the dense shrubbery.  The agility of the dogs was such that it left no room for error, much less for sloth.


Rinoa was too busy pondering their cryptic conversation to worry herself over their perilous situation.  Subconsciously she felt justified in her way of prioritizing, having already allotted a time in the future to mourn for them should the hounds manage to catch them and proceed to tear apart their bodies.


"So whoever he is, he got Angelo too," Rinoa whispered to herself, still trying to figure everything out.


"Let go, you mutt!" she heard Cary Kay scream from a distance.


Three sharp raps sounded from the door.  Rinoa spun around and watched as the brass knob turn a third of a revolution and the door slowly swung open.  The hinges were well greased, and the sturdy wood turned round about noiselessly, revealing in the doorway a middle-aged man in a military uniform that sported various medals and an insignia of a high-ranking official.


"Why did you lock me in here, General Caraway?" she asked him coldly.


"I would think that 'Dad' or 'Father' would save you about four syllables," he answered dryly, deliberately avoiding answering her question.


"I asked you a question," Rinoa repeated, not willing to be denied.


"That you did," Caraway agreed, but making no effort to straighten the situation.


Something is up, Rinoa told herself.  He's not being obsequious to me anymore.  Usually he kills himself to succor my good will.  Has he given up?  But I need those shoes!


"If you don't tell me why you had one of your henchmen abduct me, I'm walking," she huffed, and made her way to the door with a confident toss of her hair over her shoulder for effect.  She knew how convincing it looked to men, indexing just the message she needed – that she wasn't going to put up with any crap and that she had made up her mind.


As she tried to walk past him, he stuck his hand out, planting it firmly against the wall, and thus blocking her exit.  Lip quivering, Rinoa looked up at him in shock.


"Sit down," he grumbled without turning his head to look at her.


"Who do you think you-" she began to protest.


He interrupted her unexpectedly by shouting, "Sit down!"


Rinoa felt the blood drain from her face as she fell into the nearby chair, wondering what had come over her father.


"You pathetic ingrate," he reproached her coldly, "do you have any idea how much trouble you've caused me?"


Before she could answer, he continued to vent at her, "You use my own money to fund your resistance group against Galbadia and neglect to inform me of your whereabouts for weeks?"


He struck the wall with his fist, prompting Rinoa to jump out of her skin.  She could see the dents in the tough plaster.  Apparently it wasn't tough enough.  This surprised her because it seemed as sturdy as rock from the outside.


"How dare you?  Do you know how worried I was?" he hollered.  "How many scouts I sent out just to ascertain whether or not you were even alive?"


Either he didn't notice that his daughter was hanging her head in shame, being too scared and ashamed to look him in the eye, or that tears had begun to fall into her lap, because he went on, "Informants don't come cheap, Rinoa!  I had to pay good Gil just to find out you were in good health, and even more to discover where you were hiding.  This is your home you've renounced!  And all you can think about now are your stupid shoes!"


Rinoa felt how dry the ceiling of her mouth was and realized that her lower jaw had been hanging open for quite some time.  It probably fell when she was forced into the chair by his lashing words.  She had no success trying to moisten it with her tongue though; her entire mouth was parched.  She felt so horrible for the consternation she had caused her father to suffer.


Rinoa was not prepared for her father to force her to her feet by grabbing the back of her shirt collar.  He shoved her in front of the doorway just so she could peer out at the long carpeted path flanked by numerous nameless doors, each identical and all indifferent to her individual plight.


One of the doors at the far end of corridor was open and the room was lit.  If her memory served her correctly, that was the communication room.  Following a buzz of static, an audio transmission came through clearly from the transceiver, "Hello?  General, are you there?"


Rinoa scowled, trying to remember to whom that voice belonged.  She had heard it somewhere, that same goofy, half-witted phonation.  Could it possibly be Laguna's voice?  It had to be, she decided.


With his iron grip still squeezing her collar, Caraway told her, "And despite all of this, here I am, setting up with the President of Esthar your betrothal to Squall Leonhart, that SeeD."


Rinoa could hardly believe her ears.  The image of her trying on various wedding dresses in front of her girlfriends flashed before her eyes.  Yet, something about the lighting, even though it was just a mental picture, was wrong.  The entire picture lacked the brightness she had come to associate with most wedding pictures.  Did it mean anything, or was it just her imagination?  Was this a classic case of the mind playing tricks on the light?  Why shouldn't it be, if so often in reality the light played tricks with the mind?


"So if you know what is good for you, you self-centered brat, stay in this room," General Caraway menaced, throwing her back in her seat.  "Otherwise, if you want this job as a father, you can have it!"


"I'm sorry," she managed to utter, teary-eyed and choking up.  "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry."


Feeling that he had said all he needed to say, the General lifted his chin and turned away from her, still repeating her apologies, to leave.


"But all of my dolls and playthings are in my room!" Rinoa wailed suddenly, lifting her head and gesturing in the direction of her room down the hall.


He spun around, lifting his index finger with a look on his face so serious that it deterred her from testing him.


"Grow up, Rinoa," he growled, his face coloring slightly.  "You'll live, I'm sure."


"What about Angelo?" Rinoa ventured to ask, not sure where she unearthed the courage to do so.


"That mutt won't stop barking in his kennel," Caraway replied to her surprise.  "I'll see to it that he's brought here.  Maybe you can shut him up." 


He left with a sinister smirk on his face.  Something about how he curled the edge of his lips bothered Rinoa.  It was almost as if he was sure that she would fail in the endeavor he had just dared her to take, and he was humored by it!


He stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him.  There were sounds of the key slipping into the keyhole and setting the lock back in place.


"Oh, and no other visitors," she heard him say from the other side of the door.


Rinoa listened as his heavy footsteps grew softer until they escaped her auditory detection completely.  A second later she heard the door to the communication room slam shut.  Only then did she let out a sigh, followed by a few deep breaths.


Where is my father?  she wondered, feeling her arms and legs trembling.


Exhausted by the lecture, but reliving its horrors as the words echoed in her ears, Rinoa numbly made her way to the bed.  She grabbed one of the larger, fluffier pillows and slid down on the ground beside the bed, whimpering softly.


"I'm so alone," she repeated to herself, burying her head in the pillow and clutching it close,  "Please, Squall, don't leave me."


I'm so scared, scared, scared…

Setting 16: 2128 DAY 15, Trabia Coast-bordering Forests

"It is better to be violent, if there is violence in our hearts,

than to put on the cloak of nonviolence to cover impotence."



-Gandhi


"'Scared' she'd called me," Zell scoffed at the recollection of the challenge he had received from the waitress in the Chinese diner ten minutes prior.  One two, one two.


The night grass was crisp beneath his feet, their resiliency buoying up each of his steps.  The effect was an overall springier sprint through the shadow-shrouded underbrush.  At the same time, he did not forget how his brand new running shoes factored into the elastic benefit he was now enjoying.  One two, one two.


"Who's scared?" Zell objected.  "Certainly not I."


As he surged into the forest, the patterns of the branches flashed across his ivory skin that matched the moonlight, pale for pale.  One two, one two.


I am a leopard.  I am a striped stallion.  I am a speckled owl.

Zell hurdled nimbly over a fallen log, cart-wheeled between two boulders, and then leapt over a crevice.  Keeping the count in his head, he realized that the only way to land and resume his run without losing his rhythm would involve a mid-air flip and then a roll to get back on his feet.  One two two-and-one, one two two-and-two.  He pulled it off to perfection.


One two, one two.


I am a mountain lion.

Zell caught a glint of moonlight from a puddle on the ground ahead and realized that an entire segment of the trail before him was still muddied from the recent showers.  He wondered if he could afford spoiling his brand new sneakers before he had even broken them in.  The passing trees were all slanted just enough from the vertical and supple enough to act as springboards.  That gave him a crazy idea.


He accelerated slightly.  One two three, one two three.


Just as he reached the edge of the boggy terrain, Zell grabbed one of the overhanging branches and used his forward momentum to swing himself into the air.  On the way, he caromed off one of the plane trees on the side, touched off another, and continued ricocheting from tree to tree until he had reached the other side without setting foot in the wet earth.  One two two-and-a-half, one two two-and-a-half.


After jumping onto the last sapling, he tarried a moment longer, hoping to maximize on the boost it would give him when it snapped back.  It worked, and he was able to perform a back-flip with the additional height.  He didn't lose a single beat upon his soft landing, smoothly resuming his running.  One two, one two.


I am a hawk.

He was nearing an even larger gorge.  It would take a running leap to traverse it, and so Zell picked up the pace.


One two three four, one two three four, one leap...


I am a rock, he thought as he reached the peak of his trajectory, eagerly anticipating the moment in which the soles of his feet would reconnect with solid ground.


...land two, one two, one two.


He somersaulted over a few potholes, rolled under and through the space between the grass and a tree stalk that had snapped and collapsed over its trunk.  Scrambling to his feet, Zell tucked his body in for a mini-flip that carried him over a hedge.  The next ravine was too wide to jump, but the vines dangling from overhead gave him the extra yards he needed.


Zell took a deep breath, decelerated, and jogged in place to give his heart ample time to slow down to it's normal rate of reps.  He turned around and was satisfied that not even the watch tower, at the moment the highest point of Nova Trabia Garden constructed, was visible from where he stood.  Maybe if he climbed to the top of that nearby evergreen it would come into view.


He had run nearly two miles on a full stomach and it vexed him that he had not run into a single monster along the way.  Someone deserved a beating and he was going to give that beating.  His pulse had dropped to normal by this time, and, holding his arms out, he closed his eyes.  Taking a deep breath, Zell commenced to clear his mind of all the excess baggage it had picked up during the course of the day.  His body operated more effectively without the mental burden anyway.  It was so easy to get distracted by all the disparaging remarks people made about him.  But this was his alone time.  This was officially Zell time, during which Zell could appreciate Zell's own opinions and the forest would bow reverently to Zell's presence.  Two miles away from civilization, he was certain that there would be nothing but happy thoughts from here on out.


I am a chump.


Having ruined the moment, Zell flopped down on a patch of grass that promised to be fluffy.


It lied.


Zell groaned and shifted his weight to a more comfortable spot.  It seemed as if the entire world were against him today.  In truth, there was probably little to be gained from cursing at that tuft of grass.


He told it off at it anyway.  If need be, he would be the best damned blasphemer of rocks the world had ever seen.


But he was a chump.  He had admitted that just a few seconds ago, had he not?


The waitress must have thought so after his embarrassing performance in the diner.


Zell buried his face in his hands.  He felt like screaming.  Eventually he settled back and grinned, realizing that he'd probably laugh at the whole incident some day.


Yeah, when I'm six feet under and no one can hear me, he contended caustically.


He would think twice before accepting any challenges from the young waitress just to impress the girls seated at the nearby tables.


Besides, that's Irvine's métier.

Zell swallowed with difficulty, the knot in his throat ascribed to his realization of how dangerously close he had come to becoming Irvine Kinneas.


Thinking back to the occasion, he was puzzled by why he even felt the need to impress them.  It wasn't as if he didn't already have a girlfriend.


Zell sighed and rubbed his eyes with his knuckles.


He missed her.  He missed her so much.


What a chump he was!


Whoever told him that his body was composed of mostly water was dead wrong.  He had been feeling completely hollow inside ever since the night of the celebration in Balamb Garden when he last saw Mina.  The moment he realized that Mina had left, it was as if all the hot dogs he had eaten that evening vanished into the void he housed within.  He didn’t have any luck finding her on any of the three floors, but while double-checking the first floor he had run into a crabby Rinoa as she emerged from her room.  Had Rinoa not called him dense so many times for interrupting her one moment with Squall, Zell would have readily accepted the pretense of his innards being composed of air alone.  It sure felt like it.


He had been running on empty for over two weeks.

On some subconscious level, he was probably willing to do anything to make the hurt go away, even if it meant indulging in an alternative source of attention.   The fifteen days of Mina deprivation had been costly.  The more he longed to hear her voice, the more he thought he heard it.  It always turned out to be someone else though, much to his disappointment.  The rub was that the more he thought he heard her voice, the more he longed to hear it for real.  Trapped in this deleterious, never-ending cycle, he was afraid that he might become delusional if his situation were not remedied soon.


He had been so depressed when he entered Garden Noodle.  He must have ordered something before sitting down, but he wasn't entirely sure.  The alluring voice of Mina asking him how he was doing had pushed him to look up, yanking him out of his stupor with more force than the Ragnarok turbine could supply.  The genuinely concerned face his eyes focused on belonged to a female Garden student of no more than fifteen years.  No surprise there; every girl had begun to sound like Mina.


Upon seeing her and realizing that his addresser was not his girlfriend, he had frowned in annoyance.  Who was she, a total stranger, to approach him when he had not first solicited her commiseration?  Did he have a sign on his head that said, "I am miserable, please comfort me"?  Then he figured out that his banging his head repeatedly against the table had probably tipped her off.  With that thought, his features had softened and he had bid her to take a seat across from him.


She did not sit down initially, rather she just stood there sipping on her beverage that he would later find out was a Raspberry Arctic Latte.  She just stared at him.  That one moment that seemed to drag on to infinity was devoid of everything and everyone except her, her large, round eyes, the red straw between her lips, and him.  He could almost picture Mina doing the same thing, nibbling on the straw in a thoughtful manner; it did not seem to matter whether or not the plastic tasted any differently in another color.


An instant later, Zell had progressed beyond just almost picturing Mina in this girl’s shoes, and actually did picture her standing there gnawing on the plastic.


"Hi," the girl introduced herself cheerfully, "I'm Rishi."


She extended her hand for him to shake while asking his name.


It was so small.  He had marveled at how dainty a thing his new acquaintance was.  He was dimly aware that he had not inhaled for quite some time.


Could it...Mina?


Now he wished that he had taken her hand.  It didn't seem right for him to snub her like that, but she was probably too kind-hearted a creature to care.  She just wanted his name, and he was making her wait for it.  What a chump he was to keep her waiting!  What was he going to say?


Why, I'm the great Zell Dincht, savior of the world, of course!


He tried to remember what he really answered.  It was something to the effect of "Zell," but through a stammer that lasted for about ten seconds.


She squinted with a small degree curiosity, trying to piece together what he had said, though he read mostly pleasant amusement in her gaze.  Never once did her smooth petals for lips leave the confidence of the straw.


The girls sitting at the table behind where she was standing and where he guessed she had come from were giggling.  A little bit of rose found its way to her cheeks, and Rishi, realizing that she herself was blushing, looked furtively at her toes and wiggled her shoulders, holding her hands behind her back.  But she kept on sweetly sipping her latte, not wishing to encroach on his personal space that was not exactly overflowing with confidence at the time.  It hadn't occurred to him just then how thoughtful she was being.


Their giggling had become quite distracting.


How many girls were there?

Zell looked over at their table but stopped counting when he got to three.  He felt his time was better spent letting his forehead fall back onto the table.  He was not aware of the pain at the time, but judging from how loud the impact sounded, it should have hurt a lot.


Though he was staring straight at the tabletop, out from the corner of his eyes he could see Rishi half saunter, half skip around him and take a seat beside him, tacitly turning down the chair he had offered across from where he sat.  This deliberate gesture managed to carry a meaning more explicitly received by Zell than implicitly.


Amazingly enough, the girls at the other table grew silent.


"Tell me what's wrong, Z-z-z-z-z-z-e-e-e-e-e-e-e-l-l-l-l-l-l-l-l," Rishi joked, matching the pitch of each phoneme Zell had stuttered through as his introduction.  There was also a subtle twang of a southern accent in her voice, obviously inserted to goad him into looking up.


Zell snorted but did not look up.  On a brighter day, he would probably have fallen out of his seat laughing, but on that same day, he also wouldn't have introduced himself like a scratched record.  On a brighter day, he would not have caught her interest by banging his head against the table over and over.  Mina was simply radiant.  Someday he would have to ask her how she managed to light up the room the way she always did.  It was a pity that he usually took that light for granted, not realizing how much it was worth until he was ensconced in darkness. 

What I wouldn’t give to put my arm around her right now.


My arm.  I would not give up my arm.


Shut up, Zell!  You think too much.


Zell blinked.  He didn’t think too much, did he?  At least I don’t think so.

Yes!  You either don’t think at all, or when you do, you think too much!


Zell frowned.  Wha-?


Stop arguing with yourself, Zell.


Stop arguing with me then!  Zell hollered silently.

You’re pathetic Zell.  The only time you activate me, you choose to think about this kind of stuff.


No one asked you to come, Zell reasoned.  Feel free to leave.


I just might.


Zell froze.  It occurred to him that it would not bode well for him if his mind actually decided to leave.  No!  Come back!


See?  You’re scared of me.


Zell sniffed sardonically.  I’m not scared of you.


You’re terrified.


Well, Zell conceded reluctantly, shoulders dropping, maybe just a little.

You are such a chump.

The table looked a lot bigger when his eyes were right on top of it.  He had no idea that loneliness was this cold.  It was a wonder that Squall could endure it.  It explained the all-weather jacket at least.


His vision compromised, Zell was not aware of Rishi's facial expression at this point, but was pretty sure that she was still sucking on that straw.  Even though he had not made a real attempt, he did not want her to leave either.  She was a curiosity, and a very likable one too.  It surprised him how much she reminded him of Mina.


He heard a screech as the legs of her chair rubbed against the floor.  She pushed the seat back, preparing to leave.


Is she getting up to go? he wondered frantically.


No.  She had placed both hands on his shoulder and started shaking him, begging him to talk to her.

He spared a moment to twist his head slightly for a better view.  He found himself staring right into her big brown eyes, barely two inches away from her face.


"Ha!" Rishi cried triumphantly.  "I see you!"


Zell was too surprised to say anything.  She had caught his mind napping and that being the case, he figured his mouth didn’t have a chance at producing a message more coherent than his initial pronouncement.  Only one escape route lay open to him.


Zell turned back to the table.


Rishi frowned as if her feelings had been hurt, or at least he imagined she did.  Giving him a quick shove, she whined, “You’re so mean to me!”


“But I don’t even know you!” Zell cried in his defense, his tone rife with exasperation.


He regretted it immediately, dreading the sight of the wounded look on her face.


Maybe she won’t…

He checked, blindly hoping that she hadn’t taken him seriously.  After all, she could very well have mistaken the direction of the comment.  He did happen to be facing the table when he spoke.


Shoot!  She does.


What a chump he was!


He knew the signs well.  Her brow had already begun crease, and the slight quivering in those flushed cheeks was sure to follow.  Next her face would fall, and after that would come the deluge.  It would be a natural disaster, lest he do something to salvage the situation.


To his apprehension, he did not find a single Blind spell in his magic stock.  Granted it was not the most ethical way to stop someone from crying, but Zell considered himself a flexible guy.  In this particular juncture, he was especially open to any sort of solution.


Nothing presented itself.  He was getting so tired of seeing Nothing.


Drops of sweat lined his forehead as he settled in for the worst.


“I just wanted to ask if you wanted to try a sip of my Raspberry Arctic Latte,” Rishi wailed, loud enough to earn the sympathy of every customer in the restaurant and make him the villain in their eyes, “and offer to buy you one if you liked it!”


Zell kept his face glued to the counter.  It’s cool surface did not quench the burning sensation he felt about his face.


Eyes watering, she continued to pout, “But so far all you’ve been talking to is the table.”


Her voice indicated that she was neither happy nor kidding.  Zell was sure this time around that his ears had not deceived him when they registered Mina’s voice; it was perfectly legitimate for him to have thought that that because to him, all girls sounded the same when they were upset.


“You make me feel so ugly,” Rishi sobbed, her tears running down the sides of her face as she sipped the last of her latte.


“But you’re really pretty,” he replied, at last lifting his head from the table and turning his entire body to face her.


She responded by turning away from him and burying her face in the sleeve of her Garden uniform.


“I don’t believe you!” she cried, unmistakably moping.


“Please believe me,” Zell insisted gently, putting his hand on her shoulder.


“Prove it,” Rishi pouted, wiping her eyes with the handkerchief that each Garden student was required to keep tucked in the sleeve of their uniform.


Zell blinked, not sure how to prove the verity of his words.  Unlike Irvine, he didn’t carry a mirror with him wherever he went.


“How do I prove it?” he asked Rishi.


“Order something on the menu and eat with me,” she replied too quickly for Zell to believe that she did not have a response planned ahead of time.


Zell was about to protest that he had already ordered something, but decided against it because it was perfectly possible that he never did and just assumed that he had.  It was also too much work for him to rationalize how Rishi figured his eating and her beauty were related, so he just sat back and shrugged.  Rishi took his silence as his assent, and she waved brilliantly to get the notice of the waitress.


“Can I help you?” the lady asked after she walked over, taking out a pen and her notepad.


“Order something, Zell,” Rishi urged, nudging his arm.


The Mina Deluxe Dinner Special, please.


“Um, anything is fine,” he voiced instead.


Rishi made a face, making Zell wonder what he had done wrong.


The waitress kindly pointed out that he would have to give her the number of the item to write on her notepad; otherwise, the kitchen would not know what to prepare.


“Thirty-four,” Zell made up quickly.


His serveuse raised an eyebrow while she jotted the number down, but his response seemed to satisfy her.  Rishi didn’t give him a hard time after that.  Instead, she just relaxed her face and smiled.  As the waitress headed for the kitchen, Zell settled his head back onto the table.


“So there!” Zell affirmed, speaking into the polished wood.  “You’re not ugly at all.”


“Neither are you,” countered Rishi, “so why were you hiding your face?”


I am a chump.


The words echoed through his empty system.


Maybe you’re right, he admitted.


He was a chump, wasn't he?


Yup.


Zell wasn’t sure if it was he who had assented or the annoying little voice in his head.


“I’m just really sad,” Zell admitted at last.  “You could almost say that I’m lost.”


“Why?” asked Rishi.


“This girl-“ Zell began.


Rishi’s face suddenly brightened, and a look of interest her crept into her eyes.


“– I haven’t seen in forever, and it’s killing me,” Zell finished.


It was getting rather stuffy in the diner, but Rishi didn’t seem to notice.  Was it all in his head, then?


“And?” Rishi probed, eyes flashing.


“And what?” Zell echoed defensively.


“What else?” Rishi begged.  “I want to know.” 


“Why do you want to know?” he inquired suspiciously.


“’Cause I just do; I’m a girl.  Tell me!” she whined, shaking his arm.


Zell hesitated, debating whether or not the excuse she had given him would have been valid in a court of law.


"Pretty please?" Rishi tried.


Zell didn't budge.  For some reason that eluded him at the present, this scene seemed awfully familiar to him.


“I love hearing about this sort of thing,” she pleaded again when she saw that he unconvinced.


In a more ominous tone, she added, “Humor me or I won’t let go.”


She had a nice grip.  He had to give her that much.  There was also a subtle tone of fierce determination in her voice.  He read from her expression that she was not afraid to call all of her girl friends over and pressure him if he refused.


At this point he was too heartsick to indulge in a game to see if she would go back on her word.  Seeing how there was no easier way out of his predicament, Zell sighed and settled back in his seat, concurrently lifting his head and staring at her with a defeated look on his face.


She covered her mouth with a free hand, trying desperately to hide a laugh that the sight of Zell’s red forehead had incited.  His temple had been glued to the table too long.


"Do you want to listen or not?" Zell demanded, feeling a flash of annoyance.


"Yup yup," she chirped, quickly regaining her composure.


"Are you friends with Mina Charleston?" Zell asked.


Rishi nibbled on her fingernail as she tried to recall when she had last heard the name, but at last shook her head.


"Sounds familiar, but I can't place the name with a face," she admitted.


"She works in the library," Zell added.


"Oh!" Rishi exclaimed in surprise.  "You mean the pretty one?"


"She's probably not the only pretty one, but I'd say the prettiest," Zell replied honestly.


Rishi looked rather envious, but she signaled for him to go on with his story.


"I keep beating myself up because I hardly paid any attention to what she was saying on the night she left," Zell continued, "and now I really want to know!"


"You guys never listen us when you should," Rishi pointed out critically.


"That's because we get chastised like we didn't hear you or something, even if we did," Zell asserted.


"But you never seem like you want to hear what we're saying," Rishi said.


"I love hearing Mina talk, even if it's not about anything in particular," protested Zell.  "I just save the work of listening for special occasions."


Like when she's waving a knife.


"Is that why you don’t have a clue what she tried to tell you that night?" Rishi guessed, realizing the difference Zell was trying to draw between hearing and listening.


"Basically," Zell conceded, clearly surprised by how quickly she caught on.


Basically, Zell's thoughts echoed, I am a chump.


"What were you doing instead?" she asked.


Zell colored slightly and answered, "Eating."


Rishi rolled her eyes.


"What did you do after she left?" she questioned, moving on.


I wilted and slapped myself silly.


"What do you think I did?" Zell countered.  "I chased after her of course!"


"I'm guessing you didn't have any luck," Rishi remarked.


Zell shook his head sullenly.


Nope, luck was not on my side like it was at the Balamb nightclub.  That was the first time I ever saw her.  Wasn't too articulate that evening, but I can't blame myself for that.  She nearly leveled me when she came over and commanded me to dance with her*.  My lower jaw had to be on the floor.  I was so weak!  I am so weak…and she capitalized on it.  Led me around like an euphoric puppy off to bury a big bone.  Nearly fell down when she pressed her warm body against me too.  Knees were shaking so hard…Zell you weakling!  She had to have noticed.  Must have thought I was a total klutz.  I'm such a chump!  And now there's this other guy-
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Rishi waved her hand in front of his face, calling out, "Hello?"


When he was slow to respond, she started slapping him repeatedly on the arm with her small palms and pouted, "Talk to me, you big ol' meanie!"


Zell was thus coerced to repeat everything he had just thought to her.  He did not notice the periodic dreamy sighs she'd give or how her face flushed.  It seemed odd that he could say all these things in front of a total stranger and not feel awkward about it, but he supposed it was easier to talk to a woman.  He could not imagine himself having this conversation with Squall or Irvine.  Or Seifer, for that matter.


"Are you sure you did a good job looking for her?" Rishi asked.


"I checked every floor twice!" Zell exclaimed.  "Then I checked her room, her best friend Helen's room, and their mutual friend Janiika's room."


"Was that all she was worth to you?" Rishi jeered.


"No!" Zell huffed.  "I even ran all the way to Balamb to see if she had gone to Helen* or Janiika's houses."
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"Did you bother to check the landing pier or the ticket booth?" asked Rishi.


Zell's eyes widened, mentally kicking himself for not thinking of that at the time.


Why hadn't he thought of that?


Chump.


He was about to snatch Rishi's drink and pour what was left of it onto his face when the waitress returned with the dish he had ordered.  It was actually a large bowl with a lid on it as opposed to an actual dish.  She set it on the table in front of him.


"Number thirty-four," she announced matter-of-factly and waited for him to open the lid so she could take it back into the kitchen.


Zell lifted the lid, revealing noodles and vegetables immersed in a reddish liquid.


"What is this?" Zell asked.


"Number thirty-four," the waitress repeated as if she were replying to a nincompoop.


"What is number thirty-four?" Zell tried a second time.


"What you ordered," the lady answered in exasperation.


Zell felt stupid.


"That's just tomato and carrot juice, right?" Zell attempted one final time to seek her reassurances.


"Sure," the waitress returned absent-mindedly, relieving him of the lid in his hands instead of the doubt in his mind.


"Hurry up and eat," Rishi urged him, tugging on his elbow.


The waitress witnessed this and smirked.


"It's better to eat it all while it's still warm," she told him.


In afterthought, she added, "If you're not scared, that is."


Scared?  Who's scared?


Leaning over, she whispered furtively in Zell's ear, "It really impresses the ladies when you eat the whole thing in one breath."


Zell looked from the big bowl of noodles to the waitress to Rishi to the table of girls whose eyes had not left them from the moment Rishi sat down and back to the waitress again.


"They would?" he asked with a questioning look.


She shrugged and replied earnestly, "I would be." 


Zell took her input under consideration.  Rishi's insistence, meanwhile, persisted.  The girls at the opposite table blushed in unison when he cast a second glance over at them.


Why did Mina really go to Galbadia?  Who is that guy?


He stopped caring.


Without another word, Zell took the bowl up in both hands and began to chug down its contents.


The waitress, not thinking that Zell would actually do it, dropped the lid but caught it before it hit the ground.  Rishi's eyes widened with excitement.  Zell heard the other onlookers gasp.


Having emptied the bowl in record time, Zell victoriously set it back down and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.


 "How about that?" he gloated, looking at the serveuse.


She edged away from the table nervously.


"I'll go get you some green tea," she offered, "but I doubt it will help."


"Help with what-" Zell began, but was cut short by the burning sensation flaring up inside his mouth.  It felt like Seifer was playing around in there with a flame-thrower, having gone mad.


Rishi inspected the bottom of the bowl curiously.


"These look like red pepper seeds," she told him.  "I didn't know you liked hot peppers!"


Zell couldn't wait around for the green tea.  He desperately needed something to douse the inferno that was working its way down his throat.  Then he remembered the waterhole right outside the Garden gates.


It would have to do.


Zell jumped to his feet, knocking his chair over in the process, and ran out of the restaurant.


If he had forgotten to pay, so be it.


He could imagine Rishi sobbing about how he didn’t even say good-bye.


Chump, he thought to himself with a cheesy grin.  To help him vent, he tossed into the shadows a handful of grass that he hadn't realized he had uprooted during his rumination.


The waterhole had not been a pleasant experience, but it had served its purpose.  Still, one would like to think that an organization as rich wealthy as Garden would have invested in an actual, sanitized reservoir.


Something was wet…and he was sitting on it.


Zell regretted shifting from the uncomfortable patch of grass to the damp soil.  A grass stain, at least, was not a liability.  If he went back to Nova Trabia now, the trainees would all think that he dirtied his pants, all on the account of the stupid humus.  No one would believe, and unfortunately for him, Garden was more gossipy than it was mature.


Zell beat the ground with his fist in frustration.  Why couldn't he be more like Squall?  Squall had everything figured out.  Wearing black pants was ingenious.  A dirt smudge was just one less thing about which to worry.


He didn't realize that he had been pounding the soil the entire time.  With each blow, the earth sank and the tree beside him swayed by degrees that grew increasingly precarious.  He had mistaken it for a pine, common in these parts, but was made aware of his initial, erroneous assumption when the first of the small dogwood leaves fell and those that followed began to flutter around him in the place of the supposed pine needles.


He had been similarly unaware that the spot he had been striking was matted with gravel, not grass.  The small jagged edges of crushed rock had lacerated his knuckles, which would have soon been bloody had he not caught himself right then.  One particular puncture had been rather deep, and it stung when Zell pulled the stone chip out of his skin.  The rest of the rocks had been neatly pulverized into fine sand.  Rubbing his knuckles, Zell stifled a grimace from how the minor flesh wound smarted.  Seifer would have laughed at him had he done otherwise, and Squall would have followed Seifer's suit if he knew how to laugh.


The number of dogwood leaves had been steadily dwindling.  Even if the sporadic breeze had been nonexistent that night, to catch the leaves would still have been challenge.  They swung back and forth with no apparent pattern or timing, swaying as if they were hanging from the end of a confused pendulum.  Additionally the desultory spin on the leaves afforded them the fleeting cover of night, because only so often would any given leaf arch wide enough to catch any of the limited moonlight, peeking through the treetops.  But how they glistened when the moment was just right!  In a word, the entire act was enchanting.


In the columns of moonlight, each leaf glowed like the vanity of the moon goddess herself.  Now a coruscating curtsy, now a silvery strut, then perhaps a diaphanous dip designed to steal your breath, and just when you least expect it, a frivolous flash by the flip of her naughty dress before she whirls away.  And just like the moon, all attempts of capture would prove fruitless as she always flees before your grasp, but sure enough, the moment you withdraw your hand, so does she reappear, fearing your turning away more than your touch.  Thus did each leaf flicker and flirt, even without Zell reaching for them, and thus did he sit there, enshrouded by the night swirl of blinking eyes, the peacock tail of a twilight.


Sensing that their dance was almost done, Zell broke the calm and let his arm jet out like a snake's head snaps, stabbing confidently into the darkness.  He left it there and took a moment to savor the feeling of piercing the midnight air.  All good things end quickly, probably because they are so easy to miss.  Most of them were, indeed, hard to catch.


Feathers.  Now feathers were different; they were easy to catch.  These dogwood leaves, though, were something else.  Clumsy yet graceful, and elusive all in one.  Zell marveled at that.


Still, he thought smugly, nothing can hide forever.  Sooner or later you're bound to be found.

With that, drew his hand back and slid the pierced dogwood leaf off of his index finger, careful not to tear it.  It was came off like a ring too tight for his tastes, and it felt so much like a white rose petal.  He wondered if it would fit her and then smiled at the thought of giving a flower to flower.


Would they even recognize each other?  Or would it be like buying flowers for a flower girl and she would find it tasteless?

Something about it caught his eye, and so Zell held the fragile loop under the light and scrutinized the surface.


Sure enough, it was dappled with cherry stains to which he realized his blood was culprit.  The puncture in his knuckle that he had not thought was that serious had reddened and began to drip down his fingers and onto the leaf, comparable to  throwing strawberries into the fresh winter snow.  Had he ruined the purity or had he made the gift more precious?  Was his adulteration a signature or self-expression that made the white circlet more dear to its future wearer?  Would she cherish it now because he was somehow all about it in essence?


Zell pocketed his token and made a mental note to give it to Mina first thing the next time he saw her.  That and a thousand hugs and kisses.  Then, without expression, he made a fist and inspected his minor flesh wound.  It was just a scrape, but he was happy that it had happened.  It seemed so familiar, this scratch.  He wondered where he had seen it before.


His eyes widened at the remembrance.


He recalled first the delightful shriek she gave when he pulled her into the water with him that one time.  Having reciprocated the favor of completely soaking the other's clothes, he then swam to the ladder and pulled himself up.  He must have brushed his hand against a protruding nail or the edge of a cracked plank in the process.  Neither of them had noticed when he proceeded to help her out of the water, but she saw it later just as he handed her his towel to use.


Her first reaction was give the same surprised shriek that she had when he pulled her into the water, but the slightest hint of worry had crept audibly into her voice and changed her entire tone enough to break his heart and make him feel ashamed for having distressed her so.  She frantically threw the towel aside and used instead her shirt to clean his hand, after which she kissed and cried over it.  He was so dumbstruck at the time that he could offer her no words of reassurance; rather he tried to comfort her with a hug, and while neither of them dared to break the silence, it was then that he knew she loved him.  She was something special, and in that one second, how blind he had been through each second of his life before that one became suddenly insignificant, because for once, at last, this time, here, he saw it, and he saw it clearly.  As clearly and plainly as he could see her standing before him, he saw how special she was to him.


Woefully, though, that wall of silence was extended by the group's whisking him away through Time Compression, a phenomenon that he understood no more than he understood her.  Mysteries, rushes, life-altering experiences those two were.  One a maze of the mind, the other a maze of the heart.  Mina was simply a maze to him.  To him, Mina was simply amazing.


Zell colored, frowning.  Mina was always keeping secrets from him.  He wondered what she refused to tell him that day at the dock*.  Could she have been thinking about this other guy?
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Zell shook his head in frustration.  But then again, he supposed all women were as secretive and behaved the same way.  It was just another method perfected and practiced to keep guys like him on their toes, pins and needles, the edge, curious, coming back.  To keep things discovered and undiscovered alike – that was their charm, the woman's way.  All of them except Rinoa anyway, who told Squall absolutely everything.


Zell sighed, and leaned back against a tree.  Squall had it made.  Squall was omniscient about their missions and about women, or his own at least.  Squall did not have a huge wet spot on the back of his jean shorts.  Squall had a girl that always hung around him.


Zell tapped his forehead agitatedly.


No, I forgot.  Rinoa is back in Balamb.  Looks like Squall and I are in the same boat.

Mina had left him on her own accord, just like Rinoa did Squall on the balcony.  Who were they but two poor schmucks abandoned on the same night?


Zell jumped to his feet when his ears picked up a faint but distinctly feminine shout coming from his left.


Mina?  Could it…no, wait.  She's in Galbadia.

He listened intently to make sure he wasn't hearing things.


"Merali?" the same cry followed more to the left than he had originally presumed.


It was hard to place exactly where the sound had come from in so dense a jungle, but he guessed the source was about seventy meters away.  Zell brushed the dirt off of his pants and hurried in what he hoped was the right direction.  One two, one two.


"Merali, was that you?" the female voice rang again.


The night, two miles away from the Garden lights, was not a good companion to loudmouths.  Zell, recognizing the unnecessary danger that the girl was soliciting, picked up the pace.  One two three, one two three.


"Merali, you'd better get your cute ass out here now!" she shouted next.


She was not too far now.  It was a race between him and whichever hungry nocturnal creature happened to be in the area.  If he got there too late, she wouldn't have a head with which to shout.  One two three, one two three.


"I don't care how smooth it is, I'm going to kick it back to last Friday if you don't show yourself!" the mystery girl threatened, still oblivious to how she was putting her life in jeopardy.


It would not be too long now.  He could not see her yet, but he could almost sense her standing right beyond the next row of trees.  Was it his imagination or did the brushes a few meters away stir?  He thought he caught the shadow of something other than him moving in her direction.  One two three, one two three.


"Hit a tree with a stick or something, or bat a rock in this direction, just give me some sign to let me know where you are!" the girl called out.


Zell's blood chilled when he heard a faint rumble and saw a serpent-like tail disappear behind a tree trunk a short distance away.  Branches snapped and the grounded leaves rustled.  One two three four, one two three four.


