
He was knocked to the ground, sprawling on his side, and his sword flew from his hand. He was only vaguely aware of the fiery pain of so many slash wounds. He hadn’t even felt the blade cut him, he’d had no time to counteract. He felt his body convulsing in what he knew must be shock. His single wing felt lifeless and he had no strength to move it to avoid staining its silvery white feathers red on the bloodstained ground. He lay there for a few moments, his eyes half-open and quivering from pain he didn’t feel. He wondered why he hadn’t moved to counter his enemy’s attack. Wondered why he wasn’t dead already. Perhaps they thought he was. He wasn’t moving very much. But a point came where he had to breathe, and he stirred weakly, finding it difficult to control his muscles. He managed to brace his arm underneath him, his movements were deliberate and shaky, and he knew he was being watched though his back was turned to his watcher. He pushed himself up a little, trying to at least turn and face his—killer? He couldn’t think ‘murderer.’ It didn’t matter that much to him. He started to pull himself up on his knees, but slipped and fell in a puddle of his own blood that was slowly collecting beneath him. He could have been annoyed at this indignity…but his state of mind was too weak to be annoyed, much less call his weapon back to him—fighting was out of the question. He was too weak to do anything else but keep his eyes open and try again. This time he made it to his knees, and turned half-way around, brushing bloodstained bangs out of his face and craning his neck up a little to stare up at his conqueror, who stood only a few feet from him. 


He recognized the eyes of determination and anger, saw in them a belief of some type that he must have lacked. For who was the one on the ground dying? As he thought this, his balance wavered and he fell a little, was forced to lean back on his right arm to keep himself from falling over again. His left arm hung at his side, slashed at the joint and virtually useless. His wing crumpled behind him awkwardly. But he said nothing even when his conqueror sighed and narrowed his eyes, as though he had come to a difficult decision, and grip his thick sword tightly in one hand. 

He watched the younger man with a cold, expressionless stare, did not betray any of the fear that gripped his equally cold heart, but nevertheless balked when the razor-edged blade, still stained with his blood, was lowered at him. He clenched his teeth involuntarily and sucked in a hissing breath when the tip of the sword was pressed to his chest. He narrowed his eyes at the weapon. It seemed he was doomed to fall to the same blade as he had before…to the same…

Child? 

Not anymore. 

His breath caught and he was forced down onto his back by the sword. He brought his arm out from beneath him and out of reflex of fear grabbed the blunt top edge of the blade. The pressure against his chest stopped. He closed his eyes and winced a little. A thin trickle of blood seeped from beneath the blade’s tip, which pressed into his flesh threateningly. He opened his eyes again and stared up at his executioner. Why hadn’t he finished it, the fool? As though in reply to his unspoken question the pressure behind the weapon increased momentarily, and he closed his eyes again, choking on his breath, thinking at first that this would be it, and he would die. But he didn’t die; the fatal blow had not been dealt. What did this man mean to do, torture him? But he felt beyond pain. The slashes across his body burned, but they were numb, somehow. All he felt was the heat of his blood, but no pain. He was beginning to feel cold. He barely managed to open his eyes a little and stare out of cattish, narrow pupils at this fool who could not make up his mind to kill. Why such compassion for such a hated enemy? He shuddered a little as he took a breath. 

“That…was your only problem,” he forced painfully. “That’s why you never made it into SOLDIER…you never could deal a fell blow…a…ah...” He stopped short, fighting to cage a quiet moan as the tip of the sword dug deeper into his flesh. Through his hand, clutching the sword he could feel his thundering heartbeats reverberating through the metal. 

There was a long pause of dead silence. 

“…Times have changed, haven’t they?” The reply to his statement was quiet, but he heard it. 

“Have they?” The two words were hoarse and muted. He relaxed somewhat, loosening his grip on the blade, but not letting go. He shuddered, and his wing, which lay limply out on the ground aside him, twitched spasmodically. He managed to move it enough to fold it somewhat against his side, for what reason he didn’t know. Nor did it matter. His adversary watched him do this, his expression suspicious and for a brief instant, a little curious. This passed, and the two again locked gazes. “…I’d wager you never imagined you would see…The Great Sephiroth,” he smirked bitterly at the title and laughed without breath, “like this.”

Cloud’s answer was honest. “No, I didn’t.”

A weak smile passed his lips. “Neither did I.” 

“You sound sane enough now. Why did it take this to snap you out of it?” Cloud’s question was not meant to be answered. 

Sephiroth swallowed any other words he might have had. They would be pointless now. He shivered once more and closed his eyes for a moment. He opened them, and let his impassive mask fall. His eyes half-closed, he appeared calm, though aware what was soon to happen. He saw no point in fighting any longer. There was nowhere he could run. His life was over. 

To Sephiroth’s surprise, Cloud’s visage softened just a bit, such that he almost seemed saddened. Something passed between them, in that instant. A kind of mutual respect. Perhaps even understanding. They’d both been hurt by this, they’d both taken the brunt of each other’s blows. In a way, they had both lost. One, his love…the other, soon to be, his power, everything he had worked so hard to obtain. But only one would come out of it with his life. Sephiroth knew that one would not be him, and he resigned himself to this. 

It was actually somewhat unexpected, as relaxed as he had been. The blade’s tip thrust straight through his heart, and his breath caught. His wing shuddered and flapped once spasmodically, then lay quivering half-spread out on the ground. His hand clutched the blunt top of the sword in a quite literal death grip, and he squinted. The pain hardly registered, but the metal was so cold, he wanted it out of him. Perhaps Cloud saw this, for he pulled his weapon free of Sephiroth’s dying body, and hooked it securely on the clasp on his back. He knelt by Sephiroth, watching him expressionlessly for a moment. What went through Cloud’s mind in those moments, Sephiroth could only guess at. His shivers were fading, and he felt himself begin to fade, as well. He watched the face of his killer.

Cloud sighed suddenly, and closed his eyes to the stare of the Fallen Angel’s. Quietly, so that no one but Sephiroth and himself could have heard, he muttered, “If it makes any difference to you, if you even know what I am talking about…five years ago, you laughed when I asked who your father is…now I know. And for that I am sorry.” 

Sephiroth’s face contorted a little in surprise, then melted suddenly into a smile—a weak, brief one, but, if only for once, it was a genuine one. 

