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The breeze over the grassy plain swept through Tifa Lockhart’s hair, reminding her of home. When she’d been living in the village, her hair had remained forever tousled by the winds howling down from Mt. Nibel.

　Walking just ahead was Aerith Gainsborough, who gestured widely at the sprawling grasslands and asked, “Hey, are you used to this kind of stuff?”

　Tifa had only met the other woman a few days earlier, but she found her easy to talk to. In fact, within hours of first meeting, they’d already been chatting and joking like old friends.

　Another gust swept the plains, sending waves rolling through the grass. Tifa turned to face the way they’d come, catching the wind at her back as she did so. The amount of distance the party had covered surprised her.

　When Tifa returned to walking, Aerith had moved close to her side.

　“You mean, have I ever seen endless fields like this before?” replied Tifa.

　“No, I mean the walking. Hours and hours of it. First the badlands, and now grass.”

　“I don’t mind it, I guess. It’s good cardio.”

　Aerith laughed. “Everything comes down to exercise for you, doesn’t it?”

　“If I had a choice, though,” continued Tifa, “I’d take a hiking trail in the mountains over this. At least that way the scenery changes as you go along.”

　“Right?! Ever since we left the city, it’s like we’ve been walking in circles. It never ends! I used to dream of having a picnic in a wide-open field, but if this is all the grasslands have to offer, I think I’ll pass.”

　“I’d say this is closer to hiking than a picnic. Picnics are about sitting down to eat and having fun.”

　“Does that mean you’ve been on one before? A real picnic?”

　“Sure I have.”

　Tifa thought back on the days she’d spent as a child in the village.

　“I mean... sort of,” she clarified. “They were like picnics. We just used a different name.”

　“Yeah? What did you call them?”

　Tifa’s cheeks flushed, and her gaze fell as she answered, “Tea parties.”

　There was an amused snort. Tifa looked up in time to see a ripple of laughter work its way through Red XIII’s leonine pelt. The beast─for he was a beast, at least in appearance─flicked his flame-tipped tail from side to side as he walked.

　Though Tifa had accepted him as their traveling companion, she had to admit she was still unnerved by the dissonance between his appearance and his humanlike speech and intelligence.

　Aerith’s eyes sparkled. “Tell me more! I wanna hear all about your tea parties!”

　“Sure.”

　But even as she answered, Tifa realized she wasn’t quite sure where to begin.
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Nibelheim was a tiny village at the base of Mt. Nibel. It had always been a modest community, established first as an unnamed base camp for prospectors whose gil-hungry eyes fixated upon the mountain’s unique flora and fauna. Even after Nibelheim had proven itself a nominally permanent fixture worthy of a name, it was still little more than a basic settlement in the wilderness, consisting of a few households offering room and board to adventurers making their way up the mountain.

　It wasn’t until the community attracted the attention of Shinra Manufacturing that it started to resemble a proper village. The company was in search of a site to conduct top secret, cutting-edge research far removed from the prying eyes of the Republic of Junon, and Mt. Nibel seemed the perfect choice. It was 1960, one year following the discovery of mako energy, and Shinra was anxious to investigate all potential uses of this new resource. Construction began on the facility that would come to be known as the Shinra Manor. Next came the Nibel Reactor, a massive undertaking that saw the tiny mountain village flooded with laborers from across the country.

　If Nibelheim ever achieved anything resembling prosperity, those were the years. But by 1968, construction of the reactor was complete, and the itinerants had moved on. Only a tiny research crew remained, along with a small number of civilians contracted by Shinra to maintain its new facilities. Life in Nibelheim grew quiet once more.

　Over the years, the facilities’ remote location became more of a drawback than an asset. As the reactor aged, Shinra saw no need to update it, instead throttling operations until the reactor was all but offline─at least in a practical sense. The village, with no other industry to fall back on, saw its population dwindle. Everything depended on Shinra. The only money flowing in came from fees paid by the company for land-use rights, barely supplemented by the wages earned by the ever-shrinking contingent of maintenance workers. Nibelheim’s entire existence was tied to a couple of worn-down facilities that the company seemed ready to do away with at a moment’s notice.

　The villagers agreed that something had to change. They debated endlessly over ways to secure their community’s future but failed to find a clear path forward. Ultimately, their voices and ideas were as fleeting as any of the angry gusts sweeping down from Mt. Nibel’s foreboding peak.
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“There were only four other kids around my age in the village, and they were all boys,” explained Tifa. “We had our own little clique, I guess you’d say. We were so inseparable, the villagers started referring to us as the Four Fiends. Those were the friends I’d eventually start having tea parties with.”

　“Wait... But if it was you plus four other kids, shouldn’t you have been the Fabulous Five or something?”

　“One of those four boys was Cloud. The rest of us used to invite him along for our adventures, but he always refused─that is, if you could get a response out of him in the first place. Most of the time he straight-up ignored us. The way he acted got him into a lot of fights, until eventually the other boys were always referring to him as ‘the weirdo’ or ‘that menace to society.’”

　Tifa glanced ahead at Cloud Strife, who led the way on their journey across the grasslands. Cloud would have undoubtedly overheard her story, but he gave no sign of acknowledgment.
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Tifa was born in May 1987, the first and only child of Brian and Thea Lockhart. Thea succumbed to illness when Tifa was only eight, leaving the girl to be raised by her father. What things Brian couldn’t manage on his own, the other women of the village were happy to assist with. They taught young Tifa to cook and to sew, and all manner of things a village mother would teach her daughter. Nibelheim’s was an old way of life, passed down over generations, all the way back to the days of the republic. Men went out to work, and women stayed behind to tend the home. Thus, a woman’s lot in life was thought to hinge largely upon the man she ended up with.

　Emilio, Lester, Tyler, and Tifa. They’d been the Four Fiends ever since they learned to walk. Each was the eldest or only child, and their parents were all quite close too. The four spent their days running wild around the village, roughhousing and sharing adventures─in short, growing up together. But too soon their carefree days would be cut short, the dynamic among them never to fully recover.

　The death of Tifa’s mother sent shock waves through the community. Tifa suddenly found herself an object of pity─someone everyone else was supposed to feel bad for. Burgeoning adolescence only complicated matters. As the boys neared their teenage years, their perception of Tifa shifted yet again. She was no longer a childhood playmate. She was a girl, and one that any of the three boys would have been happy to end up with. Their afternoon adventures were soon peppered with attempts to flirt and show off.

　Still, the mood when they were together remained lighthearted, and Tifa, for her part, didn’t mind the silly and somewhat flattering displays. She also knew her line and was careful not to cross it: when any of the boys invited her out alone, she responded with vague silence. She didn’t want to decline outright and risk hurt feelings. Instead, she pretended not to catch the subtle invitations and shrugged off the ones that were more outright.

　Around that same time, the boys began to speak of leaving the village. These were the first symptoms of a plague of wanderlust that seized upon all the young men of Nibelheim. Tifa’s friends talked of joining Shinra’s ranks to make names for themselves, or of moving to Midgar to strike it rich. The specifics of each dream varied, but all three converged on a single point: a triumphant reappearance in the village to take Tifa’s hand and whisk her away to a better life. He’d keep her safe, each boy promised. He’d give her a future. In their eyes, Tifa was a badge of honor─a trophy to be won, proof of success and escape from a life of mediocrity.