The woman must have heard it too because she hesitated before murmuring shakily, "Merali?"


Run! Zell wanted to tell her.  He was having a hard time keeping up with the still unidentified monster, so he hoped desperately that she was parked in a clearing and would head into the woods when she saw it coming.  He would be hard-pressed to reach her before it did.  One two three four, one two three four.


Must go faster, he commanded himself.


No sooner did he think that before thundered through the neighboring foliage.  It was of the hair-stiffening, skin-prickling, muscle-tensing, blood-freezing, bone-jarring, ear-splitting, heart-stopping type that Zell recognized on reflex, having endured various battles in the field and Quistis' relentless language lab tape drills, belonged to a Blue Dragon.  It was either that or an inebriated Wendigo trying to mate with Bahamut.  Zell went with the more probable and less ugly theory.


Both the squawking of birds overhead and the regularly returned echoes indicated to Zell that the cry of the beast was steadily radiating outwards into the rest of the forest.  He could almost see the mechanical sound waves physically ripple through the dense niches and stir up the wildlife.  The indigenous animal population was clearing out like a pack of rodents fleeing from a raging forest fire.


In the next instant Zell saw a slender figure standing by herself a little ways off.  He felt a wave of joy wash over him, realizing that she was almost within his grasp.  The subsequent wave that hit him was the fourth echo of the monster's first bellow, driving him into a sea of fear.  It stemmed from the fact that the serpent was leading him by a few strides and from the doubt he had in his mind about whether or not he could outrun a beast in frenzy.  If there had been a longer distance to cover and if the monster's dinner was not immediately in sight, Zell would have bet a full month's worth of wages on himself.  As it was, the odds favored the ten-ton snake with wings.


I am supersonic.


One two three four five six, one two three four five six.


Hearing the roar and feeling the boom, the girl had spun around in alarm.  The look on her face was distinctly the same as that which one puts on right before she screams.  Zell knew that her screaming would be a very bad idea because it would surely attract any creatures hungry enough to take their chances with the dragon and tarry in the vicinity after hearing its sound.


If only he had longer legs.  If only he were not so unlucky.  If only he were not such a damned good Samaritan.  The ideal cool-headed SeeD like Squall would not have lifted a finger until he saw a notarized contract with the Headmaster's official stamp on it.  They were mercenaries, and the only thing that sustained this way of life – the way of the gun – was cold cash.  Theirs was a crude world, moralistically acknowledging only black and white, materialistically recognizing only green and red – credits were the currency and blood was the object to be bartered.  It was as simple as that, unless a SeeD fell for a client, or a client happened to be the sorceress whose life the SeeDs had a hidden agenda to take.  In simple Squall's case, the clients from each of the two extreme cases happened to be the same person, and that would make things difficult.


The dragon was practically on top of her.  They had come to the end of the track.  It was now or never.  One two three, one two-


I wonder if I can wheedle some hazard pay out of Cid for this, Zell reflected as he dove towards the girl, her glittering hair slung over her shoulder and her pink mouth parted for what Zell feared would be a scream that would certainly doom them even if they made it past the Blue Dragon.  A frantic girl made a perfect after-supper snack, scrumptious enough to lure out the hard-hitting contenders that were at first reluctant to fight the Blue Dragon for her, or even worse, a bigger creature like the Red Dragon.


As Zell shuddered at the thought, he was reminded of the only other time in his life when he was stressed enough to have to involuntarily shudder in midair.  It happened during his boss fight with Ifrit on his trial run to Fire Cavern to qualify as a SeeD candidate.  While he was dodging a fireball, Quistis told him to stop fooling around because the exam was being timed.  It galled him that she did not mention that crucial fact when they entered the cavern.  She later explained that she was trying to keep him relaxed.  He secretly believed that Instructor Trepe deliberately forgot to mention the time restriction, her purpose being to induce that very reaction from him while he was sailing through the air.  Shuddering before touchdown basically rules out a soft landing, and he couldn’t very well see Quistis' look of satisfaction with a job well done while his face was in the dirt.  On top of that, he nearly tripped up again when she told him that he could not keep Ifrit after he had already won the GF.  Apparently one other student had yet to make the Fire Cavern run, and so, by her flawless reasoning, Zell was to give up his rightful reward because some runt had slacked off.  Zell could not wait to get his hands on the punk that deprived him of his GF.  As soon as he found out who the last candidate was, that kid was going to pay.


Zell ground his teeth together.  Quistis was definitely out to get him.  He would have to watch his step around her.  Zell then took a millisecond to wonder what Quistis had said to Squall to "relax" him.  Whatever she said, it was probably ineffectual.  Knowing how cold-blooded Squall was, nothing short of a blow to the head could relax him, either because Squall was perpetually relaxed or perpetually high-strung.  Perhaps he was constantly both.  A true paradox Squall was.


The entire forest seemed to fade into the blurred obscurity as he neared the mystery girl.  All he saw was her, and she stood alone against the darkness, the single, illuminated focal point of his current efforts.  His eyes found her moon-silver flood of hair frozen about her neck, around which a rosy ribbon fluttered with each falter from her pale pink lips.  Now, just a few inches from her ivory face, Zell wondered why he had gotten this close to her without the dragon interfering.  It could have long since swallowed the girl and batted him away with its claws.


Momentarily drawing his attention away from the girl, Zell could hear the beast's frustration, its straining, its ferocious roars, its clawed feet tearing up the ground and throwing forth a froth of dust.  He could also hear the nearby trees uprooting, the vines snapping, the branches cracking, the trunks splintering, and the leaves rustling with a hollow howl as harrowing as that emanating from the dragon's throat itself.


It's caught! Zell realized gleefully, for indeed the enemy's neck and jaws were tangled in web of shoots and greenery between the last of the trees, a space that it had mistaken for being empty and would provide no impediment between it and its meal.


With newly infused relief circulating in his system, Zell felt as if he were ready to take on the world.  This new development would afford him time, not much, but enough to make the situation seem hopeful, and perhaps enough time, even, for a vainglorious war hoot.


Zell quickly decided against the war hoot.  Squall would have done nothing of the sort.  Short of thirty Tiamats, Zell did not know of anything that could induce his suitemate to even flinch.  Even when the possessed Edea threw an ice popsicle through Squall's shoulder during the parade, Mr. Invalid himself had only raised an eyebrow.  Cool as ice, the Commander was.  Aloof, disinterested, cold-blooded, callous, almost inhuman.


Well, now that I think about it more-


Zell reconsidered his original estimation of the blow to the head as a surefire way to tranquilize Squall beyond his usual imperturbability.  This new insight was spurred by Zell's recollection that Squall always seemed tense whenever he was unconscious.  Zell suspected that Squall had nightmares every night, because every time he snuck into Squall's room to copy homework while the latter was asleep, Squall would kick and turn over restlessly.  His actions during his unconsciousness betrayed the internal turmoil he hid from the rest of the world during his consciousness.  In light of this evidence, it would be justified for Zell to assume that Squall was perpetually high-strung.


Maybe that was what was getting on Rinoa's nerves, Squall's kicking in his sleep, and not Zell's barging in on the two of them on the balcony.  How embarrassing!


I am such a chump! Zell scolded himself, just as he felt his fingers connect with skin and cloth.  She tensed at his touch.


The monster lurched back and forth, pushing its scaly head forward, kicking, screaming, and batting at them with its angry claws.  The lightning-quick swipes narrowly missed Zell as he slammed into the woman.  She smelled like daisies after a light sprinkle, or was he hallucinating about Mina again?


The last vine groaned and gave way, snapping apart and in agony.  In no time at all, the massive jaws of the carnivore descended upon the two.  Had Zell looked up, his eyes would have been as white and round as dinner plates.


That is to say, had Zell stalled, he would have been eaten.  Yet, the serpentine jaws slammed into the ground, the grotesque teeth sinking into nothing other than the earth's soft soil.  The split-second during which the dragon was hampered by the creeper tree's tendrils had afforded Zell just enough time to tackle the maiden to the ground and roll out of harm's way with her in his arms.  He was not willing to place a bet on how grateful she was going to be for knocking the wind out of her in what looked like an overly exuberant, desperate, and mindless attempt to cop a feel through the blue-and-pink-striped tank-top, but he could say with near certainty that if they both lived through the Blue Dragon, he would have another enemy to deal with.


Or another enemy to run from, Zell admitted to himself when indeed he felt something that he had not meant to feel.  His face contorted awkwardly, unable to reconcile how to simultaneously blush in embarrassment and pale with dread.


The Blue Dragon spared him of his dilemma.  Having tasted with his last strike more grit than blood, all of which had been spilled from his own tongue, the beast lifted its jaws in fury.  Its raging eyes screamed bloody vengeance, and it leveled its sights menacingly on Zell as the frantic SeeD scrambled to lift his companion to her feet.  The dragon snarled, nostrils flaring, opened its mouth, and let out a burst of flame.  The wild, red tongues reached out to Zell who was completely dumbfounded.


Since when do Blue Dragons breathe fire? the thought ran through his head a mere stride quicker than the blaze ran through the air towards its target.  Zell found himself back on panic's porch, rapping on its weary door.


Mina, what do I do?

He was a mercenary, not a bodyguard; he did not have the proper training that the situation called for.  By all rights he should have rolled out of the way even before the dragon let loose its fiery breath, but it seemed morally wrong to move or duck out of the way after gesturing to the girl to stay behind him.


Still, the days of morality having passed, would he really be condemned for saving his own skin?  Probably not, but the lack of penalization did not make it right.


"The crime does not make the criminal; the police cameras do," he remembered Irvine's maxim.  It was the same line Irvine used constantly to excuse himself and turn the argument on anyone who would accuse him of philandering.  Evidently the cowboy still considered himself to be pure in heart and immaculate in conscience because he had never been caught diddling anyone, diddle as he might.  Innocent until proven guilty.  Pristine till shown to be otherwise.


By the same shaky reasoning, with no one to condemn him, Zell could have easily slipped into the forest and let the girl fend for herself with no one being the wiser.  And he would have done it too had Irvine been the ultimate authority on honor.  Being as Irvine was a sneaky, womanizing sniper, though, Zell decided to do the exact opposite of what Irvine's code called for.  He would hold his ground until she was safe.  If he didn't, then he did not deserve to court Mina.  If she had been in this girl's place, would he have even hesitated?


He wasn't sure, and he sure as Eden did not want to leave it as an uncertainty.  He had to know.  If he could save the girl now, then he would surely save Mina later.  If he selfishly chose the path of cowardice and ran, even if he could side-step the guilt of having sacrificed the life of an innocent for his own no-good existence, he would be able to escape neither the self-doubt about his worth as a warrior, nor the inquietude from knowing that his girlfriend deserved a better, worthier man and that he was depriving her of this other person.  Both the doubt and the inquietude would plague him incessantly and catch up with him eventually.  In essence, Mina was the girl, and the girl was Mina.  It was all one big test.  True or false?


What's it gonna be, Zell? he could imagine Cid asking.  What's your answer?

Don’t you mean what am I, and not what my answer is? he heard his voice resonate in his head.


Are you true or false, Zell? Cid would have rephrased it.


Zell wished desperately that it had been an ordinary SeeD test.  This time, though, Squall's answers weren't handy and if he cheated, he would not only be cheating himself; he would be cheating her too.  How could he have her suffer that?  She did not deserve that.


Zell was quickly realizing that his predicament had become too serious to be a game.  Relationships seldom were, and life-threatening situations even less frequent.


He felt so unworthy.  He had to be, for why else would he be debating about making a choice that ought to have been so immensely obvious had he been worthy.


I am so unworthy, he confessed to himself.


You are! his inner voice agreed.


I am, he repeated hollowly, not fully believing that he was giving up without a fight.


You better believe it, the voice replied.


She was obviously too good for him.


She is too good, Zell conceived.


She is!


At last we agree, Zell realized sadly.


Chump.


Zell saw the snide comment coming so it did not ruffle him half as much.  It was not like he had any pride left to lose.  To care about pride was silly; he was a guy and that was how guys were built.  It served him right to fall for a goddess trapped in a mortal body.


Time was speeding up again.  He was back in the forest and could feel the heat wave heading towards him.  The moment of truth had arrived.  He could dally in his thoughts no further without getting hurt by the incoming burst of flames.


Zell looked at the girl sadly.


Forgive me, Mina.


Zell pushed the girl away, immediately after which he landed a quick kick on her rear, propelling each of them in opposite directions.  Even as he spiraled away, though, he could feel part of the blast wash over him.


The girl cried out in pain when Zell booted her into the bushes, and from the way she was groaning, he guessed that her landing had been hard one.  In a more graceful display, Zell rolled smoothly back onto one knee upon landing and brushed out the small patches on his socks that were burning.


Having dispelled the danger that required his immediate attention, he raised his head and yelled out to the girl, "Run!"


She rose to her feet slowly, wincing from the pain that he had inflicted, looked at him dubiously for a second, but then quitted her hesitation and soon, carrying out his instruction, the battlefield itself.


After noting her departure, he spared a glance back down to his feet.  The sides of his sneakers were seared, and the soles were partially melted into a gummy mess.  Had they been an old pair of running shoes, he might have been inconsolable over the loss of so comfortable and familiar a relationship.  Being as they were practically brand new, he was more irked than upset that he had been gypped of a full three months of perfectly workable performance.  The limited edition footwear had been imported at his request from Galbadia, offered the maximum traction for optimal handling without compromising speed, was cushioned to adapt to the shape of each foot, and promised to push the athlete's abilities to their peak.  It was also signed by the great Mr. Jammy himself-


What reeks? he wondered and covered his nose.


He could no longer ignore the awful odor that seemed to cling to his body, and took in a big whiff in hopes of finding the source.  Struggling not to hurl, he presumed that the irritating smell climbing up into his nose was from the vapor streaming from his legs.  Upon inspection, he saw that all of his precious hair in that area had been seared off.  The corollary sentiment of despair was quickly replaced by that of indignation.


Zell rubbed his singed calves furiously, deciding that he had a major problem with barbecued Zell legs being on the menu without his explicit written permission.  If he and Mr. Toasty were going to have themselves a problem, then it was his job to make sure that by the end of the fight, it was all the latter's problem.


"Forget the buffalo," Zell hissed indignantly, "I want fried dragon wings tonight."


Zell cracked his knuckles through his Ehrgeiz gauntlets and repeated the action on his other hand.  Someone owed him some fancy running gear, and that someone was going to pay.


"You have three seconds to apologize to me in English before I kick your green-tailed ass!" he shouted at the creature, flagging it off in the process.


In response, the Blue Dragon roared cacophonously and whipped its aquamarine tail around, leveling three good-sized trees in the process.  Zell somersaulted at just the right time so that when his body was inverted at the peak of the flip, by extending his right hand, he was able to plant his palm on the killer tail and catapult over it as it sped by.  Still in flight, he grabbed a projecting branch and swung himself up to a higher perch.  There he settled quietly in the shelter of the shadows yielded by the foliage.  He peered through the green mesh and spied his enemy wheeling back around to face the clearing.  The price of the surprise spin-move had been the forfeiture of Zell from its line of sight for a split-second, and now it could not reacquire its target.  Zell watched the reptilian fiend scan the environs, its bulgy eyes rotating, oozing, slowly through a full revolution on each side of its ghastly jaws.  It let out a few hit-or-miss spurts of fire to test any possible hiding spots in the proximity.  On all four feet now, with its tail swaying opposite of its massive head for counterbalancing purposes, it seemed more and more like a Red Dragon to Zell.  For one thing, it behaved more like its fearsome cousin than the normal lot of Blue Dragons that he had fought before.


It flicked its tongue over the gleaming set of daggers inside its mouth, then moved forward to cover more ground, slowly at first, but soon picked up speed as its hind legs stirred to life.  Craw strafing and eyes snaking, it raked the area for Zell's corpse with surprising speed and systematicity, obviously not the geezer with loose screws that Zell hoped it would be.  He could see the outline of the dragon's veins protruding out from under the moon-glazed scales, the haunch muscles tightening, filling and stretching the skin, the ground groaning under the weight of each of its steps, the crusted nails digging into the flesh of the earth.


Zell actually felt sorry for the dirt that had been trodden underfoot.  Eyeing the beast's spacious, pothole-like footprints, he stiffened at his guess about how unpleasant it would feel to be trapped under and crushed by the gigantic paw of that walking trash compactor.


Zell nearly jumped out of his skin when he thought he saw the monster's jaundiced eyes widen, presumably from having sensed his initial alarm or smelled the fear pouring from his pores.  The drops of sweat gathering on his brow and lining his arms hollered and hooted up a ruckus, waving madly to grab the beast's attention, inviting the disclosure of Zell's location.  He was so going to punish them by showering the living daylights out of them when he got back, if he got back, tonight, but for now, he lamented that he had not the foresight to wear an airtight, full-body suit instead of his trademark shorts, shirt, and jean jacket for this evening jog.


It was a jog that promised to be more costly than an everyday workout.  Whoever coined the phrase, "No pain no gain," had obviously never run across a Blue Dragon in the weight room.  Another look at the demonstration of compressive powers honed by the creature gave Zell a whole new perspective on "doing crunches" in the Nova Trabia Garden Gymnasium.


Seeing how the dragon was torching everything in sight and stomping around, Zell decided that if he did not live to sign back in at the front gate, it would not take a genius to figure out what had happened to him when they stumbled upon his remains the following morning.  He reckoned that with their combined astuteness, the search party, investigation committee, and intelligence team had a fair chance of arriving at the right conclusion, then.  After all, it was common knowledge to even the second-class Garden trainees that every criminal made at least ten mistakes and left the investigators at least ten clues as to his identity.  Judging, though, from the way it was trumpeting its attendance to all the world with its thunderous snarls, the Blue Dragon did not seem to fear being caught and indicted by the locals.


The monster drew near.  Zell, having breached the threshold of anxiety for quite so time now, was figuratively pissing in his pants, expending every last effort not to do it literally.


What would Squall do in this situation? he racked his brains for an answer frantically.


The only response that turned up from his query was a sarcastic Well, for starters, his pants would not be wet.


But Zell was over that already.  He was above it.  Beyond it.  He was Zell.  He didn't have to be Squall, not if he didn't want to be, at least.  He could handle everything just fine on his own.


But he sure wished Squall were around.  Squall would know what to do.  It was impossible to lose with Squall leading the team.


No sooner did the thought cross his mind that Mina's face flash against the screen of leaves before him.  He gasped and reached out to touch her, but the mirage had already vanished in a flicker.  The only part of her that lingered – her frown of disapproval – did so in his memory.  The image jabbed into his heart and ran it through, forcing him to pull back, fingers shaking, like he had cut himself on accident while wiping his mother's kitchen knife in the sink.


He was always telling Mina to be braver.  It was her turn to tell him to be brave.  That was the message he read from her disappointed eyes.


Chump.


Tough as it was for Zell to admit, she was not wrong to think that.  The verdict itself might have been wrong, but he could not blame her for making that judgment based on the lousy evidence he had presented to her.  Every action or thought he had carried out in the past hour could qualify, at best, as misleading if not downright contrary to what he wanted to prove of himself.  Even now, fear held him by the reins, riding down on him hard as he knew the Blue Dragon would if he did not get his act together.  It was the same fear that ruled over Mina, the same that he constantly urged her to overcome.  It was ironic that he was no one to coach her on how to conquer their common nemesis when it came to the crucial moment.


Terror furnished effective shackles on one's will.  Now, with it being inches from his face, this principle was illuminated.  Never before did he sympathize with the need for solitude that her shyness of spirit dictated.  It used to bother him that she would rather dance with the cover of night* than with him, to practice under it than before his eyes.  Now, though, freezing up in the face of fear did not seem all that absurd.  She would rather dance alone than face her demons under the silent moon, but he could save her and redeem himself.  This was his chance to take her turn for her, to assume the dance with the devil and beat it once and for all.  She did not have to be afraid anymore, if he could endure enough fear for the both of them.


The devil drew near.  Darker became the black pitch of night.
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The dragon's nostrils moved up and down as if it were sniffing the air once more to confirm the direction from which Zell's scent was the strongest.  Maybe it really could smell him.  This would be an interesting complaint to raise to the Garden Personal Services Committee about the Garden-issued soap.


The creature's muscles tensed when it was sure that it had found its prey.  Its sharp intake of air and equally hurried exhalation was an indication for Zell to make his exit.  The quickness of breath signaled that a strike was underway.  Sure enough, the swaying tail had grown still, and Zell guessed that once it snapped to life, he would not be able to see it again until it was on him.


Zell quickly grabbed a thick branch, pulled it back with one hand, and broke it from the tree trunk with the elbow of his other hand.  Once freed from the tree and resting in his arms, the small log felt much heavier than it had previously looked, as he had anticipated.  His only worry was whether or not it had enough weight to pull off what he intended to do next.


The still tail disappeared from view, its initial explosion into motion too quickly for the eye to follow.  It would cover a wide arc around the dragon's left side, picking up speed and whistling like the devil.  Zell threw the log outwards, jounced the limb to pull more height, and jumped into the clearing after it.


I am a falcon.

Zell spiraled into the air, catching glimpses of smashed tree in whose composition he would have taken part had he lifted off a second later.  The fallen, splintered mass wept over its ruin, and Zell might have followed in suit had he nothing else to worry about.  However, the apprehension of the dragon rearing its head up and launching a breath of fire afforded him no such worry-free luxury.  Somewhere in the shadows of the past, Mina danced along side of him, matching him revolution for revolution with her own triple-axle.


Zell mumbled a curse when he saw the dragon's eyes follow his movements.  He was banking on the possibility that it would lose track of him among the flying debris.  Now he had to pray that his invented calculation with the wooden log would work out when tested in real life.  He wished that he could have tried this out in the Garden Computer-Simulated Battle Program multiple times to tweak out any mistakes instead of being forced to give this one unrehearsed, impromptu performance that actually carried more consequence than hitting the restart button.  But "there was nothing better than imminent death to ward against complacency," Quistis had lectured in class once.  Zell, traditional antagonist of the "survival of the fittest" precept and proponent of the "survival of the most well prepared," found something morally wrong with her line of reasoning.


I am an eagle.


After reciting a quick prayer, Zell reached out to catch the chunk of wood that he had initially thrown above him but had now begun its parabolic descent.  Still on his way up, Zell found his target out of reach, but quickly turned his horizontal, streamline position into a front flip by deliberately overarching, shifting his center of gravity back, destabilizing his own equilibrium, increasing his vertical moment, and consequentially tipping forwards, both feet over his head.  After pulling out of this somersault at the peak of his jump, his feet settled perfectly on the topside of the wooden board.  Mina shadowed him on the ground far below, her pirouette completely synchronized with Zell's own acrobatics.  "Ride it in," she motioned to him in a language of pure feeling beyond the capacity of words to describe.


Zell took his breath and held it as he dropped into the dragon's air space.  Even though he was directly on top of it and could not see what it was doing because of the board in between them, Zell could imagine the beast sitting up onto its hind legs, straightening out, lifting its head back, opening its jaws, and letting loose a fearsome inferno.  All he had to do now was sit tight, ram the log straight into the creature's gapping mouth, lodge it deeper into the throat, and hope for the best.


Once he felt the flames fanning out around him, he was both relieved and vexed that his estimation of the dragon's movements was flawless; the beast had indeed titled its head back and spewed forth a jet spray of fire, into which Zell was now falling.  Seated in a one-way convey into hell qualified as the last place Zell wanted to be.


At the same time, though, he knew that jumping off the convoy was the last thing he wanted to do.  He had seen Seifer scrimmaging with Squall the day before the SeeD exam and remembered how the initial blast from Seifer's Fire Cross had knocked Squall down.  It would have been worse had Squall's gun-blade not taken the brunt of the flame-burst, splitting the explosion down the center.  Still, the two severed halves of the flames curled back around the blade, diffracting outwards to hit, with one combined force, Squall whose surface area was too large for hide behind the blind zone created by the deflection.  Zell reasoned that it would be similarly disastrous for him to attempt to jump off and leave the protection that the log provided.  Should he do so, he would surely find himself engulfed by the column that formed a deadly canopy above him.  He decided to kneel down into a tight tuck, as close to the pseudo-shield of a board as he could, and wait for his next move.


As he fell deeper into the inferno, he gritted his teeth and held on despite the sun-colored tendrils that climbed over the edges, threatening to char him beyond recognition.  The sensation he felt resembled that of an accelerated tan, one where he could personally witness the color change of his skin, if his irises did not burn off first.  Whether his epidermis would peel or not was not the question; the question was whether it would be pink or black.  Without prompt Curaga-ing and timely relief from this aerial oven, he would to die.  His instinct told him that without need of confirmation from any additional mathematical calculation.


Suddenly he felt the board shake, as if it landed on something hard, and the flames overhead withered away.  Even before the dragon emitted a multitude of choking howls tinted with surprises, frustration, and anger, Zell knew that standing at the doorway of death, the doorway, humorously enough, of digestion.  He had successfully navigated the log into the creature's mouth, which was the last thing his adversary expected.  Within seconds though, the juggernaut would regain its composure and crush the wooden mass with the brute force of its jaws.


I am a buzzard.


There was no hesitation before Zell struck the log with both fists and jammed it into the fleshy part in the depths of the gigantic throat.  He could vicariously feel the sharp edges and protrusions sinking into the soft tissues of the beast under him as clearly as he could feel being thrown up into the air and out of the animal's jaws in reality when it bucked up and tossed its head back in pain.


Zell tucked his knees against his chest and maneuvered himself through three full rotations before he felt himself beginning the descent.  The dragon was still twisting its body and flaying about in agony as Zell straightened out and timed his next sequence of attacks and aerial stunts.  As he drew near to the dragon's head, he checked to his side to see if Mina was still with him.  Her essence was there, even if her person was not.  


Relieved and encouraged, Zell let himself fall a bit further, just past the dragon's head, before reaching out and catching the left horn and swinging himself forward, transforming his vertical displacement into horizontal translation.  This thrust moved him below and across the dragon's chin where he landed a heavy blow from his knee and another from his elbow to the creature's exposed neck.  He was moving quickly enough to throw himself back up and over the other side of the dragon's head by grabbing the outer rim of its chin and switching the direction of his momentum.  Sliding along the slimy skin, Zell vaulted over the nostrils, kicked in the dragon's right eye in passing, and somersaulted back to its left side, pulling his body into a precarious horizontal orientation parallel to the ground.


I am your worst nightmare.


The trick was to kick the dragon as many times on the way down without shifting too much of his weight to his legs.  If his center of gravity moved to his lower body, his head and torso would tilt downwards and he would land headfirst.  What he needed to do now was to kick quickly, keep his body from rotating, land on his hand without breaking it, and flip back onto his feet.  The speed with which the hand-flip was to be performed was crucial because the beast would surely topple over after the assault, and Zell was neither overweight nor desperate enough to rely on a falling wall of bricks to make himself look and feel thinner.

Zell eyed the spots he was to assail in the few seconds he had before he hit the ground.  Everything was moving so fast that it looked like the dragon was jumping and he was standing still as opposed to him falling and the dragon being static.  The overall effect was the dragon zooming by and he struggled to kick whichever places he could clearly mark with both eyes, switching between his right and left legs.


Neck.  Kick.  Falling.


Shoulder.  Kick.  Falling.


Armpit.  Kick.  Falling.


Midsection.


Kick.


Kick.


Kick.


Hip.  Kick.  Falling.


Knee.  Kick.  Falling.


Shin.  Kick.  Falling.


Stop!  Land!

Hand.


Zell's arm shot out to cushion his fall.  He did not stiffen his arm the second he planted it because he needed an arm's length of time to build up enough normal force to neutralize his negative velocity.  It was also the only way to keep his arm from breaking under his weight and speed.  Zell slowly exhaled as he slowed to a stop, drops of sweat slipping from his forehead and down around the curve of his cheek.  His tense arm convulsed spasmodically, straining to keep the rest of his body balanced.  The initial danger was over, but if he tipped over on his hand now, he would risk crushing his wrist with his bodyweight, pulling the tendons from his digits to his palm, and dislocating a finger or two.  Meanwhile, the Blue Dragon, already stunned from the blows to its head and off balance from the kicks in the midsection, was in the process of bowling over.  Its wobbly collapse was expedited somewhat unpropitiously by Zell taking its legs out from under it.


With only seconds before the mountain of reptilian muscle toppled on him, Zell, well aware of Garden's inept medical plan and unwilling to be an accomplice to Dr. Kadowaki's fiscal burgeoning, summoned the last bit of his reserve energy to push himself off the ground before either his hand crumpled under him or he crumpled under the beast.  After a crisp, back-bending flip and the extension of his arms to increase his moment of inertia that forced him decelerate, Zell floated neatly back onto his feet, just in time to witness the carnivorous hunk of mass slam into the ground where he would have padded it had he not moved away with punctuality.  He marveled wide-eyed at the ring of sand thrown up during the collision, and stared as each grain sagged sorrowfully back down to the ground, gasping for air but unable to escape the claws of gravity.  Zell let out his own sigh of relief, realizing that he had better luck than the upturned sod and had escaped with his life.


'haxuoCl'.


The naïve sigh was retracted, and Zell suffered an involuntary gasp in its stead.  No way!

‘haxuoCl’.


With the enemy lying cowed on its side, Zell stepped forward for a closer look.


It was no mistake.


He felt a chill permeate just under his skin through his entire body.  He had seen that marking on the horn-impaired goat that had booted him off of the roost.  This time, though, the cryptic word was carved on a thin copper plate whose edges had been run through the skin on the monster's back.  Zell reached out to touch the plate and confirm its composition, careful to watch the back of the dragon's head for any movement.  The monotonous panting sounds coupled with the rising and falling of the creature's rib cage allayed Zell's wariness.


He guessed off the top of his head that sticking the plate into one's flesh would have hurt as much as branding the word onto the skin.  Either way, he was stuck with the puzzle of figuring out what the word meant and who had placed it there.  He would have to tell someone about it, but whom?  Squall would tell him to write a report and Quistis would have told him to proofread it.  Zell considered telling Irvine.


Having let down his guard, he did not catch the movement of the dragon's notorious tail out of the corner of his eye.  It had curled back when he approached to study the incoherent marking and he was not agile enough to dodge it when it swung forwards and caught him across the ribs, sending him flying through the air until he was stopped abruptly by an uncomfortable tree trunk.  He fell facedown to the ground like a crumpled rag, wondering if the collision had broken any part of his backbone, and if so, how many.


Get up.


"I can't," he hissed through his teeth, still wrestling with the pain.


Get up, fool, his will repeated more forcefully.


"It hurts," Zell whined, his fingers turning white from clenching his fists so tightly.


Get up before you get eaten, bozo.


"I can't move," he moaned.


Chump.


Zell picked himself up and raised his knuckles weakly, reassuming his battle stance.  To his infinite mirth, the dragon was already lumbering away back to its nest.  It had suffered its own set of casualties and had no desire to wait around for other carnivores to stumble upon them and overpower it.  Apparently even a mangled Zell for dinner was not worth the extra time and fight.


The Blue Dragon's snubbing was a devastating blow to Zell's self-esteem.  He would have protested had he felt up to task of substantiating that protest.  Frankly, though, all he wanted right then was a x-ray machine, some Hi-Potions, and Mina.  Had he any GFs junctioned to him, Zell could have cast Curaga on himself.  As dismal luck would have it, he had to scrounge around on his knees for some M-Stones pieces or Magic Stones and make do with Cures and Curas.  Wizard Stones to be refined into Curagas were particularly rare, and fate was behaved stingily when it came to distributing them to battle-weary SeeDs.  Even if he found the stones, though, without the benefit of GF-refining abilities – particularly Siren's Life Magic Refining – he would have to grind it into powder manually and ingest that in order to produce the same healing effect.


Zell flopped down, exhausted.  Sprawled on the ground and staring into space, he felt his mind wander immediately to the memory of the last date he and Mina had before he had to undergo Time Compression.  How nice it had been then in Balamb, purely a spur of the moment get-together that he drove her to enduring at an ungodly hour for his own selfish reasons.  At half past midnight he had taken her for a walk along the dock.  The reason why he did not take to a movie and buy her dinner earlier that evening was because he did not save enough Gil from his last paycheck, but she never minded his financial precariousness much.  If the boardwalk had suddenly cost money to walk on, he would have just walked her back to Balamb Garden and toured the library in the great tradition of urbane romance.


She seemed so sullen at the time that he had been forced to ask if there was anything wrong and why she was not speaking.


"I'm laconic when I should be comatose," she announced with a yawn.


Dry humor was never her forte, and Zell sifted out the true cause of depression from her words.


"It's about Trabia, isn't it?" he asked, guessing that the latest piece of news regarding the commercial decisions in post-bombing Trabia had just reached her ears.


She nodded without looking up.  After walking another few steps, she suddenly moved closer and borrowed his arm.  Her cheek claimed his shoulder, her fingers his hand, and he disappeared into her wounded splendor.


He could not fathom how she must have felt when she got wind of the latest statement by Trabia's insanely selective Angel Dance School* about their decision to put off admitting any new students for the year on account of the population loss and woebegone mood inspired by the destruction of the township and its neighboring Garden.  It had been a longtime fantasy of hers to get accepted into the elite dance academy, and she had practiced her heart out for the then upcoming auditions, but now that glimmer of a dream had snuffed out.  It pained him beyond words he could express that the unfortunate announcement could have also put out the fire within her that he loved more than he loved himself.  He would die before telling her that, though.
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"I'm sure things will return to normal once they start rebuilding Trabia Garden and the locality," he lied, not really sure at all.


She faked a smile to be unselfish and to lead him to believe that he had indeed fooled her like any decent boyfriend would have tried to do, but he saw through her ruse too.


"You have a real chance," he insisted.  "Don't throw it all away on account of their decision for the hiatus, which, by the way, has nothing to do with you."


She heard him without really listening to what he had to say, and nodded in feigned recognition.  After a moment of silence, both persons asked the other simultaneously, "Why do you like me?"


Mina looked at him in surprise and giggled for the first time that day.


"Never mind," she told him, pulling on his hand, "just answer this one thing for me."


"What?" Zell asked, lifting an eyebrow.


"Why is the blush of the beach at midnight blue?" she posed abruptly after looking up and studying the umbrella of twilight.


"Yes, I know that one!" Zell shouted with artificial excitement and alacrity just as she finished.  He also snapped his fingers and did a little jig in the process.


"No, really, silly," she replied in a stern tone he had no reason to expect, "I want an answer."


“Why do you want to know?” he inquired suspiciously.


“’Cause I just do; I’m a girl,” she whined, shaking his arm.  “Humor me.”


Zell hesitated, debating whether or not the excuse she had given him would have been valid in a court of law.


"Pretty please?" Mina tried.  “Just think about it.”


Zell sighed and shrugged.


"You know this has nothing to do with what we were just talking about, right?" he asked, seeking her confirmation.

Mina winked and answered, "It does and it doesn't."


"Glad we got that cleared up," Zell retorted, rolling his eyes.


She bit fiercely into his shoulder at a grade hard enough to leave marks on the skin under his vest.


Zell began to yelp but caught himself.  So long as she was there, he should not complain.  He looked over and stared into her soft eyes, treasuring the brutal nibbling for what he knew it meant – a release of her frustration for the dance academy projected onto him.  The thought of making her happier made him smile.  He leaned forward to kiss her.


When her eyes drifted upwards and she saw him looking at her, she paused, realizing that he was not offended and that he was not going to fight her.  Upon feeling her cheeks flush, she released him and quickly turned away before he got any closer.


At that moment, more than anything else, he longed to find the brightest flower and place it in her hair.  But then he wanted so many things – small things that somehow meant so much to him – things like her squinting and cry of surprise when he flicked water in her face while they sat on the dock behind his house*, or the feel of her hand when she'd let him hold it in the quad, or the slight bounce of her hair at sunset, however she chose to wear it, or her fragrance that he could never dismiss when she managed to sneak up from behind him and throw her arms around him, or the look of joy on her face whenever she was on the old swing, or how she would belt him when he teased her.  He'd give up just about anything to have her punch him in the stomach now, just so he could feel her touch and be in her presence.  It never hurt because she was always half-playful, but just to get hit was heavenly.  He wondered what he did to deserve having her little pearls sink into his shoulder.  He must have done something right to receive so paramount a reward.  Why else would he be standing so close to heaven?  It seemed completely irrational.


But irrational was good.
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"You can't kiss me," she told him, her back still turned.  Agitatedly, she crossed her arms and hugged herself.


Before Zell could protest, she added, "Not until you solve the riddle."


"What's so important about this riddle?" he inquired, squinting with incredulity.


"It's not just any riddle," Mina explained, "it's mine."


Zell stuck his hands in his pockets.  Okay…


"I want to know if you really like me," she explicated, sensing his exasperation.


"So what does it mean once I solve it?" Zell asked, kicking a stray pebble over the edge of the boardwalk.


"It means I'm yours and you can keep me," she replied so gently that all the whisperers in the world grew jealous.


Zell took one hand out of his pocket and rubbed the back of his head while deciding what best to say next.  It didn't seem like a moment appropriate for making one of his usual interjections.  Mina spared him of his impasse.


Turning around and staring squarely into his eyes, she told him wordlessly how much it meant to her for him to answer her riddle.  Through the silence she made him understand that he could have as much time as he needed to find the answer, but it was a one-shot deal.  She would wait as long as it took for him to find her key – the key to her – but in the end, it had to be to the right one.  Her eyes bored down so deeply into his own that he could have sworn she grazed the base and captured his soul.


Zell blinked, realizing that he had never felt so vulnerable, so fragile in his life.  She had him.


He wondered what Mina was thinking right then.


