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Seventeen-year-old Squall Leonhart has spent most of his life at Balamb Garden University (commonly known as BGU). The school is tasked with training members of the SeeD, an organization of idealistic mercenaries. After successfully completing his SeeD exams, Squall is sent out into the world to counter the wave of violence following Galbadia’s declaration of war. Serious to a fault, Squall will discover a new universe and experience a myriad of new emotions during his adventures. He and his fellow classmates will join forces and unravel a complex intrigue, which will lead them through time and space in their fight against an evil sorceress from the future.
 
 

 
 
This was the information made available to French players in the game manual when Final Fantasy VIII was released on October 27, 1999, the first day it was marketed in France. It was the only physical contact that many of us had with the eighth episode before our first touch of the joystick. We were amazed by the introductory cinematic sequence, the frenetic montage, and the clever combination of action and emotion. It was a grandiose prelude to a titanic adventure that spanned no less than four CDs: a rare achievement indeed!
 
Final Fantasy VIII was the second episode made for the PlayStation, and its designers had the onerous task of trying to live up to Final Fantasy VII’s acclaim. They needed to achieve the latter’s success without reproducing its tactics. To accomplish this, Square’s dream team redoubled its creative efforts and overturned many of the RPG’s beloved traditions and conventions. Not only were multiple themes (such as love, friendship, militarism, and diplomacy) revamped, but the designers also came up with a more consistent narrative that gave pride of place to the characters’ psychology. A new battle system, which gamers initially found confusing, was also introduced. It did away with the once indispensable magic points of prior episodes. Instead, the system was based on experience and junctioning capabilities, offering 
a nearly infinite number of combat possibilities. The game also included numerous cutscenes, meaning that players were often reduced to the role of spectator, and the Triple Triad (a card game within the game) became as popular as the episode itself.
 
By once again abandoning the medieval heroic fantasy world of the saga’s early episodes—in favor of a technologically advanced universe and a surprisingly modern context—Final Fantasy VIII tackled more contemporary issues, echoing some of our society’s past and present ills.
 
These factors all contributed to the episode’s critical success at the time of its release. Fans may have been divided over the designers’ boldness, but they were hardly indifferent to it. Final Fantasy VIII thus inspired both love and hatred, reminiscent of the tension that initially characterized Squall and Rinoa’s relationship. While the eighth episode was a commercial success, never before had fans’ reactions been so diametrically opposed.
 
Few video games truly succeed in total player immersion. And yet, I know I was transported to the world of Final Fantasy VIII—along with several thousands of other lucky players, no doubt. Perhaps you were even one of them. Imagine being literally glued to the screen, enjoying dozens of hours of play, joystick in hand. This game is the type of RPG that inspires sleepless nights, with players caught up in an adventure they hope will never end. Much like the books we devour in a single reading, Final Fantasy VIII reveals itself little by little, engaging us with its intense action, moments of bravery, and emotional depth. Various gameplay options continue to appear hour after hour. Their vast array makes it impossible for players to terminate a session abruptly, even if they’ve previously played the game and completed its main quest several times before! To really appreciate the episode’s quality, players must pause from time to time to simply marvel at the game world and its surroundings. Even a simple village and its accompanying melody are capable of inspiring awe. This is a game meant to be savored; it is one of those titles that players enjoy rediscovering at various points in their life. Our perception and interpretation of it change from adolescence to adulthood, as does the emotions it engenders. Thanks to the storyline’s richness and complexity, there is always a new element (sometimes quite subtle or well hidden) that appears to tantalize us: a sentence, for example, or a single word—like a theater dialogue in which you are not only the spectator, but also the main actor.
 
 
Final Fantasy VIII has a cult following. It thus remains engraved in the minds of an entire generation and, like previous episodes, it has contributed to the saga’s legendary status. It is a fascinating game that continues to stir up all kinds of emotions. You need look no further than this book to find proof of its enduring nature. The eighth episode does indeed incite passion: this is probably its principal attribute!
 