It was Tifa’s twelfth birthday. She was walking about the village in the new pair of sandals she’d received from her father. They were the latest fashion in Midgar─and frankly, a poor choice of footwear for the rough, packed dirt of Nibelheim’s main square. She was concentrating intently on each small, careful step when Zander, the head of the village, called out to her.

　“Well, if it isn’t Tifa Lockhart! Say, you remember that litter of kittens we just had over at our place? I’ve been thinking you might be the perfect person to take one home, and I hear that today just so happens to be your birthday.”

　Tifa’s eyes grew wide. Zander walked back toward his home and signaled for Tifa to follow.

　“Come on,” he said. “I’ve already cleared it with Brian. You get first pick of the litter.”

　She’d lost count of the number of times she’d begged her father for a cat. This was a dream come true.

　Inside Zander’s home, Tifa peered at the kittens asleep in their little wooden box for a very long time. Finally, she lifted a small white cat from among its siblings and cradled it in her arms.

　“Hmm. Good choice,” said Zander. “That one’s name is Fluffy. But seeing as she’s your cat now, you ought to pick a name that you fancy.”

　He paused for a moment, then added, “’Course, if it’s all the same to you, I’d recommend you stick with Fluffy.”

　Cat clutched to her chest, Tifa ran home as fast as her sandal-clad feet would allow. Halfway across the square, the kitten tried to leap free. Tifa twisted to maintain her grip, and the panicked motion sent her crashing to the ground. Instead of home, Tifa’s next stop was Dr. Sanq’s tiny village clinic. The diagnosis was a sprained right ankle.
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“One of my brand-new sandals was in pieces, and I had some pretty bad scrapes too,” recalled Tifa. “One even ended up getting infected. Between the resulting fever and my sprained ankle, I was in bed for a week.

　“And just to top it off, Fluffy ran away all the same. She found her chance later that week, when Dad left the door open.”

　“Oof,” replied Aerith. “The bad luck kept piling on. I take it that means you kept the name Fluffy, though?”

　“Dad felt awful about letting the cat escape, so while I was stuck in bed, he roped the entire village into a coordinated search. Zander told everybody the lost cat’s name was Fluffy, so that’s what everyone went around calling as they looked. It just kinda stuck. I was pretty upset that I didn’t get to name my own cat, but it’s not like that was Fluffy’s fault.”
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Once Tifa’s fever subsided, villagers began to check in on her. The first day, she was happy for the company. By the third, her tune had changed.

　“Do they have to come by the house every day?” she moaned. “If they stuff me with any more snacks, I think I’m going to burst.”

　“You should be grateful,” chided her father.

　“Can’t I go outside yet? I wanna help search for Fluffy. Didn’t the doctor say it’s important for me to get outside and gradually work my ankle back into shape?”

　“I suppose he did say that,” her father replied. “Okay. You win. How about we start the day after tomorrow?”

　“I have to wait a whole ’nother day?”

　“They need me on the mountain tomorrow. We’re behind on trail maintenance for the route up to the reactor.”

　“I can practice walking by myself,” Tifa pleaded. “I promise not to leave the village.”

　Her father sat in silence for a moment. Tifa could guess what was running through his mind. To a doting father, the words I can do it myself weren’t much different than exclaiming, “Go away, Dad! I don’t need you anymore!” The subtle shifts in the man’s expression suggested that he was mourning how quickly his daughter was growing up, and that he was a bit cranky about it too.

　When he finally spoke, his tone was gruff. “All right. You’re a big girl. But don’t you dare step foot outside the village. And don’t overdo it either. The second your ankle starts feeling sore, I want you back home and in bed.

　“And while we’re at it...”

　Her father proceeded to list off a half dozen other stipulations. Tifa nodded dutifully. She knew better than to press her luck.

　The next morning, she was giddy with anticipation as her father readied himself for work. But just as he was about to head out, there was an unexpected knock at the door. The timing seemed almost contrived. Tifa’s father opened up to find Claudia Strife, their neighbor─and Cloud’s mother.

　“Sorry to bother you so early,” she said. “I’m just here to drop this little one off.”

　Tifa saw that the woman was holding something in her arms. It squirmed restlessly, then poked its head up to look around.

　“Fluffy!” exclaimed Tifa. “Thank you so much, ma’am. Where did you ever find her?”

　“Apparently she was near the trailhead, just past the gate. Actually, it’s Cloud you ought to thank. He brought the poor thing home with him yesterday. I told him to go see you right away, but you know how that boy is. So here I am, bright and early.”

　Tifa thanked Claudia again. She took the kitten into her arms and slowly limped her way up the staircase to her bedroom on the second floor.

　“Welcome home, Fluffy,” she told the cat. “So Cloud’s the one who found you, huh? Imagine that. I wouldn’t have thought he’d even heard about my new cat.”



With Fluffy’s return, walks around the village suddenly seemed more of a chore than a joy. Tifa was anxious to play outside again, but on the other hand, her ankle still throbbed with every movement. The idea of working it back to health was less appealing without a lost cat to find.

　Around that time, she had a surprise visit from Emilio.

　“C’mon. Gotta get that ankle back in shape,” he announced, holding a basket at his chest. “I brought some fruit and a thermos of tea.”

　“Huh? What are you talking about?”

　“I’m taking you out for a walk. Let’s head down to the pool at the base of the falls. I mean, technically speaking, that’s still part of the village, right?”

　“Did my dad put you up to this?”

　“He asked me if I could come up with some way to get you more excited about your recovery. Said there were some rules, though. No leaving the village. That sorta stuff.”

　The boy seemed nervous, almost giddy, as if he’d decided there was some other, deeper reason that Tifa’s father had reached out to him specifically. But in the time it took Tifa to get ready, there was another knock at the door. Lester had arrived, also holding a basket. Tifa couldn’t help but notice a trace of disappointment in Emilio’s eyes.

　Though the waterfall in question was vital to the village’s survival, it had never been named. It was simply “the falls.” Geologically speaking, it wasn’t anything remarkable─just one outlet of many for the natural spring water housed deep in the rock of Mt. Nibel.

　With the two boys at her sides, Tifa made her way down to the plunge pool, gingerly testing her weight on the injured foot.

　They’d arrived and were searching for a dry place to sit when Tyler appeared. Apparently, Tifa’s father had had a word with all three of her would-be suitors.

　“I brought sandwiches for lunch!” Tyler yelled as soon as he was in earshot. “Home-cured ham!”

　Emilio and Lester cheered. Everyone knew that the best cured meats in the village came from Tyler’s home. The family recipe had been passed down for generations. Even Tifa found herself smiling about the welcome surprise.

　The old crew now assembled, conversation naturally turned to Midgar. To the boys, it was a place of hopes and dreams.

　Up on the plates, Midgar had real schools for the city’s children to attend, while kids in the slums learned to read and write from parents in the community who volunteered for the task. Thus, the four friends concluded, their own level of education was probably about the same as kids living in Midgar’s slums.