Probably nothing, he guessed.


Or what a chump you are, the voice his head second-guessed him.


Lying on the forest floor, Zell sighed and rubbed his forehead with his palm.


That was basically how their last date ended.  After the mutual staring had ended, she demanded to be escorted back to her room and he obliged her.  He did not see her again till the ball after Ultimecia's defeat.  The hotdogs had been particularly distracting that evening.


Floating above the drooping foliage, the gray clouds looked that much grayer.  Grayer now that she was not with him.  How the sky could be visually blacker than the most dismal pitch was, 

among many other truths, hidden from him, but the soul is neither blind nor bound by optics or any other concrete physical characterization, and so the eyeless judge within his heart was telling him that at this moment, the night sky was indeed blacker than black and that it was indeed emptier than empty.  That much it could discern, and thus spoke the visionless wonder to Zell.


He covered his face with his grubby hands, the visage of the male character in the photograph having returned to haunt him.


"Who are you!?" Zell screamed into the apathetic wilderness.


Who are you!? he heard it throw the echo back at him again and again.


He groaned tumultuously, no longer able to fend off the fear that it was undoubtedly his fault that she had turned away from him.


Give me another chance, Mina, he appealed inside, broken, frightened.


Please, just…


Pause.


Just don't give up on me.

Setting 17: 0019 DAY 16, Caraway’s Mansion 2F (Master Bedroom)

"Love me faithfully!

See how I am faithful:

With all my heart

And all my soul

I am with you

Though I am far away."



Carmina Burana


"Omnia Sol Temperat"


"Don't give up on me!" shouted the bastion of courage, his head bobbing just above the surface.


He had worked to hard for her to quit on him right then.  Even in the state of emergency he wore the mask of mild annoyance that seemed to say, “I’ve put in too much time and effort for you to throw it all away.”  He debated whether to slow down, save his energy, and turn back because she could not hold her own or to push forward, doubly resolute before she capitulated.


Why do I always have to decide? he wondered.  Why do I get all the hard decisions?


It was clear that the girl had made her own choice.  He had no right to intervene and deprive her of the path she chose to take.  It was her call and she had ruled in favor of death.  She had even desisted in her screaming.  Did he really have to step in?  He was taking a risk equally grave as it was unnecessary.  If she wanted to go to hell, she should not have to drag him down with her?


Why can’t they save themselves these days? he asked himself exasperatedly.  Why do I always have to save them?


They were rhetorical questions whose answers he already knew: The meek had no choice but to act meek, just like he as a hero had to act heroic.  The hero’s life was not one of privilege, not by a long shot if it couldn’t even pass for being fair.  His was the most unfair life of all, made worse by two truths that never ceased to haunt him: One, there was no forum in which any semblance of authority was available to give a flying damn about his grievances; and two, he had to suffer every inch of this miserable life no matter how insufferable it was.  The corollary paradox of this situation was a further injustice and slap to the face.


He would rather have the function of a hero become obsolete than continue this charade of being valiant for the rest of his life.  He had better things to do in life and more he wanted out of it than be the hero.  Aside from that, what else was he?  The First Son of Esthar?  How did people really expect him to come through and save the day like a Prince Charming when he could not even handle being the President’s son?


Were it in his power to have the entire antiquated occupation retired for good, it would have been accomplished.  It never failed – whenever he had a moment to spare for himself, there was always another voice crying out and appealing for his help.  Did it ever occur to anyone else that he might not enjoy saving them as much as they liked being saved?  Did they ever consider that he might have better things to do?  That there were times he needed to be alone?  That he deserved his privacy?  That he might want to live his own life and not be responsible for everyone else?  That completing heroic feats usually meant violating the rules he had been trained to obey as a mercenary, undermining the time-honored procedures of the profession, and disregarding the conduct proper to his station as a SeeD?


It won’t be long now, he guessed.  I’m almost there.


Altruism should be left to the humanists, and he was no humanist.  He knew that much.  He was a soldier who wanted to keep things simple.  It made him sick to think that his colleagues considered him the dark horse candidate for the man of the year.  On his list of ideal vocations, the soldier was right up there with the Malboro farmer.  He ascribed his reluctant but undeniable calling to the occupation of the world’s superman to dumb luck, or to a dumb curse bestowed upon him by fate.  If the latter case turned out to be true, he would not pass up a chance to meet with this fate – fate with a crooked sense of humor; fate who doled out fortunes with a lame hand; fate who was slipping up on the job because she lacked competition and was growing complacent – and teach her a lesson.


Just a little further now, he assured himself, still weaving his way through what seemed like an eternity of waves.


He looked back to the shoreline and entertained in the idea of turning around, wading half of the way there, and letting the ocean do the rest.  Straddling the rushing water and riding it home unconditionally beat having to work against it.  The current was a classic example of a better friend to have than an enemy.


When he turned back around an instant later, his hopes fell.  Having lost her position, he cursed silently, Damn her, where is she?


In all probability, he was being punished.  The heavens had decreed in their own secret tongue long lost to man that the innocents who were constantly hurt, slighted, and abandoned in their childhood, and who never sought to hurt, slight, or abandon others, would get no reprieve in maturity.  Or maybe someone up there was just pissed at him for no reason other than he was who he was.  Either way, he was losing out on the life he wanted, the life he deserved.


A simple life was, in his humble opinion, not too much to ask for, considering all the life-shortening complexities he had endured already.  Did it seem odd to anyone else that the wheel of fortune never seemed to turn for him?  He would have liked to think that the term, “change of fortune,” when applied to his life, meant more than just another life-threatening antagonist, obstacle, or predicament.  Surely there had to be more in store for him in life than bloodletting.


And then he was remembered where he was and was aptly reminded of every reason why his idealism should have died with his mother.  It was stupid of him to think that he would ever get off the hook with the excuse that it was human nature to be selfish and therefore not a crime to act accordingly.


She was nowhere in sight.  It was probably all over already; if she had not gone under by herself, then she was dragged under and torn to pieces in the feeding frenzy of the sea monsters.  Case closed.


Can I go home now? he pleaded with himself.


He treaded water for a few seconds more, looking for either a proof of life or a proof of death.  One sign was as good as the other.


The waves crashed against the rock base of the cliff while the sand rattled against the lapping surf.  It was getting late and the upper fringe of the sun was on the verge of disappearing under the horizon as if the sea was wrestling it down into its watery grave.  No amount of wailing could save it, premature a death as it was.


He spit out some water and watched as it fused back into the oblivion of the main body.  The girl was as good as dead.  There was nothing more that he could do.  He shrugged and looked back towards the inviting shore.


Turning his back on her, the hero began to leave.


Rinoa screamed, eyes snapping open, and fell out of her chair.


Where am I? she wondered frantically.


Face down, she did not recognize the carpet design since the chance to study it at such close range had never presented itself before.  When she lifted herself to her feet and took a second look, it became unmistakably clear where she was.  It was all there: The ivory ceiling panels, the oaken bedposts, the velvet curtains; and the institutional furniture.


She pressed two fingers against her chest and felt the frequency of her heartbeats slow to its natural rhythm under the regulation of her newly conscious mind.  It had all been a dream.


No, she corrected, more than a dream, and much more than a nightmare.  A vision.

It had seemed so real, like he had been right in front of her, like his sentiments had been directed at her, like his giving up had forsaken her.


Even her hair smelled salty.


The night of the celebration, before she had the chance to sneak away to the Balamb Garden balcony with Squall, Mrs. Kramer had dragged her aside and lectured to her about how the sorceress and her knight were linked in a way that defied empirical explanation.  Rinoa just never expected it to be this intimate.  Who knew if Edea’s version of the experience was the norm anyway?  She was a different woman.  It was perfectly possible that she would have to face a different reality.


At the same time, though, Rinoa was forced to admit that her reality was rapidly becoming one with Squall’s.  The way that she read Squall’s every thought in her vision was testimony enough to this incommunicable phenomenon of psychosomatic union.  At the rate that this strange synergy was occurring, soon there would be no secrets between them.  She was not too sure if Squall would like that.  


The initial alarm she felt from losing a percentage of her privacy was fading fast, and she was comfortably warming to the idea of sharing her emotional wellspring with the source and sole recipient of her love, Squall Leonhart.


Oh! she gasped.  I almost forgot!

Squall and Angelo, the two recipients of her love.  Angelo made about as good a knight as Squall did when it came to protecting her.  The two had approximately the same level of communication skills as well, but sometimes Angelo seemed more articulate and more of a people-person…people-canine.  Angelo was a dog, though, and she had to remember that.


She whistled in relief, scarcely believing that she had almost left her little princess out of the picture.  After additional consideration, Rinoa was actually glad that she did not have any paranormal bond with her dog because Angelo would have nipped her heel if she ever knew that her mistress had come that close to forgetting her.  Squall, on the other hand, did not dare touch her after that night and the cold shoulder she had practiced to perfection.


So, she thought, returning to her original inquest, when am I?


Rinoa looked around for the time, but caught herself, remembering for the second time that the General never installed a timepiece in his room.  It was a wonder how he always knew what was going on.  Perhaps it was his way of making a statement about life, or about love, or about how time affected life and love, or about how time could not affect life or love.  Whatever it was, it was also an inconvenience to her because she wanted to know the time.


“Guess we’re going to have to try it my way,” she huffed, bending down and placing her hand on the seat of the chair, still warm and proudly displaying her imprint.


It felt about three hours warm, give or take twenty minutes.  She dusted off her hands and smiled, knowing that she had retained at least one skill from the lessons offered by the School for Ladies.  Three hours warm.  Scalding.


Her smile curled in disdain at the remembrance of the taunts from one of the upperclasswomen.  The girl, Nana, was assigned Rinoa’s chair the period after her and complained everyday that year about how warm the seat was.  In class and during their lunch break, she publicly denounced Rinoa’s butt as heater too powerful to pass school fire-safety regulations and petitioned to the directorial committee for Rinoa to be quarantined.  As a result, the nickname of “Heater-butt” burgeoned in popularity among the upper echelons and spread, regrettably, like a wildfire to some of the lower circles.  Rinoa maintained that Nana’s accusations were all lies but as she was unable to allow her classmates or the boys from the neighboring academy to test the verity of Nana’s claim, Rinoa’s ill-defended innocence was forfeited and they gave the prom queen title to someone else.  Rinoa held a grudge against the sorority that barred her would-be guaranteed induction, secretly believing that they had ruled under the sway of the crippling allegations.  For all they cared, she might as well have been toting around a scarlet “H” on every dress she wore, the letter being short for “Heater-butt.”  The visual representation of her disgrace would not have any more a stigmatizing effect on her character as the unanimous opinion of the public already dictated.


Rinoa checked to see if anyone else was in the room and if the curtains were drawn before she felt the back of her skirt.  Reluctantly she conceded that Nana had been right.


She looked back to the width of her impression on the seat with a frown.


You’re not that wide, are you? she thought about asking her rump.  I thought we’ve been through this and you said it was fixed! 


The other adamantly maintained that it was not to blame; after all, if had absolutely no control over what kind of food and how much of it went in at the other end.


Rinoa growled, fists shaking, but capitulated.  It was indeed all her fault.  A grim moment ensued in which Rinoa bemoaned her helpless status, bereft of any authority with which to govern her mutinying body parts.  First her mind had begun to play games with her head and now the situation had dilapidated into her rear giving her lip.  A sassy, insubordinate rear who did not acknowledge who was the boss was the last thing she needed, next to a lap dance from Zell.  Losing her mind was one thing, but losing her shape was another; Squall could handle a Rinoa with a few loose screws in the dusty attic and perhaps even a few visits to the loony bin, but there was no way that he would forgive her for being deformed.  She was so horribly disfigured.  She probably looked like a monster.


What am I going to do?  How will Squall ever take me back?

She pulled at her hair with both hands and tried to find a way to take back her body first.


A cheery thought danced into her head.  It fluttered from one ear to the other before taking a second peek inside, lighting up Rinoa’s eyes with its miny-lantern of optimism.  The glow from behind her dark irises revealed that an idea had been wrought.


“Maybe it is just the angle,” she suggested rosily, and the world beamed, nodding to her with a wink, and the nightingales sprung to life, shooting up into heavens, chirping with such gaiety unknown even to the land of eternal spring.


Rinoa moved in front of the reflective window and looked at her behind from another slant.


And the songbirds fell from their lofty perches headlong, plunging deep into the well of hard facts and even harsher reality, plop plop plop.  They were not the only ones out of breath.


How could she have let this happen?  It was so unbelievable, she could hardly believe it!


How did this happen? she screamed inside her head, the jugular muscles constricting.


The other shrugged in a cavalier fashion and told her not to glare at it any longer.


It’s not my problem, it seemed to say, I’m perfectly satisfied with my appearance.

Rinoa decided that it was being too smug for comfort, and she devised the perfect punishment.  She was going to sit back down.


Genius, she complimented herself, pure genius.


“Back into the oven with you,” she pronounced with a sinister tone of voice.


You wouldn’t! it remonstrated, a deep sweat breaking out over its face.


“Watch me,” she asserted despotically.


With a graceful twist she was back in the seat, her maneuver muffling the curses exploding from her behind addressed to her and her family.  A self-satisfied grin stretched across her face; it felt good to be in control again.  It was all about who had the power.


Abruptly the floorboards just outside her room creaked.  Rinoa straightened her posture at the sound of footsteps approaching from the other side of the door.  There followed a few polite taps and a jingle of keys before the knob turned.  The door opened just a crack, but the arc was wide enough for her to see the spectacled face of an elder man peering through the opening.  Upon seeing that she was decent, he swung the door open and walked into the room, replacing the General’s key chain in his pocket.


“Uncle Zen!” she gasped, standing up in attention.


Thank Eden you stood up! her bottom rejoiced.  I thought I was going to die!  I’ll be damned if that sandwich isn’t showing!  And damned twice if it is!  You’re so freaking heav-


“Hush!” she snapped at it, face reddening.


The man in the gray suit lifted an eyebrow but did not venture to ask her to explain herself, much to Rinoa’s relief.  He laid his briefcase on the ground and walked to the desk behind her.


“We’re both adults now, Rinoa, so you can just call me Doctor Zen,” he told her.


Rinoa tried it out but it sounded way too foreign to her ears.  After showing up so much at the mansion after her mother passed away, and visiting every time the General – he had only been a captain at the time – needed his legal counsel, the lawyer had basically become an uncle to her.  To signal her disapproval at the new title he requested, she crinkled her nose and lowered her eyelids skeptically.


If Zen saw the look on her face, he deliberately ignored it.  He was more interested in flipping through the small stack of papers that had been lying on top of the bureau.


“Doctor Zen,” she repeated for his benefit, “that name sounds so awkward, uncle Zen.”


“So does your voice,” he commented without looking up from his work.  “Do you need some water?”


“No, I’ll be fine,” Rinoa replied, slightly chaffed by his redirection.


That was the way it was with her pseudo-uncle; they would take verbal stabs at each other and he always won.  She never once got the last word in their little game, but that was probably why she loved to talk to him.  He was a pistol when it came to word games, and the more times he shot her down, the more resilient she became and the more eager to bicker further.  Rinoa figured she had the best shot of winning the duel when he was distracted, so she took every opportunity to test him during his work hours.  This seemed like one of them.  In short, uncle Zen was nothing like the General.  It was so easy to trump her father and get the last say…or at least it used to be.


“What are you doing?” she asked as he leafed through the pages in the stack.


“My dear, this would be called ‘shuffling papers’,” he cooed like a kindergartener.


She ignored the patronizing remark, realizing instead that Zen had not yet given her the daily dose of love she required and without which she could hardly be expected to function at her best.


“What?” she pouted with open arms.  “No hug?”


The middle-aged attorney shook his head, put down the loose sheets, and went into the drawers.


“Too flat and wide for my tastes,” was his dryly-delivered excuse.


Rinoa’s mouth fell and raised her hand to slap him across the face.  You dirty bastard!


“I meant the door,” Zen clarified hurriedly.  “The door was too flat and wide for me to hug on my way in.”


“No, you were not!” screamed Rinoa, eyes flaring.  “You think I’m flat and wide!”


So it is true? she wondered fearfully.  Does Squall think the same thing?  I cannot…no, it can’t be!  Can it?  He has to be lying.  I wish he were lying.  I don’t look like a door.  Is this why Squall won’t get close to me?  Is it my fault?  Oh, Squall!  I’m…I’m...I’m so sorry!


“Hey, you said it, not me,” Zen exculpating himself.

“Don’t you dare turn this around on me, mister!” she menaced like she was not nearly through dealing with him.


And the ninth deadly plague to man reveals herself, he reflected with a drudging sigh.  O Eden, how do I handle this?  I just can’t resist…oh what the heck.

“Doctor,” he reminded Rinoa of his proper title, picking the worst possible to time correct her.


Well aware that Rinoa was going to strike him regardless of her unspoken acknowledgement that his legal expertise was worth every Gil that her father possessed and that he could sue for and manage to win every bit of it if she assaulted him, Zen moved quickly to secure one of the heftier books from the desk shelf with which he intended to the block the imminent blows. 


It worked like a charm and more, obliging Rinoa to abandon her attack prematurely to rub her soft fingers and moan about the pain.  The fact that it was self-inflicted only drew out her tears in greater quantity.  Had the General been present, he might have preferred Angelo’s barking to his daughter’s fresh supply of rumpus.


Seeing that nothing was going right, Rinoa threw up her arms and decided that the feeling she would get from screaming out all of the frustration she had suffered and stored in her belly for the past two weeks was grand enough to overshadow any pride she might lose in carrying out the act.


A silent alarm sounded in Zen’s head; he knew that look.  The room was in danger of being stuffier and a lot more embarrassing for the both of them if he did not intervene.


“You’re not going to be happy until I tell you what you want to hear?” he asked a beat quicker than Rinoa could manage her first and last sniffle, presumably the only buffer between her composure and the flood of lamentation to come.  It was like asking a toothpick to block a tsunami.  He just hoped that the toothpick would hold up long enough for him to do what he did best – parley, stall, and settle.  This precarious matter would have to be handled with the utmost tact.  Once again he would have to prove himself, if the waters were to recede.


“I want you to speak the truth,” she told him, stifling a wail.  “Swear by the book in your hand that I am shaped perfectly.”


“How about I just tell you that you have a gift for paradoxes?” Zen offered, trying his luck in hopes of an early settlement.


His reward was to duck one of Rinoa’s swats.  Guess that’s a “no.”


It was hard for Zen to believe that after his wife’s death Captain Caraway could not find anyone else save his lawyer to forestall his daughter’s emotional meltdowns.  It would be almost a decade before Caraway was promoted to the rank of General of Galbadia.


“Tell me I’m beautiful,” she insisted.  If you want to live.


“I can’t lie,” he replied with artificial honor, even after he read the complementary threat from her eyes.


“You’re a lawyer,” she reminded him, “it’s your job to say what your client wants to hear.”


“And my client’s daughter, I suppose?” Zen asked.


“Say it!” Rinoa ordered.


“Even if it’s a lie?” her attorney questioned.


She tried to smack him again but missed.


“It’s the truth, you evil, conscienceless, diplomatic mercenary!” she yelled.  “Don’t forget you’re my legal representative!”


“Is this your gimmick to make me take the responsibility for how besmirched your public image is, you little witch?” he inquired.


“Watch it or I’m going to find myself a new rep,” Rinoa threatened him, jumping up and down.


“I pity him already,” Zen sympathized wholeheartedly.


“’Rinoa is beautiful.’  Now say it like you mean it,” she demanded, brushing off his affront.  The room might as well have caught fire at that moment.


“But this is my book!” Zen protested, showing her the cover of the law manual The Psychology of the Galbadian Justice System.  “I wrote it!  You can’t honestly expect me to swear away its legitimacy.”


“Say it!” she repeated more forcefully, claws bared like a Wendigo and ready to pounce.  “You have to swear!”


Zen took a deep breath and mumbled, “With Odin as my witness, I hope the bar association knows that I am speaking under duress.”


“What was that?” Rinoa snapped.  She was going to make him eat those words.


“I would not gush over you to save my life-” Zen admitted honestly.


“Uncle Zen!” Rinoa interrupted furiously.  In the process, she raised her voice by a very noticeable notch – the type of notch that induces the neighboring houses to call with concern the next morning.


“-but I would do it to save yours,” he completed his statement suavely.


The remark was dripping with too much charm to be taken seriously, the excess oozing out of its many leaks.  It was so pathetic but cute at the same time 


“Fine,” she conceded, forgiving him, “but you have to tell me what Caraway called you in today to handle.”


“Are you negotiating with me?” he asked incredulously but unable to suppress a huge smile just the same.


“I’m offering you a deal you can’t refuse,” she said flatly.  “Believe me, it’s the only way out.”


“So all I have to do is tell you why I’m snooping around in here and you’ll let me get back down to business?” Zen summarized.


“You’ll also owe me a double-decker ice-cream sundae with fudge,” Rinoa added at the last second.


“What time, what store, which flavors, and do I have to attend?” the other inquired, rolling his eyes.


“The plaintiff will stipulate later at her discretion,” she shot back, making every effort to sound formal.


“Fine, fine,” Zen agreed hastily but made no attempt to mask his exasperation.  “Just let me be.”


It was Rinoa’s turn to look at him like he was stupid; it was obvious even to her that he was trying to brush her out of the way.


“I want a real, written and signed draft,” she accosted him before he could continue digging through the drawers for whatever it was that he was after.  “How dumb do you think I am?”


Zen squinted and asked cautiously, “How do you want me to answer that?”


She tried to bury her nails in his arm, but he raised the book just in time to shield himself.  Under the circumstances, Zen decided that it would be best not to arouse her further by asking her if her question had been rhetorical.  He still had a job to do, and the General hated waiting.


“Okay, okay,” the attorney surrendered without putting up a fight.


Rinoa settled back, crossed her arms, and beamed triumphantly.


“Just go sit on the bed quietly while I write it up,” he directed and pulled out a pen from his breast pocket.


He found a piece of unused piece of leaf paper and was done scripting the deal before she could walk that far.  He bid her to turn around and walk back to the desk.


“How does it look?” Zen solicited.


“Perfect except you spelled my name wrong and the paper is lined,” she complained.


He looked at how he wrote down her name: “Rinoa Caraway.”


My mistake, he thought without feeling guilty.


“But I didn’t draw any of them,” he argued, referring to the lines.


“But there are lines on the page,” Rinoa pointed out stubbornly.


“All sheets of paper have hundreds of lines running across them,” Zen shot back.  “That is how paper is made – with weaves.”


“There are visible lines on this page,” she clarified for him.


“Since when is it my fault that your vision is so poor that you cannot detect any lines on other types of paper?” he returned, becoming annoyed with her.


Rinoa grumbled something too low for him to catch, so he went back to his business of shuffling papers.  She watched him sort through a few piles before she dared to ask him what he was doing.


“My job is to look like I am busy,” he informed her without looking up.


Rinoa’s dogged visage was evidence that he was not fooling anyone.


“Let’s see if you have a future in modeling for still-life artists,” he told her, bidding her to stop moving and to be quiet.


Behind his back, Rinoa made a face and caricatured the expression he was wearing when he made the reply.


“I have all I needed to get from this room,” he notified her.  “Are you going to sign the contract or not?”


Rinoa nodded fervently.  She swiftly stole the pen that he had replaced in his breast pocket and signed “Rinoa Heartilly” in the column left for her signature.


“I’m keeping this,” Zen said, taking up the page and folding it to fit in his jacket pocket.  He also wrestled his pen from her kung-fu grasp.


“Not so fast,” she blurted out, catching his elbow as he turned to leave.


“What now?” he huffed, evidently jaded by her presence, voice, contact, and input.


“I get to keep the contract,” she insisted, “until you buy me my double sundae.”


“Well that isn’t fair,” he defended his position.  “This is my only guarantee that I will walk out of the room in peace.”


Rinoa lifted an eyebrow, sensing a trick.


“How about you keep one half and I keep the other half?” Zen proposed.


Rinoa scoffed at his elementary scam disguised as a compromise.


“No way!” she shouted.  “Tearing it in half would annul the contract altogether!  What do you take me for?”


Sensing that it was another one of Rinoa’s rhetorical questions, Zen kept silent and handed the paper over to her.  She snatched it up in a flash like a mother chocobo would her baby chicobos when Selphie or Ellone came bounding onto their nesting grounds.


“Now tell me what you’re doing,” she said.


“Having the time of my life chatting with you at this great hour,” Zen replied, crossing his fingers.


The look on Rinoa’s face told him to try again.


“What does it look like I am doing?” Zen asked.  “I’m putting together some files for a case that needs our immediate attention.”


“This late?” she checked him incredulously.


“I could just be working very, very early this morning,” he suggested as an alternative.


She did not believe a single world that came out of the lawyer’s mouth.  


“What you are holding in your hand?” she inquired, looking down.


Zen looked down at the papers that he was clasping with both hands.


“I’m holding my other hand,” he replied.


“What is that?” she rephrased, specifically tapping the other sheet of paper with her index finger.


Zen was wearing a curious expression on his face when he replied condescendingly, “That, mistress of the obvious, would be your fingernail.”


Rinoa lifted her index finger and scowled.  It was indeed her fingernail that lied at the tip of her finger.  A great rush of anger churned deep within her bowels, spitting up frothy embers that sizzled against the edge of her stomach.


“What are those papers you are holding?” she rephrased, struggling to keep her voice down and her countenance ladylike.


“They are confidential,” Zen trumped her.


“To be held strictly between my client and myself,” he explained as if she could not possibly understand what he meant by the word “confidential.”


“You and I both know that in your contract with my father, the client-consultant relationship extends to his immediate family or next of kin if there is no immediate family left,” Rinoa contended.  “Well, I am his only kin.”


“Besides,” she added when he did not speak, “you promised my mother that you’d take care of me.  So tell me if I should be concerned with those pieces of paper.”


“Do you have any physical proof that you are his daughter?” Zen debriefed her.


“Don’t you see the uncanny resemblance?” Rinoa cooed, batting her lashes to accentuate her Bambi eyes.


“Evidence inadmissible,” Zen judged, shaking his head.  “Members of the jury, please ignore the witness’ last statement.”


“Objection!” Rinoa quipped, playing along just to spite him, “he is being a jerk.”


“Objection,” Zen brushed her off, “an aim to strike.”


“You got that right!” Rinoa growled, vacillating between which hand to use to strangle him.


“Bailiff,” Zen declared coolly, “restrain her.”


Rinoa dropped her fist and her façade of sweetness and screamed, “Stop being so difficult, uncle Zen!”


Zen rolled his eyes and shifted his weight to his other leg before drawing out his documents and listing them off individually:


“This one is our refutation of the electric company’s penal fees; this is the finalization order for the upgrade of the classification level of the Galbadian military’s telescope to ‘Highest Priority, Top Secret’; here is the record of your father’s executive decision to discontinue the annual funding for the Galbadian Astronomy Program eight days ago; this sheet has the totals for the net worth of all the stock he bought up in the last two weeks to gain control of the Deling City Planetarium and Observatory; here we have the totals for the net losses he suffered when they dropped; this next one is a recent fax from an old claimant whose suit against us we’d thought would go away but apparently has not; here we have a copy of you mother’s will with her clause for a trust fund to manage her money underlined; this is the report from intelligence on the present situation of each trustee on the board; this next page describes where your father stands financially, including property and secret assets; and this last one is so absurd that I won’t mention because, quite frankly, I do not think the aging hearts of this elderly Deling aristocracy can withstand a joke this good.  I have faith that it would garner many laughs at the dinner table over the years and cut many lives short via asphyxiation, not that there is anyone worth saving in our city’s financially elite class.”


Not expecting him to fold so quickly, Rinoa listened attentively as her attorney identified each document.  From the gravity of his voice and the fact that he had hardly put up a fight, she could guess that it was bad news before he got through telling her about the entire stack.  By the time he had finished, she was near faint and had to hold on to back of the chair to keep herself from falling.


Zen reached out to steady her but she shook his arm off.  The moment she caught her breath, she turned on him and reproached, “How could you not watch out for him for me?”


“What are you talking about?” Zen returned, somewhat chaffed by how she recoiled.


“Did you not think of warning him against any of this?” she pressed, clearly disappointed in her attorney.  “I mean, you could have advised him not to get into these messes.”


Zen frowned and shot back, “It is my job to save him from legal hassles.  It is not my place to tell him what not to do.  He does what he wants and comes to me when he wants out and needs me to provide the avenue.  That’s my job!  I protect his ass, and yours!  And I am damned good at it!  If you wanted to keep him out of trouble in the first place, you should have hired a nurse or nanny.”


“You are more than our lawyer, though,” Rinoa scolded softly, “you’re nearly family, too, uncle Zen, and family looks out for one another.”


She placed a finger on him and gave him a rude push at the same time she emphasized the word “family.”


“You’ve spent the last year organizing rebel movements against your father’s troops with his own money and you’re lecturing me on values?” Zen retorted.


Rinoa’s expression dropped and she turned away.  She ended up gazing at the same, partially reflective window.  She fancied how the glass allowed her to see herself and what lied beyond simultaneously.  She saw through her mirror image and noticed that it was no longer raining on the other side.


Am I that transparent? she reflected.


Returning to Zen’s question, she mouthed sullenly, “That’s different.”


“How is that different?” he demanded to know.


She insisted, “Once a Timber Forest Owl, always a-“


“Stubborn ox,” Zen inserted for her.


Rinoa did not turn her gaze away from the window.  Instead, she just glowered at her likeness and grumbled, “Not exactly my choice of words.”


“Hard-headed nonconformist?” Zen suggested, taking another stab.


Rinoa could feel her fingers tightening in her fist.  She wanted to lash out.  She wanted to do something that she would regret doing.  She wanted to strangle him, but then she would have lost the game.  Rinoa calmed herself and willed herself to endure the humiliation.  It would all work out in the end and no one would have the advantage over anyone else.  She opened her eyes after a few deep breaths.


“I’m not going to argue with you, Zen,” she told him seriously.  “Just fill me in on what I need to know and go.”


The man was seemed elated yet concerned in equal amounts.  He never imagined that his little niece would try to throw him out, but, being familiar with her temper, he was a fool to not expect it.


Does she have the right to know? he asked himself over and over again.


He had given too much away already, and if Caraway were a less accommodating client, he could very well be disbarred by that evening.  He was also very fortunate that Caraway’s daughter was not clever enough to blackmail him into giving her the rest of the information by threatening to report him as having already given it all to her.  Like a tour guide who leads a band of tourists into a prohibited area and grows a conscience at the halfway mark, he was bound to pressured into taking them the rest of the way by the threat of a falsehood as damaging as the truth.  At that instant, as there was no other avenue open to Zen, he figured that he might as well tell the truth while its credibility was still intact.  All he had to consider now were the consequences of this unauthorized disclosure:  Disgrace; public ridicule; the loss of vocation; a stigma on his record; and exile from the professional order.


Rinoa wanted so badly to give him a swift kick; he was taking way too long; he was even drawing out his blink for an extended amount of time.


And all for what? Zen asked himself fiercely.  Was it something she needed to know?  Can’t I just not tell her?

Each secret was a burden to keep in one’s house.  To introduce them to the domestic setting was to adopt a problem child.  To Caraway, it would be the type of child that he could not beat; in the end, it would beat him.  Unless I act now.  I might have saved someone.

He sat down in the chair and adjusted his glasses.  He could not bring himself to divulge any more  What is honesty worth?

Rinoa watched with interest as the lawyer loosened his tie and rubbed his temples.  This type of grand, moral deliberation was probably alien to him.  For the first time, she thought she saw that he was on the verge of telling him, and that he actually wanted to tell him.


So what is holding him back? she wondered.  Fear?  Pride?  Selfishness?


She wanted so badly to give him a hug for finally seeing the light.  Perhaps this was the last leg of the journey home for him.  Was it possible for a man to have gone too far out and seen too much?


Every profession has a price.  Why does mine have to be my conscience? Zen pondered.


His own thoughts resonated in his mind.  In the right ear rang, I might have saved someone, and in the left, What is honesty worth?

Zen frowned.  Well, it’s worth who I am.

Honesty was only worth as much as the next person could pay you to withhold it.  Its value was its price, and to sell out his own judgment was the cost of the job.  He had been bribed to deceive, bought up to be quiet.


Your silence is golden, concluded Zen, if your employer can afford it.


At that point, it all became clear; he was in the wrong, lurking in shadow of good pay.


Well, of course it is good pay, he contemplated.  It is a good lot of secrets, too.


So he was back to where he started.  His motives were not evil and neither was his person.  Yet, there was something missing – he could not be himself; he could not wholly be that person whom he wanted to be, unfettered and vociferous.  Suppressing himself – that was the tax that came with the job, and if cash was the perquisite, did it not logically follow that the purging of one’s ethics was a prerequisite?


Knowing this now, how can I not tell her? he wondered.


Rinoa curled her lips out to make a pouting face and drooped her eyes to match.


Why does it feel so painful to do right? was his last thought.


“Okay,” he muttered with a sigh, “let’s start with the electricity bill.”


She jumped up in delight and let loose a small shriek.


“Thank you, uncle Zen,” she whispered, giving him the king of hugs and the hug of kings, and she meant it.


After he pried her arms off of his neck, he adjusted his spectacles and corrected her, “Doctor.”  Not uncle.


Rinoa’s eyelids drooped in the most confounded, exasperated fashion; only Zen could ruin a moment so sweet with a single word and without resorting to any blasphemies.


Zen coughed and held the bill out before all the other papers.


“We are currently disputing with the local electric company over last month’s bill.  The term ended a few days ago, right after which we received the notice that we would be penalized for over-consumption.”


“How did this happen?” Rinoa probed and then bit on her lower lip while she waited for the answer.


“First of all,” her attorney elucidated, “their figures seem way off from what our meters have recorded.  I have walked over this estate three times since and I have not seen any industrial machinery nor witnessed your father call in a group of men to haul over and install any bulky, metal apparatuses.”


“What makes you think he would need to hire extra manpower?” Rinoa asked.  “Wouldn’t the servants have been enough.”


“From the figure that the company claims was our true total wattage-time,” Zen said grimly, “it would take a full of factory assembly lines to expend that amount of energy.”


“So just question the servants behind my father’s back,” she suggested.


“They witnessed nothing,” Zen replied.  Being one step ahead of her, he had naturally already executed the interrogation.


“Can you just have the electric company send an investigation team to check out our meter?” posed Rinoa.


“They would just allege that we had deliberately sabotaged the gage,” he responded.


Rinoa frowned hugged herself more tightly.  She was running out of ideas.


“You don’t know the half of it,” the lawyer continued.  “The main issue is not the hourly rate, but the fixed monthly cost that the company is upping with an added penalty fee.”


“Come again?” Rinoa requested.


“The owner of each sector has to overestimate the maximum amount of electricity he plans to use that month to avoid having to pay the heavy tax for going over this limit,” Zen explicated.


“Does the entire sector split the hourly rate as well?” Rinoa inquired.


Zen shook his head.


“No, what everyone else uses is their business,” he replied.


“So what is wrong with splitting just the fixed cost one to three?” she asked, knowing that their land took up a quarter of the land marked within the sector boundaries.


“The fixed cost also varies depending on the total hours used,” Zen explained.  “After a breaking a certain number of hours, the sector has to upgrade its energy package to one of higher cost.  Since we had no part in using the excessive amount of electricity needed to push the fixed cost up to the next payment level, we have no intention of paying a fourth of the new price; rather we want to see our part of the bill adjusted back to what it was before the fixed cost rose.”


“It doesn’t seem like an unsolvable probl-” Rinoa remarked.


“The problem,” Zen cut in, “is that the rest of the sector is using the same excuse and denying the charges of using enough power to run an underwater factory.”


Rinoa nodded, slowly seeing the light.


“Furthermore,” the lawyer added, “they do not want to pay any part of the huge penalty fee.”


“What are you going to do about it?” Rinoa asked plainly.


Zen frowned.


“You’re just like your father,” he scoffed.  “Why not just call in the legal remedy as soon as something goes wrong and let him handle it?” 


“Well?” Rinoa repeated, impatiently tapping her feet against the floor.  “What are you going to do?”


“Lie, cheat, and shift the blame,” he replied bitterly.


Rinoa threw up her hands from their crossed position and rolled her eyes.


“Whatever,” she said, seriously getting tired of his incessant string of complaints.  You whine too much.


Zen shrugged and moved on to next document.


“This is the army’s telescope,” he explained to her, “but it is about to become his.”


Rinoa took the page up in her hands and studied the diagram of the telescope carefully.


“After this last order goes through,” Zen continued, “to get in and operate it will take more clearance than a second-hand book store can offer during a liquidation sale.”


“Why would he go do that?” she asked.


“Now that would be ‘Top-Secret’,” he replied in a patronizing voice.


Surprisingly enough, Rinoa did not react to the jibe.  Instead she scratched her head and made a face of fierce contemplation but entertained no great theories in the end.  Hesitantly she pointed at the next piece of paper and gestured for him to go on.


“This is how you curb the efforts of the largest non-profit organization in the country to study the stars,” the lawyer lectured, “by discontinuing your fiscal donations during the grant renewal period.”


“That is no surprise,” Rinoa quipped, “seeing how Caraway has no penchant for either charities or for the humanities.”


 Zen snickered and flipped to the next page.  The subject at hand was still a mystery to him.


After skimming over it, Rinoa incredulously sought his confirmation on whether or not her father actually spent a large percentage of the family wealth to buy up a staggering percentage of stock of the corporation that subsidizes the Deling City Planetarium and Observatory.”


“What were the projected returns?” she questioned.


