
Zack Stern was bored. He crossed his arms, absently staring upward at the dark Midgar sky. It must have been an unusually clear day beyond the hulking mass of smog that loomed over the great city; bright yellow highlights chased around the edges of the churning clouds, making it seem almost as though some deadly, unnatural storm was brewing. It seemed the sun was determined to break through to the ground below, as task which it only barely succeeded in, illuminating the city in a dull, sickly yellow light.


Damn, Zack thought, not really annoyed, should’ve been a dark, nasty afternoon out there. Then maybe something would happen and we would get to do something. Nothing ever happens on good days. He wasn’t really serious about wanting the weather to be unpleasant, and knew that had little to do with whether or not he or the unit he was assigned to received any tasks to accomplish. But the unusually fair weather had lasted over a week, and while that was all well and good, it seemed that since it had begun, he might just as productively have been sprawled out on the couch at his apartment to escape the oppressive summer heat.


But that wasn’t the case, and until something happened that merited the unit’s attention, they were to stay within the inner ring of Midgar—not a sector, but better off in almost every aspect—and make as everything was normal. As normal as things could be in such a place. Zack thought the inner ring an interesting area; it was virtually devoid of most of the higher technologies, and was perhaps the only place in the great city where the influence of the reactors could not reach. This was because the Shin-ra reactors depended on an intricate network of underground, pressurized pipelines to transport the coveted makou energy. The inner ring below the plate of Midgar’s upper levels was located just around the back of the thick, deeply set foundation of the giant Shin-ra tower. The building was designed to withstand almost any natural hazard: quakes, flood from the nearby coast, hurricane or even fire due to the super-heated smog just above the tower’s peak. The building was impervious. Hence, without enough space to adequately maneuver the pipe work around the base (in such a way that would be financially acceptable) and unable to dig an underground line because of the immobile tower, the inner ring had been left alone. Save as a place on which to base the bearings of its employees, Shin-ra did not care about the small area in the slightest. As a result, everything in the inner ring was old-fashioned. There were no electronic doors or monitors, and only the most basic of conveniences were supplied in any one building. But it was relatively quiet, out of the way of most of the hectic chaos of the rest of the city. It rather reminded Zack of his hometown, far south, though even there, they at least had some higher technologies, as that town was powered by an old, small makou reactor that had been one of the prototypes for the current Midgar designs. 


A door slam behind him caught his attention, and the second-class SOLDIER turned leisurely around as though on a pivot, not bothering to even move a step. He raised an eyebrow. “Well, now, if this isn’t a sight to chase the sun away.” He gave a short laugh, watching Commander Sephiroth lock the wooden door to the unit’s temporary “house” and slip the old-fashioned key into a pocket on the inside of his ever-present black coat. The commander did not reply to him, but turned to one side, as though expecting the appearance of the nameless sentry that ran up to him, seemingly in a hurry. The young, blonde guard, dressed in the blue Shin-ra uniform and who couldn’t have been any more than fifteen, greeted the commander briefly and handed him a smallish thing about the size and width of any hardcover novel that might still be found in the city—here, if anywhere else. The object was not a book, but a small container, and as the sentry spoke to him Sephiroth undid the small latch at one end and slid the top of the shallow “box” back, enough to look over the contents of whatever was inside. 


Zack waited patiently, watching as the commander exchanged a few—but not more than a few—words with the guard, who shrugged and shook his head, motioning behind him, no doubt referring at that moment to whoever had sent him. Sephiroth nodded vaguely, closing the box again and re-stitching the latch. He dismissed the young sentry, who moved away with as much speed as he had used to approach. 


Sephiroth glanced up at the huge analog clock that was set in the side of the market building—the only notably large structure anywhere inside the ring—and walked slowly to sit on the stone rim of a now decrepit and empty decorative fountain that lined the end of a sheltered walkway by the market building. He brushed a strand of his long hair out of the way and opened the container he held again, taking out of it what looked like a number of registry cards and setting the box aside, up-turning the lid of it and setting it on his lap to use as a sort of make-shift table. On this he set a number of the brochure-sized cards and stared at the three he still had in his hand, reading over each of them. 