　For kids from the slums, enlistment was supposedly the quickest way to rise through Shinra’s ranks. The three boys wondered aloud how risky that path might be. How dangerous would it be to serve in the military? What was the fatality rate, especially given the ongoing war?

　The other option was money─if you could figure out how to get it. Topside, money talked. You could buy your way out of any trouble.

　Even as children, the four suspected that their conversations were a jumble of truths, half-truths, and wild misconceptions. Still, the boys earnestly chattered on, and Tifa, for her part, found the strings of speculation relatively engaging. It was rather fun to let her imagination run wild, indulging in feelings of wonder and surprise about what might await in the unknown, far-off world of the city.

　Tifa leaned back and listened to the boys carry on.

　“After I move to Midgar, I wonder if I’ll ever feel like coming back.”

　“Ha! You’ll have to if you can’t get used to city life.”

　“No way. I don’t wanna be the one everyone knows came running home, tail between his legs. I’d go live in some other town.”

　“Well, one of us better come back. Otherwise, Tifa will be pretty lonely.”

　The boys laughed, and Tifa replied, “I’m sure life outside Nibelheim will be so exciting, you’ll forget all about me.”

　She regretted the words the moment they left her mouth. She knew it sounded like a plea for attention, and just as she feared, Emilio and the others immediately steered the conversation elsewhere in an obvious attempt to cheer her up.

　When lunch was over and they’d left the pool, the boys talked about how nice it had been to eat outside.

　“That was a fun picnic. We oughta plan another one soon.”

　“How does that count as a picnic? We barely stepped foot outside the village.”

　“No, see, a picnic is supposed to be somewhere close to home. You’re thinking of a hike.”

　“Well, what I’d like to try,” began Tifa, “is a tea party. Doesn’t it just sound so elegant?”

　She’d seen photos once, of wealthy families during the days of the republic. They were pictures her mother had shared when Tifa was still small enough to sit upon her knees. The people in the shots had found a nice spot on the grasslands, where they spread out their blankets and unpacked their baskets to enjoy snacks and a cup of tea in the open air. Reflecting on the photos now, Tifa realized they must have been very old─perhaps taken by her great- or even great-great-grandparents.

　“Tea party? What the crap is a tea party?”

　“Beats me. But if Tifa thinks it’d be fun, count me in.”

　“Me too!”

　Thus began the Fiends’ new but short-lived tradition.
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Back in the present, Tifa smiled softly.

　“The three of them could never stop talking about Midgar,” she said. “Eventually, it started to feel like it was me versus the city. If I wanted to keep my friends’ attention, I had to compete. I started saving up to buy the kinds of clothes girls in the city wear. When I couldn’t get my hands on something directly, I’d go to the villagers who knew how to sew and ask them to make the pieces I needed. I was begging the village general store to track down fabrics they’d never even heard of.

　“I went all out with my baking too. I was determined to make each treat I brought to a tea party the best one yet. I don’t think I’ve ever worked so hard before or since just to grab the attention of a bunch of boys.”

　“Ha! Tifa versus Midgar. I like your style.” Barret Wallace let out a great roar of laughter. At some point, he’d sidled up to Tifa and Aerith, eager to catch the tale of Tifa’s past.
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Spring was near, and the Four Fiends’ next tea party would be their last. All three of the boys had declared their intent to leave the village as soon as winter passed, and the news had Tifa feeling uncharacteristically sentimental. At the last moment, late in the evening on the day before their outing, she decided to bake a homemade cake. She briefly considered cookies, but cake seemed the more appropriate treat for a special occasion. Tifa rifled through the kitchen cabinets, jotting down the ingredients she lacked, and then raced over to the village general store─Emilio’s home.

　Just as she placed a hand on the shop’s door handle, she felt eyes at her back. Tifa turned to find Cloud Strife.

　Any encounter with Cloud would have been unusual enough. But what really astonished Tifa this time was the fact that the boy was staring straight into her eyes. Typically when she ran into Cloud, he’d look away and find some excuse to dash off. There was something different about him today.

　His lips parted as if to speak. She saw them move but couldn’t make out the words. Tifa tilted her head in confusion, and Cloud bolted forward.

　Tifa flinched, certain he was about to ram into her. But a single step shy of a collision, Cloud stopped. He leaned in, mouth inches from her ear. When he spoke, the words were so rushed, they nearly blended together.

　“After dark,” he whispered. “Up on the water tower.”

　All Tifa could think to reply was “Okay.”

　Cloud nodded and sprinted off into the falling dusk, as if fleeing from danger.

　Tifa, flustered both by the meeting and by what seemed to be an unnecessarily hasty departure on Cloud’s part, scurried back home. She’d forgotten all about the shopping excursion.

　When she walked inside, her father met her with a quizzical stare. The last thing she needed was a line of questioning from her dad, so she pretended to scowl and stomped up the stairs to the safety of her room.

　Fluffy was waiting on the bed. Tifa scooped the cat up in her arms and slumped to her knees on the floor. Her heart was racing, and it wasn’t only from rushing home.

　When was the last time she and Cloud had spoken? It felt like months.

　Ah, she recalled. Fluffy’s latest disappearance.

　The fiasco of Tifa’s twelfth birthday had only been the beginning; Fluffy had run away dozens of times since. It didn’t take long for Tifa to notice that the cat was actually quite reliable about coming back on her own after she was allowed to roam free for a few days. Still, it didn’t feel right to ignore the poor thing, so she always went out looking. The cat had a tendency to head to the mountain, and though monster sightings were rare, they weren’t unheard of.



On that particular day, there had been no sign of Fluffy in the village. Tifa decided to widen her search, and just as she arrived at the trailhead, Cloud came running down the mountain. He had to have noticed Tifa, but he refused to look her way. Only at the precise moment they passed did he finally acknowledge her presence.

　“Saw Fluffy,” he said brusquely. “Right after the first bend.”

　“Thank you.”

　Cloud didn’t stop or accept her thanks. He continued straight on to the village. But just before he was out of earshot, he turned and shouted, “Hey! You forgetting to feed it or something? It was munching on a dead bird!”

　“Of course I’m feeding her!”

　Tifa stormed up the trail.

　Not a minute up the mountain, she found Fluffy, tail held triumphantly high, mouth and whiskers caked with blood.



“How old would I have been... ?” Tifa mused to herself.

　She was still in her room, thinking back on an even more distant past. Fluffy was now resting on her knees, purring happily, her eyes narrow slits as Tifa stroked the soft fur along her back.

　Tifa recalled that when she and Cloud were very young, they used to spend all day playing together. Cloud’s front door was right next to her own, making it easy to run back and forth between the two homes. As children, they’d had little reservation about inviting themselves in whenever they pleased.


　Ah... That little Strife boy has a face like an angel.



　That’s how Tifa’s mother had once described Cloud.

　They’d been sitting at the dinner table─the three members of the Lockhart family. Tifa must have been six or seven at the time. For some reason, the compliment made her very happy. Almost embarrassed, in fact. Tifa’s mother seemed to pick up on that fact, and she shot her daughter a knowing glance. Brian happened to catch the subtle exchange, and as Tifa recalled, he’d spent the rest of the evening in a sour mood. It was one of the few memories she had of her family while it was still intact.