Zen checked his logs before coming up with the answer, “At the time, the predicted probable return was negative.” 


“He bought high?” Rinoa asked in disbelief.


“Yes,” the attorney affirmed. 


“That is completely irrational,” said Rinoa, stressing the adverb.


“It’s in the genes,” Zen remarked decisively.


She slugged him.  Jerk.


“Seriously,” she probed, “what would motivate him to do that?”


“I have no idea but do not go and ask him!” he replied.


Rinoa alternated between sucking on her thumb and biting on her nail, trying to make sense of the situation and find at least one point that could offer some optimism.  So he bought high, but at least he hasn’t sold low.


“Just tell me one thing,“ Rinoa pleaded with Zen, her eyes betraying her nervousness.


Zen waited sullenly for her to verbalize the ineffable – ineffable because it was unthinkable.


“…are we in danger of going broke?” she finished her question.


“Your father is flirting with bankruptcy, yes,” her lawyer could confirm for her.


Rinoa’s face fell and the brightness about her dimmed a shade.


“How could you let this happen?” she cried pitiably as she buried her face in her hands.


“Must I remind you that I am not his financial planner, economic advisor, or debt relief,” Zen differentiated stolidly, “I am his legal remedy.”


Rinoa looked up and glared at him with a hardened countenance.


“Besides,” Zen rationalized, “no one could predict that his shares would plummet so drastically after the President’s assassination.  Are you going to pin that on me when the entire Galbadian stock market is suffering?”


With Galbadia’s people coming loose and systems falling apart, Timber’s resistance factions could probably take on the government alone, as in without the help of SeeD.  I’ll have to bring this up with Squall when I see him again.


“That couldn’t be because some sorceress staged a coup in the capital city, could it?” Rinoa growled her retort spitefully.


“Are you mad at me or the sorceress?” Zen rejoined angrily.


He held up his hands and added, “I’m not the one in cahoots with Edea or her SeeDs.”


After a second had passed, he linked the implicit affront with, “Take care not to try the same thing.”


Her lower lip quivered, her heart faltered, and she felt the blood drain from her face.  Now that was not fair!

He had just reminded her that she was new sorceress – the bringer of the plague; the demagogic inspiration of political unrest; and apparently the instigator of economic upset as well.


Rinoa felt her knees wobble so she quickly took a seat on the mattress and hugged the bedpost for support.  Oh Squall!  Where are you?  I’m scared.


Her despondent expression and equally dismal posture were inadequate in communicating to what degree of desperation her spirit was screaming, I’m so scared!  I need you!


Zen seemed to sense at least a iota of her heartrending sentiment, and his features relaxed into an appearance look indicative of the guilty and apologetic feelings that had seized him.


“No, it’s not your fault either,” he admitted, “but you should not be so harsh on your father.”


Rinoa wiped away a tear with the back of her hand and raised a questioning eyebrow.


“A large part of this financial crisis stems from your mother,” Zen informed her.  “She is the root of the problem that he now faces.”


Rinoa was at a loss for words; she had not expected this turn of events, but now, having been met by them, she sought clarification.


“You might find this hard to believe,” he spoke, “but six years after Julia’s song “Eyes on Me” topped the charts, your house fell to a barrage of legal hassles.”


“Which is why you began showing up more and more,” Rinoa inferred.  I was about to be five years old at the time.


The lawyer nodded and said, “As you can imagine, the entire workload was left to me after your mother passed.”


“You mentioned the song, which means she was being sued for breaching copyright and stealing the lyrics and score from someone else,” Rinoa speculated further.


“Investigated, not sued,” Zen corrected though noticeably impressed by her deductive capabilities.  “I managed to keep them from ever going public by threatening to counter-sue for libel if they did not win the case, and by feeding them ideas about a good bargain if they entertained the idea of a quiet settlement.”


“How much did we lose in the settlement?” Rinoa asked curiously.  Was I exactly five or just five give or take a few months?


Zen looked slightly annoyed.


“I never had to settle so you lost nothing,” he bragged.  “How incompetent do you think I am, Rinoa?”


“It’s been over a decade since and I have never gotten wind of it until now!” Rinoa exclaimed.  “How does a case like this just disappear?”


“During the mediation sessions they could not produce the original notes and authenticate their claim of composing song,” Zen explained.  “They could not take us to court or I would go through with the counter-suit for the damage that would have done to your mother’s public, celebrity image.”


After a moment of silence, Rinoa inquired, “Who was the plaintiff?”


“A certain Lady Wong,” answered Zen, “who still is the plaintiff.”


“Can you do anything to help my mother this time?” Rinoa pursued.  I was probably no older than five.


“Not without her notes,” he professed.  “Right now we have no case so the General is standing to lose a lot.”


Rinoa blinked.


“Wait a minute,” she told him.  “Are you telling me that you lost the original drafts of the lyrics and music sheets, or that we never had them?”


Zen deliberately grinned like a twit and held up two fingers, thus indicating that her second guess was right on the money.


“I bluffed them twelve or thirteen years back into believing that we had our own set,” her attorney confessed proudly.


“But they are suing us now,” Rinoa reminded him.  I was five at the time.


“They must have found their notes,” Zen concluded with a shrug.


How can you be so calm about this? she wondered furiously.


“How much is ‘a lot’?” Rinoa asked through her glare, backtracking to the figure that Zen had estimated her father would lose.


“Everything; complete; wholly; all; entire; total,” he replied, not mincing any words.


As if she could not possibly fathom what any of those synonyms meant, he added, “A man does not recover from a fall like this.”



“Where did my mother say she saw her notes last?” Rinoa inquired.


“She claimed wrote everything in her diary,” he replied.


“Where did she last see her diary lying around?” she queried further.


Zen shrugged and responded, “She never told us.  She just said that she lost it.”


“That is so sad,” Rinoa assessed glumly.


“Julia was a very tender girl,” Zen recalled.  “The allegations came at a very inopportune time.  I suspect that the embarrassment from the charges, true or not, drove her to, uh, take her own, er-“


“Whatever,” Rinoa dismissed icily, easily picking up what he was getting at.  Caraway drove my mother to where she is now, not some stupid accusations.  Hell, he only married her the year she released her song and was propelled into stardom, so why would he bother keeping her around if she lost both her money and her image?  He probably ended her himself.  I had just turned five then.

“Can Lady Wong sue for more than my mother made in record and CD sales?” she wanted to know.


“Of course not,” Zen replied.


“Then why is Caraway in danger of losing all of his property?” Rinoa returned.


“Because he does not have access to any of your mother’s money,” was the answer.


“Do you mean he has no control over it or do you mean he has no idea where it is?” she asked.


Zen scratched his nose and muttered, “Both.”


Rinoa squinted and tried to figure out how it was possible for him to not only cede the managerial authority of his late wife’s earnings, but to completely lose track of the sum itself.


“For some reason that she never disclosed to any of us,” the attorney illuminated for her, “Julia put all of her money in a trust fund to be managed by a board of ten trustees.”


“I am assuming that my mother did this before her wedding,” Rinoa guessed.


“Eight days before she was to be married to Captain Caraway,” Zen was able to confirm with a nod.


“So who are these fellows?” she inquired.


Zen handed her a list with ten names set in one column and ten distinct dates set in the other.


“I don’t recognize any of these surnames,” Rinoa commented.  “Where did these people come from if they’re not from Galbadia?”


“Esthar,” Zen responded evenly, “all ten of them.”


Even Rinoa caught the mistrust in his voice.


“Do they know where the money is?” she followed up.


“If not them, who else would?” Zen shot back.


She decided that his remark was more worrisome than reassuring.  Suddenly she noticed the paper’s heading.  It bore an insignia with which she was all too familiar.  Rinoa stared up in shock.


“What are their names doing on a Galbadian police report?” she demanded.


“This is classified information that we pulled off the Esthar Interpol over a decade ago,” Zen told her.  “It is a missing person’s report, or missing people’s report in this case.”


Unable to arrange any of her own jumbled thoughts into a coherent message, Rinoa was grateful when Zen finally spoke her mind for her, “The money seems to have vanished completely.”


“Is there any other person who might know about its whereabouts?” she tried to solicit again.


Zen cast a sideways glance at her before suggesting, “Your mother.”


“My mother,” Rinoa repeated resignedly.  I was passing my fifth birthday.  It was my birthday when she left me.


Rinoa closed her eyes, unlocking from the oubliette the thoughts that she had forsworn of thinking about ever again.  She had gotten into a car and crashed into a tree on my birthday.  They must have just had a big fight.  She was really upset.  I was only five then, but I still remember the last words she ever said to me.


Opening her eyes, Rinoa pressed suddenly, “Do you believe her?”  Damn the father.


“What is that supposed to mean?” Zen returned.  The hell?


“Do you think she was telling the truth?” she rephrased for him.  Damn the father.


Zen put his hands up and shook his head.  Oh no she didn’t.


“Oh no you don’t,” he told her, “I refuse to get drawn into this discussion with you.”


“Yes or no?” Rinoa urged.  “One syllable is all you have to muster.”  Damn him.


“What part of my job description have you not been able to understand?” he asked exasperatedly.


“The entire freaking thing!” Rinoa shouted, unable to keep a ladylike lid on her frustration any longer.  “How can you completely ignore the truth about those whom you defend?  Moreover, how can you ignore your own judgments?”


Why do I always have to decide? Zen wondered.  Why do I get all the hard decisions?

“It is not my job to decide what is truth of not,” he managed to grunt, “the jury does that!”


Self-evaluation should be left to the philosophers, and he was no philosopher.  He knew that much.  He was a lawyer who wanted to keep things simple.


“I don’t care what you do for a living; it is your job to be honest to yourself!” she screamed back.


“I only fabricate the truth,” he insisted. “The jury decides what they want to believe.”


In the end, “right” and “wrong” are just labels.  One sign was as good as the other.


“Truth can’t be fabricated; only lies can,” Rinoa objected.


“I think you are confusing my duties with the agenda of a politician,” Zen sneered.  “They get paid to tell the opposite of what they are thinking.  I don’t even get paid to tell what I think.”


“Then you can’t even be true to yourself,” she scoffed in return.  “How can you fabricate something out of materials that you don’t have?”


“What are you trying to say?” Zen demanded to know.  “That I can’t be honest to myself?”


“I think you’ve been lying to yourself the whole time,” Rinoa hissed while looking at him straight in the eye.


“Then why do you even what to know what I think?” he snapped.


“Because I want to hear your opinion, not your presentation,” she explained earnestly to justify her request.


“Why does it matter?” Zen asked.


“Because it is important,” she stated firmly.


Well that makes one of us, the man decided.


“No it is not,” he pronounced and began to gather his belongings together so he could leave.  She had wasted enough of his time and the bill to her father would reflect it.


Why can’t they help themselves these days? he asked himself exasperatedly.  Why do I always have to help them?


Were it in his power to have the entire occupation retired for good, it would have been accomplished.  It never failed – whether it was about decision-making or problem solving, whenever he had a moment to spare for himself, there was always another voice crying out and appealing for his help.  Did it ever occur to anyone else that he might not enjoy saving them as much as they liked being saved?  Did they ever consider that he might have better things to do?  That he might want to live his own life and not be responsible for everyone else?


“No, uncle Zen,” she insisted, catching his wrist as the first traces of tears formed in her eyes, “it is to me.  I need to know.”


Please answer me, she yearned inside.


Something about how strained her voice sounded made him pause and take pity on her.  The shift in attitude was gradual.  After a few moments, his ominously-arched eyebrows had drooped to a fairly approachable level.


She is just a girl after all, Zen, he kept telling himself.


Zen sighed and craned his neck back to look at the ivory ceiling panels.  And she needs to know.


He looked back at her and nodded.  Yes, I believe your mother was telling the truth.


Having admitted his true opinion, for which he felt slightly disoriented, Zen packed the papers in his bag and turned to leave.


“Not so fast,” Rinoa’s stern voice checked him.


Zen’s muscles tensed and he gritted his teeth.


“I want a kiss first,” she demanded and arched her eyebrows like she meant it.


Zen frowned a very serious frown.  If he was lucky, she would not resort to setting her hands on her hips and manifest what he considered to be the epitome of obstinate stances.


In response, Rinoa gave him one of her nastiest looks before transforming herself back into a smiling, little angel and then leaned forward to receive his kiss.


He sighed and grudgingly pecked her on the forehead.


“See?” Rinoa said.  “That wasn’t so bad now was it?”


“I think I’m going to have to borrow some of your father’s mouthwash,” the other replied, wiping his mouth disgustedly on the sleeve of his coat.  Then he turned away from the stunned girl and walked towards the exit.  After taking a few steps in that direction, he halted.


“Does your father strike you as a religious man?” Zen inquired randomly, not taking the time to turn around and face her.


“Not really,” Rinoa replied, not yet recuperated from his previous slur.  When he strikes me, he is military man with a bat.  All soldier, no father.


“Why do you ask?” she added verbally once she began thinking straight.


Zen either did not hear the latter part of her sentence or forgot to answer because he merely returned, “I didn’t think so either.”


He shrugged and walked the remaining distance to the door.


“Are you trying to be cryptic?” she reproached, her innards beginning to boil.


“No,” he answered with an exaggerated, sardonic nod.


“Why do you have to be so difficult?” Rinoa carped.  “I can’t ever talk to you!”


“It must be the language barrier,” he suggested dryly.  If she could not catch the exorbitant amount of sarcasm in his voice, then he might have to train Angelo to speak English and converse with the pet in her stead, in the event that he found himself seeking a decent conversation.


Before she could respond, he had opened the door, stepped through it, and shut it again.


“Come to the kitchen when you’re hungry,” he called to her from the outside, audibly locking the door.  “I’ll leave the key right out here.”


He did that on purpose! she realized, giving out a miffed gasp.

Rinoa stomped the ground with her bare feet, dismissing the caution she usually took to avoid stubbing her toes.  Without the protection offered by the shoes she longer possessed, having discharged them out the window at Dabel and Cary Kay’s heads, jamming some of the joints was inevitable.


That infuriating, impossible man! she fumed, too incensed to heed the throbbing in her foot.


She reached for something to hurl at the door.  Without her realizing it, her hands were already gravitating towards the General’s desk.  The first thing Rinoa got her hands on was The Psychology of the Galbadian Justice System.  She noted how aerodynamic the publisher had designed it to be as it whistled through the air.  Unfortunately it veered left at the last minute and missed the door completely.


She was not through yet, or, rather, she did not want to be through yet.  There had to more options available to her; her pockets might very well afford her some keys, loose change, or other metallic trinkets.


But Rinoa did not have pockets, nor had she any keys to her house.  The latter deficit was due wholly to the fact that walking back through the front door of Caraway’s mansion had never been a lifelong dream of hers; rather, her goal had been more like the opposite.  As for loose change, without the pocket, it was another impossibility.  All she had was her father’s credit card tucked neatly between her skin and her skirt, but even Rinoa knew that it would reach its terminal velocity and decelerate long before it could even reach the door.  She would be better off just throwing a feather in his direction.


Her shoes!  Rinoa lifted her leg to strip it.


Crap!  she cursed silently.  No shoes!  Diablos take Cary Kay for making me throw them at her!


The surrogate projectile turned out to be a silver-plated marble paperweight that the Farnam Metalwork Industries awarded him for saving one of their factories from a fire when he was young.  It landed in trashcan two feet off to the right of where she had intended to launch it.


It was still not enough.  The torch within her was unappeased and demanded yet another sacrifice.  The evil, evil lawyer had badmouthed her and she was not happy about it.  She had to break something to redeem herself.  It would make her feel better, and therefore she had every right to break something.  It made perfect sense to her so it should definitely make perfect sense to everyone else.  Anyone who did not see that she was justified for her every action, well, she would break them too.


The tabletop furnished her with a green cigarette pack next.  Her father’s, she presumed.  From how quickly it had taken Squall to take a liking to smoking them, she guessed that they were highly addictive – possibly more addictive than love.


She sighed sadly.  She had not minded that he smoked.  The odor was a small price to pay to be within arm’s length of him.  She hardly minded whatever nuisances he could devise anymore, and if he told her that he would never see her again if she did not start smoking herself, then she would do it.  Anything was better than the complete deprivation of his company.  A little stench and mist was insignificant.  But if only he would raise her to his lips and drink her in as deeply as he did with his smokes.  She craved just that little bit of attention, but apparently they had her beat.  He had fallen in love with them and they could go by his side wherever he ventured.


She had never thought to equate them to compact, convenient, portable packets of Squall’s love before.  Rinoa blinked, realizing that Squall had never picked up anything faster in his life.  That made her jealous, which meant she and the Malboro case were enemies.  Her new relationship with the cigarette pack gave her the drive she needed to fling it towards the doorway.


Rinoa looked around frantically for another shell to catapult.  She had nothing with which to work and the easy chair was too heavy for her to lift, yet she could not just stand there and watch her father’s stupid lawyer get away with vilifying her in every way possible.  The zero and three count for her aim simply would not stand.


The insufferable fiend!  He is not going to get away with it.

She promised herself that vindication would be hers or she would never rest.  With that mentality, she picked up the only thing in the room that was not bolted down and was not too heavy for her to lift, and threw it against the door – herself.  In her moment of madness, she was convinced that Rinoa the wrecking ball was a sound idea and the key to solving all of her problems.


Even before she slammed into the door, though. she came to her senses.  Too late she drew her arms up to cushion the force of the collision, recalling to mind the density, tensile force, index of ductility, ultimate force, and miscellaneous facts pertaining to the structural integrity of oak that she learned from the home carpentry workshops customary of Trinity School for Ladies of Galbadia Thursdays.  Most importantly, she remembered that the hinges were on her side of the door, making it that much harder for her to successfully break the door down.  Quite the opposite of her hopes, the door broke her velocity and sent her to the floor with a muffled cry.  The furniture in the room jarred slightly at impact but the sturdy wooden portal persevered.


Aside from the bruises on her hands and knees, Rinoa had garnered a nasty bruise on her forehead.  However, face down in the grimy carpet fuzz, she had no time to distress or agonize about the contusion or how it pulsated – the darkness seized her almost immediately and led her off into the world of dreams.


She had collapsed onto something hard.  It was a fairly uncomfortable feeling – one that fell between the classifications of itchy and disgusting.  Her mouth and nose was replete with it.  Whatever the material, she was willing to wager all the clothes on her back without even blinking that it was direly filthy and would take more than three extra-strength, full-body lather and rinse cycles to purge from her skin and extricate from her hair.  As for the actual blinking itself, she dared not even open her eyes.


She wanted to cry.  After taking such good care of herself and responsibly restricting her diet, she was about to lose it all because of this grunge!  How could anyone expect her to meet Squall face to face like that?  Squall would never have it; the fair skin, the perfume, the softness, the smoothness – they all mattered to him.  How could she have been so clumsy, trying to throw herself through the door without a contingency plan for a soft landing?


No, wait, she caught herself in recognition of the feeling she felt when she hit the floor, I’m still here, aren’t I?  Is this a dream?

Even as she asked herself that question, she was startled by a new revelation that ran full tilt into her: The thought had been hers, but the voice in her head had been different.  It was hoarse, masculine, deep, but insecure.  So she was not lying in her father’s room that the for the past decade.  She was lying somewhere else.


She was also lying in something else altogether.  Sand was a good guess.  There was also some salt present.  Salty sand – that was what she was taking a bath in.  If she did not move soon, it would take all the moisture out of her face and leave her as wrinkled as a dried raisin undergoing accelerated aging.


Rinoa began to cry; she did not want to be a senior-citizen prune.


Try as she might though, not a single drop came out.  It was more frustrating to not be able to cry than to be forced to cry.  How she had no control over her tears was a mystery to her before she realized that she was no longer herself.  Their experiences were tantamount but she could only witness what he did.


In a phrase, she was locked into the point where vicarious and palpable sensations met.


He did not seem to mind the sand a hundredth of a percent as much.  Quite the contrary, he seemed almost relieved to feel it resting against his skin; the swim back had been much more tiring and infinitely less exhilarating than his shoving off.


Land…land! he rejoiced in his heart, for he had returned to its side in one piece.


At last he was home.  It did not matter that he was drenched, cold, and shivering, so long as he was out of harm’s reach and secure in the arms of heaven-graced deliverance. 


Finally able to lay his tired limbs to rest, he grunted, “Arrrgh,” and grew still.


The darkness seized him almost immediately, after which Rinoa saw no more.
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Mac Flecknoe I


“Arrrgh,” Zell croaked weakly as he slowly came back to life.


He felt as if his vertebrae had doubled in number overnight.  He was also having trouble turning his head from side to side on account of how he must have strained his neck muscles by resting his head at an unnatural angle during his sleep.  The ground had not been the most hospitable surface on which to rest, and his bones did not try to conceal how sore they felt from having stayed there against their will.  Had it been possible, his skeleton would have just walked back to the Garden and left Zell lying there, itself emotionally detached from any sense of loss or remorse.


Zell took a rare minute to wonder how he usually woke up.  To the best of his foggy recollection, before his egression from Balamb to fight Ultimecia, Mina usually provided the reminder and exigency for him to wake up in her own pleasant, if sadistic, way.  It had only taken him a handful of mornings to figure out that she would climb on top of his chest to impede his breathing, pinch his nostrils shut, and then clamp her lips over his own in a truly suffocating kiss.  When he was out of oxygen, he would stir himself up.   She was light to be enough to be thrown off the bed once he sat up, and proceed to chew him out if he did not realize what he was doing and catch her in time before she ended up on the floor.  Personally he believed that Mina liked being roughed up because she repeated the procedure every morning, but it took a sturdy heart on his part to live with this organic alarm clock that doubled as a murder device each night.


Once he discovered what she was up to, he flipped out and reprimanded her for taking such a dangerous and unnecessary gamble with his life – not that she took any of it to heart.  In the end, Zell found himself bereft of grounds on which to argue as she did not buy his claim to have not enjoyed it.  At the suggestion of using one or both of his ears alternative airways for her to block, she only jeered that she would wind up with a candle when she pulled out her tongue, which made him even more self-conscious.


It took an enormous amount of labor for him to sit up, a task that his waist, receiving no cooperation from his brick-heavy upper torso, had to stomach alone.  It felt as if he had to rise with Mina straddling him, the catch being that she had gained enough weight to make Ward balk.  Towards the end of this traumatic episode, it occurred to him how it would be so much easier on him to execute the basic maneuver if he had a fresh supply of energy, an actual incentive to get up, an arrangement of pulleys latched to a team of oxen, his wits about him, motors skills that were not impaired, all the time in the world, and a brand new back – spinal cord included, eighty-year guarantee, and no assembly required.  It took less time than it took to him to force himself to his feet for him to realize that none of these desired conditions were fulfilled.


Why in the world did I get up then? Zell asked himself.


I dunno, replied his mind.


Should I just flop back down again then? he wondered.


Um… his brain paused to think.  I defer my decision-making authority to-


“Come on,” he interrupted the thought by rapping his head with his knuckle, “Wake up, Zell.”


Yeah, his left-brain teased the right and administered a mental kick, snap to it!


Zell quickly switched to another line of thinking and focused on getting back home before he was made an unwilling spectator to the internecine fistfight between the two sides of his brain.  Had he remained tuned in to their frequency and suffered witnessing the entire brawl, he would have inevitably relapsed into a vegetative coma until the end of his days.


What is the point of having a healthy, young body if I cannot move around in it? he asked himself rhetorically.


His legs felt very weak.  It would take an estimated three hours of additional training to get him back in top shape.  A personal fitness schedule laxer by any degree would surely jeopardize his chances at beating Squall in the break-dancing battle at the upcoming Nova Trabia masked ball.  Even though he hardly ever revealed it, the Commander was holding a pair of aces over kings between the ballroom dance steps that Quistis had taught him and his own street hop.  It vexed Zell to have to acknowledge even one event in which Squall proved to be more athletic than he.


Zell landed a punch in his free palm and cracked his knuckles in good humor.  It was going to be one hell of a match, and he could hardly stand the suspense.  The whole notion of the contest even taking place, though, was held in the good faith that Rinoa’s auspices would be smiling upon Squall that night and that she would allow him to participate.  Rinoa’s caprice and spasmodic mood swings made her mandatory blessing of the event a very precarious proviso to ensure was met; quite frankly it was just madness to keep the anticipation of a great break-dancing battle around in one’s head.  The first defect of optimism was its prematurity.  The second was its inadequacy to deliver.


He never could figure out how Rinoa’s mind worked.  The complexity of her language vied with that of a Linear C yet to be discovered by man and for whose jargon no single Rosetta Stone could illuminate by itself.  Her native tongue knew only idioms, colloquialisms, abbreviations, antiquated conventions, and bastardizations.


Deep within Zell, a faint feeling stirred.  He decided that it had to be his pity for Squall.  Zell could hardly claim that he was jealous of the Commander’s predicament; in some ways he was grateful that Mina was not as troublesome as Rinoa.  In other ways she was, though.


At least Rinoa doesn’t just run off without telling anyone where she is headed, he conceded.


It was then that Zell realized that the gnawing sentiment he felt was not just pity for Squall, but for himself as well.  He too had his share of girl trouble, worries, and headaches.  It made him mad to realize that he was worrying about her because it recalled to mind the frustrating adage of Ma Dincht about how one could not be worried by other things; rather one willfully rendered himself the worrywart.  Indeed, it did not make much sense to him how deep down, he actually wanted to worry about her, but it was clear that his life would not be the same without the call for concern to his object of affection.  Was she really so heartless as to deprive him of his dream to care for her and condemn him to his pitiable station as the derelict darling?


Who knew what is racing through their heads anyway? Zell pondered.  What could possibly explain the way they act sometimes?


As the years passed, humanity had taken to calling their irrationality their ‘mystique.’  To be enigmatic had become attractive; to be impossible was now arousing.  All the while, it was unfeasible to comprehend their motives well enough to fit them into a model with which to predict their next move.  Any signals they emanated were unreadable or too badly distorted to be broken down and deciphered correctly by logicians, mathematicians, or psychological slicers.  Every woman spoke and thought in a dialect different from her male counterpart.  It was one of Hyne’s biggest jokes.  Zell would not be surprised if their brains ran along diametrically opposite paths, their minds revolving around perpendicular axes, their reasoning traveling along separate, skewed lines.  Maybe it was finally time for Zell to admit to himself what the locked door Mina posed really stood for – a dead end.  He had no magical key into her world on his pathetic key ring.  It was probably best for him to stop lying to himself.


Yet it seemed so unfair that she held his key and exercised no moderation in flashing it in front of his face all the time.  Somehow she seemed to know exactly how and when to sneak up on him.  He figured it was not that hard of a task considering that her timing and manner were not as important so long as her presence was there.  That last aspect alone was probably more than enough to stimulate the internal flutters he felt.  She truly was a walking bundle of love and joy that induced the good kind of heart attacks in him.  He found himself longing for it, making it more a psychological request than a cardiovascular arrest.


But she was gone now, and her absence tore his heart to pieces.  It would be difficult to concentrate on his daily duties bereft of his emotional essential.  He also had to deal with the vexation of knowing that she was probably having the time of her life with the other guy.


Zell’s jaw tensed and the hair on the back of his neck bristled at the mere thought.  He relaxed one of his reflexively-clenched fists, uncurling it so as to reach down into his pocket and draw out the portentous photograph.  From the way it was crumpled, Zell guessed that he had turned over more than once during the night.  He tried to straighten out all of the folds.


The trivial task proved to be a challenge for the stiff-fingered fighter because he went out of his way to avoid smearing any part of Mina in the photograph; he loved her too much to touch her.  Just the opposite, he loathed the other man so much that he struggled to not to get his fingers anywhere near the bastard.  Even if he could forgive himself for dirtying his fingers on that man’s image, his spirit would not.  He could conceivably cleanse his hands with soap, but his soul would feel forever sullied and he would know the difference.  Frankly Zell had no interest in playing around in a self-destructive, guilt-trip whirlpool.  Thus, with the mentality to avoid this fashion of eternal self-condemnation, Zell drudged through an excessively long period of awkwardness but finally managed with the help of his chin and elbows to smooth out the photo, on which there were only a few spots not occupied by either Mina or her new lover.


Having seen to its being relatively flattened out, Zell took a figurative step back to gawk at the couple.  He bemoaned the fact that it would have looked so much better if he had been in the stranger’s place.  Perhaps he could convince Selphie to scan the picture and digitally alter it so as to insert his own image beside Mina, but that that would require him to show her the photo and incite a bombardment of questioning looks and source next month’s richest topic of gossip.  It was in his best interests to wait patiently until the stranger stumbled into his hands, after which he could sort out this affair internally by pounding the living daylights out of the home-wrecker.


You lucked out this time, thief, Zell contemplated.


He picked up his feet and began his long walk home.  The morning air had yet to grow tepid, but the midnight mustiness still lingered in the wake.  Albeit it would be no big problem to get back to the Garden before noon, at which point the temperature in the humid jungle would pick up some intolerable thirty degrees as was accustomed this time of year, but he did not want to take any chances; it was perfectly possible to run into another Blue Dragon, and, in the light, he would not be able to resort to his tactics of stealth as he had done the previous evening.


The muck that Zell had run through then was more waterlogged than he had guessed.  Instead of leaving a trail of footprints for him to retrace, the impressions were obscured by the displaced mud the moment he lifted his foot each step of the way.  As the black sky no longer loomed overhead, the Garden’s beacon was virtually invisible, meaning that he could not check his direction.  Realizing that it was impossible to detect the light against the blue and white horizon, Zell changed his course and began to head for the beach, the only destination that could guarantee his way out of the forest and into a clearing.  From the Trabia shore he could, going along the forest perimeter, work his way back to Nova Trabia.


The rumble of waves was faint but discernible.  As easy a task as it was to follow his ears, Zell’s heart leapt when the washing sound against the sand intensified, meaning that he was on the right track.  His trekking grew brisker the closer he felt he was to breaching the remains of the verdant expanse and gaining the fresh shore.  The imperative variation of scenery was long overdue, and this SeeD had no intention of prolonging the translation of landscapes with his sluggishness.  He pushed on with added vigor and the self-confidence of one who had not any mud stains still garnishing his pants.  After another few minutes, he reached the threshold.


Nature seemed to halt in her steps and grow quiet for a second before Zell burst through the last row of bark and squinted under the sun’s sudden flood of brilliance.  When he could fully open his eyes again, he saw that he had successfully traded off the green for the white-decked blue.  The crags rested to his right, and the beach water snored invitingly in front of him.  Zell let loose a wild, war hoot and charged the coast, shedding the last of the pine forest scent and leaving it for future transcendentalists, naturalists, or recluses more appreciative of the environs than he was, to grapple with.


The sea air blasting against his face was refreshing for about as long as he could ignore the sand that had happily found a home in his sneakers.  How those insidious little specks of annoyance managed to creep into his footwear, he had no idea, but to deter any more of their friends from moving in and having a party under his heel, Zell forced himself to penguin-waddle through the rest of the sand bunker until he was standing beside the shallow tide.


The crisp, cool water promised to provide a light-feeling lather on his neck, an activity that for the time being would be able to get his mind off of the silicon shards slipping between his toes and frustrating his attempts to get comfortable.  What Zell really wanted to do was tear off his shoes and fling them into the sea where they would do well to flounder and sink, bereft of any internal air pockets that might buoy them up to where they could bob on the surface in defiance of his greatness.  If, however, they recalcitrantly refused to sink to the bottom of the ocean and take the nettling grains with them, he would be justified to Dolphin Blow the targets to shreds.


The soothing temperature of the water doused the anger steaming from his head and stayed his hand, which in retrospect he realized was a good thing because his sneakers were technically still brand new.  The silky film left by the retreating waves did not provide the static, reflective surface he sought, so Zell walked along the shore until he came across a puddle of seawater deposited in a serration on the banks.  He bent down and stared intently at his mirror image.


“Whoa,” Zell marveled apprehensively.


The night in the forest had taken more than just a toll on his back – it had also severely punished his hairdo.  The top of his head looked as grizzled as if it had gnawed on by a pack of starving wombats.  As much as he hated to admit it, for once the hairstyle in which he prided himself for sporting was dragging him down.  The sight was truly that embarrassing.  There was nothing of the majestic, cock-like plume, the mere sight of which could trumpet his entrance and buy him the right to parade his influence, prestige, and masculinity before the world.  The best he could hope for now was that the people could be convinced that some crazed topiarist went through his hair with a weed-whacker.  With those odds, he wondered if it was propitious for him and his public image to return to Garden without some fixing up first.  Maybe no one would be so judgmental as to shackle him down to the floor of disrepute and unfashionableness based on first impressions.


“Fat chance,” he grumbled, guessing that in all likelihood his frazzled face would end up on the front page of the faculty newspaper.


He sighed and looked mournfully at his reflection again.  He checked his gnarled crown from each viable angle before recoiling in abhorrence.  It was all so emasculating.  The dereliction of a feature so rudimentarily integral to his identity would cripple his status and stigmatize his person as if he had fallen from grace through an ejection by divinity.  He wanted to crawl into a hole and die.


If he had been serious, he would have started digging.  Luckily for Zell, he had spotted the silver lining and realized that the temporary defect on his head could still be emended.


“Better mousse it down before anyone recognizes me,” he said aloud and began splashing water over the warring streaks of blonde and brown.


He figured that if the pretense of grooming could preclude any criticism that might undermine his reputation, then it was well worth the time he would have to spend in the shower scrubbing out the thick smell of brine and fish from his hair.  In the meantime the stench would tolerable until he could make it back to his room and shower.  The officers’ quarters in Nova Trabia Garden had been pre-selected for construction close to the main entrance on the first floor, opposite of the Garden Noodle and the corridor that led to their lounge.  As early as it seemed in the day, he could probably gain the solace of his private chambers without having to the wade through the usual first period traffic of students.  The fact that most of the Garden’s classrooms were built on the second floor would minimize the number of trainees whose eyebrows would be raised after getting a whiff of him while he dodged past them in the hallway.  Of course, he would have to wallop them in afternoon gym class if any of them brought it up then.


It took Zell a few tries and frequent checks in the puddle’s reflection before he recaptured the look that he wanted.  Afterwards, he ran his fingers along his cheeks and chin to feel the stubble of a beard already besieging his boyish countenance.  He shrugged off the distaste, judging that another hour of not shaving would not kill him.


“Am I sexy or what?” he gloated instead, grinning exaggeratedly to check his teeth.


‘Or what’ is right, his inner voice piped in.


“Who asked you?” Zell challenged indignantly, evidently upset by the unsolicited intrusion.


Well, someone has to say something meaningful once in a while, was the retort.  It’s not like I like this job any more than you like listening to me.  Sometimes I just wish you would act smart on your own for like twelve hours so I could take a day off, but I don’t see that happening anytime soon because your IQ is as inert as a brick in the side of a building.  You are unbelievable, you know that?  I have to freaking supervise you even while you sleep because your closing your eyes does not render you any less of a danger to yourself.  How in the world did I get stuck with an assignment like this?  Did I wrong you in my past life?  I doubt it, so forgive me when I seem a little cranky because I work both day and night shifts with no bathroom breaks!  Chump. 

“Okay, okay,” Zell reacted defensively, “I get the picture, but when are you going to get off my back about that?”


The day you stop acting like you have a bad case of the stupids, was the retort.

“Oh great,” Zell muttered.  “Now my own head is treating me for stupidity as if it were a disease.”


If it were up to me, I would have had you locked up long ago, his mind pronounced callously.


“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Zell remarked sourly.  “It sure is nice to know that someone out there believes in me.”


The neat idea of escaping this conversation with himself by deserting the pool and leaving his thoughts with his mirror image occurred to him.  He took one last look at his reflection before getting to his feet and recommencing his journey along the beach.


This isn’t exactly the best job in the world.  In fact, it doesn’t even come close, his inner thoughts rang.  What are the perks of this job?  A shabby health care package that barely covers the family of mine that I have not seen in seventeen years.  No vacation, no sick leave, no accommodations, no chance for promotion, and no Christmas bonus.  Oh, and how could I forget – the pure joy and gratefulness I feel to work with you 24-7.  Most employees would count the fact that there is no competition on the job market for this station as a good thing, but for me that is the bane of my life.  Heck, I don’t even get an attractive secretary.  And what have I to look forward to?  Sixty more years before your senility comes to relieve me, and the miserable pension won’t get me by half of the year with the expenses my luxurious lifestyle necessitates.  And all the while, I am worried to death that the board in their renowned judiciousness will give me tenure to this Godforsaken position!


“I heard your grievances the first time,” stressed Zell as he broke into a run.  His ploy to desert the wise-ass voice was not working, and every new word spoken added a brick weight to his stomach.


Just my luck! the voice continued.  My mother warned me about getting a job in consulting because she was certain that it would never amount to anything more than pain and anguish.  I have applied for transfers to all of the major cities but they never answer.  Why couldn’t the board have stuck me with Quistis, Selphie, or Rinoa?  I could be sunbathing on the beach and advising any one of them on which part of their nubile bodies and luscious skin to rub the lotion-

“Hey!” Zell interjected.  “We love Mina, remember?”


Oh yeah, it recalled without the slightest trace of excitement in its tone, her.  Psssh.


“Well,” Zell replied, “she is kind of important to me so I would appreciate it if you did you best to remain civil when you mention her.”


His mind ignored him and pressed, What is so good about her?  From what I have seen so far, the only thing noteworthy is how adept she is at getting your hopes up.


“You know,” Zell commented, stepping over a conch shell, “I read that you only exist to help me become aware of what I want.”


What is your point? replied his consciousness impatiently.


“Get with the program,” Zell stated simply.  “If you are going to channel my desires, you should know that Mina would keep me happy for the rest of my life.”