CHRISTOPHE BRONDY
 
Christophe Brondy began his specialized journalism career in 2004. He began as a freelancer for the monthly Gameplay RPG magazine and quickly rose to the prestigious position of editor-in-chief one year later.
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Some stories just tug at our heart strings, stunning us with their dignity and honesty. Final Fantasy VIII’s depiction of a beautiful and uncompromising love story was a risky move for Squaresoft. And indeed, the eighth episode was praised by some and criticized by others. Many years after its release, however, it still inspires just as much passion. While nearly everyone lauds its technical prowess (especially its graphics), the game alienated numerous players by abandoning certain key elements of both Square’s series and Japanese RPGs in general. No treasure chests, little in the way of exploration, an irregular pace, and a large cast of supporting characters: these factors were interpreted as either a sinful transgression or a winning combination, depending on who you asked.
 
Final Fantasy VII was, of course, a tough act to follow. Many Western players had discovered the series through this episode and expected a spiritual successor.1 Their shock was therefore quite palpable. Certain fans refused to invest in Final Fantasy VIII, disappointed by its focus on teenage romance and sorceress hunting, both of which were far removed from the seventh episode’s ecological fable (with its incorporation of science fantasy). The prior episode had indeed left its impact on a generation of players, and it was largely responsible for creating the ensuing international interest in JRPGs.
 
 
Final Fantasy VIII’s storyline is, of course, atypical, mixing witchcraft and time travel. It is a fable about destiny and the difficulties of transitioning to adulthood: a scenario as fascinating as it is complex (even convoluted at times). It continues to generate contention and spark debate among fans of the series. By shedding light on certain murky areas and presenting sometimes whimsical theories, this book will accompany you on the tortuous road to full understanding. We will also touch upon the relationship that players have to the work and ask whether their vision is as valid and relevant as the writers’. What are the limits of each perspective? Can a video game be intellectualized?
 
This book is a testimony of love and the basis for a multitude of reflections, which occasionally transcend the confines of the video game itself. In this book, we will attempt to explain why Final Fantasy VIII is indeed a unique RPG, both brazen and masterful. After all, whenever it is mentioned by name, players have a tendency to look to the heavens with a fleeting grin: are they merely enjoying a pleasant memory or experiencing nostalgia for a golden age?
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1 Final Fantasy VII was, in fact, the first episode to be released in Europe.
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CHAPTER I - UNIVERSE
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BACKSTORY
 
FOUNDING MYTHS
 
According to legend, the world was created by a being named Hyne. A divine figure or an extraterrestrial entity, Hyne’s nature remains poorly defined—and the myths that surround him vary between cultures.1 Everyone agrees, however, that his earthly reign was based on might: he used his magical powers to defeat hordes of monsters, and he also began wielding his magic to shape the environment. Hyne, however, grew weary of these activities, which was why he chose to delegate the pursuit of his work to subordinates, whom he himself would create. These “tools,” as he called them, were in fact human beings. As they were capable of procreating and providing for themselves, Hyne decided to go off and get some rest. Humans thus performed the tasks assigned by their ruler. Humankind flourished, and their ilk spread out beyond the mountains. Eventually, however, the absence of clear directives left humanity feeling lost and uncertain. Having nothing left to do, the people tried to rouse Hyne, but he was utterly exhausted and did not respond. Hence the people decided to become their own masters and set about reshaping the world to their liking.
 
As for Hyne, he finally recovered from his lethargy. Upon awakening, he was greatly displeased. Not only had his creatures grossly multiplied, but they had also largely overstepped their mandate. Furious, he decided to exterminate some of them, starting with the children—whom he set on fire. This painful episode drove the humans to rebel against Hyne; they refused to continue being treated as mere “tools.” This was the beginning of a terrible 
conflict, and the humans made use of their superior numbers to prevail. On bended knee, Hyne was forced to negotiate. In exchange for a lasting truce, he promised humans half of his body and its corresponding magical powers.
 