　At some point, she and Cloud had grown distant. For a time, she wondered if perhaps it was due to some kind of falling-out between Cloud and the other boys of the village. The obvious suspect was the accident on Mt. Nibel, shortly after the death of Tifa’s mother. But even if the events of that day really had played out as everyone claimed, Tifa still felt a nagging sense that there was more to it. Cloud had been pulling away from her long before that fateful day.

　She asked herself a question she’d asked dozens of times before: When did we stop being friends?

　Tifa rose, cradling Fluffy in her arms, and crossed to the window. In the center of the square, the water tower stood lonely in the day’s fading light. It didn’t seem like a very covert meeting spot. Every home in the village had a view of the tower from its windows. Of course, that was probably why Cloud had asked to meet at night, once the village was asleep.

　What time exactly did he want her there? Midnight seemed like a safe bet, but then again, after dark covered far too many hours to be certain.

　In a way, the ambiguity was flattering. Perhaps the short exchange showed that Cloud believed him and Tifa to be close enough that there was no need to elaborate. The tiniest exchange would suffice to put them on the same page.

　But if that were true, why did he always act so cold and indifferent?

　She felt as if she could spend all day wondering and not get any closer to solving the puzzle of Cloud Strife, so in the end, she turned to more pressing matters.

　“Hey, Fluffy... What should I wear tonight?”

　Unfortunately, the cat wasn’t the least bit interested in the inquiry. She leapt from Tifa’s arms and burrowed into the blankets on the girl’s bed.

　A knock came at her bedroom door.

　“Hey, Tifa?”

　It was her father. When she opened the door, she found him obviously exhausted from work.

　“I’m gonna turn in early today,” he said. “Maintenance work on the rope bridge was pretty rough.”

　“Okay,” replied Tifa. “Sleep well, Dad.”

　“Thanks.”

　Her father paused, a hint of confusion crossing his face.

　“Is something wrong?” she asked.

　“I came up here planning to ask you the same thing... I could’ve sworn you were in a bad mood when you got home.”

　“Dad! Even if I were upset, I wouldn’t want you bugging me about it.”

　Her father chuckled back. “All right. My bad. Good night, then.”

　He waved and retired to his own bedroom across the landing.

　Tifa turned her attention back to her closet, evaluating her choices for the midnight rendezvous. It occurred to her that technically this would be the first time she’d ever snuck out of the house while her father was asleep. Not only that, she was going out to see a boy. And Cloud Strife, to boot! Suddenly, it felt like one of the biggest moments of her young life had sprung upon her. Everything was unfolding so fast. She knew she was far too excited for any hope of sleep.

　She settled on a pale green dress, the color of young leaves. It was a piece that Emilio had once said looked especially good on her.

　Once Tifa had herself together, she waited, trying to calm her nerves. Near midnight, she peered out the window once more, expecting the whole village to be asleep. Instead, the windows of several homes were still lit, and worse, there was no sign of Cloud at the water tower.

　Tifa reluctantly flicked off the lights to her own room and headed into the hallway, closing the door before Fluffy could follow. She placed an ear against the door to her father’s room and was relieved to hear loud, carefree snores. With slow, careful steps, she descended the stairway, then tiptoed through the living room and was free.

　Tifa emerged into the night with a gasp.

　Stars. The sky was full with countless glittering stars, like raindrops suspended in the sky, ready to come falling down at any moment.

　She wondered what Cloud would say to her up on the water tower. What special feelings might he confess? And if he did venture a step beyond friendship, how would she respond? Did she love Cloud? Did she like him as more than a friend? She pressed a hand to her chest as the thoughts swirled. Of course she liked him. But she felt it wasn’t the kind of “like” that made you want to be together with a certain person forever.

　That little Strife boy has a face like an angel.

　Shortly afterward, Thea had added, Everyone loves to fawn over Sephiroth the hero these days, but personally, I think little Cloud is going to grow up to be much more attractive.

　It was quite the compliment: Cloud, a boy from a tiny village most of the world would have trouble locating on a map, declared victor over Sephiroth, the young hero of the nation, the face of SOLDIER and Shinra’s military might.

　Tifa finally understood.

　The reason her heart seemed to rise in her chest anytime she saw Cloud... The reason she grew nervous and fumbled for words whenever he was near... It wasn’t because she had feelings for him. It was because she looked up to him. He was a beautiful, untouchable presence, like one of those countless stars glittering in the distant sky.

　Tifa murmured thanks to her mother for somehow managing to guide her still, years after their parting.

　The tension of the upcoming rendezvous lifted. Her steps felt light, and she dashed across the clearing to the water tower. She saw that Cloud was in fact there, and that he was sitting on the wooden platform near the top, legs dangling over the edge.

　The last time she’d climbed the water tower, she’d been a small child. As she made her way up now, she prepared herself for what might come. She’d talk to Cloud normally, she told herself. The way they usually talked. Except... how did they usually talk?

　“Heya.”

　Despite all her efforts, her greeting felt awkward and contrived.

　But she wasn’t alone. Cloud’s announcement atop the water tower turned out to be astonishingly mundane.

　When spring came, he said, he was leaving for Midgar.

　She’d heard it thrice before: He wasn’t going just to look for work. He wasn’t like the other boys.

　Little did he know how well-worn his claim truly was.

　Still, the night was anything but spoiled, thanks to the magic of the star-streaked sky. Or perhaps it was because she found it rather cute how worked up Cloud was about the grand future he believed was awaiting him beyond the village.

　Whatever the reason, it ignited a sudden spark. The words that next spilled from her lips came entirely on impulse.

　“Just... promise me one thing,” she began. “When we’re older, and you’re a famous SOLDIER... if I’m ever trapped or in trouble... ”

　She hesitated, then blurted out, “Promise you’ll come and save me.”

　For a brief moment, time stood still on the water tower. She hadn’t come intending to say something like that. It just popped into mind. But once the promise was sealed, it seemed to her a thing of singular importance. She’d discovered that Cloud─the quiet neighbor who had always seemed as unreachable as the stars─was just a normal boy like any other. She’d come to understand that she did like him. And it was that special kind of “like”─the one that ties up your heart, making you yearn to be with that person for the rest of your days.



The icy sharpness of the winds blowing down from Mt. Nibel subsided, signaling spring’s arrival. Tifa’s three tea party companions were soon packed and ready to head off.

　The night before Emilio’s departure, he showed up at her home, swearing he’d be back. “Wait for me,” he pleaded. In the morning, Tifa watched as he hitched a ride out of the village on the beat-up old truck that delivered parts and materials for maintenance on Shinra’s facilities.

　As the truck sped off, Emilio hoisted his upper body out of the window on the passenger side, waving both arms in wide arcs until he and the truck were completely out of sight.

　When Lester and Tyler’s day arrived, the typical sounds of morning in Nibelheim were drowned out by the roar of a helicopter. This was a special treat provided by Shinra for new recruits: before their life of service to the company began, they were given the chance to leave their hometowns in style.