Where did you read all of that? it asked skeptically.


“Sartre,” Zell replied, “and it would not hurt you to look it over yourself.”


Well,  , you are just going to have to accept the sad fact that Sartre was confused.  I act in my own best interests.  I look out for number one, and I do what I do to get what I want.


“No,” corrected Zell, “you mean what I want.”


No, it repeated with a tone reeking of pretentiousness, I meant what I want.


“You have it all wrong,” Zell scoffed, shaking his head and dismissing the line of thought all together.


Well then, maybe I’ll just decide to forgot that I am conscious of you and you’ll cease to exist, the voice threatened.  I really would have no problem with an early retirement.


“Ha!” Zell countered sharply.  “You are part of my For-Itself, so if I die, you disappear too!”


Are you one hundred percent sure about that? his mind checked him.  Who says that consciousness has to be finite?  If I asked you to guess how many lifetimes I have lived and who I had to possess the last time around, what would you say to that?

“Some kind of activist, lobbyist or union demagogue,” guessed Zell.  “I mean, you complain more than anyone I know.  More than me, even.”


Was that an attempt to be clever? the voice prodded condescendingly.  Because if it was, you had better get your facts straight, buster.  The ‘I’ and ‘me’ you used to refer to yourself are technically just modes through which I can obtain what I desire on your materialistic, perceived world.  I am not your anything, not your conscience, because there is no “you.”  I am merely a consciousness of you.


Zell did not answer, figuring that it would leave him alone if he just concentrated on his running and ignored it.  He focused instead on the ringing of his monotonous steps and the feeling derived from the slight skidding against the wet grit, the occasional lapping of the waves against the side of his sneakers, and the dirt thrown up by the soles of the shoes as he pushed off, head in the wind.


The pink horizon was brightening nicely into a fulsome yellow.  Having lost its shyness long ago, the sun threw off the veil of the ocean and began flaunting itself in all of its splendor.  Zell mushed on, proud that his heart was strong enough to regulate his pulse to a rate slower than his strides’.  His trusted shadow raced along beside him, bobbin up and down, as protean as the texture of undulating topography he left behind.


“You know,” he finally remarked, “if we are both parts of the For-Itself, don’t you think it is about time we began acting in some mutually beneficial interests?”


What for?  the other asked suspiciously.  And cui bono?


“To add new meaning in this life,” Zell clarified, “and to instill it where there was none before.”


Add new meaning to your life? the voice scoffed in feigned humor.  Now is that my function?  What have I been doing all these years?  So that’s the missing part of me!  That’s why I feel I have been feeling so incomplete lately.


There no was mistaking the sarcasm and contempt in the voice.  For a minute Zell felt devoid of its presence and rationalized dejectedly that it had gone off somewhere to roll around and laugh its ass off.  Still, it was a refreshing hiatus between insults.  Realizing this, Zell dropped his guise of glumness and settled down to take advantage of the reprieve from being the shooting gallery of his own consciousness.


Hey, how about this for meaning? it broke back into his head and suggested.  You’re a chump.  Digest that!


“Yeah, that was what I was talking about,” Zell commented dryly.


You’re confused, his consciousness summed up.


“Like Sartre?” sneered Zell.


Like Sartre, it concurred.


“Then you’re obviously not doing a very good job,” Zell analyzed.


Be still my beating heart, his inner voice bemoaned exaggeratedly.


More realistically it added, I can sleep at night because I know that no one else would fight me for this position, no matter how badly I manage it.


Up to his throat in resentment, it was an understatement to say that Zell was getting fed up with the mock sarcasm.


He lashed out, “What I don’t get is that you are supposed to be a non-personal and non-reflective consciousness, but it don’t act like it at all!”


Yeah, so? his mind countered mockingly.


“Non-reflective means that you cannot take yourself as an object!” Zell conjectured, voice rising with his excitement; it was all coming together now.  “You are not supposed to be conscious that you are conscious!  That is your pre-reflective ego’s job.”


His consciousness grew silent and seemed to consider the argument laid before its feet.


Ack! it suddenly choked, realizing that it had been defeated.


“I hereby banish you!” Zell cried triumphantly with a clap of his hands to mark the end of the hard-won philosophical debate.


A curse on both your houses! the little voice screamed and vanished with a blip.


Zell smirked and walked with a new bounce in his step.  He replayed each line from memory and beamed with pride at the revisitation of the denouement where he had laid down the sinker.


“That ought to hold him at bay for another day or two before he finds a loophole in the wording of the phenomenology,” he told himself.


Zell slowed to a stop and turned for a second to admire the surreal view, all the while continuing to run in place so as not to lose his rhythm or elevated heartbeat.  How the water naturally took turns flowing both ways seemed so organized, and yet so organic.  It made him feel like the child he wanted to be again who could waddle through the water with no repercussions and not the man with rounds to make and a class to head in the afternoon.  It was best that he get going again.


“What the-“


He caught the glint of something reflective of the sun’s rays at the corner of his left eye, tucked a small distance from the edge of the overhanging promontory.  There was no way that any individual speck of silicon on the beach could give off so lustrous a sparkle, a fact that urged him to check out the anomaly.  The twinkle could have been sourced from an enemy soldier’s armor, the lens of a sniper rifle, or even worse, the canines of a wandering dragon.  Or it could just be a glass bottle carelessly littered on the otherwise immaculate landscape.  Before he had visual confirmation though, from this point on, it was best to proceed with the acme of caution.


Zell quickly threw himself down in the lee of a nearby sand dune.  If the danger from above was a shooter, it was best that he remain out of his line of sight.  In all probability, Zell had been spotted already.  The only reason no shot had been fired was that he was out of range.  Lying flat against the white mound, Zell looked to his left and right and tried to find a route he could take that would offer him full cover as he circled back around in a wide arc.  That way he could conceal his position from further monitoring, and, hopefully, gain a sneak attack on the rival scout if he was cautious enough to prevent his own discovery along the way.


The combination of initial fear and corollary curiosity was inductive of a keen sense of excitement, and so, without further persuasion, Zell ducked down low and ran from the base of one white hill to the next, beginning his long journey to circle around his adversary’s possession.  “Outflank for the Preemptive Attack” was one of the rules he recalled from Trepe’s Handbook of Military Tactics.  He would have to remember to thank Quistis for finally coming up with something that was actually applicable to real life situations.


Now that he actually thought about it, Zell frowned at how little sense it still made to him that Headmaster would have demoted Quistis from SeeD instructor status at Balamb all those weeks back.  He never got the whole story because it inappropriate to solicit her side of it and risk reopening a wound that must have been a hell to heal thus far.  Zell had always prided himself in being competent with counting numbers, but this just did not add up.  It seemed unlikely that Quistis would take the fall for Seifer voluntarily, and knowing his errant and erratic behavior, Cid could hardly have coerced her into doing so.  If the Balamb Garden Department of Student Insurance was unwilling to cover Seifer’s health and well being, then it was unreasonable to make Quistis responsible for his actions.


Zell wondered briefly how Seifer and Raijin had formerly landed positions on the Disciplinary Committee in Balamb.  Was it an artful attempt by the Headmaster to curb Seifer’s mischief-making by artificially instilling a sense of work ethic in his already overflowing ego, or just another endeavor, seasoned with a zest of craziness customary of all of Cid’s crooked antics, to incorporate the age-old aphorism of “fighting fire with fire”?


Zell shook his head.  The Headmaster was as insane as he was complicated.  Cid Kramer thought in circles; with him, it was never a direct, linear neural pathway that connected a point of intention to a point of action.  Rather it was only through a roundabout road of reasoning comprised of multiple twists and discoveries that one could trace his orders back to his motives.  With that in mind, it must have been irksome for Edea to hand herself over to him at the altar when she probably did not know any of the real reasons why he wanted to take her as his bride.  Like all women, Edea probably spoke her own dialect based on the mystifying Linear C and to put her in the same home with the cryptic Cid was to warrant for years a noteworthy debacle and basic breakdown of functional communication in the history of human language.  One had to stop and think what sort of divinity would purposely build so volatile a time bomb and humor in its inevitable, internecine outcome.


One day, when he was the Headmaster, Zell was going to marry a pretty girl far too good for him too, and then lounge around, reveling in his girth, dispensing antiquated aphorisms and enigmatic orders at random, and have them be falsely mistaken as words far superior and ingenious for comprehension by any mere subordinate, as he was rightly entitled to.  Misplaced reverence for a façade of sagacity was the privilege of senility, after all.


Zell sighed.  The thought of marriage had revived the ache in his heart for the long overdue and whom he felt was at current the largely displaced Mina of the pigtails.  He almost did not care about the other man in the picture, the fling in which she had broken from him, her boyfriend, to indulge.  Now, staring straight into the eyes of death, his own life hanging in the balance, all he could do was worry about her and wonder helplessly if she shared his fate.  He had not heard from her since she just parted from him over two weeks ago, and he needed more than that to know that she was at least okay.  Silence would not do, but just a few words from her rosy lips would let him rest worlds easier.  If she was happy with her new lover, that was fine; if she was not, so much the better.


But he was digressing from where he should be appropriating his attention – trying to keep his head from getting shot off.  Zell loved every part of head and he loved where it sat on his neck just as much.  It was be a damned shame if he would let some rookie shooter get lucky and pop it off, especially after he spent so much time in front of his reflection in the puddle to smooth each delinquent hair back into its set position so as to optimize his visual charm.  If the gunner was going to blow Zell’s head off, he could at least have had the decency to do it before the intricate art, and it was an art, had been performed to completion.  It would be an insult if one’s motherland spent millions of Gil on negotiators and airlifts to reconcile with and return all of her defectors, only so they could be taken down by another country’s anti-aircraft missiles on the way back.  Zell was not about to lose face to an Irvine wannabe who wanted to score big with a cheap shot.


The edge of the beach was drawing to a close with the beginnings of the grass plain peeping out from under its sandy blanket.  Zell crept to the peak of the last mound and peered over it.  There was no visible movement from the cliff, no sign of activity that would have been noticeable had they been able to follow and detect his movements.  He had successfully navigated around behind their keep and the path looked clear.  He methodically surveyed the target area and searched for men, vehicles, and other machinery, as well as telltale signs and markings that could give away the enemy’s identity.


To his surprise, the land seemed amazingly flat and devoid of life all the way up to the cliff edge.  In all probability though, if there had been a sniper, he would have been lying flat on the ground with his rifle in hand.  Zell knew there was something metallic or crystalline in the vicinity, which would attest for the flash of light he had gotten a glimmer of.


“Where are you?” Zell whispered under his breath with impatience.


Just then, in the process of visually scrolling from left to right, his eyes caught something out of the ordinary.  A stationary object standing in a lopsided position about thirty meters out and four degrees off to the left.  He was too far away to discern exactly what it was, but at length he decided that it was immobile.  All he had to decide now was whether or not identifying the anomaly was worth the risk of getting shot by any motion sensors during his approach.  Zell was ambivalent about both scenarios.  If he had a coin handy, he would have flipped it to see what he should do.  The smartest thing, of course, would be to fling the coin at the target and see if it got fried before it hit the ground.  It was either that or Zell charge at the contraption and play chicken with the defense laser beams.


It did not appear to be attended, and Zell saw no place on the cliff for a person to hide.  It was time for him to take a look at what he had found.  He stepped out from behind his hiding place and advanced with caution towards the machine.  It was unmistakably metallic, just as he had guessed it would be initially.  After another few steps though, his eyes widened and his mouth dropped at the realization of what he was walking towards.


It was a blue A09-series Garden motorbike, even better than the jet-propulsion A08 motorbikes that the Galbadian soldiers had used to jump from the Seifer’s Garden to Balamb’s during the battle by Edea’s Orphanage.  Zell had seen advertisements for one of these demons of speed in the ‘Combat King’ magazines, but he had no idea that they were out on the market yet.  He was probably looking at a prototype or limited edition, promotional, collector’s item.  Zell licked his lips, unable to contain the excitement he felt.  He would have to tell Squall about this when he got back to Garden; it would be of definite interest to him because he made mention of it when he saw the same advertisement in the ‘Weapons Monthly’ catalog.  Of course, it would be difficult to convince Squall that there was actually one already out of production and on the streets.


Zell wiped the dribble that clung tenaciously to his chin, but never once did he take his eyes off of the dream ride.  It was the paradigm of beauty and technology.  The chassis was waxed and glazed, the tires still slick, and the pipes spotless.  Judging from how juiced up the motorbike was, he would have to guess that the owner treated her like the love of his life.  Some of the alterations and upgrades looked costly.  The improvements on the peripherals that had no effect on the performance of the vehicle were made in accordance to the owner’s tastes despite its neglect of frugality.  The chic, chrome rims had obviously been custom-fitted, the tires mounted were of the wider, low profile, professional sporting kind, the exhaust pipe had been changed to an excessively large one that promised a loud hum, the handle bars painted and shined, water-filled seat cushions with plush covering, the factory lights had been replaced with xenon ones, and a nitrous canister hooked up to the engine, which from the looks of it had been tweaked and tuned to maximal efficiency.  It would have no problem netting a big-time, auspicious sponsor like GM, Garden Motors, for any additional funds.  Overall, it was a very pricey job that few people had the luxury to afford.  Luxury did not begin to describe the pretty Gil it must have cost, but he had to admit the owner knew how to have fun.


“What a babe,” Zell whispered in awe.  His lips trembled slightly in mid-sentence because of how hard the sleek exterior of the A09 was getting to handle.


All he wanted to do now was to squeeze the throttle, rev the engine, and hear the sexy beast roar.  All he needed now was a leather jacket and some shades, and he could hop on and ride all the way to Galbadia in a second to pick up Mina, after which he would spirit her away to a paradise in the highway wind.  Whoever owned this baby and got to ride her till his ass ached was one lucky prick.  Zell contemplated whether the jealousy he was feeling was merited and decided that it was.  He wondered who the owner could be.  Whoever he was, he had become Zell’s new best friend.


While scoping out the luscious lift again, his eyes wandered over the stolid, black carrying case of the Lionheart, hanging on the far side of the bike off its handle.


Zell did a double take but caught himself before he fell over.


“No way!” he hollered in a half-ecstatic, half-chaffed fashion.


He was overjoyed because he would surely get to feast his eyes on the beautiful brute again, but it pained him just as much because he knew that Squall would never let him touch it as long as he lived.  It also hurt Zell’s feelings that Squall had not informed him about his new purchase.  They were buddies and old roommates, and so it seemed selfish that Squall had not brought himself to share the news about his wealth, if he was not even going to share his wealth.  Being that the ride was Squall’s, though, Zell decided against hotwiring it, mainly because Squall would have the foresight to rig an alarm and possibly a self-destruct mechanism on the ignition system.  If the A09 had been Irvine’s, Zell would have cashed in his technical engineering skills and been flying down the freeway five minutes ago.


Zell was still puzzled about where Squall struck the gold to lavish on a state-of-the-art motorbike that was supposedly still in its development phase.  With his responsibilities and time-commitment to Balamb Garden as its SeeD Commander and his supervising role and instructing positions that they all shared in Nova Trabia, it was impossible for him to have taken enough money jobs in secret between shifts to cover for the exorbitantly high figure needed to cover even the basic expenses, not to take into account the cost of all the extravagances.  Meanwhile, the level A SeeD salary was just a drop of water in the bucket relative to the Gil in question.


Zell rubbed his forehead.


“I’m thinking either he borrowed Rinoa’s credit card or Laguna was behind this,” Zell concluded at length.  With her father’s name, Heartilly could have coerced a team of Galbadian engineers to soup up Squall’s ride.  Likewise, Laguna was a viable contributor; Esthar’s electricians were very knowledgeable about beefing up vehicles and a word from the President could have set them working on the A09 and pre-releasing it faster than the parole board did to Seifer.  If it was Laguna’s way of apologizing for being an absentee parent for seventeen years, what a gift it was!  Zell wished his biological father would follow in suit if he ever came forward and formally recognized him.


Where is Squall, anyway? Zell wondered, finally tearing his eyes away from the gorgeous sight.  It was a painful experience to look up from the bike, but he was able to brave it like a man.  Still, it felt as though he had left a part of his heart with the A09, a quality that affected a numbness over his entire body as he walked away, each step feeling heavier than before because of the added weight of incompleteness saddled on his shoulders.


Beginning with the area around the motorbike, Zell circled outwards and inspected the ground for any traces of his friend.  In particular he was searching for signs of a struggle because it was impossible for Squall to leave his A09 unattended unless some sort of emergency came up.  The carrying case for the gun-blade was locked so he could not check to see if Squall had taken it with him, wherever he had gone.  It was unlikely that Squall would have been victorious without his weapon if he had been assaulted without warning.


Zell shook the idea of a sneak attack out of his head.  If treachery was involved, the vandals would have also made away with the bike.  The only other two possibilities were that he walked away by himself or something popped out of the forest and surprised him.  The cold bike’s engine and dewy seat were indicative of Squall’s absence through the duration of the night.  If he had not returned to reclaim it after all this time, chances were that he would never come back.  This was not the conclusion that Zell wanted to envision.  He had to have missed something, some crucial piece of the puzzle.


As he drew near the edge of the promontory, things began to look more hopeful.  Zell noticed telltale signs of activity from the night before.  There were a number of cigarette butts littered about, one lying three to four feet apart from the next.  Zell chose a point that rested roughly in the middle of the imaginary polygon formed by each of the cigarette butts as vertices.  This was where Squall had been for the longest time, or at least as long as he took to smoke six Malboro tentacle rolls.  Of course, there would have been no way of knowing if someone else had smoked them in Squall’s stead, but Zell never objected to going on hunches.  Smoking, after all, was a bad habit that Squall picked up ever since they met the Malboros on the Island closest to Heaven.  The racketeering business for joints could very well have exceeded their pay as SeeDs, but Squall did not see much potential in himself as an entrepreneur.  Thus, he settled with the addiction and missed out on the investment of a lifetime when the Malboro industry burgeoned globally just weeks later.


Zell studied the area further for more information.  His eyes set on a wide set of prints that looked largely unfamiliar, from which he deduced that Squall had treated himself to a pair of brand new sandals.  They looked comfortable, if the prints were of any indication.


“He must have been really proud of himself too,” Zell muttered grimly before going back to sweeping the scene for clues.  He could not fully dismiss the pang of envy nicking in his chest from knowing that he too had had nice, comfy, new shoes not too long ago.


Zell looked down despondently at his weathered sneakers, having been ruined by fire, mud, saltwater, and sand.  It took some amount of skill – a skill that Zell wanted to lose – to retire the latest, most advanced and presumably the most durable specimen in modern footwear technology in less than a day.  The next time he was foolish enough to dress in his best for battle, he would be sure to cast Life3 on his shoes first.


Deeply annoyed, Zell roughed up his hair and slammed his fist into the ground.  He could not believe it.  They had been signed by Mr. Jammy himself!


The natural, mature thing for him to do in the next minute would be to kick up a dust cloud and holler profanities at it, but as he lifted his palm, he noticed a less conspicuous indentation in the dirt beside his own.  It looked like the heel of a size six.


Having read every issue of all the top women’s fashion magazines in Balamb since his initiation into Garden, supplemented by extensive, indefatigable online research about the latest designs and social trends, and having allocated countless hours to window-shopping whenever and wherever there was a clearance notice, Zell was able to draw from his vast sea of firsthand knowledge the identity of the shoe that had left the mark.  The precise naming of the brand, make, and model were payoffs that were now his in which to revel.  For him, the connoisseur of high heels, the day had finally come to lift his head proudly and cavort around the arena of the eclectic with the attitude that his hard work had not been for naught and that the corollary prize was worth every second of it.


If the mark did not lie and his memory did not mislead him, the second person on the scene had a great if expensive taste in fashion.  She had chosen to wear an extraordinarily stylish set of heels that far exceeded the occasion, seeing how Squall had surprised her with some sandals.  Nevertheless, Zell could see that the virgin shoes whose prints bore clear definition had returned to Nova Trabia Garden with far more fervor than they had embarked.


Zell ruminated quietly over who would be inspired enough to trek all the way out to the cliffs in high-heeled boots just to confront Squall.  Quistis was the only woman who fit the profile.  If Seifer had discovered a new calling to transvestitism, surely Zell would have found some teeth on the ground instead of just footprints.  But with the terrain pretty much barren of any derelict teeth, Zell methodically ruled out the latter possibility.


What did not make any sense to him was that none of Squall’s prints indicated that he had gone back to the Garden.  Albeit his parked motorbike was testimony enough to that fact, neither set of clues could offer a satisfactory explanation as to where the Commander might have disappeared.


Perplexed, Zell flopped down and dangled his legs over the cliff, alternating between scratching his head with his left hand and smoothing his hair back in place with his right.  It was his way of advertising his sagacious side without compromising his suave mien.


The wind had picked up slightly since he last made note of it, perhaps thirty seconds ago.   Blowing up against the soles of his feet, Zell felt like levitating.  Sheets of waves were now racing across the ocean surface like peels of apple skin sheered by an invisible knife.  Wisps of wind tugged perseveringly at his hair, and he wondered briefly how exhilarating it would feel to accept their invitation and jump.  It really was an amazing if frightening place to perch.  In that fright, though, there was a sense of peace to be grasped.


Thank Eden I’m not as dumb as Laguna, he reflected, feeling the rationality creeping back into his head.  Short of thirty Tiamats, there is nothing that could possibly make me want to throw myself off of this cliff.


The image of a flying, vampire Mina in pursuit of him flashed through his mind.


“Well…” he began to reconsider his original estimation of the sufficient drive to jump.


Zell peered over the edge to check his altitude again and decided that perhaps it wasn’t too high to chance.


Mina with wings and armed weapon was multiple times scarier than thirty Tiamats any day of the week.  But he was used to that.  He could tolerate the eccentricities as part of the ritual male accommodation for his lady, but her silence or disdain were separate matters.  No mercenary prep course could offer him the emotional buffer and psychological integrity he needed to fend off her crippling, disappointed gaze, her soul-piercing scoff.  Even the deepfreeze, ice-elemental-resistant nano-suits were sure to crumble like sugar cubes if she gave him the cold shoulder.


Zell shuddered at the frostbitten memory.  That night, right before she impressed upon him her nonsensical riddle, she had first broken from his embrace, crossed her arms, and bit out coldly, “You can’t kiss me.” 


The words made him feel like he was hollow inside because they sounded like forever.  It was awfully hard to fight against eternity, and even harder to endure on the receiving end of deprivation for just as long.


Zell covered his face with both his hands and tried not to cry.


Something was up.


Zell shook himself out of his dejected, self-pitying trance and focused on the problem.


The air was not right.  It was not exactly wrong, either, but an eerie, claustrophobic, sixth sense-type feeling had settled over him as if to catch his attention and push him to be more alert.


Zell paused, unsure exactly what excited a premonition that caused his stomach to tighten.  He looked about the horizon, anticipating…well, he did not know what to anticipate, so he just kept on looking.  The waves were still crashing below, the ocean surface shimmering as it churned under the sun’s blistering brilliance.


“Maybe I’m just out of it,” he murmured aloud as he tried to shrug off the willies.


This time he sensed something for sure.  It was a delicate but clear call towards his right.  He searched in that direction and saw, eight degrees behind the protruding shoreline, a person stretched out motionlessly on the beach.  Closer inspection revealed a barefooted, brunette male with an orange shirt and jean shorts.  Interestingly enough, Zell almost mistook him for being just a pile of rags until he realized that the man’s face shared the same color as the sand. 


Zell raced over to Squall’s A09 and tried to break open the storage compartment.  Knowing Squall, there had to be binoculars packed in with the rest of the ultimate loner’s survival kit.  The safeguard on the locking mechanism turned out to be state of the art though, and Zell, bereft of any tools, was powerless to do anything about it.  With a sigh, then, he settled down to guess Squall’s password by punching in random buttons on the keypad like an experimental money searching for a treat.  There was a certain heaviness that hit him square in the chest as he clumsily downshifted from overdrive to first gear on the adrenaline highway.  The metaphorical traffic behind him could not decelerate in time to prevent the seven-car pileup.  In short, it was both a major letdown and a humiliating situation in which to be.


“LEONHART,” he keyed in.


Negative.


“RINOA,” he tried again.


Negative.


“SEED,” he guessed.


Negative.


“LOIRE.”  Fat chance.



Processing…Negative…Not a winner…Sorry, chump…Try again.


Zell rubbed his left eye with his palm and tried to determine if he had been seeing things.  Did the computer console just insult him?


“SIS,” he typed.


Negative.


“ELLONE”? he tested.


Negative…Give it up, space ranger.


Zell rubbed his bottom teeth against his top set.  It did no credit to his masculinity to crouch beside the bike and watch as a bunch of intrepid red pixels impugned his capacity without a fitting retaliatory response.  He needed to at least issue a statement to vindicate himself from these deprecations.  Too much of this was unhealthy for one’s self-esteem and likely to stunt character development.


Zell huffed and conceded that it was hopeless.  He might as well work his way down the precarious slopes and investigate the body.  He spared one last abysmal glance over the bike  and the silver lion emblem-studded sword case before turning to quit its company.


The Griever icon.


Zell spun on his heels.  Of course!


He reached down excitedly towards the keypad, mistyped the GF’s name three times before finally entering “GRIEVER,” and then tapped the enter key with a triumphant look on his face.


Accepted.


“Welcome to the penthouse,” Zell congratulated himself.


The lid of the glove compartment popped open with a complimentary hydraulic hiss, revealing every item of the bare necessities of survival in the field that Zell had predicted and nothing more – alas surely nothing as scandalous as to carry any utility value or promise should he choose to implement it by blackmailing his compatriot.  Tucked away neatly to the side were a pair of helmets and an anticipated set of binoculars.  It was unthinkable that a person like Squall could travel without the latter; it was the most logical avenue through which an introvert as critical of society as Squall was to collect the minimally sufficient behavioral data on which to base a defensible criterion so as to improve his own introspective outlook.


Zell seized the binoculars and rushed back to the cliff edge.  He estimated the distance between himself and the target, and then set the specs accordingly.  His digits were unusually tense.


Why are my fingers shaking? the SeeD noticed uneasily.


Even before he brought the binoculars to bear, there hung a strange sense of static in the air, a screaming alarm amidst the silence that boded ill for the discovery to come.  Accidents wait to happen, but few are the intrepid who push on with redoubled resolve to seek them out.  Counter-intuitively did Zell so conduct himself and ever did he lament his conscious choice.


They dropped before he realized that they had even parted from hands.  Instinctively he bent to pick up and wipe off the smudge on the lens with his shirt, but neither his eyes nor thoughts had left the residual images of the offenders still turning in his mind.  Within the circular scope the telltale walnut streaks and orange shirt had announced the obvious culprit, dallying on a delicate flower with a blue-rimmed crown.  Her oceanic lips settled upon his and the tips of each melted together like running waves against the shore.  Zell never saw it coming, but he was seeing it now, as much as he would have liked to deny what seemed to be staring him straight in the face more than he was at it.


Who is that girl? Zell turned in his mind.  What is she doing with…is it him – yes, it is.

It was unmistakable to the point that had Zell even the stomach for it, he would not have double-checked.  Not really knowing why, Zell began to back away slowly.  Quite randomly his reflex prudence kicked in and he was inspired to look around and make sure that no one else had chanced upon the delicate scene as had he.  


Without further scrutinizing, Zell meandered back to the bike, more or less oblivious to what he was doing.  Even so, before he was back on his way, trying to pretend that nothing had been spied, the shameless stool pigeon of a binoculars was set back into its compartment and the gate closed, vainly attempting to lock away in its depths the secret that Zell now bore away.  The yoke of unwanted intelligence and the curse of enlightenment were his only companions, commiserating him on his journey home, filling in each empty step where the confident spring should have been.  Mr. Jammy would have cried.


The trudge was fairly uneventful.  Some grass.  In the distance, trees.  Timber.  The good old days.  The dirt was interesting.


Okay, he admitted, it’s really not.


He felt no need to justify why he did not wish to lift his eyes.  He was also resentful that anyone might expect him to otherwise hold his head up and authoritatively impress upon him some self-important platitude instructing him to drag his feet in a manner that exuded pride in the Garden if he was indeed intent on doing it so depressingly.  Once again the ambient social conditions had thrust upon him some outrageous responsibility – outrageous in both its content and its unwarrantedness – and left him to deal with it.  For this charitable and laborious deed he would derive neither pleasure nor ulterior benefit.  It was crap if he ever had to take it.


Thus nailed to a chore of humanity, Zell was little aware of the passage of time and the progress of his own passage from the beachside cliff to the front steps of Nova Trabia Garden.  It half-surprised the part of him that was actually awake enough to care once he actually got there.  His trusty legs had navigated their way home and dragged him, the lost and unwitting horseman back to their origin.  From the front, the Garden looked deserted.  Behind the opaque gates, he would not find many students cavorting at this hour.


His feet felt foreign as he ascended the marble stairs.  In his opinion, Selphie had chosen the material well – a strategic upgrade from basic granite.  It would not surprise him if to turn a profit Selphie had just installed hollow steps.  They sure felt like it.  Or was that just him?


After climbing twenty-four steps, he became aware that there was someone tugging at his sleeve.  It also occurred to him that she was the same person he had brushed off four steps earlier.  Three steps before that he had presumably ran into her and knocked her down on accident.  In the step after that one he had not turned to help her up.  It was all so foggy because he hadn’t actually looked up while any of this was happening.


His gaze followed his hands, up his arm, to the little fingers now wrapped around his elbow, up the white wrist, over a soft shoulder, up a silky neck, and finally settled on a lovely face.  His focused on a set of curiously pink pupils.


Who are you? the wide-eyed Zell thought to ask.


The girl you met in the forest.


Do I know you? he wondered again.


Moron, of course you do.  She’s the girl you met in the forest.


Have we met? he wanted to ask her.


Yes, you dip.  You met in the forest.


You look awfully familiar, Zell noted.


That’s because you met in the forest!


Wait!  You must be the girl I met in the forest! Zell recognized.


I give up.


“Hey,” her voice rose gradually as he took the entire world off the mute key.  Suddenly everything jumped back into the range of audibility – the birds chirping, the whistling wind, and the cascades of water hiding behind the gates.  It fell on him like a caffeine rush.


“Hello?” she accosted him again, this time with a more insistent tug.


Judging from how much longer his sleeve looked, Zell estimated that she had been pulling on it for over a minute.  How woeful it seemed that it would not matter how many times he washed it now, no amount of shrinking would be able to restore it.


She punched him in his gut softly.


“”Are you even listening to me?” she pouted.


“Huh, what?” he stuttered.


“That dumb lizard must have knocked you up really hard, you poor thing,” the girl cooed.  She ran her fingers through his hair and patted his head softly.


Zell decided that it would be too emasculating to have her check his head for injuries so he straightened up and smoothed out his hair.  She smiled, let her arms slip back down to her sides, and put her hands back in her pockets.  Zell found that action particularly attractive because ever since Quistis and Selphie’s make-shift skirts had taken over the latest fashion trends in Trabia, there had been a real dearth of pockets in the indigenous female arena.


“Naw,” he denied in the best ingenuous-farm-boy accent he could feign, “I showed him.”


The silver-haired girl squinted in curious disbelief and scrutinized Zell for a second.


Zell broke out a smile that stretched from ear to ear.  It looked extremely suspicious.


Her features softened and she brought her fingers to her mouth to cover a giggle.


“Okay,” she conceded reluctantly, “but don’t let me catch you lying or I’ll show you.”


She hit his arm playfully to cap off her ultimatum, as if by that act Zell would have found her words any more ominous.


Zell scratched the back of his head and searched vainly for the next insightful thing that would cross his mind to blurt out.


She entertained herself by staring at his smudged face for a second before extending her hand to him.


“Please, call me Pearl,” she introduced herself.


Zell’s lower jaw dropped a little as tried to determine if she was expecting him to shake her hand or to kiss it.  Chivalry being dead, he figured a casual handshake was wanting.  However, the fact that his hands might be dirtier than his lips stayed him.  Should he take the hand or kiss it?  They could very well possess the same degree of filthiness-


“Do you have a name?” she questioned, letting her hand drop.


Oh no!  Is she hurt that I didn’t even reach out to take her hand? he thought frantically.


When he did not answer, she added, “Something your friends and family call you?”


“I’m Zell,” he answered hurriedly.  His hand shot out and grabbed hers before she had a chance to put it back in her pocket.


Pearl seemed surprised but not offended by the brusque maneuver, possibly because she saw how genuinely flustered he was.


Is that good or bad? he wondered.


His new acquaintance began to braid her hair coyly as if to offer him the next move.


“Can you let me in?” Pearl pleaded suddenly.  “The gatekeeper is being very anal today.”


Offhandedly Zell wondered why she didn’t just use her bodily charm to wheedle her way in.  He also remembered how the Balamb Garden gate guard had been similarly anal retentive in restricting the passage to the outside after hours or while the Garden was in motion, though.  It would not be a shocker if he now denied passage into the Garden because it was too early in the morning. 


“It’s not really a day by day thing,” Zell explained to her.  “It’s in his job description.  Either that or the Garden employment office is doing a hell of a job with personality profiling.” 


When she laughed under her breath, he felt pleased with himself at having finally put forth a comment that had actually been his intention to be funny.


“So you’re not a SeeD then?” he deduced.


She bit her bottom lip and shook her head.  Then she motioned for him to move closer as if she wanted to convey some great secret to him.


He played along and leaned down.


“I was hoping that you would be my escort,” she whispered in his ear.  Then she wrapped her arm around his and pointed up the steps at the gate.


“Come on, let’s go!” she urged, giving him a little push.


“What’s so exciting about the Garden that you’d want to go in?” Zell asked.


“I’m looking for some friends,” she replied as they marched up the steps.  “Maybe you know them?”


After they had gone up a decent number of steps, when Zell realized that she was not going to expound on the subject, he pressed her for more information.


“Maybe I know them?” he echoed her.  “Do they have names?  Something their friends and family call them?”


She pulled him to a halt and scowled at his patronizing remark.  He lifted his eyebrows in a challenge and she had to resign to a frustrated pout.


“That wasn’t funny,” she whined and hit his arm lightly with her freehand.


“Out with it,” Zell, pretending to be stern, told her.


She fiddled with her silky hair some more but said nothing, seeing how he was doing a miserable job of it.  When it was clear that he would not relent, she sighed and turned to go back down the steps and look for some other way in.


Suddenly Zell became pliable and it was now his turn to drag his partner up the last few steps.


“Come on,” he entreated, pulling her in the direction of the gates, “just tell me.” 


Pearl shook her head and tried to walk away, but found herself moving backwards.  Before she could protest, he hoisted her up on his shoulders and ran with her to the entrance.  She initially frowned, but her subsequent squeals of delight belied any earlier sentiments of annoyance.


“You’re going to have to tell me eventually,” he pointed out good-naturedly.


Realizing that there was no way of fighting him off, she conceded and answered him, “I was going to file a missing persons statement for my girl friend Merali.” 


Cute name, Zell contemplated.  Hey, wait a second-


“Girlfriend?” he repeated.


Pearl blinked, unsure what Zell wanted her to say next.  She looked at him quizzically.


Zell blushed, realizing he was reading too much into her words.  He waved the topic away and motioned for her to continue.  It was a motion she could not have picked up on, being that she was slung over his shoulder and facing backwards.


“We got separated on the beach last night,” she went on, “and I was hoping someone might have found her and brought her back here.”


“The beach is blue at night because the ocean reflects the moonlight and casts it onto the sand.  It’s so beautiful.”  Mina told me that once.

“Don’t you think she can find her way back alone?” Zell asked, coming out of his trance.


Pearl shook her head, forgetting that Zell could not exactly see her body language.


“Merali is a mute,” she explained in a low voice.


Zell blushed again as the feeling of ignorance of the patently obvious washed over him.  Actually he could not have known that, but that did not save him from being embarrassed.


“Well,” he struggled to recover some dignity, “what does she look like?”


Discomfited by his sudden inquisitiveness, Pearl turned around and look at the back of his head skeptically.  You can’t be serious.  Are you going to help me?

“For the file,” he made out as casually as possible.


Guess he can’t do that much harm interfering, she considered.  After all, he looks innocuous enough.


Zell had been trying very hard in the meantime not to look too interested, deciding that whistling “Dance of the Balamb Fish” was the best mode through which to mask his curiosity.  After factoring in the nervousness, though, the tune sounded more like the jarring theme of the presidential sorceress parade in Deling City.


Pearl giggled and finally shrugged.


“Merali has decent height, long, blue hair, and pale skin,” she described her friend in a voice lined with a tinge of envy.


The image of the girl he saw on the beach flashed through his mind like a changing slide in a projector, and the world seemed to darken by a few shades right before it exploded in his face.  The effect was comparable to the projector, screen, or film catching on fire.


“Zell,” Pearl cried, tapping his back, “are you okay?”


When her solicitation obtained no response, she resorted to hitting his back and shoulders with increasing increments of force.


I hope he doesn’t bruise easily, she thought to herself.


“Huh, what?” Zell stammered, his grip on reality slowly returning.


You were on the subject of her girl friend, moron, his subconsciousness sneered.


“Oh, yeah,” Zell replied, recovering, “I wouldn’t worry about her.”


“Why not?” she inquired.


“She’s in good hands,” he told her tersely.


Pearl paused to think about his odd assurance.  The gate window was just one corner away.


“You were beginning to worry me there,” Pearl informed him when she felt them moving again.  “What was up with you being so silent and stopping to a dead halt like that?  Did you see a ghost or something awful?”