Zack kicked at a piece of gravel, gradually making his way over to the old fountain, careful to make certain he was always somewhere in the range of  Sephiroth’s peripheral view. “Aside from the bizarre fact that you’re outside on a bright day, you haven’t ordered anyone around as of yet, and you’re not dragging that ridiculous sword around with you, you’re about the only thing I’ve seen that’s normal, today. What is that?”  He came around to Sephiroth’s other side, leaning around to look over his shoulder in curiosity. He got no answer from Sephiroth, but did note that the cards were indeed registry cards—all completely out of order and needing to be set back in their correct place. Evidently his presence had been a convenience for whoever needed them. It was an easy, if fairly useless task for the commander, but it was something to do and he could do it quickly, and whoever had sent these assumed correctly that he would have no problem with performing such a favor.


“So tell me,” Zack said, turning away and climbing up to a higher level of the wall that lined the fountain, “did you come out here to enjoy the weather, or did someone send you orders to go out and sit in the sun?” He sat perched on the wall a good three feet higher than Sephiroth would have been if he had been standing. He stared down at the commander. After a moment, he smirked, commenting, “You know, they say you’re as cold-hearted and solid as a rock…what they forgot to mention was that you have all the conversational skill of one.” 


“Is there something you need to talk to me about?” Sephiroth did not take his eyes from his task.


“If you’d been listening to me, Commander High and Mighty, you would have noticed I’ve asked you three questions already.”


“Two,” the commander corrected him.


Zack shrugged. “Well whatever. You never answered any of them.” 


“I have no reason to; you know the answers to both perfectly well, yourself.”


Zack rolled his eyes. “That’s not the point. The point is I’m bored as hell, everyone else is probably still snoring their heads off inside, and I’m trying to make pleasant conversation. I don’t think sorting I.D. slips counts as something that requires your total attention. I’m tryin’ to be friendly, here.” He paused for a brief moment. “You don’t have any friends, do you? Everyone’s either scared brainless of you or just sees you as the Big Shot they can send off of dangerous missions and not have to worry about losing. Man, I feel sorry for you!” 


“I don’t see that there is anything I need that I do not have.” Sephiroth eyed two cards with the same number, guessed one of them was a misprint, and set the two to the side.


Zack ignored the comment. “Everyone’s so busy fearing you or trying to emulate you, they don’t think that maybe, just maybe you might be an interesting person under all power.” 


“And I take it you have a divine revelation to the contrary?” The commander’s tone was knowing, almost amused. He was used to Zack’s speeches, having known the soldier for over six years (and having been doggedly followed by the overzealous youth for the better half of that time). Zack had matured considerably since they had first met, and had abandoned his original goal of “becoming like” the “Great Sephiroth.” But in his earlier efforts to do so, Sephiroth had found himself having to work with Zack in his unit time and again, and had known him longer than any other officer under his command. He’d grown used to his presence, even if it was rather annoying at times, and had come to assume and expect that Zack would tag behind him every day. There were times when he almost completely tuned Zack out, in fact, so used was he to the incessant prattle. 


Times such as now.


“—there, and…You’re not listening to a goddamn word I’m saying, are you?” Zack sniffed, smirking.


“No,” Sephiroth answered truthfully, “I’m not.” 


“Fine.” Zack sighed, looking out over the street. Someone laughed, and he watched as a rather disheveled-looking couple, oblivious to their harsh surroundings, came around the corner. A red-haired girl who might have been eighteen or so pulled playfully on the hands of her partner, a gruff-looking young man perhaps a year or two her senior. They were both dressed in the ragged clothing familiar to the people of the sector slums, but such trivialities were not about to spoil their fun. The girl pulled her counterpart along and he did his best to keep up with her while still maintaining some air of coolness about him. 


Zack watched the two pass the block, and disappear around the next corner, off to whatever their destination might have been. Zack smiled, a little mischievously, a question—perhaps a dangerous one—springing to life in his mind. He looked down at Sephiroth, who had almost finished re-sorting the cards. “Have you ever had a friend—even a girlfriend or something?” 


“No,” was the blunt reply. 


“Aw c’mon,” Zack pretended to be skeptical. “You’re telling me you’re twenty-one, and you’ve never so much as had a single girlfriend?”