　Lester offered Tifa a crisp, cheerful goodbye, along with a firm hug, before dashing off to find his seat in the chopper’s rear bay. Tyler fumbled with his words and stood with eyes downcast, fidgeting uncertainly. Knowing it was almost time for the helicopter to take off, Tifa reached her own arms out, pulling him close in a friendly embrace. A few of the village’s younger girls also ran up to hug him goodbye, and Tifa saw Lester watching with envy from where he sat strapped in and ready to depart.

　Cloud’s departure came a bit later, when the afternoons were again warm and pleasant. However, Tifa wouldn’t get the chance to see him off.

　A Shinra army truck rolled into the village in the dead of night, and Cloud hopped aboard with no one but his mother to wave goodbye. His processing had been delayed, Tifa later heard, on account of him not having his application papers entirely in order. As for the helicopter ride, the bulk of Shinra’s forces had been dispatched to some pressing new offensive around that time. An aircraft couldn’t be spared to pick up one lone straggler from a tiny mountain village.

　Thus, Tifa didn’t hear about Cloud’s departure until the next morning. There had been no goodbye. No promise to meet again. No hug.

　Her first reaction was to laugh. In a way, it wasn’t surprising. That’s how her relationship with Cloud had always been.

　Then the laughter broke and turned to sobs.

　When Tifa’s thirteenth birthday rolled around, life in Nibelheim was depressingly quiet. Her father attempted to cheer her up with a great celebration, but all she could focus on was the fact that not a single card had arrived from any of the boys who had left the village.

　She tried her best to bat her sadness away.

　It just slipped their minds, she told herself. They’re busy with their new lives, and they just happened to forget. That’s all.
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“Hey. Tifa.”

　Tifa shook the memories off, returning to the present. The voice was Barret’s.

　“What is it?”

　“You all right? You got pretty quiet there.”

　“Yeah. Sorry. Just hung up on some old memories. Where was I again?”

　“You versus Midgar.”

　Tifa laughed. “Right. I guess the next big thing was my encounter with Master.”



[image: ]




The boys gone, Tifa’s life consisted of reading books, sewing, and cooking. She went entire days without conversing with anyone other than her father─and, of course, Fluffy. But Tifa adjusted to the change with unexpected ease. In fact, she found she was even beginning to enjoy it.

　A slower, more peaceful world had opened up to her, and it prompted another realization: this had to be why Cloud preferred to spend his time alone. He liked his quiet solitude.

　Before, Tifa had felt bad for him. She’d assumed he was lonely─an assumption that now struck her as terribly presumptuous, and more than a little embarrassing. Now she understood that it was a choice. Cloud chose to block out the things that he found distasteful or troublesome to deal with.

　It filled her with envy. It meant that, in a way, Cloud was her exact opposite. She imagined how different her life could be if only she possessed the resolve to stick to her own convictions and not worry what others thought. The possibilities seemed endless.

　One day around that time, her father called to her from the other side of the house.

　“Tifa! I can’t find Fluffy. Would you go out and look?”

　Tifa sighed. “She ran away again?”

　Frankly, she felt the cat would do fine on her own. Someone in the village would most likely spot Fluffy and put out a dish of food. Or, failing that, Fluffy would scrounge up her own dinner; the cat had proven herself an adept hunter of birds and other small creatures living on the mountain.


　Fluffy’s fine! She’ll be back before we know it!



　Tifa imagined responding as such, envisioning how the conversation would play out. She’d anxiously peer at her father’s face for signs of disappointment or annoyance. She’d worry about how other villagers perceived her: the lazy Lockhart girl, too uncaring to go out looking for her poor lost cat. Worst of all would be the crushing sense of guilt if anything were to happen to Fluffy.

　So in the end, Tifa headed out to look.

　“Fluffy!” Tifa called as she searched. “Where are you?”

　Cloud wouldn’t be bothered by any of that stuff, she thought. He wouldn’t care what people said.

　She checked the gaps between buildings and Fluffy’s other favorite hiding spots, and it began to seem likely that the cat had wandered farther afield. With another great sigh, Tifa turned to head up the mountain.

　As she ascended, she kept her gaze fixed upward, watching the clouds rolling high in the sky. Before she knew it, she’d reached the banks of the Gunnthra River. A cool wind rushed through her hair, and she turned to look back the way she came, realizing she’d forgotten all about the purpose of her hike. She scanned in a wide arc, searching for traces of Fluffy, then pivoted to look up and down the length of the river.

　Tifa gasped. Her eyes had caught on what appeared to be a figure waist-deep in the water. She leaned forward and squinted, realizing it was a man. He stood abreast the surging current, an aberration in the familiar scenery of the mountain.

　The man’s appearance struck her as both boyish and elderly. His frame was stout, and his sleeveless attire exposed broad shoulders and muscled arms thicker than even the hardiest men of the village. His hair was gray yet full of vitality. He wore it long in the back, pulled into a ponytail─just like Cloud, Tifa realized, though the stranger’s locks were quite a bit longer.

　The man’s feet were planted firmly on the riverbed, legs obviously straining as he fought from being swept away by the raging waters.

　He must have got himself stuck out there, and now he can’t move, thought Tifa.

　The same thing had happened to Emilio once. It had taken all the boy’s strength just to stay in one place as he cried for help. The adults in the village had rushed to the riverbank with every length of rope they could find, which they tied together into a throw line to pull Emilio to safety. That day, the village instituted a new rule: children under the age of eleven were forbidden from approaching the Gunnthra without an adult. During high-water periods, the current grew so strong that even grown-ups had trouble wading through it.

　Memories flooded Tifa’s mind─scenes of Emilio sobbing and wailing for help as he held on for dear life. The fear of that day gripped her anew.

　“Are you all right?!” she called to the stranger. “Hang on! I’ll call for help!”

　Tifa made to dash down the mountain, but a burly voice roared at her back.

　“No need for that, young lady! Observe!”

　The man began to lift one leg slowly, confidently out of the water, extending it forward and up until the toes were higher than his head. Only his left leg remained submerged, braced against the current as the angry river battered and swirled more fiercely than ever. Tifa didn’t need to be at his side to know how incredibly difficult such a feat would be.

　And then, in the blink of an eye, the man’s right leg snapped back down, and he bounded up out of the water to what seemed an impossible height. Tifa felt quite certain his eyes had momentarily been at the same level as hers from where she stared down the steeply sloping bank.

　How could any human jump like that? she thought.

　The stranger landed on the first of a small string of boulders whose heads poked above the swirling white current. He continued to hop from rock to rock, ending with one great leap that carried him all the way up the bank to land right before Tifa’s eyes.

　He thrust out one large, brawny hand.

　“The name’s Rashard Zangan. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

　Tifa, overwhelmed by the things she’d just witnessed, found herself unconsciously accepting the handshake.

　“Ouch!” she yelped as the stranger’s hand squeezed tight.

　What a jerk! she thought. What kind of grown-up plays a prank like that?!

　“Let go!” she demanded.

　“Ah, apologies,” replied the man named Zangan.