“No, I was just-“


Zell pitted to a hard stop for the second time.


A slim man in a blue uniform had taken his place by the gate guard.  His ostentatious insignia markings were only too familiar.


“Speaking of something awful,” Zell muttered as he bent down to let Pearl off his shoulder.


“What is it?” she asked, still holding onto his arm.  “Did – oh, I see.”


At the sight of them, the gatekeeper motioned to his companion.  That man, the apparent superior, looked up.


“That’s her,” the guard identified Pearl, “the one who tried to get through earlier.”


Zell straightened his shirt to brush up his appearance as if it was not speckled with mud stains.


“Good morning, sunshine,” he greeted the serious-looking man in the blue suit.


The addressee frowned but otherwise ignored the comment.


“Zell Dincht,” he said, “it is five demerits and two service shifts for an unauthorized after-hours stay outside Garden.  I’ll decide later how much to penalize you for what looks like inappropriate fraternization.”


As if he could draw the lines for appropriate fraternization, Zell reflected sourly.


“Come on, Sergeant Jay,” Zell whined in perfect infantile form, “my excuse this time is so good, you have to hear it!  I spent a while thinking it up just for you.”


“Rules are rules, Zell,” Jay dismissed the rambling and handed Zell a sheet of official-looking paper.  “I can’t have troublemakers like you and Kinneas running rampant without any semblance of order.”


“You can take your executive Disciplinary Committee note and stuff it,” Zell retorted, shoving the form back into Jay’s chest.  “Those student regulations don’t apply to a Headmaster-appointed supervisor of activities.”


When no one reacted, he had to point at him chest with his thumb and add, “That would be me.”


Pearl calmly brushed a stray strand of silver hair out of her face to back behind her ear, but he could tell she was impressed.


Please be impressed, Zell prayed in one of his spare seconds.


Sergeant Jay’s fists were tightly clenched and trembling in anger.  Had the air been colder and more humid, the steam spouting from his ears would have been visible vapor.


“Don’t think I’m going to let you off so easily, Dincht,” Jay grunted with dire malice in his voice.  “I intend to take these charges all the way up to the top-“


“Yeah, yeah,” Zell interposed quickly, “go write a memo about it.”


“Come on,” he whispered to Pearl, “let’s get out of here before he thinks of a reply.”


As he turned from the gate window, she caught his hand.  It threw him off for a half-second, but the momentary delay was soon replaced by a blood rush unparalleled since Rinoa had dared him to stomach thirty chocobolate bars in five minutes.  Thirty Garden hotdogs had not been a problem for him, so of course he took Rinoa’s bet and won with no problem.  Their wager had been the newest issue of the Galbadia Gal fashion magazine, an item that he was glad to have acquired from her without fostering a spirit of vindictiveness.


By the time Jay lifted his hand and shouted his order for them to stop, the couple had already hopped over the railing and disappeared into the Garden quad.


“Aren’t you going to do anything about them, sir?” the gate guard asked him.


The sergeant looked down at him long and hard.


“Mind your own business, soldier,” he bit out fiercely.  


His eyes narrowed.  We’re far from finished, Dincht.


As far as Zell was concerned, though, their conversation had ended the minute Jay refused to hear his excuse.  He had been really proud of that excuse too.  While Quistis had always maintained that excuses never solved anything, they did make him feel better and exculpate him for any shortcomings for which he would otherwise have to unjustly assume the blame by default.


By now, he and Pearl had reached the limestone bridge set in the middle of the quad over an artificial stream.  Selphie had fought hard with the architects of the original Nova Trabia Garden floor plans to have them re-space everything to make room for her trench that would split the quad in half.  The deposit from the indoor waterfall would feed into the trench and fill it for a moat-like appearance.  Squall’s exact words to him about what happened in the boardroom were, “I don’t think construction foremen would have approved of including that waterfall if Selphie hadn’t threatened their lives.”


Pearl pulled Zell to the side of the bridge and leaned over the railing to gape at the empty riverbed.  Deciding that the plain, white mass of concrete would look different from another angle, she sat up onto the bar and then swung her legs over the side.  He steadied her but nevertheless did not share her fascination with what hadn’t been completed yet.  The cascade would not be ready for pumping out water for another few days.  And so, while she was admiring the foundations, he took the time to look up and admire the buttresses that the team was busy erecting.  It complemented the whole waterfall setup surprisingly well.  Even if Selphie failed the mechanics portion of the construction profession miserably, she was still a prodigy of interior design.


“It would probably pay better,” he muttered cynically. 


“What was that?” Pearl asked him, having missed most of internal conversation.


“Ah, nothing,” he dismissed quickly.  “I was just being stupid.”


And we know what a rarity THAT is…


“No, come on,” she insisted, “explain.”


She was giving no sign of dropping the subject.  In that respect, she might have vied Rinoa’s tenacity and woebegone obstinacy.


“Then tell me about your other friend,“ Zell diverted.  “You said you were looking for ‘some friends’.  ‘Some’ means more than one.”


How very clever of you to notice, Zell, his subconsciousness scoffed.  We might as well commemorate this moment with a holiday.


Pearl scowled but gave him the answer, ever so grudgingly, “I’m looking for Seifer.”


The breakfast that he didn’t have was doing wheelies in his stomach.


Maybe she means a different Seifer, he comforted himself.


“Seifer,” she repeated as if he was hard of hearing or absolutely in love with that name.  “Seifer Almasy.”


The mere mention of the name made his blood boil, evoking images of what he thought could most aptly be characterized as evil with gelled hair and a laugh.  If Zell kept a list of things that he wanted to burn, Seifer would be on it.  Even if Seifer was not immediately on it, he was sure that someday Seifer would indeed burn.


His pink-eyed companion must have felt him tense up at her response, either by her keen powers of detection, or because his hand around her wrist was cutting off her circulation, because she rapped him on the chest lightly to recapture his attention.


“What’s wrong?” Pearl asked.  “What is it?”


Then, eyes shining brightly, she added, “Do you know him?”


“I don’t think you’ll find him in here,” Zell uttered slowly, still taken back.  “In fact, Garden is probably the last place that you-“


She interrupted his excruciating attempt to be polite with the announcement that Seifer was in Nova Trabia excavating religious artifacts.  Evidently she had tracked down his whereabouts through his church group news bulletin.


The gears in Zell’s mind were turning fast enough to produce some four-digit horsepower.


If Seifer really is in Nova Trabia, there’s no way he could be inside Nova Trabia Garden, could he?  No way!  No way.  Yet, the ruling out the impossible is the last thing I should do when dealing with Seifer.  Underestimating him is like shortchanging Rinoa’s credit card on a shopping spree-


“Zell!” a high-pitched, not too happy voice sounded from behind them.


Both he and Pearl spun around, putting their backs to the railing, to meet the incumbent distraction.  They were met by a short, dark-haired girl in Garden uniform with one hand placed ominously on her hip and the other clenched tightly around a crushed plastic cup and straw that was screaming for her mercy and to just end its miserable Raspberry Arctic Latte life.


She did not extend her hand.


“Rishi!” Zell gasped.  For a second he felt as if he should be embarrassed, but for the life of him he could not figure out what for.


Her stare was making him feel guilty.  That was a definite sign that he saw way too much of Mina in her.  And he was as surprised as she was displeased, to say the least.


Without waiting for him to answer whatever it was that he could not answer, Rishi stepped between him and Pearl, snatched up his hand, and bumped the other girl out of the way.  This extra jostling had the unfortunate effect of tipping Pearl, already seated in a precarious position, off her balance and nearly over the rail.  Zell had to make an effort with his free hand to grab her and keep her from falling backwards and headfirst onto the bedrock.


Either unfazed, unaware, or unsympathetic, Rishi marched Zell past the Garden Noodle restaurant and into the adjacent corridor.  She got as far down the hall as the door to the officer’s lounge before he found the inner strength to free himself of her covetous custody.


“What?” he demanded.


“What do you mean what?” she deflected.


“You do realize that we just left her out there all by herself?” Zell checked.


“The thought had crossed my mind,” Rishi replied sourly.


Zell shuddered.


“Geez, Rishi,” he griped, “the way you patrol me!  It’s like you’re a regular correspondent with Mina or something.”


You imbecile! she wanted to scream*.


*Raine Ishida (nanaki_17@hotmail.com)


 gives the full account of the Rishi’s


 letter to Mina in "Letter To A Friend."

Zell must have seen the fire in her eyes and registered in that little Zell head of his the foreshadowed onslaught because his knees nearly buckled.


Luckily though, at the sight of him trembling, her features softened and she almost began to look sympathetic.  Slowly the menacing eyebrows reassumed a more natural, homely slope, and  at last Zell was able to breathe easy.


“I really don’t know why you’re so worked up,” Zell informed her.


“Have you completely forgotten about her?” Rishi questioned.


“I think about Mina whenever I’m not about to get killed, and sometimes even then,” he answered honestly.


“Then what are we?” the other demanded to know.


In afterthought, an incensed look of fury flashed over her face.


“And what,” she added then, pointing out to the quad where they had forsaken Pearl, “is that?”


A dark cloud thundered over her remark.


“Some things are better left ambiguous,” Zell replied gravely.


After a while his companion nodded solemnly in agreement.


There was a brief moment of awkward silence before she looked him over curiously before pointing at his head and asking, “Did you lose a bet?”


Before he could answer, she followed up her question with a corollary musing, “The winner must have had a keen sense of humor.”


He wanted to tell her that things like that tended to happen when one conferred the duties of his barber to a Blue Dragon, but in a combination of jadedness and fatigue, he neglected to mention it.  He would have even left it at that had Rishi not donned the demeanor of one who was willing and persistent enough to force it out of him.  Her crossed arms and tapping foot were just too formidable.  Either element individually he could have handled, but before both he would surely succumb.


He would not have been spared from telling the embarrassing tale but for a semi-offensive slap on his rear.  The guilty hand had come from behind.


Rishi got up on the tip of her toes to look over Zell’s shoulder.  Her eyes widened and her face flushed.  Zell followed her gaze.


Irvine Kinneas stood there, oiling the handle of his Exeter.  In hot pursuit behind him was a throng a Garden freshwomen.


Irvine elbowed Zell and whispered, “You got to check this out.”


Zell decided that if his partner was referring to the Garden frosh, he would have to remain unimpressed.


Upon seeing how apathetic Zell was, Irvine pushed him lightly and chided, “Will you relax?”


Then, moving his gaze from Zell to Rishi, he systematically produced what he knew was universally considered a dreamy smile by their gender.


“Hello there, little lady,” the cowboy said, taking off his hat and taking her hand.


Rishi giggled as he moved in closer.


Zell shoved Irvine off of her before he could lean down and kiss it.


“Relax, dung heap,” he told Irvine.  “She’s only fifteen.”


“Time waits for no one,” Irvine remarked, “so why should I?”


“Because cradle-robbing is unethical and in some cases illegal,” Zell quipped back.


Irvine flagged him off and looked him up and down.


“Tsk, tsk,” he reproached Zell.  “You look like crap.”


Zell sighed.


“Finally,” he crowed, “some truth in this world.”


He was so relieved that he went over to Irvine and embraced him.


“Get the Ifrit off of me,” Irvine cried in shock.


Before the two could engage in any further altercation, the door to the officer’s lounge slid open and Quistis walked out into the hall.


“There you are,” she exclaimed when she saw Zell standing there.


Zell’s eyes lit up and switched from hugging Irvine to falling on Quistis.  One did not need any excuse or truth to cuddle with her.


“The log has you going off the perimeters last night but not re-entering,” Quistis said, shaking him off.  “I was worried.  Squall is also registered as missing.”


“He’s in good hands,” he told her tersely.


“So Squall is still out on the beach?” Quistis sought confirmation.


Zell answered in the affirmative.


Hoping to put Quistis through a guilt trip, Irvine faked a pout and inquired, ”How come you never let on that you miss me, Quisty?  Should I leave for a night and not come back?”


Quistis smiled more sweetly than either of them had thought was possible and then replied flatly, “Actually, you two are precisely the gentlemen whom I wanted to see.”


Irvine and Zell exchanged looks.


It must be my lucky day, Irvine thought, licking his lips.


It must be my lucky day, Zell copied, rubbing his hands together.


“We received a high-priority video message from the Shumi early this morning,” she elaborated, her voice suddenly sounding very stern.


Irvine and Zell exchanged looks again.


Is it too late for me to retract my statement and walk away? Irvine wondered. 


Is it too late for me to go back outside? Zell followed in suit.


“You two had best go in and replay the transmission for yourselves,” Quistis suggested.


“He’s responsible,” they said simultaneously, each pointing an accusing finger at the other.


Quistis gave them both an exasperated look and ushered them through the door.  It closed behind them.


The small gathering of female Garden students cried in disbelief and began to disperse.


When Quistis was sure that they had gone, she came back out to check if there was anything else in the corridor she missed.


There was something about a wide-eyed girl leaning against the opposite wall with her hands behind her back that begged her attention.


“What’s your name, darling?” Quistis asked, stooping down.


Rishi told her.


“Rishi, dear,” Quistis continued, “could you be a good girl and go call Instructor Tilmitt from the construction zone back here?”


The petite Garden student bit her lower lip but nodded.


Quistis was not convinced, so she asked further, “Do you know what she looks like?”


Rishi shook her head.


“Just keep your eye out for the one construction worker who looks the most uncomfortable in her suit,” Quistis advised.  I’d tell her to look for the shortest one there except I know Dante is sure to be with her.

Not needing to be told twice, Rishi nodded and whisked herself away.


Left to herself, Quistis leaned against the wall that Rishi had just quit and crossed her arms.  She waited as the clattering of footsteps faded into nothingness.  She waited until hers was the only breath to be taken, waiting until no living ear could hear her.


“Squall,” she whispered, hugging herself tightly, “where are you?”


Her fingers felt a nuance of warmth against the velvet on her vest.  She lowered her head furtively and tried to stifle a sniffle.  She really did not want to do what she could feel herself about to do.  She wanted to say anything except what came out next.  Maybe no one would find out.


“If you come, I’ll be here,” she sighed, ”waiting.”
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It seemed like he had been waiting forever.  Forever being four minutes and twenty seconds.


Squall checked his pocket watch again and then scratched his head.  Afterwards, he looked up.


It did not look any different.  The door to the women’s room had not opened and the girl in the white dress had not stepped out.


Why am I waiting here anyway? he wondered.


Squall replayed the events in his head.  First the travesty of an attempt to befriend him by the really impulsive SeeD Zell Dincht.  Maybe he should have high-fived the poor guy when it had so earnestly solicited.


What came after that? he continued.


Squall thought hard.


The really animated SeeD Selphie Tilmitt had then confronted him and tried to rope him into some lost cause.  He had never seen so much energy directed to such pointless ends.  Whatever it was that she was trying to set up was, in his opinion, a serious misallocation of resources.


And what then? he pushed himself.


A cute face that he thought he should recognize had scuttled over to him.  The tight-fitting white skirt she came with was already making him uncomfortable, but the overbearing manner with which she carried herself downright unnerved him.  This stranger was like Quistis with no inhibitions.  All he was trying to enjoy a moment of solitude; watching the uncultured swine in dress uniforms try to do the two-step was entertainment enough for him.


After some lackluster wizardry – he was not yet ready to call it enchantment – she dragged him onto the ballroom floor.  The song they danced to ended with a fireworks and she left him to socialize with her own entourage, or so he thought.  Before he could make it back to his home base by the corner column, she had once again emerged, taken his arm, and led him to the restrooms.


“I’ll be right out,” she, motioning for him to wait by the benches just outside.


It had been four minutes and twenty seconds since she disappeared into the ladies’ room.  In Squall-time, this translated into forever.  Possibly more.


Time waits for no one, he reasoned, so why should I?

The bench was becoming too friendly with his pants.


Squall took his chin off of his palm where he had been propping it, and then got up from the bench.  Sensing that some intolerable amount of dust had settled on him during his hiatus from movement, he spared a moment to vigorously dust off his uniform.


What are you doing here? he brooded, shaking his head.


He had to get away.


Squall left the restrooms, the girl, and the noise of the party behind, seeking instead the serenity of the balcony.  Under the blue moonlight, he realized how tranquil the Balamb night was.


Someone came up from behind him.  Her high heels clicked against the marble tiles.  He debated briefly whether or not to turn around since he already guessed who it could be; the scent of rose, vanilla, and something he couldn’t quite put his finger on filled his nostrils.  Only one person in Balamb Garden wore that kind of perfume.


He had to admit she actually had on a pretty nice jupe that night.  Maybe one of the guys in the ballroom would notice.  For an instructor, she looked too alluring and too needy.  Neither aspect was very professional.  If things did not change soon, she was sure to lose her instructor’s license.  It would be a cruel irony indeed should that happen, she being the prodigy and all.


It seemed like he had been waiting forever.  Forever being four minutes and twenty seconds.


Squall checked the clock hanging on the wall again and then scratched his head.  Afterwards, he looked up.


It did not look any different.  She was still lying there, motionless.  She had not moved since he last remembered to check the time.  Perhaps he had fallen asleep and just woken up?


He buried his face in his hands.  It was driving him insane.


Dr. Kadowaki had not told the nurses to change her out of her blue and black outfit until they could diagnose her for something.  To Squall that meant that the infirmary staff had no idea what was wrong with her.  It was a glaring failure in the system, and he hated failures.


Why can’t she just wake up? he wanted to shout.


But then he was familiar enough with himself to know that he was not really annoyed with her; he was annoyed with the fact that nothing was going right.  How the second to best medicine and technology in the world could not revive one little girl from a coma was a situation that vexed him greatly.  It made him wonder to where and for what good all the Gil from his universal welfare pay cut was going.


No, that’s not it, he corrected himself angrily.


He felt responsible for everything – that was it.  He was, after all, the head of the team that she had paid for, the leader of their ambiguous mission to free Timber and to assist her in all ways possible before its completion.


Is she merely a client then, or more than that? he questioned.  When did she become a friend?

Squall blinked.


Since when did I begin to consider her a friend? he pondered with a tinge of alarm.


Evidently somewhere along the way she had come to mean more to him than just a pushy, spoiled brat with some serious paternal issues that she was intent on dispelling in some deranged fashion that involved her father’s credit card.  Now, as her friend, he felt responsible – responsible, and very, very guilty – as if he owed her something.


It was not that he was adverse to responsibility; rather he just did not like being responsible.


No, that isn’t it either, he reassessed.


He did not like being responsible for anything negative.


Squall grabbed his hair and contemplated tearing it furiously.


There had to have been something he could have done.  And it was obvious that whatever it was, he had not done it.  He held back when he shouldn’t have.  He had failed as a leader.


He gazed at the casualty that lied lifelessly before him.  With such a cost, was it even truthful for them to say that they won the battle?  Seifer would pay dearly.  He would see to that.


Suddenly he felt something.  This feeling he felt, was it ineffable or just not yet able to be articulated?  There was a subtle difference.  He was scared of one and scared to do the other.  Slowly though, it came to him what to call the feeling.


It was the irresistible urge to kiss her.


He had not planned for this.  He felt fear grip his heart, among other things.


Yes, it was fear.  Fear of what it all meant or fear that she would never be the same, it was fear all the same.  Squall was afraid.  One would think that he would be used to it by now, but fear comes in many forms and many definitions.


She is really lovely when she is asleep, he observed, flopping back in his seat with a sigh.


But she had not moved the entire time.


It seemed like he had been waiting forever.  Forever being four minutes and twenty seconds.


Squall checked the alarm clock by his bed and then scratched his head.  Afterwards, he looked up.


It did not look any different.  The door to his personal bathroom was still shut and the faucet running.  He honestly had no idea why she insisted on showering in his room.


Squall made a face.


Better my room than someone else’s, he supposed.


He flopped onto his bed and looked up at the formal SeeD uniform hanging on the wall over his head.  He debated whether or not to change into it before they went over to the ballroom.  The surprise celebration of the defeat of Ultimecia was Cid’s idea of fun.


Squall hated surprises, truly.


His thoughts were interrupted by her complaints about feeling so grungy after Time Decompression and not having her white dance skirt into which to change.  According to her, it was stooping to a subhuman standard to go about feeling that grungy.  Her griping was loud enough to penetrate the bathroom door, and even his head.


We’re going to be late if she carries on like this, he realized.


He checked the clock again and estimated how much time they would have to make up on the way.  He tried to visualize the route to the Garden’s ballroom and every possible place to shave off some time in order to optimize the trip.


At least she doesn’t wear heels, he comforted himself.


Squall sighed.


I guess there is nothing to do but wait, he concluded.


With that, he tucked his hands behind his head and stared blankly at the little indentations in the ceiling.


It seemed like he had been waiting forever.  He did not know exactly how long it had been, and at the present there was no feasible way of uncovering the answer.  


Where am I now? he wondered.


He was shrouded in darkness.  He knew this first of all because he could not see anything, and secondly because some luminous body was appearing some distance in front of face.  The amorphous object brightened in intensity, which he took to mean that it was drawing nearer to him, taking a haphazard path as it advanced.


It glowed so brilliantly that he might have mistaken it for a comet had it taken a straighter course and vanished before he could draw his breath.  Instead, it stuck around long enough for him to discern its identity based on its telltale movement and a little guesswork.


It was a golden feather.


How eerie, he remembered thinking.


He was naturally drawn to it for some reason.  He even reached out to catch it.  It landed right in the middle of his palm and the world suddenly exploded into being around him.


Squall looked down at his outstretched hand.


In place of the feather he found two feminine, ivory-colored fingers.


He could smell the beach and feel the sand on his arm and skin.  His back ached profusely.  He must have slept on top of something as innocuous as a rock or seashell, though it felt like a continuous overnight dragon noogie.  The rising sun and reflective ocean surface had entered into a joint marriage for the sole purpose of blinding him.


Squall reached up with his free hand to cover his eyes.


To his surprise, he did not have to.  A warm body had curled over him and cast a shade over his face.  With fingers softer than he could have imagined, his companion brushed his hair out of his eyes and proceeded to lean down and settle over his lips.


Before theirs met, Squall caught a glimpse of a cascade of long, blue hair.


Rinoa? he desired to ask.  Is that you?


Her lips felt like cotton but even softer.  Perhaps it would do her more justice to say that they exhibited the perfect balance between suppleness and gentleness that could only be reproduced by either swan down or flower petals.


They also felt moist, as if there had been fresh dew on the petals.  He could feel the morning setting upon his mouth.  It was as sublime a taste as it was a feeling.  He would have to classify her as watermelon candy.  A night spent soaked in ocean water had not been able to mask the sweet fragrance in which she now drowned him.


It had ended.  She lifted her head up and set it against his shoulder.


It was then that Squall realized that the girl of perhaps eighteen years was lying on top of him.


What a light little thing! he marveled.  Given her stature and the feel, she would have to try very hard to fool him into thinking she weighed even 45 kilos.


What was more to his surprise was that she was whimpering the whimper that one whimpers before one breaks down into tears, a sort of transition between a sniffle and a sob.


Squall began to sweat.


Had she been hurt? he wondered.


His eyes widened.


Had he hurt her?


He shook his head and dismissed the idea.  After all, he had saved her from the pack of Fastilochon-Fs.


He sighed.  So at least she was alive; he hadn’t failed.


The thought echoed in his head.  I did not fail.  She was not my failure.  I am not that.


After relaxing for a bit to the rhythm of her quiet sobs, he realized that he still hadn’t seen her clearly since he had woken up.  He initially wanted to roll over but thought the better of it.  Next he tried to maneuver out from under her.  The jostling did not go unnoticed because she hushed herself and looked up at him.


He found himself staring into a pair of large, aquamarine eyes.  It was mesmerizing.


Squall’s mouth was dry, a condition which, for the moment, he ascribed to natural dehydration instead of what he was gawking at.  


Grow up, you sissy, he reproved himself.  This is so unlike you.


Indeed, to be staring at anything was uncharacteristic of Squall Leonhart.  He could not remember the last time he stared at a girl.  Had he ever done it before?  Maybe once, many moons ago.


She had held his gaze firmly until now when she finally caved in first.  She averted her eyes with a deep blush.  In that moment though, he had learned all she had wanted him to know.  She seemed to say, “Thank you.”


Not really knowing why, Squall brought his index finger up to her chin, then brushed it gently over her cheek and moved aside a strand of strikingly turquoise hair.  At first she shied away, not modesty, but eventually she yielded.  Argue as she might with herself, in the end, it came down to one simple fact: He was her savior.  He had leapt off a cliff for her.  He had committed himself to a silent promise to protect her with his life.


Though she had already balked, Squall was long from tearing his eyes away from so beautiful a sight.  His lips trembled at the thought of marring it by his smallest influence.  She was so innocent, and that innocence was integral in the untouchable beauty about her.  The operative word there was “untouchable.” One could not very well put the petals back onto the flower once it had been plucked.  In fact, he was almost afraid to clasp her against him now, dreading how she might vanish like a mirage, or he might wake up from this second dream.


Yet, when, in the face of discouraging, self-imposed ethics, Squall tried to sit up, she clung to him, harder than before.  She was not ready to let him go.


It must be the trauma, he guessed.


The scene unfolding before him seemed too familiar, virtually reminiscent of something just beyond his memory.


Squall shook his head.  He was drawing a blank.


Getting back to business, he asked her what her name was.


“Do you have a name?” he reiterated when she stayed silent.  That was dumb.  Of course she has a name.

Other questions of the same nature garnered no different results.


Perhaps she speaks a foreign tongue, he theorized at last.  I mean, so far she has been relatively unresponsive to any of my prompts.

Her dress resembled Ellone’s in color and simplicity.  She had the complete wardrobe set, white sash included.  From neck down they could be the same person for all practical purposes.  It was probably impolite to stare at her for as long as he had been, but the uncanny resemblance, on top of other things, would not release him.


The girl was not blind to this fact, and being prompted by either inherent shyness or imaginative playfulness, she covered her face with her hands and peeked at him slyly through her fingers.  Whether or not it was her intention to do so, she passed herself off as being extraordinarily cute, which had the ancillary benefit of putting Squall at ease, thus breaking her spell and his gaze. 


Thus freed, Squall quickly looked away and made a mental note to check up on Ellone.  It had been so long since he had last seen her.  Instinctively he reached over to his opposite hand to feel his ring.  When he did not find it on his finger, his hand moved up to his throat, expecting to find it dangling on his chain necklace.  When both attempts were frustrated, Squall looked down and realized what he had been doing subconsciously.


Of course I don’t have Griever on me, he remembered.  It is still with Rinoa.


Even after Zell made her a replica of the ring in her size, she had refused to give the original back to him.


Wait, he stopped himself.


The memory of dashing across the main courtyard of Galbadia Garden while dodging bullets and fire spells with her so close behind him that he could smell her strawberry bubblegum breath settled upon him.  He had told her to keep it.  The next time he saw it after that was through his space outfit visor, hanging around her neck, strung neatly against her own small-sized duplicate.


When did Ellone give it to me?  Squall tried to recall.  It was so long ago.


He saw himself in the same style, orange t-shirt except he was pint-sized.  He had been noticing for some time that Matron and Mr. Kramer had been acting strangely.  Their entire attitude towards the children had changed, as if they suddenly had a reason to be detached.  It might have started after the day when the man dressed in black came to visit Matron.  He had run past them, gone into the house, and the next time he stepped out, it was a man dressed in white who was talking to Matron.  The bully Seifer had been spying on them too.


Matron smiled less after her encounter with those two men.  Now she mostly kept to herself.  As for Mr. Kramer, he left the orphanage a lot to visit the Balamb shipyards, or so he claimed.  On occasion, his clothes would be ridden with sawdust or paint smudges.  Sometimes people with egg-shaped heads would come by and discuss Gil-related matters.  Squall even had to open the door or Mr. Norg a few times and pretend to be hospitable.  Even Irvy, who was always in his own little world with Sephy, was beginning to catch on.  An eerie atmosphere settled over the orphanage, a sort of indescribable gloom that Seifer thought it best not to inquire about.


As Matron became more distant, Ellone had to step up and fill the void of responsibility.  Squall did not care what sort of evil spell was taking over the orphanage as long as he was with Ellone because it was their own little universe that no one else could touch.  Limitless security and warmth flowed from her smiling face.  It was as if she had never been taught to put on any other countenance.  Squall spent the majority of the blissful part of his childhood in her glorious world bereft of frowns and sorrows.  Only on two memorable occasions did he see his Sis affected by fear or grief.  Looking back now, she seemed like the bravest creature on the planet, to have shouldered so much on her own and hid so much from him because she did not want to hurt him.


She had tried to deceive them with a casual laugh when Sephy blurted out to the group how she overheard from the grown-ups that they would have a flowerbed soon, but Squall was the only one who caught the nervousness that had crept into her voice.  How her eyes darted to the side for a split-second also belied her cheery demeanor that promised how “all would be well.”  It was the one lie perpetuated through history.  From then on, each time the subject was mentioned, Ellone would try to deceive them in the same manner. 


Squall picked up a small rock and threw it into the sea.  Apparently Ellone had reason to dread the idea of planting seeds in a garden, and now Squall understood her concern.  After all these years, he had finally pasted together the pieces of her life that the GFs had returned to him.  Guardian Forces could not steal one’s memories forever.  They gave them back in fragments, usually in the form of dreams.  Of course, one could always order the GF to relate all the critical events that had happened in one’s youth, but Squall had never relied much on his hears.  Hearing was a liability because of all the necessary and unnecessary lies that pervaded their civilization’s communication.  If one was there, he should remember best what he witnessed, without need of anyone to narrate it to him.


The second time Squall saw her sister in a moment of weakness was by the coast.  He had been chucking stones into the ocean behind the orphanage by himself all afternoon when she came out and found him.


“Still trying to build a bridge, Squall?” Ellone asked him.


Little Squall nodded and hurled his handful of pebbles as far as he could – about four meters.


“You told me that if I filled up the ocean and walked across it, my mother would be on the other side,” he huffed confidently.


He then stared at Ellone intensely as if to daunt her from challenging her previous promise to him.


It was her turn to nod.


“There’s always hope,” she commented.


Within those words Squall found a renewed vigor that prompted him to run around and gather rocks twice as fast as before.  He was not ready for what was to happen next.


Ellone threw her arms around him and broke down into tears.  He was more startled than distressed at first, but he soon melted and tried comfort her.  She was holding on to him so tightly that it was becoming hard to breathe, and no matter what he said, she just seemed to cry harder.  She was not cheering up, not even when he patted her on the back, and that worried him a great deal.


“I’m right here, Sis,” he reassured her over and over again.  “I’m not going anywhere.”


There was nothing else he could do but clasp her just as tightly and wait for her to stop sobbing.  It was quite a wait, enough for half of his youth to fly by, but he stuck with her, and in the final sniffles, she wiped away her last tear with her sash and whispered in his ear, “Have you ever considered looking for your father?”


Squall recoiled with a puzzled look on his face and replied, “I don’t have a father.”


Ellone looked right into his eyes and told him the contrary.


“I thought only Seifer had a father,” Squall insisted skeptically.  Ellone was the notorious prankster of the orphanage, and he was wary of becoming another Zell whom she had tricked for two whole weeks into thinking that he had descended from a long line of glorious Wendigos who did not believe in bathing.  Ellone was a wily one.


Ellone nodded, having seen the tall man that came to pick Seifer up once a week and brought him back late in the evening.  She had not successfully wheedled out of the Kramers any actual confirmation that the man was Seifer’s legitimate father, but the implication was definitely there.


“But you also are your father’s son,” Ellone informed Squall.


“Why are you telling me this all of the sudden?” little Squall asked suspiciously as soon as he perceived that she was being serious.


“Because if you ever want to find him, sweetheart, I want you to know that he is on the other side of the ocean in that direction,” she replied, pointing beyond the orphanage to the far side of the island.


“You may need to build another bridge, Squall,” she murmured.


“But you told me I could find my mother over there,” Squall argued, pointing to the sea in front of them.  He stuck his lower lip out in defiance.


Ellone sighed and decided she had been keeping the truth from him for so long.


“She was, but I don’t know if she is still there, dear,” Ellone told him.


For a moment, Squall just stood there, silently looking at the waves and trying to sort out the emotions of anger, betrayal, disappointment, loss, and inadequacy that were wrestling with his soul.  He looked back at her suddenly and said with the smile that one gets when he has thought of something clever, “I’ll always have you, Sis, right?”


“You’ll find some nice girl to take care of you, I’m sure,” she diverted.


“But I don’t need anyone else!  Just you!” Squall cried covetously.


Ellone did not respond immediately, which made him take a step back.  She saw this and moved forward to take him back into her arms.


“Oh, Squall,” she wept, “yes, you always will.  I’ll be here always.  I promise.”


Squall smiled cheerfully and hugged her back.


“Promise me one thing in return, though,” she demanded.


Squall squinted in curiosity.


“Promise me that you’ll take care of yourself,” she continued.  “You have to be strong for the both of us.”


“Of course I will,” Squall beamed over her shoulder.  “I knew that already, even without you telling me.”


Ellone smiled wistfully, knowing her face was out of view from him.  She then released him but looked on with a guilty expression as he continued to pile up all the nearby rocks on the beach, hurling them some of them out to sea every few minutes.


“I can’t just leave you like this,” she cried finally and began to look around for a keepsake to give to him.


“You’re leaving me?” Squall asked, dropping all of his rocks.


Ellone searched her person but could not come up with anything except what she knew she should not give.  She still remembered the warning of the errant fortune-teller who was present when on her deathbed in Winhill Raine Loire passed what she purported to be the Leonhart family heirloom on to her.


“Don’t let it fall into the wrong hands,” the hooded figure had cautioned them both.


That was a rather vague warning, Ellone reflected, but at the time, she had been too emotional to delve into it and merely accepted the gift without so much as a nod.


She had had no idea to whom the “wrong” or “right” hands belonged, but against every instinct in her body, she unlatched her necklace and slipped a silver ring off the chain.  This she handed to Squall who received it with both hands.


“What is it?” the little boy asked curiously.


“It’s a ring,” she replied.


“You wear it on your finger,” she clarified in jest when he didn’t move.


He gave her a wry smile and then tried to put it on his finger.  It was clearly too big for him.


Ellone handed him the rest of the necklace.


“Keep it around your neck until you can put it on your finger, then,” she suggested.


“Does it have a name?” Squall questioned.


Ellone thought for a minute before shaking her head.


“That is up to you, whatever you think it symbolizes,” she answered.  “It could be the best in you, or the worst in you.  Just remember, though, it won’t have a name until you give it one.”


The best things about us can also be the best things, but usually it is the other way around, she reflected dolefully.


“And if someone should ask you where you got it, just tell them that you bought it from a pawn shop,” she added in afterthought.


“Where did you get it?” the boy inquired.


“It belonged to your grandfather once before he gave it to your mother,” Ellone responded.  “If you ever see her again, she will be able to recognize you by that ring.”


Young Squall brightened up at the thought and nodded fervently.


“Now listen to me carefully, dear,” she told him with unmistakable urgency In her voice.  “There is something about that ring.  You may only have one heart to lose, but you would rather lose that than this.  Keep it safe.”


For a moment she wondered if she was going into too much detail for him to handle.  He was so young, after all.  Whether he fully understood her or not, the boy nodded and strung the necklace around his neck.


Ellone looked up into the evening sky.  Dark clouds were approaching from the horizon.


“I need to leave now, Squall,” she said quietly.


“So you’re really leaving?” Squall repeated.


From her countenance, Ellone clearly did not want to do so.  It simply was not her decision to make.


“Let’s play a game of hide-and-go-seek,” she suggested, “starting tomorrow.”


“Really?” Squall replied in relief.  “So long as you aren’t leaving.  I’ll find you!”


“Now come on inside with me,” Ellone implored.  “There is a storm coming.”


And that was it.  The next morning she was gone.


The day came when Squall was adopted by Balamb Garden and placed on a ship against his will.  He remembered the horrid experience vividly.


“You are going the wrong way!” he kept on shouting to the sailors who could not have cared less.


“I don’t want to go this way!” Squall hollered.  “My mother is in the opposite direction!”


He tried to jump over the side but one of the buffer sailors restrained him.  Squall would remember the face of the man who stepped between him and freedom that day.  He vowed to take vengeance on him for separating him from his mother.  One day, when he had honed the skills that this Garden of theirs was going to teach him, he would hunt that man down.


“Just let me go!” he shouted without the use of any of his limbs to back it up.


As they left the orphanage further and further behind, Squall felt his heart being wrenched from his chest and tossed into the ocean.  He did not speak another word on the black ship.  He did not speak another word even after he arrived at Balamb unless he had to.  And he did not cry.  They could snatch his dreams from him, but tears were worth their weight in gold, so those he kept to himself.  Once enrolled in Garden, he frequented the beach and tossed pebbles in the direction of the orphanage during seventh period break each day, but he never cried.


Squall let loose another zinger and watched it whistle though the air.


Diablos coughed on purpose to get his attention before it packed into the deep.


“Nice throw,” the demon rasped.


His mind still on the past, Squall did not bother to answer.  He never did carry out his vow to kill the sailor.  As it turned out, Squall recognized him years later as a friend of his father.  Squall could assume now, looking back, that Laguna had wanted Ward to go to the orphanage and personally guarantee the safety of his son to Balamb Garden prior to giving him the post of his presidential aide.  Ward had not changed much except for the scar on his face, which was how Squall could pick him out of the crowd after he graduated.


His thoughts were broken by the girl’s pulling at something he was lying on.  He moved aside just as she put her weight behind one great tug, inevitably resulting in her falling back with a surprised cry.  When she sat back up, he saw that she was clutching onto a small purse.  From the way they glimmered under the sun, Squall guessed that the prime composition material was dragon scale.