But this relative peace was short-lived. It wasn’t long before human beings began fighting one another to possess this half of a body, and thus their civilization fragmented. Several rival tribes formed, and each clan was eager to acquire Hyne’s powers and establish overall supremacy. The war lasted several decades before the dark king Zebalga emerged victorious. Power-hungry, the king hastened to organize the ritual that would make him Hyne’s equal. And so, imagine Zebalga’s surprise when “his” half of Hyne’s body remained unresponsive to the commands he gave. For Hyne had tricked the humans, and only Vascaroon was wise enough to understand and explain the ruse to Zebalga and his people: the half body that Hyne had kept was endowed with all his magical powers, while the half he had given up was nothing but a hollow shell. Humiliated, the king and his clan vowed revenge and planned to kill Hyne. But alas, humankind’s former ruler had disappeared without a trace. Soon, all that was left were legends of “Hyne the Magician,” and the generations that hunted him did so in vain. People said, however, that Hyne must have concealed the magical half of his body (the half he kept) in the bodies of women: hence, only women were considered successors to Hyne’s legacy.

 
THE LEGACY OF THE SORCERESSES
 
Hyne’s successors are referred to as “sorceresses.” Only one exists per generation. While no one knows the names of the first sorceresses, many relics bear witness to their influence, and they were obviously venerated.2 Only their mastery of magic distinguishes them from ordinary human beings. Thus, sorceresses are not immortal and grow old like everyone else; their powers, i.e. “Hyne’s legacy,” must be transferred to the next sorceress in line so they can die in peace. It is quite likely that the powers of a sorceress spontaneously seek a new vessel at the time of her death.
 
 
Future sorceresses are typically young women or girls who possess magical powers from birth: this is a rare attribute, which is still considered entirely random and unpredictable (even if there are some who speak of destiny). Each sorceress is paired with a “knight,” a personal guard who is responsible for her protection—as well as her mental and spiritual well-being. This knight is the main link between the sorceress and the rest of humanity. The relationship between a knight and a sorceress is often quite close and may even date back to early childhood; it is often established well before she inherits Hyne’s powers.
 
Contrary to popular belief, sorceresses are not inherently evil. Since selfishness is an inherent facet of human nature, many sorceresses have indeed fallen prey to megalomania, but others have instead chosen to use their powers for good. One of the knight’s duties is to prevent the sorceress from succumbing to pride and/ or envy.

 
CENTRA, OR THE FIRST GREAT CIVILIZATION
 
The Centra civilization flourished on the southern continent four thousand years ago. Although little is known about this culture, we do know that the technology acquired by the people of Centra enabled them to expand their empire across the world’s oceans. Only a few remnants of their lost technology are still in existence today: mobile structures roughly the size of a small town.3 At an indeterminate period in history, inhabitants of Centra established the Holy Dollet Empire on the western continent and the nation of Esthar on the eastern continent. Notwithstanding their common origin, these three civilizations rapidly evolved and became quite different from one another. Before long, the Holy Dollet Empire was home to a significant proportion of the planet’s population, largely due to a massive influx of immigrants from Centra. Thus, Dollet became the most powerful nation in the world and remained so for centuries. On the other hand, the inhabitants of Esthar successfully devoted themselves to 
technological advancement. The fact that these advances did not make it overseas, however, attests to the progressive estrangement between the three continents. As for Centra, it was to meet a tragic fate.

 
DEATH FROM THE SKIES
 
Approximately a century ago, a cataclysm hit the southern continent, annihilating Centra and its entire population. This cyclical phenomenon, recurring over the course of tens of thousands of years, is referred to as the Lunar Cry. The monsters who inhabit the moon are a diverse bunch. When the moon’s surface reaches the saturation point, it ejects hordes of these monsters in the form of a scarlet mass. A large crystal pillar, whose nature remains a mystery to this day, precedes this mass and seems to act as a homing beacon. Due to gravity, the cluster of monsters then crashes into the Earth. During the last Lunar Cry, most of the damage was caused by the pillar’s impact, which created an enormous crater on the southern continent. Although details are scarce, the catastrophe’s geopolitical repercussions were both considerable and decisive. The Dollet Empire splintered into four nations: Galbadia, Timber, Balamb, and the Dollet Dukedom, with the latter being the last remnant of the Holy Empire.