　He hurriedly released Tifa’s hand and for a moment seemed genuinely apologetic. But then he leaned in again, this time thrusting both hands out to grab Tifa’s upper arms.

　“Ooh! Very nice!” he exclaimed.

　Tifa’s feet froze in panic. She was alone with a strange man on the mountain. No one else would be near enough to hear her cries. Her mind spun as she tried to sort out what to do.

　“I’d fancy a closer look at those calves of yours too. Would you mind?”

　Tifa screamed internally, Of course I’d mind!

　Fear had her paralyzed. She fought it back, and when she finally found her voice, she screamed at the top of her lungs.

　“Get away from me!”

　The shrill cry stunned Zangan, buying her the moment she needed to slip away and sprint down the trail to safety.



Back at home, Tifa immediately jumped into the shower, anxious to wash away the mountain dust and disturbing memory of her close encounter.

　She was drying her hair, feeling somewhat recomposed, when her father returned home. Fluffy was in his arms.

　“It was Zander,” Brian explained. “He set out food for her at the town hall. I really wish he’d said something before you and I started searching high and low.”

　“I’m just glad Fluffy’s safe,” said Tifa.

　She had no intention of telling her father about the encounter with the man on the mountain. She knew it would only land her in trouble─eventually the conversation would loop back to why she’d been near the river in the first place.

　“Good point,” her father agreed. “By the way... word is there’s some wandering martial arts expert coming to stay in the village for a while. He’s supposed to be real famous─travels the world to learn about other communities, and in return, he teaches exercises to ensure a long, healthy life.”

　Tifa’s father grinned. “Sounds pretty fishy, don’t you think? His first class is tomorrow morning in the village square. Whaddaya say you and I go and poke a little fun at the guy?”

　“I can hardly wait.”

　She knew with absolute certainty that the wandering master of which her father spoke was the same unscrupulous stranger she’d encountered at the river.



News of a visitor had the whole village abuzz. Visitors meant information of the outside world─a raw, unfiltered source that excited in a way that the radio broadcasts and occasional bulk deliveries of newspapers and magazines never could.

　When the appointed time came, nearly all the villagers had assembled in the main square, just in front of the town hall. Zander stood and proudly introduced the unfamiliar face─unfamiliar, that is, to everyone except Tifa. It was just as she’d predicted. The wandering martial artist that had stoked the village’s curiosity was none other than Rashard Zangan.

　“Residents of Nibelheim!” Zangan announced. “I appreciate you taking time out of your busy morning to attend today’s lesson. I’ll get right into it so as not to waste any more of your day.

　“We’ll be performing my very own Zangan-style calisthenics. This routine forms the cornerstone of the martial arts techniques that I, Rashard Zangan, have devoted my life to perfecting. If you memorize and perform these exercises regularly, they will help you all lead long, healthy lives. It’s so effective, in fact, you might think it’s magic. It’ll keep you going strong until the day you die!”

　At which point Zander cut in, saying, “Still kicking right up until we kick the bucket, huh?”

　The quip elicited good-humored chuckles from several of the villagers. Zangan simply smiled, taking it in stride.

　“All right, then,” the stranger said. “Let’s begin. I’d like you all to extend your arms and turn in a slow circle. This is to make sure you have enough space and won’t be running into anyone else during the exercises. Please spread out if you need to.”

　The villagers, as of yet unimpressed, slowly shuffled out across the main square as instructed. Zangan remained in front, nodding his approval when everyone seemed sufficiently spread apart.

　“Very good. Now, friends of Nibelheim, the first exercise is as follows. Take both arms and lift them straight above your head. Upper arms by your ears. Palms facing forward. Fingers pointed toward the sky. Pull yourself as straight as you can. Reach! Imagine a messenger of the heavens has dangled down to grab your wrists and is now pulling you up to paradise. Visualize yourself floating in the air.

　“Slowly now. No need to rush. Once you’ve pulled yourself as taut as you possibly can, I want you to hold that pose. Remain just as you are!”

　Tifa caught Zangan staring in her direction, a smile on his face. Flustered, she raised both arms as instructed and stretched them as high as they’d go. She envisioned herself being pulled up into the sky, rising up onto tiptoes as she stretched for all she was worth.

　Many of the adults around her lost their balance. They thrust a leg out to catch themselves, after which most of them repositioned to start over. All the while, Tifa managed to hold the unfamiliar pose, surprised by her own ability. As she looked out over the main square, she caught Zangan’s eye again and saw him nod in apparent satisfaction.

　“You’re all doing very well!” he announced. “Keep holding to the count of ten!”

　Zangan began an agonizingly slow count.

　“... Eight... nine... ten!”

　Tifa released the pose, breathing heavily. The sense of relief in the square was palpable. She overheard scattered mutterings from villagers disappointed that they hadn’t fared better on the very first exercise.

　“Again!” shouted Zangan. “Body does not waver unless mind does! And you, my friends, still tremble like newly hatched chocobo chicks!”

　“Hey! Who are you calling a chocobo?!” quipped Zander, again eliciting chuckles from all across the square.

　The stretching exercise began again, and again, and then again. Zangan walked among the villagers as he issued his instructions. He settled in at a new location near the center of the main square.

　Tifa saw that he was still watching her intently. In fact, it almost seemed as if he’d chosen his new spot specifically to have a better view of her. She began to feel nervous, and her balance faltered slightly. Zangan grinned.

　“Now, let’s change things up slightly,” he announced. “Both arms up and at the sides of your head as before. But this time, I’d also like you to lift your right knee. Bring it up so your thigh is at a ninety-degree angle to your torso. Think you can do it?”

　Zangan raised his own arms and nimbly lifted a knee in demonstration. His movements were so light and fluid, they seemed almost effortless.

　“Is your knee up? Good. Now hold!

　“If you tell yourself not to wobble, you will wobble. Instead, you must imagine yourself as a statue. Tell yourself you are made of stone. To conquer the body, you must possess a positive imagination!”

　Tifa’s eyes met the wandering master’s yet again. Zangan seemed as pleased as ever.

　“Remember, you’re being pulled from the heavens!” he called to the villagers. “Reach! Allow yourself to float into the sky and be whisked away to some far-off town. Imagine you’re flying off to see an old friend, and picture the look of shock on his face as you swoop in.”

　The villagers who lost their balance laughed away their failure. Many gave up, squatting on the dirt of the main square as the lesson continued. A few were still standing, trying to hold the excruciating pose. And among them was Tifa, an unwavering pillar supported by left leg alone.

　“Now,” Zangan continued, “let’s add one more twist. Stay just as you are, but slowly bring your arms down. Keep them straight, so they stick out at each side. Stop when they’re level at your shoulders.”

　Tifa followed the instructions and felt a brief sense of relief─with her arms extended to the side, maintaining her balance was far less taxing.

　“Your arms now form a milkmaid’s yoke. They bring you balance. Feel how much easier it is to remain steady?”

　Zangan smiled and added, “But do not grow too confident. Any moment now, you’ll feel the weight of your arms. Challenge yourself. See how long you can keep them aloft.”

　Zangan began another slow count, this time upward.

　“One... two... three...”