The girl rubbed the parts of her body that she had bumped from her flop crossly and then turned her attention to her purse.   At first she was just fingering with articles inside but soon she turned to fumbling around in alarm.


“What are you looking for?” he inquired with concern in his voice.  “Have you lost something?”


She did not answer but he noticed that her sounds of anxiety intensified.


“You don’t even know how to communicate with me,” he muttered, unable to conceal his disappointment, “much less talk and tell me who you are or what you’ve lost.” 


There has to be other ways to ascertain her identity, Squall assured himself.  She must have something on her of some indicative value.


In a last ditch attempt to find whatever item had seized her, she dumped the entire content of her bag onto the sand.  Squall found himself looking at a nice array of fish fins, water crystals, orihalcons, and turtle shells, beyond the given female necessities.  At least that is what he  assumed all the mystifying things were if he had not seen them in Trepe’s Monogram of Items Dropped By Monsters, which he had memorized as a prerequisite back in his days as a SeeD trainee.


Her cache of items gave him no clearer picture of who she was or what she did for a living, but the common nature of the items led him to believe that she was not hydrophobic.


Or maybe she just likes the color blue? he considered alternately.


He heard the sound of clapping from behind him and spun around.


“Excellent deduction, my lord,” Diablos applauded in a way that could have passed as brownnosing except his nose was black and he was way too sarcastic.


“Hide yourself before she sees you and has a heart attack!” Squall hissed, trying to glare at the GF and look back at her with deep concern at the same time.


She was still flipping through her things with the same amount of agitation.


“So pushy,” Diablos huffed, steadily fading into transparency as if thin layers of paint of the surroundings were being coated over him one at a time.


“And I was just about to congratulate you on discovering that she is rabies-free,” the Guardian Force continued to sneer in his invisibility.


“Leviathan,” Squall called out, deciding to ignore the comment.


The serpentine GF materialized from a mist.


“Yessss, master?” it responded with a lazy yawn.


“Humor her for a while,” he commanded.  “If she really has a penchant for the water then she has probably heard of you.”


“What a lofty purpose I have today,“ Leviathan murmured dryly.  “I’m sure all my countless eons of GF training will be put to the test.”


Squall’s expression settled somewhere between a frown and a scowl.


After grumbling about being crossed with his being forced to skip his ritual sun-basking exercises and about his master’s total lack of sensitivity to a cold-blooded creature’s needs, all of which he did just below Squall’s range of hearing, Leviathan slithered over to his fretting assignment and introduced himself as politely as a seriously pissed off water dragon could.


There was some initial panic from her end, but a few reassuring gestures from Squall quickly assuaged the problem.  Squall sighed in relief and then got to his feet.


He had to get away for a few minutes.  He had to collect his thoughts.  He had to check his bike.  He had to get back to Garden.


And he had to take her with him.


I can’t just leave her here, he reasoned with himself.


Why not? he argued in the negative just for the sake of fairness.  After all, this is where I found her.  She can walk back to wherever she came from.

Well, genius, the affirmative side defended, she obviously can’t be from anywhere in the locality if she can’t even speak the language.


Then taking her back to Nova Trabia won’t help her either because we are short-staffed in the translating department, was the rebuttal from the negative.


“I hear you, boss,” Diablos hissed suddenly.


Squall lifted an eyebrow.


“Actually, I don’t, so stop looking so worried,” the GF pacified him, “but by all means, think aloud.”


“I’m wondering what to do with her,” Squall informed him.


Diablos looked over to the object of his master’s dilemma and devoured her with his eyes, an action which would have communicated to any onlooker that he found her good enough to eat.


“Oh yeah, boss,” he running his tongue over his lips, “she certainly looks ripe to me.”


Squall ran his fist into the demonic Guardian Force’s stomach.


After a muffled cough, Diablos emended, “I meant she looks riparian.”


Ingenious save, Squall thought.


It was all happening so fast that it was making his head spin.  He could hardly believe it himself.


Sensing the trouble, Diablos grinned and asked in mock disbelief, “Don’t you believe in love at first sight?”


“No,” Squall replied flatly, “I prefer not to put too much stock in clichés.”


“You have to believe in something, master,” the dark speculated.


“Misconceptions,” answered Squall, “followed by deception and betrayal in one direction or another, and oftentimes both.”


Diablos whistled, or attempted to.  Because of his fangs, the noise he ended up making sounded more like a sickly rasp.


“I think you two are a perfect pair, master,” the GF ventured to say.


“I don’t pay you to think,” Squall remarked in the breeze.


“You don’t pay me at all, sir,” Diablos pointed out, his forked tongue darting in and out between his pearl incisors to signal his excitation.


“Then what is the verdict of this free assessment you’re giving me?” Squall asked, settling back listlessly to receive the GF’s latest in keen observations.


“It is the perfect romance,” explained Diablos.  “In the only place where words speak louder than actions, neither one of you speaks, and so you can never do each other harm.” 


“The demon actually has a point there,” Leviathan hissed from five meters away, “for once.”


The girl looked up from Leviathan to Squall and blinked in confusion.


“That’s your definition of romance?” Squall repeated.  “Where words hurt more than actions?”


“You’re right on the Gil,” affirmed the other.


“What would you know about romance?” Squall posed caustically and resumed his observation of the mystery woman.  She was patting Leviathan on the head as if he were a puppy dog.


The memory of Lunar* flashed before Diablos’ eyes.  The elfin queen bedizened in a gown of the purest platinum.  He had not seen her since Hyne stripped her of her and banished her to forever walk in the mortal realm at some undetectable frequency.  Over the epochs he had tried to find her, wandering around without a destination and randomly switching to different frequencies, but he never succeeded.  He might have even walked right by her or through her without either one the wiser.  Eternal life without interaction with either man or GF was virtually a punishment worse than death.


But it was not worse than his guilt.  Diablos would have chuckled sinisterly here if the joke weren’t on him.  For duty, he had informed the Great Hyne of Lunar’s seditious motives, but instead of a reward, Diablos only garnered the addendum of another curse – the curse of a conscience.  This gift he won for betrayal, and guilt was one cruel master who collected triple of what debt was owed to romance.  Thus, in a single breath, he not only lost the one being who cared about him, but his self-respect as well.


Hyne was truly devious.  Morality was the worst thing that could have happened to him.  A broken heart was the second.  Now he possessed both.


A single tear rolled down his cracked face and dropped to the sand with an acidic sizzle.


*Barrett Machain (b_machain@hotmail.com)


 gives the full account of Lunar’s exile in


 “The Exiled Guardian."

“Diablos?” Squall checked when there was no answer.  I can smell the sulfur so he has to be lurking around here still.


“Yeah, I wouldn’t know anything about it,” Diablos replied clumsily.


Squall checked the position of the sun in relation to the horizon and quickly estimated the time.  It looked to him like it was the right time to leave.  He left Diablos and walked back to where the young lady sat, still amusing herself with Leviathan.


It took some persuasion to get her to leave without whatever it was that she had lost, but in the end, she let it go.  The SeeD Commander helped her gather up her scattered belongings from the sand and led her back to his motorbike.


It met them halfway, he having activated the auto-ignition, autopilot, and key-holder auto-find with the radio remote on his key chain.  Wordlessly she took the spare helmet that he produced from the glove compartment and offered to her.  She then copied his movements in equipping the advanced headgear and climbed onto the bike behind him.


“Did you want to stay out here and finish sun-bathing, Leviathan?” Squall asked while he flipped his visor down over his eyes.


The armless serpent tried to make a thumbs-up gesture.


Squall understood just the same.  He revved the bike, checked to see if his passenger was safely aboard, and then took off.


He couldn’t very well talk to her through his helmet, and even if he could, the wind would have drowned out what promised to be a lively conversation.  In all probability, though, it would have to have been a monologue that he initiated because he doubted that she would say even one word.  On the other hand, given that he was not to prone to long speeches or any speech at all, it could just as well turn out to be an embarrassing silence.


Perhaps Diablos actually had a point, Squall reconsidered.


Even though he had already accelerated to a dangerous speed of 210 kilometers per hour, Squall felt compelled to tear his eyes off the road he was burning and to check the digital clock on the A09’s dashboard.  Quistis was sure to have another class lined up for him.


Differential mathematics, sociology with eigenvectors, logistics, war stratagems, or physics with applications most likely, he listed in his head.


He remembered that the deadline to declare which weapon skill one wanted to “major” in was today by 1700.  Declaring majors was always a mystery to him because it only applied to those pursuing a weapon’s major whose prerequisites were so many in number that unless the student committed himself entirely to those courses, he would not be able to graduate.  For all other majors, no declaration was needed because there was still time to take the courses needed to meet to the requirements.  To him, the entire process was a moot, but SeeD was all about being systematic.  Without the system, you would turn out like Seifer, the classic cautionary tale against having dreams and chasing them blindly.  Hold fast to dreams before they get a hold over you.


Squall’s eyes narrowed at the thought.  He chose to focus harder on navigating the road.


If his information was right, Seifer, Raijin, and Fuujin were participants in a missionary expedition to uncover some religious artifacts right on the outskirts of Nova Trabia.


He was made aware of how much harder he was squeezing the throttle because the girl suddenly tightened the ring her hands made around his waist.


Squall still did not know what to make of Seifer Almasy after all these years.  Idealists and hopeless romantics were so much easier to exploit, and Squall was sure Ultimecia knew that.  He tried not to have dreams anymore, seeing how well his own fared in his childhood and further confirmed by the nightmare that Seifer’s turned out to be for everyone.  If there were to be any more dreams for Squall, he would not be foolish enough to put his faith in them, much less be foolhardy enough to chase after them.


The last time he and Seifer was fighting on the same side was back during the SeeD entrance exam – the Dollet run.  Since then he had crossed swords with the deluded ex-Disciplinary Committee head three times and tasted the old-fashioned goodness of Seifer’s generosity in a torture chamber.  Seifer was not on Squall’s list of favorite persons.  Being Seifer’s counterpart, foil, and doppelganger was to be the bane of his life, but despite this fact, to add insult to injury, fate had perversely assigned him the role of being Seifer’s playmate.   And having anything to do with Seifer Almasy was like playing Russian roulette with all sex chambers loaded.


The only thing they had in common, literally, and that would probably also be a significant burden in his life, was Rinoa.  Perhaps his life would be easier if these two great antagonisms of his ran off with each other without either one plotting to kill the other.


When Diablos was sure that they were out of distance, he readjusted his frequency so as to partially restore the visibility of his body.  From there, it took some work, but he managed at length to rip off his mask.  He then leaned over a puddle left by the receding tide and checked his face.  A handsome face bedizened with golden curls but with a pair of blue eyes that spoke of the deepest woe stared back at him*.


With an angry cry the Guardian Force flung the ghastly mask in the air and blasted it into immateriality with a Demi spell.  Afterwards, he waited dejectedly in front of the pool for the accursed lock to reappear over his face as it always did since the days of Hyne.


“Yeah,” Diablos repeated to himself emptily when it did, “I wouldn’t know anything about it.”


The demon fell to his knees and raised his arms.  When he felt the charcoal-textured face that was not his own with his claws, the ageless Guardian Force began to sob.


The curse had not yet been lifted.


*DemonQueen19 (demonqueen19@yahoo.com)


 gives the full account of the Diablos’ face in


 “The Face Behind The Mask.”

The resonating chamber on the custom exhaust pipe thundered all the way to Nova Trabia Garden as the pair raced back.  Squall knew from the few silent lessons in aerodynamics from Ward that the rumbling was even louder for bystanders that he sped by because the A09 motorcycle actually created and carried with it a widening, low-pressure wind tunnel in the volume of fluid it moved through.  The original reasoning behind getting it custom fitted was because the dealer at the shop promised that it would strike fear into the hearts of those who heard it.  So far, though, it seemed to only inspire looks of annoyance.  Squall was sure that had he been someone like Zell instead of the Commander of SeeD, Sergeant Jay would have slapped him with a 40-Gil boom ticket for unruly noise pollution long ago.


The A09’s console had issued a blinking warning light when Squall topped 250 kilometers per hour, but he had ignored it, knowing full well that the vehicle’s top speed was in the range of 320.  He was also aware of the tremendous compromise the speed was to directional maneuvering and horizontal translation – as in he would have less than a second to dodge obstacles 70 meters away – but for the price he paid for the bike, it would most certainly come equipped with various safeguards against otherwise unavoidable collisions.


Such an emergency situation was unfolding before his eyes.  Because Nova Trabia Commission of Wildlife Safety had been marginalized in the previous year’s municipal funding distribution process, they were not able to post as many “Chocobo Crossing” signs as they would have liked so far away from the city.  As a result, Squall did not catch sight the tawny mother chocobo and her line of chicobos against the withering saw grass until he was nearly on top of them.


Let’s test the hydraulics on her, shall we? he thought as he reflexively punched one of the red buttons on his left handle.  If he had estimated the mother chocobo’s height correctly, they would clear her scruffy head by five centimeters and coast sixty meters in the air before landing.


The bike quickly reacted and the anti-gravity propulsion boosters fired up with a loud roar.  The girl yelped at the sudden jerk and tightened her hold yet again.  Squall took the time to check his rearview mirror as they left the ground and sailed over the biped birds.  After they landed with a soft bump, he congratulated himself at having avoided making a bloody mess on the prairie.   


As they drew closer to the Garden, Squall tried to ease up on the throttle and maneuver as quietly as possible around to the back.  There he pulled into the Garden’s garage and zipped past the automated security checks.  After a few more turns, he pitted the bike in his privilege parking space on the first floor. 


“Okay,” Squall told his companion while setting the bike up on its prop, “we’re here.”


She seemed to understand the gist of what he was saying because she steadied herself with his arm and hopped off obediently.


He had to change out of his grungy, orange t-shirt, rolled up jeans, and sandals before he could walk around the Garden as the authority figure Cid was paying him to be.  As much as he did not want to make condoning his being squalid a part of his being Squall, the shower would have to wait; he was late enough as it was.


As his foresight had dictated for him to do, he kept one of his regular outfits in the lockers in the garage.  Squall headed in that direction, handing off his new companion to one of the garage attendants with the explicit instructions to escort her to the cafeteria and find a public relations representative to find out who she was and where she needed to go to get home.


Just when he was done changing, he spotted a pack of Malboro cigarettes lying at the bottom of his locker.  Squall paused for a second and remembered that on Selphie’s schedule, the smoke detectors in this locker room would not be installed for another three days.


Squall estimated how much more time he could allocate for a little break that he was confidant he could make up for during the rest of the day.  Finally he decided that he could afford to burn five minutes, and so he sat down, opened the pack, and carefully drew out a Malboro roll.  He nearly dropped it as he was lighting it because Quistis’ authoritative voice boomed over the Garden intercom:


“Commander, please report to the front gate.”


Though she did not say how urgent the situation was, Squall could sift it from her words.  He rolled his eyes, pocketed the cigarette, and threw the rest of his articles back into his locker.  After giving the locker door one final slam, he hurried out towards the quad.  He spotted the signature pink skirt and velvet vest pacing back and forth across the bridge from across the courtyard.


He waited until she had her back turned towards him and was heading back over the bridge for the umpteenth time before he went over and caught up with her just so he could have the initiative and first say.


“What situation are we looking at?” he spoke even before he tapped her on the shoulder to turn her around.


“Oh!  There you are!” Quistis exclaimed, her face flushing.


“What is the situation?” he repeated.


“How like you,” she remarked resentfully  “Not even a hello.”


He did not say anything.  Instead, he just waited for the answer to his question.

Quistis sighed.


“The Shumi sent us a video message earlier this morning,” she then informed him.  “Something of theirs was stolen.”


“How long ago?” Squall questioned.


“They aren’t sure,” she replied.


Squall turned to get off the bridge and headed for the corridor to the officer’s lounge.  Quistis ran after him with a frown on her face.


“Irvine and Zell?” Squall guessed at whom the Shumi were targeting their grievances.


“At least look at me when you talk to me,” Quistis chided.


She sounded hurt so Squall slowed his steps.  The few Garden students that had risen early for a morning job around the quad looked over in the their direction with curious eyes.


He turned and looked at her.  She was trembling slightly like one who had accidentally said what she hadn’t meant to say aloud.


“I just wanted to know why you didn’t log back in last night,” she finally found the courage to add.  Was it because of me?  Please don’t let it be because of what passed between us last evening.


“Why?” Squall countered without a single iota of passion or compassion.  “Did you miss me?”


She did not answer, not that he had expected her to.  In fact, he knew she would not verbally confirm what they both already knew to be true.  Yet, the question, once voiced so coldly, had sounded more rhetorical than he had intended, and after seeing the helplessness on her face, he regretted his choice of words.


I should apologize, he thought.


She did not give him the chance.


“I don’t know what to make of you,” Quistis confessed in frustration.  “You change your attitudes so quickly that I can’t even follow.  Who were you yesterday?  What were you trying to tell me?”


He was not sure how to proceed so he took her hand in his.  She started, not anticipating his touch.


“Look,” Squall started over less formally while drawing her closer to him, “you shouldn’t take anything I do or say to heart or we will both end up regretting it.”


“What are we, then, Squall?” Quistis wondered sadly and softly.


This discussion was making him feel uncomfortable.  He was never comfortable when he did not know the answer to a question, and Quistis was one SeeD test that he could not study for.


Dropping her hand, he concluded, “Some things are better left ambiguous.”


For a moment she produced no visible reaction, but had he placed his ear against her chest, he might have heard something breaking on the inside.  At length, she nodded.


Squall could not think of anything else to say to her, but the air between them was awkward, as if the conversation had not yet ended.  He desperately needed an out.


A girl with a pretty pair of pink eyes and cascading silver hair had been staring at him over Quistis’ back through the glass windows in the Garden Noodle diner.  Having never seen her before, Squall took the opportunity to nab one of the passerby students who looked like he was in need of something to do and told him to ascertain the identity of the girl and to then take care of her accordingly.  In the process, he conspicuously dropped Quistis’ hand.


“Uh, how do I do that, sir?” the student asked nervously, immediately recognizing who Squall was.  Quistis almost felt sorry for the kid.


Squall hated when the trainees acted like it was their first day at the Garden.  The SeeD Commander took out a note from his jacket pocket and scribbled on it while laying out his directions to the student:


“If she is a transfer student, check her ID and transcript, or, if she claims to be enrolled here, quiz her on something she would only know if she was an actual student, like rooming assignments, names of teachers, class times, the lunch menu, and whatnot.  If she is an imposter, detain her without revealing your intention to do so, and call for the Disciplinary Committee before she has a chance to sabotage our facilities or engage in espionage.  Sergeant Jay will handle it from there.  If she is a client, however, call the PR reps, get her some meal tickets, arrange for a personal tour guide to escort her around for the entire day, and then reserve a room for her in the guest suite sectors until one of the officers can debrief her.  Here is your tardy excuse slip because you’re going to be late for your first class.  This ought to get you out of trouble.  Now go.”


The student took the slip and hustled into the Garden Noodle and Squall continued on his way to the officer’s lounge to view the Shumi transmission that was growing older by the minute.  He just hoped the series of delays so far had not exacerbated the situation or escalated the conflict.


The moment of tension between them having passed, Quistis watched as Squall disappeared into the corridor.  With the air of hopelessness and defeat, she parked her forehead in her palm and whimpered.


“Oh, Shiva,” she moaned sadly.  “What do I do now?”

Setting 20: 2315 DAY 21, Deling City, Caraway’s Mansion B1

"Men are born ignorant, not stupid. They are made stupid by education."



-Russell, Bertrand

<What did I do now>? Specifically directed information interrogative and annoyance


<I want some answers from you, QyQy>  Imperative directive, deliberate neglect, and gravity


<About>?  Elliptical interrogative and dismissive boredom


<Explain all these outrageous energy expenditures on the logs>  Imperative directive and suspicion


<…>  Contempt


<Well>?  Elliptical interrogative, tested tolerance, imbedded warning


<Am I supposed to say something>?  Interrogative, smugness, and disinterest


<You are damned well aware>!  Critical declaration, imbedded, imputed warning, and anger


<I have to put ‘Caraway’ through operations constantly because he keeps breaking out>  Preplanned explanation, wishful thinking, declaration of self-exculpation


<At the cost of compromising the mission when you cause electrical shorts all over this city>?  Derisive rhetorical question, implied, imputed warning, and intimated challenge


<This is the cost of controlling him for extended durations>  Mitigating clarification, referential reminder, and steadiness


<The city is on alert>  Declaration and hint directive


<This is the way it has to be>  Stalwart declaration and exasperation


<…>  Lingering suspicion


<My mission objectives from the Carrier are clear>  Declaration of self-exculpation and bloated patriotism


<…>  Uncertainty and discomfiture


<Are yours>?  Elliptical interrogative, imbedded challenge, and skepticism


<Just what are you insinuating there>?  Information interrogative and anger


<I think, FeFe, you are starting to develop a sympathy for them over the Clan>  Derisive declaration and scorn


<I am just trying to rationalize everything>  Defensive declaration and denial


<I know>  Condescending declaration and false sympathy


<I know you know>  Stalwart declaration and sudden annoyance


<Anyway, with the meticulous coverage you’ve provided over these years on ‘Caraway,’ I think I know how to run his office>  Patronizing declaration, mock deference, and self-assured dismissal


<You’d have to with all the time you’re putting into it without any overseer>  Self-righteous retort, contemptuousness, and intimated challenge


<…>  Indignance and annoyance


<…>  Smugness and imbedded challenge


<Any news from the ‘Archangel’ unit>?  Mitigating concession, sudden interest, hint directive, and interrogative


<Nothing new>  Complacent declaration


<No news is good news for you, I suppose>  Calm declaration and latent affront


<…>   Pause and frustration


<And the status of subject ‘Ellone’>?  Elliptical interrogative and mild curiosity


<She is as you left her>  Calm declaration and patronizing reminder


<Excellent>  Marked satisfaction


<So what is on the docket for today>?  Casual interest


<Have you seen the digital recording for last night>?  Rhetorical interrogative, hint directive, and high hopes


<I did not know there was one>  Denial, interest, and dread


<Take a look for yourself>  Imperative directive, smugness, and pleasure


<First tell me where you got this>  Imperative directive and suspicion


<From one of our scouts who was monitoring the cliffs yesterday>  Preplanned explanation and information declaration


<Oh>!  Awareness, numbness, and shock


<…>  Eager anticipation and giddiness


<So>?  Elliptical interrogative, imbedded challenge, suppressed disdain, and dismissal


<It means more when taken in conjunction to this latest recording>


<It is real>  Casual acknowledgement and internal revel


<Where did you get this>?  Interrogative, numbness, and suspicion


<From one of our scouts who was monitoring the beach this morning>  Preplanned explanation and information declaration


<Interesting>  Passive declaration and internal conflict


<Now do you believe me when I say the entire race is depraved>?  Interrogative, stalwart proposition, biased conclusion, and superiority


<You still cannot condemn the entire population for having one philanderer>  Passive declaration, defiance


<Then I suppose their society finds it acceptable to be lying under two different women in two days’ time while indebted to yet a third one>?  Overly agreeable concurrence, brusquely feigned deference, condescension, and blatant sarcasm


<I am sure there is some explanation for this>  Calm declaration


<If it needs explanation, then it is wrong>  Didactic quotation, bias, and superciliousness


<You know that is not what I think>  Denial, irritation, and patronizing reminder


<Are you willing to concede that he could have murdered comrade PuPu>?  Stalwart declaration, self-assuredness, and accusation with finality


<The last recording from PuPu is ultimately not enough evidence to support that claim>  Earnest opinion, hesitancy, and internal struggle


<Truth will declare itself soon enough>  Didactic quotation, self-assuredness, and insinuation of stalwart conclusion


<…>  Pause, uncertainty, and fruitlessness


<In the meantime, go secure ‘Caraway’ for another operation>  Imperative directive and undaunted dismissal


<…>  Pause and reluctance


<…>  Obstinacy, anticipation, and implied, imputed challenge


<Fine>  Grudgingly conceded accordance

Setting 21: 2320 DAY 21, Downtown Nova Trabia Commercial District

“There is honor even among thieves.”



-Anonymous


“Finally,” he hailed in exasperation and threw his cigarette away.  It bounced on the roof tiles and then rolled over the edge.


Thought the lights would never go out, he muttered.


He had been waiting for nearly two cigarette-lengths‘ time in the chilly evening air whose temperature had been steadily dropping since the sun had gone down.  Being so far away from the coast and sitting in the lee of the surrounding mountains, Nova Trabia was not as temperate after hours as was the beach a good distance away.


The weapons shop he had intended on breaking into across the street had closed twenty minutes late today, forcing him to wait on the rooftop of the opposite building and brave the weather in his tattered cloak.


He picked up the red cloth and peered through the bullet holes.  The rest of his wardrobe was riddled with them as well.  The fabric he held between his fingers was so thin that it could not even block the wind, much less bullets.  If not for the fact that this cloak was the last gift from Sujie that he ever received, he would have tossed it already.  He was quite sure that it did not have any functional utility whatsoever.  After exhaustive testing, he had concluded that the material could not even keep a fire going for long.  And it definitely was not edible.


But maybe I’m being too harsh on her, he reconsidered.  After all, she did buy this for me at the Galbadia mall and it is pretty warm around those parts year-round.

He did not have the best opinion of the Galbadia shopping mall.  The ludicrously high prices and no-refund policy were contributory factors to this aversion he fostered, but most significant was how she would take advantage of the fact that all he was good for was holding the bags while she tore the stores apart, one at a time, one floor to the next.  She was very methodical.


He pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulders.  His free hand drifted to the scar over his heart.


I mean, it’s not like she wanted me to freeze to death, he reasoned.


It was more wishful thinking than reason, given Sujie’s mischievous character.  He could never tell what she thinking, so her conduct was a constant surprise.


Hell, he added, half the time I can’t even tell what I’m thinking.


He leaned over the edge of the roof precariously and peered at the ground floor of the bank eight stories below.  The main lighting had been shut off and the dim security night-lights were slowly warming up to take their place.  Restorative illumination took about two minutes.  If the shopkeeper followed his routine, he would take a minute to complete the lock-up procedures and then another half-minute to set the shop’s security features.


This meant that he would have about thirty seconds to descend eight flights, break in, do some lifting, and trip every wire in the store in the process without having to worry that the cameras would catch his face.  Given his superhuman speed and the low level of lighting, all they would pick up was a big red blur.


He wondered briefly if the local law enforcers were getting tired of staring at a screen full of hazy, red pixels, naively viewing and reviewing them as if each new inspection would bring them closer to identifying him.  Their best bet at coming up with a composite of him was to collaborate with the Garden Disciplinary Committee, but he knew that jurisdictional conflicts and inflated egos on both sides would preclude the possibility of a joint operation to arrest him.


He frowned at the memory of his run-in with the Disciplinary Committee.  All the basketball players that had gotten a good look at him he had killed or permanently hospitalized.  That left two people who got close enough to view his face: The trigger-happy sergeant and the blonde they called “Rinoa.”  He had no qualms about putting the former down for the rest of his miserable life the next time he caught up with him, but he had a soft spot for the girl.  He would eventually have to decide how high a priority his anonymity was.


He chuckled at how easy it was to fool the crowd of Garden students.  It was universal knowledge even in Galbadia that Squall Leonhart was the frontrunner for the position of the Nova Trabia Garden Headmaster, but the fame greatly outpaced the face.  He had never seen Leonhart so he gambled that none of the trainees on the court had either.  Throwing the name around and acting the part was all it took to make his little ruse a success, to the benefit of the lady in distress of course.


And what a lady she was!  he reflected, whistling.


Feeling that his mind was wandering, he shook his head and grinded his teeth together.


Have to concentrate! he scolded himself.  Can’t be distracted by every wildflower on the side of the road or I’ll never get to where I’m going.


Still, he could not wholly blame himself for occasionally digressing and dwelling on her because her perfume had been so potent that it left a lasting reminder on the front of his shirt even after a week’s time had passed.  She would be so much easier for him to kill if she did not smell so damned nice.  When she had cuddled up against him, he had detected the scent of rose, vanilla, and something that he could not quite put his finger on.  The pungency had rendered him careless, which was what allowed the sergeant to get off a cheap shot in the first place.  It might have also saved her because he only went back to block the bullet for her out of his not wanting such a good smell terminated by an amateur firearm slipup.


He cracked his knuckles.  He was going to look forward to ending Sergeant Jay.


The gunshot wound between his shoulder blade and sternum was healing nicely after a week, but it still ached in the mornings.  It was ironic how he had the nice aroma left from Rinoa’s hair on the left side of his shirt and the big bloodstain on the right.  His chivalry had cost him more than he had bargained for, and it would have been an even messier situation for him had her cowboy friend not stepped in and supplied the diversion.


I suppose I owe him one, he conceded.


With his injury, he would have to be very optimistic to try to subsequently disarm the entire Disciplinary Committee without getting shot again.  It was smart to be realistic sometimes; one would live longer.  In his case, he was just barely able to make his escape over the wall.


For starters, he mused, I could probably get him a better gun.


Picking pockets and petty theft had been fun for the first week in Nova Trabia, but after another two, had become relatively uneventful.  It was time for him to move on to bigger jobs, like the stunt he was trying to pull off now.  If he successfully made off with the entire weapons arsenal, he could start over and found another underground militia.  He could get back into dealing sensitive information, be it acquisition and delivery for cliental or for personal use.  Information that could be exploited by blackmail or had the potential of toppling governments and institutions was in high demand in Galbadia especially, and it was highly profitable to be doing that sort of business.


This was not to say that the amount of Gil was not a reflection of the amount of danger involved in his trade.  With each transaction, a new enemy was made of whomever he had relieved of the precious secret, and once wronged, no one seemed to give a damn about the proverbial “Don’t shoot the messenger” defense.  It was even worse when both sides were in on the game and had to bid against each other for possession of each other’s or their own secrets because afterwards he would have to worry about possible set-ups in all his future transactions with both unhappy kingpins and dodge their goons in his downtime.  It was the perilous lifestyle of a data mercenary that he had gotten use to over the past few years when his organization burgeoned in the wake of the mass revolutions and behind-closed-doors putsches in Galbadia.


And it had cost him everything and the one person he had ever loved.


And probably the one person who has ever loved me, he owned up.


The laws of the land dictated that orphans should spend their youth unloved.  He was one of the pegs that fit perfectly into its hole.  Another bylaw for those like him was to possess limited memories from their childhood and to be ignorant of their origin.  To the best of his knowledge, he had sprung into the world fully grown.  From where and when was irrelevant.  He wasn’t even sure if his life had any meaning until the day he met her.


His quest to discover his own significance might as well have been a quest to discover his significant other.  Prior to that day, he had only one memory – foraging for food, resorting to stealing when it was necessary, squatting on abandoned houses and participating in street brawls.  It was also his first and most monotonous memory.  Before that there was nothing.


For no particular reason, he found himself wandering through a marketplace in the Galbadia countryside near a Podunk town called “Shawl’s Stone.”  The local magistrate was Duke something-or-another, a distant relative of the Delings, and, in his opinion after stepping within the city limits for just thirty seconds, a moron.  He did not know what else to call a man who had, on every wall in town, posted fliers advertising the betrothal of his daughter and to the winner of a scheduled fighting tournament the next day.  To attract more suitors, he was also promising the title of half of his estate as her dowry.


Rubbish, he had scoffed.  I’m sure the girl is thrilled to have daddy play matchmaker.

From the chatter of two garrulous arms-dealers, he learned that the Duke had lost his other daughter some time ago.  They continued to talk about the Duke’s property while he walked around their premises and looked over the weapons lying out on display under the open sky.


What a convenient way to lose the other, he fancied, eyeing a pair of silver dirks.


“If she were still alive,” he mused further, “he would probably be boorish enough to promise them both to the same person.”


With a slick sleight of hand, he walked away from the tent two daggers heavy with none being the wiser, proud as a peacock of having saved himself the 2500 Gil that he didn’t have.  It so much easier to move about unnoticed when dressed to fit a profile so low that others prefer see right past than to acknowledge.  In his gray rags and unchecked hair tied in a carefree ponytail, he fit the humble mold well.


After turning at the corner and walking down two blocks, he had successfully borrowed three honeyed rice-cakes, a coconut shake, and a nicely-wrapped chrysanthemum flower, all without their venders’ knowledge.  He figured he could call his debt with them even because he was perfectly willing to let them have twice what he owed them if they ever asked him to repay them and if he had the means to do so.  It did not bother him that his reasoning was founded on two impossible conditions.


In the middle of enjoying his coconut shake and strolling down the sidewalk at his own pace, he was interrupted by an unanticipated run-in with a young woman in a gaudy, pink skirt moving at full speed.  After slamming into him, she ducked into a side alleyway without so much as a word of apology.  He was left on the curb with the rest of his shake streaming down the side of his shirt and pants.


“Hey!” he called as she ran down the narrow passage between the two buildings.  The space across was a shoulder’s length so only one person could possibly move through at the same time.


Where is she going in such a hurry? he wondered crossly, still chaffed about the spill.


It would have made no difference if he had asked the question aloud because when he turned back around to face the street, the answer was staring at him straight in the face.  It was in the form of ten guys each dressed in a suit that did not fit him.  Each Mafioso came equipped with what he guessed was standard issue for them – a pair of dark sunglasses and a single gold earring.  He was sure that if they all took the time to try out each other’s outfits and coordinate a series of trades, they could all end up in the appropriate sizes and look respectable.


A quick check revealed that the alleyway was a dead end.


She was gradually figuring it out too but was too far in to make it back out before they closed in on the one entrance and exit.


”Why are they giving you such a tough time?” he asked as she was running back over.


“It’s my first day,” she explained really quickly.  Looking over his shoulder, she became aware that her situation was hopeless.


“You should look into switching fields, then,” he advised critically.  “You look a bit young for this job.”


“Hey,” the girl protested with her elbow in his back, “I wouldn’t be in this mess if you hadn’t blocked the street and pushed me in here.” 


“Listen, missy, you ran into me!” he shouted lividly.


The ten fashion-design-reject bouncers were just paces away from his nose, their prey was going hysterical on his shirt, and there he was stuck numbly in the middle of it.  The window of opportunity for him to escape the imminent confrontation was rapidly closing.  There was still time for him to scale the walls or pull a speedy retreat.


And against his better judgment, he stayed put.  In retrospect he would like to have done what he did because of chivalry or some romantic ideal, but in truth he just stood there because he did not have anything else to do that day.


Well, he thought with a sigh, too late now.


“Could you be any more conspicuous about your profession as a pimp?” he asked the man who was leading the throng.


The girl tightened her grip on his shoulders and shook them as a warning to take more caution.


“Step aside, kid,” the toothless man he took to be the ringleader sneered, pulling off his shades, “unless you are dying to make your peace with Hyne.”


The man cackled at his own pun.  Sensing he was alone, he turned around and scowled at his cronies who then joined him in a chorus of laughter.


“But I got here first!” he cried petulantly.  “Why should I be the one to move aside?”


“You’re obviously new in town,” the gangster hissed menacingly, “if you don’t know whom we work for.”


“So who are you gentlemen?” he inquired with exaggerated interest.


“Some nerve for a newcomer, ” one of the henchmen whispered to another.


To him, they offered no answer.  Instead, the leader of the pack grinned evilly and suggested, “Get the Ifrit out of here while you can still walk, junior.”


While he was making his threat, he pulled a hatchet out of nowhere and waved it around to make his point clearer.


The girl they were after gasped and pulled him backwards on reflex into the alley.


“Don’t be stupid,” the man warned him further.  “We just want her.  This doesn’t concern you.” 


He took a deep breath and wet his lips that were beginning to feel dry.


“What about her?” he asked without budging.


“This joint wasn’t able to fork up the Gil for the daily ‘protection fee’ we collect,” the goon explained, humoring the lad, “so we’re taking her instead.”


Judging from how early it is, he guessed, I doubt they would have made any bank to pay you.


“Isn’t she a little under-aged for you, old bag?” he questioned scornfully.


The man raised his hatchet and rasped, “Why you little-“


That was as far as he got because the addressee had swung his fist into his stomach.  The quick blow sent him flying over the heads of his mob squad and through the store window on the opposite side of the street.  The nine underlings gawked at their fallen leader sprawled among the shards of broken glass and then turned their gazes in unison back to him and the girl.


She was busy dragging him by the collar further back into the passage, completely unaware or unconcerned that she was cutting off his respiration.


He was convinced that his face was turning purple.  Briefly he considered punching her so that she would let go.  However, she finally did on her own volition which allowed him to stand up straight again and take some much needed gasps of air. 


The narrow space between the two buildings would be a major damper on his acrobatic battle skills, which was why he preferred to fight in more open areas.  Close quarter combat was more of a second nature to him.  Yet, the width of the alley would only permit one assailant to face him at a time, thus precluding them capitalizing on their advantage in numbers.


The nine remaining gangsters had recovered from the initial shock of watching their leader knocked off his feet by a street urchin that on any other day they would have thought about tipping a few Gil just so they would not have to look at him.  Each man pulled out his own wicked-looking machete and charged into the alleyway in single file.


His companion was frantically searching for a way to climb over the wall behind them, and upon finding no feasible method, resorted instead to grabbing onto him tightly.


“Let go,” he grumbled and tried to brush her long brown hair out of his face.  It was getting tangled in his own frazzled clump and severely compromising his vision.


She was clinging to him like a drowning Chimera.  It was really trying not to use his fist to facilitate shaking her off in light of the tense situation and impending danger.