 
THE SORCERESS WAR
 
The years following the cataclysm saw profound political changes that affected the balance of power. The President for Life, Vinzer Deling, attempted to unify the western continent of Galbadia under the banner of a military dictatorship, while the sorceress Adel, a despotic tyrant who used her magical powers to perpetuate her reign, made Esthar her plaything. The horrors attributed to Adel terrify the Estharians to this day. Her lust for power was unfettered: eighteen years before present day events, Hyne’s successor attacked Galbadia and attempted to impose her rule on the western continent. And so, the conflict—known as the “Sorceress War”—began. Adel opted to use Esthar’s technological prowess exclusively for military research, which ruined the 
surrounding environment: lakes dried up, leaving vast expanses of totally uninhabitable desert land. Despite having superior numbers and better technology, the Estharian troops faced strong resistance from those of Galbadia, forcing Adel to change tactics. Having learned of the crystal pillar, which had crashed into the southern continent and annihilated the Centra civilization long ago, she decided to have it dug up and studied. Esthar’s elite scientists, led by Dr. Odine, constructed a gigantic metal structure to surround the pillar. It was dubbed “Lunatic Pandora,” alluding to Adel’s plan to use it to trigger a new Lunar Cry in Galbadia. Such a scheme would involve unleashing calamitous power for purely megalomaniacal purposes. Preliminary tests were encouraging, but the environment paid the price once again: a large crater materialized near Esthar, henceforth separating it from the continent of Trabia.4
 
Lunatic Pandora, however, was not Esthar’s only military asset, and the furious arms race continued. It was Dr. Odine who developed a revolutionary technology that would definitively change the nature of combat. The scientist had been conducting experiments on entities known as “Guardian Forces” (often abbreviated as “GF”) for quite some time: these entities were spirits that could reside in both objects and living creatures. Dr. Odine finally succeeded in developing a device capable of junctioning these forces to human beings. This gave humans increased capabilities (strength, speed, resistance, etc.) and the intermittent ability to summon the creatures (and thus inflict significant damage on their opponents). This new technology also enabled humans to use magic by “drawing it” from the environment, both from monsters and from other “draw points” disseminated in nature. This form of magic, bearing no relation to that of Hyne’s successors, was referred to as “para-magic.” It was unfortunate for Adel that only the elite members of her army could use the Guardian Forces and para-magic, which were inaccessible to her other soldiers. Even more importantly, it was discovered that prolonged use of Guardian Forces led to significant memory loss. In the end, these technological advances did not allow Esthar to take over Galbadia.
 

 
GALBADIA, MARTIAL LAW, AND EXPANSIONISM
 
The war against Esthar enabled Galbadia to extend its influence throughout the western continent. During the Sorceress War, the cities of Timber and Dollet were conquered under a dubious pretext: the necessity of unifying the continent to oppose Esthar. Nevertheless, Galbadia’s usurpation of power was met with resistance, and the rebels could be quite tenacious. Indeed, while the Dollet Dukedom fell quickly, the situation was more complicated in Timber. The population formed pockets of resistance and tried to repel the invader, but it wasn’t enough to overcome Galbadia. Many people lost their lives, and Timber was subsequently subjected to martial law, which remains in effect to this day. The invasion was an opportunity for Galbadia to exploit Timber’s abundant natural resources, beginning with the vast forested areas surrounding the former city-state that gave the city its name. No one quite knows when the Galbadian army succeeded in acquiring para-magic. In any event, these soldiers ultimately learned how to channel Guardian Forces. This helped restore the balance of power between Galbadia and Esthar, to the point of making the conflict’s outcome quite uncertain. It was also during this period that Estharian scientists deserted their homeland and founded the city of Fisherman’s Horizon, an independent town built in the middle of the ocean. A double-track rail network runs through it and links the eastern and western continents. This network has gone unused since the beginning of the war.
 