“That’s correct.” 


“Commander, you’re deprived.”


Sephiroth refrained from rolling his eyes.


Zack was relentless. “I don’t believe you. Someone of your ability would have been absolutely bound to catch someone. I think you’re just not telling me.”


Sephiroth finished his task and carefully stacked the registry cards, placing the two misprints at an angle on top and placing the lot of them back in their container. “You can believe whatever you like,” he said in an uninterested tone as he replaced the lid. 


“I will,” Zack grinned impishly. “Wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what makes you so cold. Bad experiences can do a number on you, right? 


Sephiroth paused for a bare fraction of a second at this comment. “Indeed,” he answered, though he wasn’t sure quite why. 


“So you did have someone—“


“I did not.”


“Then why’d you say ‘indeed?’” Zack mocked the deep, conceited voice.


Sephiroth actually seemed to think for a moment, forgetting the box that laid next to him on the stonework. “I simply imagined you were right; I myself would not know.” 


“Sure you don’t.” The younger soldier leaned back on both hands. “Quit lying.”


Sephiroth ignored him; there was likely nothing he could say to convince Zack of the truth, and hence there was no point in speaking with him. He picked up the box, stood to leave.


Zack watched for a moment as the commander turned his back without a word. Glancing around to be sure there was no one else in the vicinity to hear him, he blurted before Sephiroth could take a step, “Are you a virgin?”


Sephiroth froze and half-turned to face him. “What sort of question is that?” He almost sounded angry. 


Zack held up his hands in defense. “Sorry, sorry! I don’t mean anything by it. It’s just a question. It doesn’t really matter.” He put his hands down and leaned forward on his knee, staring wryly down from his position on the wall. He turned his head to the side and gave Sephiroth a sideways, hawk-ish look. His tone became skeptical and even a little sardonic. “You who doesn’t believe in personal pride. Don’t kid me. Otherwise you wouldn’t react like that when I asked you.”

“I don’t see the relevance in the question.” Sephiroth actually appeared rather disgruntled. Whether that was because he was irritated at being caught off-guard by Zack’s question or if it was the nature of the question itself couldn’t be told.

“So you won’t mind answering.” Zack was rather enjoying his commander’s discomfort. It was about time something unnerved Sephiroth like this. “Are you?” 

Sephiroth again turned his back and made as though to leave. “If you must know, yes.” 

Zack nodded. “There a reason for that? No problem, or anything?”

The commander stopped again. “Certainly not!” 

“Then why so touchy?”

Some part of the commander’s mind asked him why he cared enough to be bothered by these questions. He cast a narrow-eyed stare over his shoulder. “Zachary, you’re beginning to annoy me…”

“Aright, aright, I admit that was a little backhanded, but… It just makes me wonder sometimes, what’s up with you. A lot of the time it just seems like you don’t give a shit. There aren’t a lot of things that could make a person like that.” Zack shrugged. “I’m trying to be your friend, here. Everybody’s gotta have someone to tell their problems to. You don’t answer to anyone for anything.” 


The commander sighed quietly, eyeing Zack in irritation. “I don’t have any ‘problems.’ I dislike people making assumptions about me.”


Zack almost laughed. “Well…well look at you, I mean, you’re not exactly normal-looking, you know…The hair, the coat, the sword, the touch-me-and-die attitude…I’m not trying to tell you how to live your life or anything…but it makes people wonder about you. If you don’t like that, then maybe you should do something about it.” 


The commander appeared to consider this for a moment. He returned carefully. “I expect nothing else from the public. But I would appreciate such courtesies from those under my command.” 


“Heck, man, you’ve got the world at your command. Sometimes I wonder if it ever gets through to you just how widely-known you are.” He was surprised the term “stature” hadn’t come into this conversation already. 


Sephiroth shrugged slightly and continued on his way, heading in the direction the young sentry had gone, ignoring any further comments Zack might have made. 


Zack watched the commander leave and shook his head, smirking. Under his breath, he muttered, almost snickering the words. “You just wait, you cynical son of a bitch…one day, I guarantee…someone’s gonna get to you. Gods help the woman who does it, though.” 