The bouncer who was first in line and closest to him took a swipe at his head.  It was a chop that he just barely ducked under.  The next slice was made to his chest region, from left to right.  This one he avoided by rolling backwards along the wall, and the blade ended up striking only brick.


Before the man had a chance to draw the machete back and take another swing, he planted his left foot over the flat side of the blade and kicked the man’s hand away from the handle with his right foot.  The thug cried out in pain and drew back his injured wrist.


But the line was still pressing forward.  With the bottom of his shoe he slid the machete off the wall and into the air.  Before it reached the peak of its trajectory, he sent it flying on a new course with a quick kick aimed at an off angle.  The blade spiraled past the head of the first man and ricocheted off the sides of the two buildings back and forth until it had traveled through the entire line bounced out into the street.


As if on cue, his nine assailants dropped to their feet, each covering some part of his own face and screaming in pain from cuts in his flesh or from something having been cut off.  When they struggled to get back up, he punched the first bouncer in the gut that thundered on impact.  The first man was close enough in proximity to the person behind him so when he flew back and struck the second, the second man hit the third, and so forth until the energy from the initial blow passed through them all and toppled them like a row of dominos.  The eighth and last one in line was the least fortunate because he took the brunt of the force and was catapulted out of the alleyway and into the lamppost stemming from the curb.  The metal shaft bent on impact.


Each man left in the column reached down and inspected his own stomach with the same fearful look that grieved of having a rocket shot through their abdomens.  In their moment of hesitation, the youth threw his fist into the same place that it had landed the first time.  The effect this time was the seventh man’s being propelled from the alley.


Quickly realizing what was going on, the six men left standing all dropped onto their knees and groveled before him.


“We surrender!” they cried in harmony.


“Then apologize for this inconvenience,” he ordered them sternly.


They did so convincingly.


“Now apologize to the lady,” he added.


They did and she flagged them off in response.  He grabbed her wrist and led her out of the cramped space, using the six kneeling men as steppingstones. 


“What do you think you’re doing?” she cried once they were back out in the open.  “Let go of me!”


“You’re welcome, ingrate,” he said, trying to wipe the blood off of his shirt.


“I didn’t ask you to help me,” the girl responded with a degree of pomp.  “I could have taken all of them myself.”


“Don’t flatter yourself, sweetie,” he retorted.  “I only helped because you owe me money.”


She flagged him off and, realizing that she was dressed only half-decently, tried to get past him and back into the sanctuary of brothel.  He grabbed her arm and held her firmly.


“You’re not going anywhere till we settle your debt,” he told her.


“What debt?” she protested.  ”What do you want from me?”


The sight of a beggar manhandling a struggling girl in a tight miniskirt did not go unnoticed.  


“You spilled my coconut shake,” he asserted accusingly.


“So let’s go to the stand down the road and I’ll buy you another one,” she offered.


“You think you can just buy people off?” he replied angrily.


“What kind of compensation were you looking for?” she demanded with tantamount ire.  “Did you want to spill a coconut shake on me and call it even?”


“That drink meant a lot more to me than just the Gil it will cost you to buy me another one,” he griped.


“It’s going to cost me the same amount you paid for it,” the girl maintained and stamped her foot to make him take her seriously.


She happened to stamp on his foot so it was hard for him not to take her seriously.  He winced and pulled his foot out from under her three-inch platforms.


To Ifrit with the latest in fashion, he rationalized gloomily.  I’m convinced that they wear those things for one reason – self-defense.

“And we haven’t even begun to quantify the reimbursement for physical injury and emotional distress,” he pointed out in a tone less light than he would have used if he didn’t have to be rubbing his toe through his worn sneaker at the same time.


She crossed her arms and shot him a condescending glance. 


“My father is a rich man,” she told him.  “He can repay you for your services.”


“Yeah, right,” he replied skeptically, “and my father is the President.”


The brunette placed her hands on her hips defiantly.  It was either the skin-hugging skirt or her exaggerated posture that was making her thighs look extraordinarily voluptuous.


“But he is!” she insisted again, “and he will pay you.”


“What kind of pampered princess would be working here?” he inquired, pointing at the sign hanging over the entrance of the brothel and looking back and forth between it and her jutting hips.


“I told you already,” she explained defensively, “this is my first day.  And I’m only doing it to get back at him.”


“Well,” he rejoined after some consideration, “you certainly do sound like a spoiled brat trying very hard to be rebellious.”


“Cut the sarcasm,” the prostitute in training grumbled.


He felt it was about time to change the subject so he said, “Hand me your purse.”


Without waiting for a reaction, he grabbed it from her hands quicker than she would have believed.


“Help yourself,” the girl remarked and rubbed her now empty hands together.  There was a dash of acid in her voice.


He grunted in acknowledgement without pausing in his thorough search through her bag.


“Are you robbing me?” she asked.  She could not help but lift an eyebrow at the impertinent timing.


“What does it look like?” he retorted as he counted the change in her wallaby-skin wallet.


“I’m feeling a bit violated here,” the girl quipped, seeing some parts of her make-up kit and miscellaneous personals fall out of her purse and clatter against the sidewalk amidst his whirlwind search.


He ignored her for a second, staring down at the handful of coins with a disappointed look on his face.


“Over a matter of 11 Gil?” he finally responded in disbelief.  “Get real, your ladyship.”


“I could have you killed because of that,” she threatened, eyebrows arching.


His patronizing and dismissive snort was cut short when he saw her glowering with a pair of emerald eyes so fierce and intense that he had to look away first.  At the same time, though, he was mildly humored by her attitude and overall bearing, not to mention extremely impressed by her outfit.


“You don’t believe that my father is a local tycoon, do you?” she asked more gently all of the sudden.


He tossed the empty wallet and the rest of the purse back into her open arms.


“Like Ifrit he is,” he scoffed sardonically.  Not if your wallet was any indication, cheapskate.


“No coconut shake costs 11 Gil,” she astutely pointed out.


He pulled out the nicely wrapped chrysanthemum that he had stowed away in his pocket and tossed it into her hands.  She was so startled that she dropped her purse but caught the flower by clapping her palms together.


“Here,” he consoled her with complete and utter apathy.  “This should make up the difference.”


The girl gave him a wry smile when looked down and saw what she was holding.


He turned and began to walk away.  If he had eyes on the back of his head he might have seen her jaw drop.


“And now you’re just going to walk away?” she shouted before he could get very far.


“What do you want from me?” it was his turn to ask.  “You have work to do, right?”


“Besides,” he added in afterthought, “I don’t even know your name.”


“By my count you owe me about 7 Gil,” she replied, ignoring his latter comment, “and I’m not letting you out of my sight until you return it.“


“You’re going to have to pry it from my cold, lifeless fingers then,” he answered with his back to her still.


She chased after him in her clumsy high heels.  It was a vigorous run by virtue of the length of her legs or the length of the skirt.


“Did I say you could walk with me?” he posed gruffly after he sensed that she was right on his heels.


It’s probably less sugary and sweet than she is used to, he guessed.


“Well, you don’t have to bark at me,” she carped with a frown.


He closed his eyes and slowed down the pace of his strides so that she could catch up.


I should apologize, he thought, trying to hide a grimace.


She did not give him the chance.


“Are you going to the Duke’s tournament tomorrow?” she asked.


“For that ditz?” he answered with a question and then a chuckle.  “Good Shiva no.”


The prostitute scowled.


“What have you heard about her?” she questioned.


“Nothing except her name, actually,” he admitted, “which is more than I know about you, but I can’t imagine her looks would be anything close to Miss Galbadia caliber if her father has to give away half of his province just to marry her off.”


Her reaction was something between a snicker and a growl.


“The whole deal just doesn’t appeal to me,” he reaffirmed.

 
The flatness of the response she would give puzzled him.


“Good,” was all she said.


There was an awkward moment of silence.


“Right,” he confirmed clumsily and, sticking his hands in his pockets, continued on his way.


“What would it take to get you to go?” she checked again, pulling on his sleeve.


“Thirty Tiamats could not drag me to that tourney,” he assured her.


She lifted both eyebrows and whistled.  That much?  What luck.


“Why?” he asked suddenly, turning to stare at her straight in the eyes.  “Are you going to miss me?”


Did that sound enough like I meant it in jest? he wondered.


“I just wanted to know so that I would be better able to avoid you,” she parried as rudely as possible.


He found himself stifling a cough that ought to have been feigned and then scratched his head.  The situation was growing intolerable.


I can’t deal with this, he realized finally.  I’ve got to get out of here.


Having mentally thrown up his hands, the next thing he knew he was running alone in a pasture some number of miles from the city.  She was nowhere within sight, and he could only imagine what she thought of him.


It can’t be too good, he presumed.


He also presumed that there was nothing about the tournament that could possibly interest him enough that he might change his mind about attending.


He would be wrong on both counts.


The next day, he found himself being led to the town square by some alien force, despite the weight of thirty Tiamats and the stigma of being a hypocrite hanging over his head.  Going back on his word was making him feel grumpy, so he tried to cheer himself up by entertaining in the idea of free food and a good show.  Once he got there, though, he discovered that his confidence in the abilities of the municipality’s social chairman was sorely misplaced.


He had to say that it was the lousiest food that he had ever eaten.  Having grown up on the streets by foraging, he had had his share low-grade nourishment and knew it well.  In all seriousness, though, he wouldn’t feed some of this stuff to a starving stray dog out of compassion for a fellow living animal.  It was no wonder that the county was giving it away for free – the trusting, indigenous population was such an opportune avenue to dispose of the rotting surplus from the previous season and clear the storage warehouses.  It was a wonder that they weren’t paying him to eat it.  He mulled over whether or not he would get beaten up if he asked event manager for some Gil to go see a doctor.


The main spectacle was equally pathetic and gave injury to one’s tastes if not to one’s stomach.  Even the Duke was growing weary of hiding his boredom.  The chair next to him was empty, either because his third cousin twice-removed President Deling, or his daughter, did not share his waning enthusiasm and was not in attendance.  The only people who seemed genuinely interested in the fight were the three judges sitting at the table next to the Duke.


How bad the fights were turning out because of the contestants’ lack of skill was mortifying to watch.  The number of them that wielded swords were all wobbly-handed, those with spears did not know one end from the other, and the sole contender with the mace did not realize it was too heavy for him.  The only redeeming quality about the tournament was the large turnout of participants.  If he was feeling that queasy from watching them duke it out, it probably meant that the Duke was feeling even worse.  However, he felt that since only one of them deserved to feel that way and he could definitely claim himself to be the victim, he decided that it was time to get going.


The moment he turned his head away from the fighters’ platform he wished he hadn’t; dead in front of him were fifty very suspicious-looking fellows with their right hands hidden in the left breast pocket of their jackets as if clasping a small pistol handle.  From the costumes and bruises on ten of the men, he recognized them to be the same ones he had brawled with the day before in the alley.  Now they had brought the whole pack and the entire arsenal, which daunted him because on so open a terrain, even a stoned sniper would eventually get lucky and hit him with that kind of firepower to work with.


“Sweet Shiva!” he exclaimed and ducked behind a barrel.


He cursed himself for being so careless.  Coming to a public forum in broad daylight not twenty hours after insulting the local mafia was even more foolish than the decision he made a month ago to hotwire a Galbadian army jeep.  It blew up the second after he jumped out of it.  Now he could only pray that none of them happened to spot him before he dropped out of view.


“Uncle Biggs!” he heard one of them shout.  “That’s him!  The one from yesterday!” 


“I don’t see anyone,” the voice he took to be Biggs’ answered.


If there is a Hyne, he prayed, don’t let him -


“There he is, boss,” one of the cronies shouted, “behind the barrel!”


And based on that one simple test that had just failed, he decided to demote his legal religious denomination from agnostic to atheist the next time he passed by the county registrar’s office.  The Great Hyne apparently was not going to lift a finger today.


He abandoned his hiding place for all the good it had done him and dived into the crowd.


“Nab him!” he heard Biggs order his men.


Weaving his way through the crowd, he was still keenly aware of the murmurs of bystanders getting run over by his fifty pursuers.  While the sea of spectators were providing him temporary security, he could see the inevitable outcome of being encircled and overcome.  Standing there looking stupefied was not helping him any, so at last he took to the air, borrowing the shoulders and heads of the unsuspecting onlookers as a bridge over the rest.  He headed towards the center stage where a mad ten-versus-ten affray was taking place.


“There he goes, boss!” the men shouted over the surprised cries of the masses.


As he hopped from the last audience member’s head onto the stage, he took a deep breath and geared in to try his luck.  From the screams from the crowd, he gathered that the mob had drawn their handguns.


He had also just stepped in between twenty armed men fighting for the glory of half of the domain to the disgrace of one narrow-sighted lordship.  It would be way too naïve to suppose that they were all fighting for the glory of the girl whose hand was in question, and with idealism becoming démodé and cynicism the latest fad, no one would blame him for thinking so.


All twenty of them, ten on each side of him, lowered their weapons and gawked at him.


“Get down!” he shouted at them, anticipating a rain of bullets.  “Get off the stage!”


It sounded to them like he wanted them all to forfeit to him, and thus they looked at him like he was crazy.


Nobody ever listens to me, he remonstrated grumpily.


It was too late to explain.  He calculated that the quickest way to knock all twenty of them down was to go for the larger men and have them bowl the smaller fighters over with them.  Without wasting another millisecond of time, he flew at the contenders.  The trick was to take their feet out from under them.  Once they were in the air, they were essentially weightless and any force he applied with his fists would be translated directly parallel to the ground as if he were hitting a leaf.  The skill rested in being quick enough to nail them before they touched the ground.  The moment they landed on their companions, though, they regained all the weight that had been temporarily “lost” and whoever was beneath them would feel the whole package.


“Sorry,” he shouted to each one as they fell off the platform and into the crowd.  This is for your own good.


Within seconds his strategy had allowed him to clear the center arena and scared the audience into backing up three paces from the ring.


“He’s up on stage!” Biggs hollered.  “Bring me his head!”


The bouncers converged on the platform and clambered onto it, guns still in hand.  The multitude gasped and shrieked at what looked like a bloody shoot-out.  He doubted miserably that there would be enough local bailiffs at the carnival to match even half of the mob’s firepower.


He ruled out hand-to-hand combat as a possible way out of getting gunned down.  Without further hesitation, he bent down, picked up a scimitar that one of the fighters had dropped, and readied himself for a serious batting lesson.


“I know I’ve been an atheist for about a minute, but I’m flexible,” he muttered under his breath.  If there is a Hyne-


There was no way he could tell how those behind him would fire, so his tactic would be to keep moving and deflect the ones in front of him that he could see and hope they would hit each other with their misses.


Boy is Biggs going to be pissed if I walk out of this one, he told himself much too cheerfully than was prudent at the moment.


Just as he raised the light sword, he heard the first gun go off from behind him.  He pivoted on reflex.  The next instant was a blur during which he tried to pick out the little black specks amidst all the bright flashes and slice them while continuing to shift his body out of the way of harms he could not stop to enumerate.  He felt like the runt in gym class that everyone wanted to bean for fun, not that he had ever attended school.


There were screams from the spectators as the guns sounded.  After the first shot, the rest seemed to pour over him, one hardly distinguishable from the next.  There was the sharp reverberance of the sword that hammered his hands whenever it struck metal, but he kept moving.  Soon, the screams of his ambushers joined those of the general public.  Gradually the frequency of the firing dwindled, and when there was but one shooter left of the once ominous firing squad, he was able to grip the handle with ease.  He did not expect the man to put away his weapon and bolt, so when the shot rang out, he slashed and sent the bullet straight back to the source along the same trajectory and with a agonized cry, the battle was finally over.


In his hand, the originally smooth scimitar blade had been chiseled and dented into one that befitted a saw.  He looked down and saw that the edges of his clothing were so perforated that he could rip it right off of him and into two pieces.


Guess it’s going to be a bit draftier in the evenings now, he accepted glumly.


Biggs the figurehead was the only one in the gang who had not jumped in, and as a result, was the only other person left standing, too stunned to retreat.


He figured that he should help the stout and now gang-less gang-leader on his way, so he dropped his blade hilt-first and punted it in Bigg’s direction.  As the sword whizzed by Bigg’s face, missing his ear by a hair’s length, it broke his trance and he took off like an Ifrit out of the shower room.


The throng of spectators erupted in frenzy of applause and adulation, which caught him completely off guard.


“Identify yourself,” one of the judges ordered once the crowd’s fervor subsided.


He stood there looking blankly before turning around to check if there was someone else behind him.  Are you talking to me?


“Give us your name, son,” the second judge harried when he did not respond.


But I don’t have one, he regretted.


More miserably he noted, And I am no one’s son.


“Something your friends and family call you?” the last judge clarified the definition of ‘name’ for him condescendingly.


There were chuckles coming from the crowd, accompanied by the high-pitched squeals of the three senile judges.


“I have neither friends nor family,” he diverted honestly.


He could not hide the embarrassment that was coloring his face.


“What do you call yourself then?” the Duke himself asked.  “You must have a name.”


I can’t believe I’m getting humiliated in front of all these people because of some stupid match – Hey!  That sounds good!


“Match,” he answered without hurriedly.  Damn!  It sounds so stupid now.


The Duke of “Shawl’s Stone” turned to his second and motioned for him to check the roster on his clipboard.  After flipping back and forth through the same two pages, the second shook his head.


“You’re not registered, young man,” the Duke announced.


“I’m not here to fight, sir,” he tried to explain.


“By stepping into the circle, you’ve made yourself a contestant,” declared the Duke.


But I don’t even like your daughter, he thought it best not to say aloud.


“And it seems you’ve won, being the last one standing,”  the tycoon continued.


Big whoop, he told himself.


“Unless there are any more challengers,” the elder man added, looking around.


The audience searched itself for another contender but evidently no one else was feeling lucky that day.  Just when it looked like he was going win by default, a masked character jumped into ring from behind him and raised a dagger to his throat.  He was very chaffed about being held at knifepoint because it was a fairly demeaning position to be in.  However, it was not a hopeless situation to be in.


‘Match’ elbowed his assailant, tripped him with the opposite foot at the same time, and ducked beneath the blade as the man toppled over backwards.  After being knocked down, the challenger waved his weapon menacingly, figuring it would keep the other at bay while he struggled to get back up.


‘Match’ figured that he could just charge the guy and land a right hook before the blade could get close to him.  Right before his punch connected, though, he spotted the cryo-frozen blossom pinned to the masked man’s breast pocket, recognized the petal design unique to the chrysanthemum’s crown, and pulled back.  His fist stopped three millimeters from his adversary’s face.


I’ve seen that before! he realized.


He pulled the mask off the other person, revealing the face of the girl he had saved in the alley.


Seeing him almost on top of her, she drew her weapon up reflexively.  The blade sank into his heart, her effort to retract her thrust once she recognized that he had hesitated being too late.


It was definitely a new experience.  He hadn’t quite expected his chest to sound like carrot cake when she cut into it.  Maybe his sensory perception was slightly off because he was being stabbed.


He shuddered and felt his limbs shake, never having to witness blood gushing out of his own body before.


She looked even more scared than he felt, wide-eyed and apologetic.


The crowd froze in a dead hush, and he turned away and ran like the wind.  He hoped his legs would carry him as far as the nearest hospital.


He must have collapsed and passed out somewhere along the way there because when he regained consciousness, she was sitting beside him with a damp towel in her hand.  The room looked very institutional, as did the blanket and bandages covering him.  The dagger had to have also been removed because he could no longer see its hilt sticking out of his torso.


That would be a good thing, he registered.


“Thirty Tiamats, eh?” she teased, wiping his forehead but not too busy to rub his hypocrisy in his face.


He struggled to lift his head but gave up after finding it too difficult a task.


“For the record, I just want you to know that I came here for the food,” he asserted and gave her the finger.


She made a noise with her throat and then giggled.


“Even though I support your preferences,” he commented, ”I don’t think the Duke is going to bequeath his daughter to you.”


“I am the Duke’s daughter, monkey-brain,” she huffed critically.


“Oh,” he replied with a puzzled look.


After a minute, he whistled and added, “I guess you could play it that way too.”


She rubbed his wound purposefully.


“Ow!” he cried, cringing under her hand.


“Now I can choose for myself,” she whispered giddily.  Serves you right for even thinking that.


“Now I can die from blood loss,” he echoed, not sharing her excitement.


Her initial scowl after his comment melted into an endearing pout that she complemented with an elbow to his stomach.  It landed close enough to his bandaged wound to sting like a hug from Ifrit.  He coughed in pain.



“I still can’t believe you stabbed me!” he yelped in disbelief.  Ingrate!


“I’m sorry!” the girl bawled penitently.


“I could have just stepped down and let you win,” he muttered acridly.


“I said I was sorry,” she mumbled.


“And I can’t believe you cryo-froze the flower,” remarked ‘Match’ in afterthought.


She blushed and lowered her eyes.


“Well, you gave it to me,” she replied with a hint of a smile at the corner of her little lips.


“I sold it to you,” he corrected.  And turned a profit for myself in the process.


Her eyes narrowed nastily in response to his ruining her own magical little moment.


“So your name is ‘Match’?” she asked, changing the subject.


“Until I grow tired of it, I guess,” he answered earnestly.  “And yours?”


“My name is complicated,” she evaded and turned away.  Do you really want to get involved?


“No kidding!” he shouted, glaring at his chest wound.


She laughed and then, remembering to be serious, reverted back to her guilty frown.


“Sujie,” she finally told him.  I hope you know what you’re getting into.


He tried to sit up and tried to sneak in close enough for a kiss.


"You can't kiss me," she told him and crossed her arms.


“You meretricious, ungrateful, little wench!” he fumed, incrementing the volume on each successive word.  It’s the least you could do before I die!


Undaunted by his candor, she pushed him back down and clarified, "Not until you solve a riddle, that is."


Relax, wuss, her eyes conveyed to him at the same time.  You’re not going to die.

“What riddle?” he questioned gingerly.


"Why is the blush of the beach at midnight blue?" she posed quite literally out of nowhere.


"Yes, I know that one!" he shouted with artificial excitement just as she was finishing her question.  It’s still the afternoon, you psycho.  What about the midnight?

"No, really, silly," she replied, giving him a little shove, "I want an answer."


“Why do you want to know?” he asked in return, lifting an eyebrow.


“’Cause I just do; I’m a girl,” she whined and pulled on his arm.  “Humor me.”


He hesitated, debating whether or not the excuse she had given him would have been valid in a court of law.


"Pretty please?" Sujie tried.  “Just think about it.”


He gave her the most unconvinced look ever.


"It's not just any riddle," Sujie explained. "It's mine."


He clasped his hands together and twirled his thumbs around each other.  Okay…congratulations, you have now completely weirded me out.


"I want to know if you really like me," she explicated, sensing his uneasiness.


So stabbing me in the heart was a gesture meant to expedite this attraction? he pondered with a wry grin.  Why don’t you just nuke me on our anniversary?


She glared at him as if she read his last thought.


He sighed, feeling his conviction slipping away form him.  She was giving him the unconquerable glance and the pout.  Finally and inevitably he shrugged in defeat.


"So what does it mean once I solve it?" he grudgingly asked.


"It means I'm yours and you can keep me," she replied so gently that for one moment, all the whisperers in the world grew jealous.


He had blinked, realizing that he had never before felt so vulnerable, so fragile in his life.  Of course, he had also never been stabbed in the chest in his life.


He rubbed his eyes and shifted his weight to his other foot.  Keeping the same crouching  position on the roof was becoming rather uncomfortable.


His head sagged after his next thought.


After all this, he had let her down.  He had let her die.


Still peering down at the street in front of the weapons shop, he chided himself.  I should never have taken that job in the first place.


The last professional contract he made was supposed to pay off big time, as in enough to fund his organization for a whole another year.  It seemed like a routine delivery from the Shumi  Village to an undisclosed drop-off point in Deling City with all the terms negotiated through the regular spider web of nameless middlemen.  He should have suspected a trap when the client agreed to the outrageous fee they were charging with minimal bargaining.  


The package was exactly where the client said it would be and marked with the aforesaid “Rinoa C.”  At the time, he simply assumed the agent who would relieve him of the package at the destination point was named Rinoa.  After he had gotten hold of it, he made the run himself to reduce the chances of its interception en route.  If the goods carried that high a price tag, there was sure to be some hurdles in the itinerary, otherwise he would not have been hired to see that it was done in the first place.  That was his company’s specialty – sidestepping danger.


It turned out to be a bad judgment call on his part.  When things seemed too good to be true, they probably were, but the huge profit margin had blinded him from this fact.  He did the first two legs of the route himself and then passed it to Sujie who happened to be the courier at that station.  He tried to talk her out of it, but she was being her regular stubborn yet caring self and did not want him to tire himself out.


“Besides,” she had argued with one her don’t-argue-with-me-looks, “I know this Rinoa.  Before I dropped out, we had a class together at the Trinity School for Ladies of Galbadia.”


Whether what she said was true, it allayed his fears enough so that he capitulated, and so she did not elaborate on Rinoa’s background.  He wished he had gotten a last name first.  By the time he woke up from the nap she made him take and made it back to Deling City, he found half of his band massacred by the drop site.  She was among the cadavers.  Those who had escaped only managed to lead the assassins back to the den where they met the same execution.  It was either a set-up or the buyer had sold him out to an old enemy with some serious issues.  He suspected Biggs and would have held him responsible for the whole affair if he didn’t think Biggs was totally incompetent.


No, Match reasoned and held back his accusation, Biggs definitely had motive, but he isn’t criminal mastermind material.  If anything, he was just another tool on hire.


He also knew it was useless to try to find the identity of the client and wage his revenge against the bastard and any accomplices because the regular channels were either closed to him or willing to backstab him.  The system had been bought up and his contacts’ loyalties converted overnight.  Having lost everything and suspecting that the credits he received were all bugged, he fled the city and the continent as the sole survivor.


Whoever was operating behind the deal had the proper funds to hire a team professional enough to sack his organization, which meant that they probably noticed that his corpse was not figured into the body count.  So long as he was alive, their assignment was incomplete, meaning that the golden paycheck would be paid to whomever killed him first.  The bounty on his head would draw every mercenary on the continent, not just the jaded team of assassins that had missed him.  Under the circumstances, getting off the continent and relocating himself in Nova Trabia was a good move.  It wasn’t easy, though, even for him, Mr. Super-speed, or, as Sujie used to call him, “Mr. Quick-to-ditch,” because he had been ambushed on the way out by an automated tactical tank that was scary even to him.  It took his best efforts just to escape from the fight with life and limb.  The Weapon was probably still hot on his trail, looking for him, hunting him.


Exposing himself to a court full of basketball players, however, was not part of his plan to maintain a low profile in his new niche.  If not for his catching their shouts of “Rinoa,” he never would have blown his cover to investigate.  His efforts were in vain, though, because the blonde was not the “Rinoa C.” he was seeking; after doing some research on a public computer, he learned that Leonhart’s girlfriend’s last name was “Heartilly.”


He did not even have the time to rescue her body before he left.  The police had just finished securing the crime scene when he showed up.  He did not even know which morgue the Galbadian medical crew shuffled her and their compatriots’ bodies into.  If he went back now, he would probably find her in pieces in some autopsy chamber swarming with forensic experts and aspiring gumshoes.


For one endowed with superhuman gifts, he felt so powerless.  He would never forgive himself for not taking her away with him.


To his left, one of the lights in the sky just above the horizon suddenly vanished.  It was the ultra-halogen beacon on top of the Galbadia Communications Tower, designed to keep airplanes from flying into the tower, and visible from the adjacent continents.


He checked the time on the classy watch that he had pilfered from one of the more affluent gentlemen in the city.  For the past couple of weeks he had noticed with some regularity how the light would disappear late at night for a couple of hours, usually beginning around this time.  Because the beacon was connected directly to the city’s nuclear reactor and not through one of the auxiliary branches that served energy to the domestic and industrial sectors, the outage indicated to him that the entire city was suffering from power loss.


It was a thief’s dream, but his time there was over.  He had left Galbadia, its ghosts, and its goons behind him.


Still, he was curious what sort of abuse of energy use was responsible for the constant electrical shorts over Deling City.  He did not think the military or the President would be foolish enough to repeatedly expose the capital to durations of blackout, during which they would be powerless against a blitzkrieg attack or well-coordinated invasion, literally.  If the Communications Tower was out like the rest of the city, Deling would not be able to radio for help in the event of an emergency.


The front door of the weapons shop opened.


From his perch, he spied the unfolding events below with great interest.


The store manager stepped out first, but instead of closing the door behind him, he held it open for a second man, dressed in black and carrying a long suitcase, to step through.


Damn, he cursed silently.  Didn’t anticipate this.


He concentrated hard to catch what they were saying.  The unexpected visitor was a late-night customer who apparently knew the manager really well.  They exchanged a few more words on the sidewalk, shook hands, and then each returned to his own business.


Their conversation involved a large list of weapons to be shipped to Nova Trabia Garden in two days time for the upperclassmen who had declared their weapon of interest.  He scrutinized the man in black as he headed his way down the street.  From the way he walked, one could guess that he was a loner.  The shape of his ebony suitcase was interesting.  It was long and flat as if it were meant to hold a snowboard.  A single crest of a lion’s head adorned the exterior casing.


He scratched his head and tried to reason out a few things in his head.


The man doesn’t look like a businessman, he observed.  Just look at those jeans!  So why would Garden send him to oversee supplies?

The storekeeper locked the door from the outside, put the key back in his pocket, and walked away from the store.



He got to his feet and quickly visualized in his head what he had rehearsed a dozen times already and what he was about to do: Back-flip over the edge, push off of the wall with both legs, spiral down to the opposite window ledge on the fifth floor, hop down one more flight, then propel himself over to the pole of the street lamp and slide down the rest of the way.  The door to the shop could be easily removed.  The success of the operation rested on how many weapons he could take off the racks and stuff in his duffel bag in the remaining time before the lights warmed up.  He should be out of the store before anyone had a chance to respond to the alarms that would be triggered the second after the door was taken down.


It was time.


It was time to decide what to do about the girl.  He still did not know her name.


He latched his gun-blade case onto the side of his motorbike and then inserted the key in the ignition.  After getting on, though, he did not take the bike off its prop.  Instead, he just sat there and let the engine run.  There was so much on his mind that it made more sense to slow down and take a minute to go over everything again than to think as he went and risk fumbling it all up.


She was too precious to make a mistake with.  Roughly a week had passed since he had first met her, and now, having basked in her company for so long, to him she had become more than a delicate face and her anonymity seemed to make less of a difference than he would have imagined.


To be honest, he was hoping that he would never have to see her again after handing her off to the maintenance man in the garage to deal with.  With the vulnerable state that Nova Trabia Garden was in and their potentially volatile situation with Seifer the wildcard, he figured it in everyone’s best interest for the time being not to go looking for distractions.  He had even written a memo to himself about not checking up on her in the coming days while Garden tried to ascertain her origins, and then sent an email to himself as a secondary reminder.


Yet, despite that very same mindset and the weight of thirty Tiamats, he had leapt off the cliff to save her.  It was as rash an action as his jumping into space had been.  Ifrit had later informed him that that was what courage was made of, but to Squall it seemed more like stupidity.  Even worse, the day after he saved her, he found himself being led to her guest quarters by some alien force, notwithstanding the stigma of being a hypocrite hanging over his head.  Going back on his word was making him feel grumpy, so he tried to cheer himself up by entertaining in the idea of picking up the newest issue of ‘Weapons Monthly’ on the way and a good forty minutes of leisure before the next class Quistis had lined up for him.  Once he got there, though, he discovered that there was no need for either because he had drastically underestimated the pleasure of her company.


Her rapid transformation from stranger to saint in the course of the week was not as shocking as it had been to him the first time because he knew how it worked now.  He knew that in a matter of days one could be beholden to someone other than oneself, be it while one was liberating Timber or overseeing the construction of Nova Trabia Garden.  The entire time they were together, she did not utter a single word, but in her silence he felt that he found something more compelling that words could ever express.  There were no lies told between them.  Whether or not there was any truth was a risk that he had decided to take, having very generously given it the benefit of the doubt.


When he called all his GFs out during his lunch break to ask them for a nice surprise present for her, it had been as unanimous as Cerberus would have been with a splitting headache.  After thirty minutes of deliberation they had narrowed down the choices to the three best by the criterion of being cost-effective, and from there decided the winner by a heads-down vote.


“You’re peeking,” protested Minotaur with an accusing finger on the first try.


“Mind your own business,” Bahamut had growled at the bovine midget.


Squall checked the chrono on his bike’s dash and sighed.


I’m too late tonight, he regretted.  All the pet shops are closed.


He was very disappointed with how the night had turned out because he had only decided against asking her out on the fourth date of the week that evening and volunteered to fill out the weapons order for Garden that had to be done in person and over the counter because he thought he would have enough time to swing by one of stores and pick up a baby chicobo.  Tonberry had informed them that the word on the street was that one could actually customize the color of their fluff via engineering advances.  Apparently they came with free nametags if you bought them on the weekdays when business was presumably slow.  Tonberry was also up-to-date on all the prices in the global market and could haggle with the store manager for the lowest feasible price.


“Blue is the new black now, eh?” Doomtrain had jeered him just before he set out for the weapons store.  “I wish I had hair like that.”


“That’s enough out of you,” Squall had snapped back.  Besides, we both know you don’t have any hair.


So far he had been able to avoid running into Quistis while he was with his new infatuation, but she was beginning to suspect that there was someone else monopolizing his time.  He certainly would not lie to her if she came out and asked him what was going on, but he was willing to bet his A09 motorbike that she never would; it was against her nature to be invasively forward, and until she worked up the courage to breach her habit, he would have to put up with her raised eyebrows, curious expressions, and sulky manner.


He could feel that she was on the verge of asking him what ulterior motive he had for volunteering for lackey’s duty of running to town and making the weapons order, but as soon as he stared into her eyes, she looked away, lips quivering, and sat back down.  In a clumsy effort to divert attention away from her sigh, Quistis picked up the bracelet-shaped relic that he had left on the desk and said she was going down to the lab center to run some tests on it.  She’d have it sent to Irvine for him to take down to the library to comb through the books in the hopes of finding a matching illustration. 


Diablos had recently produced the unidentified, sea-green artifact that he had then brought to the attention of the board.


I trust the results will be back by tomorrow afternoon, he reflected optimistically.


It was unfortunate that the board found it much more interesting than Seifer’s whereabouts in the proximity of Nova Trabia, not because he actually cared about Seifer’s rehabilitation’s  progress or decay, but because of how badly it reflected on the board’s competence.  Irvine nearly dropped the bracelet while twirling it on his finger like a toy.  Selphie wanted to add it to her scanty jewelry collection before she realized that it would never match with the rest of her wardrobe.  Zell, for once, did not have an opinion.


Odd but refreshing, Squall had minded enough to characterize at the time.


It almost made him forget that the entire Shumi population was ticked off about a recently-discovered theft and jumping down Squall’s throat about turning Ambassadors Dincht and Kinneas in to them and letting them carry out their trial and investigation internally.  It seemed particularly important to them that the trial and punishment be performed before the investigation.


“How badly do they hate you?” Squall fumed at the two after he had seen the Shumi video transmission replay.


“We swear we didn’t take anything!” they squealed synchronously.


From what Squall remembered of Shumi domestic policy from his old political science classes, they had a skewed sense of death because they would often just reincarnate into Moombas.  As such, their foreign policy and jurisprudence reflected this twisted stringency and the “Guilty until dead and then proven innocent” sophism became the accepted social norm. 


“Maybe they are still mad about you desecrating their timeless flipper-dipping pan,” Irvine whispered to Zell.


Zell’s nostrils flared as he hissed back, “I could just as well blame it on your wastebasket incident with the Nest-Mother’s – aaargh!”


Irvine had just stomped on his foot to keep him from finishing his accusation.


“Quit it, you two,” Squall had interceded.  “This is serious; the Shumi are ready to hang you.”


If his neck hadn’t been on the line as well, Irvine would have laughed at the irony of how Zell had been worried the entire time that Cid was going to hang them for bringing down the Artisan’s hut.


As if reading his mind – which she was becoming expert at doing – Quistis threatened vociferously, “Neither of them will get the chance once I’m through with you.”


Irvine got up from his seat next to Quistis and moved to an open one further down the conference table.  She massaged her aching temples while he chose a safer seat and tried to convince herself that the Headmaster’s ploy to use the two bumbling SeeDs to distract the Shumi and fool them into paying for the rest of the construction costs had backfired.


The real kicker was that they, for some reason, had not yet called off their deal to fund Nova Trabia Garden’s construction, riled up as they were about the theft of their most sacrosanct heirloom.  Another peculiar aspect of the situation was that the Shumi, in their eccentric need for secrecy, had denied the Garden the knowledge of the description and even the name of what they were contending was stolen.  They did not even have a reliable date for when it had been taken out from them.  Under the sketchy circumstances, Squall found it ludicrous to reprimand his two ambassadors or to help the Shumi recover whatever it was that was too highly classified to have a name or description.


Does it even exist? he wondered scornfully.  How would we even begin to look for it if we don’t know what we are looking for?


In the back of his mind, he suspected that Seifer had played some part in causing the distress.  It was the same crafty Seifer whose present location the Nova Trabia Garden intelligence team had been unable to establish and the board of officers had under-prioritized.  If he as a Commander let the situation sit and allowed it to fester more, it was likely to ignite and blow them all to Pandemona.


But then again, maybe it will all just blow over, he considered, indulging in a rare moment of optimism.  That was the problem with him, so he had been told – his saw everything as being so dark.


One misplaced Shumi heirloom won’t be the end of the world, he assured himself.


He could not have been more wrong on both counts.