 
SOLDIER LAGUNA LOIRE
 
Laguna Loire is a Galbadian soldier who took part in the invasion of Timber. Like many young people of his generation, he embraced a military career due to the political situation, not because he felt any real calling. He secretly dreams of becoming a reporter and traveling the world. Laguna has two friends in the army, Kiros Seagill and Ward Zabac. Unbeknownst to Laguna, these two men will play a determining role in the exceptional destiny that awaits him. The three soldiers have grown accustomed to sharing their joys and sorrows after each mission, often meeting up at a hotel bar in Deling (the capital of Galbadia and home to the eponymous dictator). It isn’t long before Laguna falls in love with Julia Heartilly, the bar pianist. One evening, after receiving encouragement from his two companions, Laguna takes matters into his own hands and approaches the artist (with a touching degree of awkwardness). Contrary to all expectations, the beautiful pianist is not immune to her admirer’s charm and even invites him up to her room. Once there, the two share their dreams and aspirations with one another: Laguna reveals that he’d like to leave the army to become a journalist, and Julia confides that she wants to be a singer. She also confesses that meeting Laguna has given her the inspiration to write her first song. Their conversation is abruptly interrupted when Kiros shows up and tells Laguna that they have just been called away on an important mission. Unfortunately, the burgeoning love between Julia and the young soldier will never have time to blossom: they don’t know it yet, but a sequence of events will prevent them from ever seeing one another again.
 
The three soldiers’ new mission is to go to the Centra excavation site, where the crystal pillar crashed. It is intended to be a simple reconnaissance mission to monitor the activities of the Estharians; Project Lunatic Pandora is only in its infancy. The labyrinthine layout of the site severely tests Laguna’s already limited sense of direction. The trio is quickly spotted and eventually cornered on the edge of a cliff. Although they take a strong stand against their opponents, the three friends are forced to escape by plunging into the ocean far below. This vertiginous fall seriously wounds Laguna, who is knocked unconscious and swept away by the current.
 

 
THE RAID
 
Months pass, and Julia still hasn’t received any news from Laguna. When she learns that he never returned from his last mission, the beautiful pianist sinks into a deep depression. She goes on to write her first song, entitled “Eyes on Me.” The song’s lyrics clearly evoke the initial stirrings of her lost love. The song becomes a hit throughout the Galbadian continent. Julia will eventually find refuge in the arms of Fury Caraway, an important figure in the Galbadian army. That same year, she will give birth to their child: Rinoa Heartilly.
 
Around the same time, Adel launches a major campaign to find a sorceress to replace her and inherit her powers. She sends Estharian troops throughout the world to help her locate a successor, but the search does not produce immediate results. Although scores of young girls are kidnapped, Adel cannot find one to her liking; the rash of kidnappings continue, but there is still no successor in sight.
 
Like the residents of so many other towns and hamlets, those in the war-stricken village of Winhill witness the arrival of Estharian troops, who have come to search for a prospective new sorceress. The village is deprived of most of its men, who have gone to the front. The people defend themselves to the best of their ability, but they are unable to prevent the young village girls from being kidnapped. Only little Ellone evades capture. Since her parents died protecting her, she is taken in by a villager named Raine, who decides to look after her. Not long afterward, the village inhabitants discover the body of a severely wounded Galbadian solider, who has washed ashore. It is none other than Laguna. Raine spends the next six months nursing the young man back to health. Laguna, Ellone, and Raine eventually become close and begin to feel very much like a family.
 
Once Laguna has fully recovered from his wounds, he decides to stay in Winhill. Each day, he hunts the monsters that infest the village streets, a sign of the gratitude he feels for the inhabitants. One day, his friend Kiros pays him a visit and tells him about Julia and General Caraway’s marriage. He also informs Laguna that Ward, their former comrade in arms, lost his ability to speak after the debacle of their last mission. He now works in a Galbadian prison. As for Kiros, he left the army and now roams from town 
to town. The fighting rages on, and neither he nor Laguna wish to relive the hell of war. Laguna confesses that he still wants to become a journalist, but that he doesn’t want to leave Raine and Ellone. They are his family now. Kiros is surprised to leam that his friend has matured so much in just one year. Laguna’s desire to protect those he loves materializes some time later when he asks Raine to marry him. She’s surprised, but she readily accepts his proposal.
 