　Just as he predicted, Tifa’s arms began to feel heavy. She fought to keep them up and was filled with sudden indignation. The fact that she was exerting herself on the stranger’s behalf seemed absurd. She didn’t have to do this. She could stop at any time. Why was she taking Zangan’s lesson so seriously?

　Without warning, an answer popped into mind. She realized she possessed the same stubborn pride as all the residents of Nibelheim. She didn’t care much for Zangan, but she wasn’t about to let him think less of her just because she was from the sticks.

　Tifa’s father had given up at some point and was now squatting on the ground at her side. He looked up at his daughter, clearly impressed at how she held each pose with impeccable balance.

　“I feel like I’m seeing you in a whole new light,” he remarked.

　Tifa remained silent. She followed Zangan with her eyes. The martial artist was again on the move, winding his way through the square, route carefully chosen to bring him by all the village’s children. As he got to each child, he’d reach out a steadying hand, using it as an opportunity to casually squeeze the child’s upper arms. Then he’d crouch down low and pretend to offer pointers, poking a finger at the child’s calves.

　Tifa recalled the events of the previous afternoon.

　I’d fancy a closer look at those calves of yours, he’d said.

　She gasped softly. Suddenly, it all fell into place. A single word floated into her mind.

　Trafficker.

　Tifa had heard the stories. There were people in the world who sought out children with strong arms and legs─children who would make hard workers.

　They were scoundrels who used honeyed words and grand promises to lure youngsters away from their homes and sell them into slavery. In the city, there were even supposed to be places that gathered up all the little orphans in the slums, raising them until they were old enough to force into lives of hard labor.

　Maybe Zangan ran an operation like that.

　Tifa’s arms grew heavier yet. She could feel her muscles shriek in agony.

　“To conquer the body, you must possess a positive imagination,” repeated Zangan.

　Tifa felt herself wobble. She leaned to one side, trying to compensate, but her balance was too far gone.

　“Shoot!” she grumbled loudly as her right foot stomped back to the ground.

　“Good! That’s enough!” chirped Zangan to the assembled villagers. “Now let’s move on to the left leg. Same pose as before, but this time lift your left knee instead of your right.”

　Like I’m gonna follow the directions of some child trafficker! Tifa thought bitterly.

　She squatted down like the other villagers who had given up. Zangan undoubtedly noticed, but he pretended not to mind. He carried on with his lesson, gently coaching the remaining participants. The exercises continued one after another. Most of the villagers still standing scrambled to return to the current pose whenever they lost their balance. Occasionally, someone who had quit earlier would get back up to try again. In fact, many of the villagers did. Tifa saw that even her father hadn’t actually given up. Despite frequent breaks and poor form, he still returned to his feet every few minutes to rejoin the lesson.

　She began to regret her decision. Zangan’s directions were clear and confident. His words carried strength. He could stir people to action and inspire them to overcome difficulty.

　Tifa realized she’d never heard anyone like him before. His was a presence altogether different from the adults she’d come to know in the village. When her neighbors or even her father wanted something done, they wheedled and cajoled, then quickly escalated to shouts and threats if they didn’t get their way.

　In contrast, Zangan guided and encouraged. How could she have let herself believe he was the type of person to deceive young children?

　She’d allowed fear and prejudice to cloud her mind. And in doing so, she’d almost missed out on an opportunity to discover a brand-new world.

　“Ready for the next exercise?” Zangan called. “Careful. This one’s a doozy.”

　“More like we’re ready for it to be over!” cried Zander. Laughter resounded throughout the square. Zangan smiled and again flicked his eyes in Tifa’s direction. He didn’t seem like a trafficker anymore.

　“Cross your arms in front of your chest,” directed Zangan. “Your right hand should rest on your left shoulder, and your left hand on your right. Now bend both knees and lower yourself down like you’re sitting in a chair. Don’t let your backside stick out! Remain focused on your thighs. That’s it. Slowly. No need to rush.”

　Concentrate. Focus. No need to rush.

　How many times had she heard those words this morning? Tifa visualized each muscle in her body as she fought to hold the latest pose. Never in her life had she focused so intently on the movements of her body.

　And then it was over.

　Tifa checked the display of her phone, surprised to find that Zangan’s routine had lasted all of twenty minutes.

　“Very good! Let’s call it a day,” he announced. “I’d recommend you perform this routine every other day if possible. If you find yourself able, do it every morning. Do not rush as you perform the exercises, and do not allow yourself to take shortcuts.

　“If you found today’s training too intense, or if you have bad knees or a bad back, or even if you simply find it hard to stick to things over time, I’d suggest─”

　“You won’t find any whiners like that in this village!” shouted Zander, and the rest of the village cheered in response.

　“Perhaps not. But know that I offer my teachings to all types because I, too, was once weak. There is a path to strength suitable to each of us. Allow me to help you find yours. The only tools you need to start are an imagination and a willingness to learn.

　“To those of you who believe you possess those qualities, let us meet again tomorrow at this place and time. Let us make the most of our days together, for the betterment of all our lives.”
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“But the second day of training never came,” said Tifa as another gust of wind passed over the plain and through her long hair.

　“What do you mean?” asked Aerith, obviously disappointed. As Tifa related the tale, the other woman had begun miming the exercises, lifting her own arms above her head and out to her sides. “Did something happen to Zangan? Aww. And here I was, ready to hear you go through it again so I could really get it down.”

　“The routine? If you’d like, I can teach you later.”

　“Yes, please!”

　“So what happened?” came Barret’s gruff voice. By this point, Tifa could tell he was all but hanging on her every word.

　“Well, there was a little gathering that night. Only the adults could go. Master Zangan had invited them to sit down and listen to some of his personal philosophy. And from what I’m told, his views included some pretty heavy criticism of Shinra. He claimed the war had been driven by Shinra’s desire to dominate the world and show that nothing compares to the might of mako energy. He said their roots as a weapons manufacturer meant they’d never really give up R&D. They’d always be cooking up conflict as an excuse to try out their latest inventions.”

　“Sounds like Zangan was right on the money,” said Barret. “Those aren’t criticisms. They’re just plain observations.”

　“Yup. Honestly, my dad used to have plenty to say about the way Shinra went about things. Even the village head usually blamed Shinra every time something went wrong.

　“Still, you can’t exactly go around bobbing your head every time a stranger starts badmouthing Shinra. Doubly so when you live in a tiny mountain village that depends entirely on company money. Shinra’s not above laying little traps to test the people’s loyalty.”

　Aerith’s eyes grew wide. “So Master Zangan was actually a spy?”

　“No. But Zander didn’t know that. He had to assume the worst. So in the end, the village provided Zangan with a nice meal and a place to spend the night so as not to cause offense, but asked him to please carry on to his next destination. At least, that’s what I was able to piece together from the things I heard later on.”
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The night after Zangan’s first and only morning exercise session, Tifa awoke in the dark to a sudden, gentle tapping sound. It was very late─or judging by the sky, very early. Dawn would soon break. The tapping noise was coming from her window, and after the fog of sleep lifted, she realized someone must be out there, beckoning her to open it.

　The fact that her room was on the second story made the mystery all the more puzzling. But as she hopped out of bed and raised a hand to whisk the lace curtains aside, she had a suspicion she knew who she would find.

　Sure enough, it was Zangan’s face on the other side of the glass. He motioned for her to open the window, and Tifa complied, unfastening the latch and slowly pushing outward so as not to wake her father.

　“Good morning,” Zangan said with a grin.

　“Good morning.”

　“I imagine you’ve heard the news from your father already. I’m to depart at dawn. I wish it were not so, but it is the village’s desire.”

　Tifa nodded uncertainly.

　“Before I go, there’s something I’d like you to know. First of all, I’m not a trafficker.”

　“Huh?” Tifa felt the blood drain from her face.

　“During my travels, I’ve noticed that youngsters tend to suspect me of being a kidnapper and older residents tend to assume I’m a spy.

　“So tell me,” he continued, “did I get it right? You were shooting me quite the dirty look this morning.”

　“I’m sorry. Please, forgive me. I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions like that.”

　On hearing her apology, Zangan’s grin grew wider.

　“Tifa Lockhart,” he said. “Eyes like yours don’t miss much. Surely you noticed how carefully I was observing you during the training. Allow me to speak plainly. I’ve taken a keen interest in you from the moment we crossed paths. I’d like to someday have you as a disciple, if it’s a path you’re inclined to follow.

　“You possess the makings of a great martial artist─both the aptitude and the quality of mind. Your arms and legs are strong and limber. That is proof of your aptitude. As to your quality, I needed only a glimpse of what is in your heart. The key to conquering the body is a positive imagination, and one can only foster a positive imagination if she first possesses a kind heart.”

　“You know what’s in my heart?”

　“Why, of course. Don’t you recall our happy encounter at the river?”

　Tifa grimaced and thought, Happy is the last word I’d choose to describe it.

　“Before your arrival, several other villagers had already walked by that morning. They all saw me, but none of them showed any concern or made any effort to call out. None except you, Tifa.”

　The source of his admiration seemed rather ironic. Zangan had never been in any danger or need of assistance in the first place. Tifa had only called out to him because of her own misunderstanding. She wasn’t sure she liked the idea of her poor judgment being a testament to her kindness or quality of mind or anything else.

　Zangan looked to the sky and said, “Daybreak is upon us. Here. I shall leave you with this book of techniques.”

　He produced a thin booklet from one sleeve and handed it to Tifa.

　“That book describes the basic exercises needed to begin your training in Zangan-style martial arts. I’ve dedicated my life to devising and honing those techniques.

　“The first book is divided into twelve steps that will teach you the full range of motion your body is capable of, as well as how to improve your overall strength. It prescribes specific exercises and a training routine for you to follow.

　“When you’ve mastered the contents of that book, I’ll deliver to you the second one. And when you’ve mastered Book Two, I’ll deliver to you the third. By the time you reach adulthood, you’ll wield a formidable array of martial arts techniques.”

　“Martial arts?” chirped Tifa. “I’m not sure if that’s something I... ”

　“I’m not saying you have to think of yourself as a martial artist. The important thing is that these techniques will make you strong. They’ll allow you to defeat the greatest enemy─the one that is inside you. Beyond that, how you use the physical skills you gain is up to you.”

　Zangan smiled and added, “To put it another way, these exercises will instill you with the willpower and perseverance necessary to obtain true strength. And it is my belief that true strength is the only weapon with which we may defeat our inner foe.”

　“Greatest enemy? Inner foe? What do you mean?”

　“Isn’t it obvious? I’m talking about your self. The weakness inside you. Surely you’re old enough to have experienced it. Haven’t you ever been filled with hopeless rage? Felt that you hated your father, or all adults, or even your friends?

　“Haven’t you ever screamed inside your mind that nobody understands you, or lamented that nobody recognizes how special you are, even though it’s plain to see?

　“We all begin to have thoughts like that in our youth. And when we let them go unaddressed, we begin to look down on others.”

　Tifa remained silent.

　“But I would suggest that we cannot rightly judge others unless we know ourselves. Martial arts training is the ultimate method to confront your inner self and to understand it. Doing so brings you a solid basis from which to evaluate the world around you.

　“To not have a solid basis is to allow your perception to be swayed by fickle things. Things like mood, temperament, or even weather. And to base your understanding of the world on easily swayed perception is to fail to understand it at all.

　“My discipline offers you the chance to find your solid base.

　“To see who you truly are, to conquer her and in doing so come to know the world with perfect clarity─that is what it means to study Zangan-style martial arts.”

　Tifa mumbled in response, “... I see.”

　But she didn’t. Not really. Zangan’s words seemed to her strange, overexcited ramblings.

　He peered at her and continued. “You do not yet grasp the meaning of my words. But tell me, is your failure to understand a fault of mine or yours? Again, I think you’ll find this a question that cannot be answered without a thorough self-understanding.”

　“Um... Okay?”

　“Let’s put it this way. Exercise isn’t only good for your body. It keeps your mind healthy too. And there is no better exercise in this world than Zangan-style martial arts. If you’re looking for a simple answer, that about sums it up.”

　Zangan’s grin vanished, and he spoke with sudden gravity.

　“The choice is up to you. I won’t force it. But if you decide not to walk this path, I’d ask that you please burn the book.”

　“I have to burn it?”

　This time, he burst into a grin so wide, wrinkles formed at the corners of his eyes.

　“But of course. It does contain my greatest secrets, after all.”
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“Hey, Tifa,” whispered Barret, leaning in close as they continued to walk the grassy plains. “How about lettin’ me in on a thing or two written in that book?”

　“Not a chance. Not even for you, Barret. Those are my master’s secrets.”

　“Damn... Well, it was worth a shot.”

　Aerith turned to him, her voice teasing. “If we happen to cross paths with Master Zangan during our travels, you could always ask him to take you on as a disciple.”

　“Hmph. I see your game. Bet you’d have a real nice laugh over seeing him turn me down.”

　A low, beastlike growl came from Red XIII.

　“What’s the matter, Red?” asked Barret.

　“I’d be obliged if Tifa could resume her story. And if you could keep your mouth shut.”
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Though Zander had determined Zangan’s swift departure to be in the village’s best interest, not everyone was in agreement. Many of the village’s older─and more influential─residents grew quite vocal on the matter. They’d enjoyed their brief taste of Zangan’s exercises and were upset they hadn’t been given the chance to memorize the entire routine. Zangan had promised more to come, and now they felt they’d been cheated out of something special.

　Their demands seemed simple enough: they wanted to keep practicing the exercises each morning, and they wanted a teacher to lead them. The only problem was that Zangan was long gone.

　Desperate to appease the outspoken group, Zander paid a surprise visit to Tifa’s home one evening. His expression was sour as he explained the situation.

　“Tifa,” he asked, “would you be willing to lead some morning exercises? It doesn’t need to be anything fancy. Just show them the right way to do the poses Zangan demonstrated.”

　Tifa was caught entirely off guard. It was her father who managed to voice her bewilderment.

　“Why her?” he asked.

　“It was Zangan’s idea. Not mine. When he left the village, he
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