A few months pass, and all is well—until the day Estharian troops raid Winhill once again. This time, Ellone is captured. Laguna promises a distraught Raine that he will bring Ellone back safe and sound. He does not know that his wife is expecting a child.

 
THE BIRTH OF A LEADER
 
Laguna and Kiros go off to find Ward. Once the trio is back together, they set off in search of Ellone. The trip will not be an easy one. The sheer length of the journey means that the three men must earn money by any possible means, most notably by participating in a B movie.5 They also experience a series of accidents en route to their destination. Laguna winds up injured yet again, after falling off another cliff. A Shumi tribe restores him to health, and he becomes a friend of the tribe.6 This new mishap will prevent him from resuming his journey for nearly six months. After these twists and turns, Laguna finally arrives at the Lunatic Pandora Laboratory, where Ellone is supposedly being detained. Unfortunately, the three friends are captured by Estharian soldiers. They are all sentenced to perform maintenance work in the laboratory basement. Another detainee tells Laguna that there is a resistance movement opposing Adel; it is still in its infancy. Recognizing that Laguna has the makings of 
a leader, his cellmate soon proposes that he take on the task of liberating the Estharian people. Laguna is skeptical: why him? He already has enough trouble taking care of himself—how can he lead a popular uprising? Days go by, and Laguna continues to consider the proposition. Ultimately, ensuing events drive him to rebel against the Estharian guards. Joined by Kiros and Ward, he manages to escape. While leaving the laboratory, Laguna runs into his cellmate. The detainee introduces him to Dr. Odine’s assistant, who is also part of the resistance and therefore the best source of available information. Hence, Laguna learns that Dr. Odine is obsessed with Ellone: the girl has the power to send an individual’s consciousness back in time. This is a power that also interests Adel. Terrified for his adoptive daughter, Laguna decides to return to the lab and grill Dr. Odine: he needs to find out where Ellone is being held. After a lengthy chase, Laguna succeeds in cornering the scientist. Eventually, the latter confesses that the girl is at the Sorceress Research Center in Esthar. The three friends immediately take off. They infiltrate the research center and manage to free Ellone, who is still very weak from the months of experimentation she endured. Dr. Odine, however, managed to replicate his main research subject’s brain waves by means of a machine before this event, and he now has the same time-related powers at his disposal.
 
Laguna’s success confirms his leadership potential. He officially joins the resistance and devises a plan to defeat Adel and put an end to her tyrannical rule.

 
THE END OF A TYRANT
 
Members of the resistance manage to persuade Dr. Odine to help them in their quest for emancipation. Laguna and the scientist devise a plan to trap the sorceress without having to directly confront her: they decide to exploit Adel’s obsession with Ellone and use a hologram of the girl to entrap her in a special chamber that will neutralize her powers. The ruse is a resounding success, and the chamber that imprisons Adel is launched into space. It is recovered by the Estharian space station. However, no one could have predicted that the waves generated by the chamber would interfere with the worldwide wireless network. This ends up being 
the price of overthrowing a tyrant. As a precautionary measure, Lunatic Pandora’s crystal pillar is cast into the ocean to prevent any new catastrophes.
 
Once the Estharian people are liberated, the Sorceress War ends; the people of Galbadia and Esthar lay down their arms. Laguna is then appointed President of Esthar. One of his first presidential actions is to isolate the city from the rest of the world, based on the premise that Dr. Odine’s inventions could be misused.
 
Kiros and Ward also decide to stay in Esthar and serve as Laguna’s top advisors. Due to the somber climate that lingers in the city, Laguna decides to send Ellone back to Winhill. There, the young girl reunites with her adoptive mother, but Raine dies soon afterward due to complications from childbirth. Raine and Laguna’s infant son is named Squall. The inhabitants of Winhill send Ellone and the baby to an orphanage on the southern continent; it is run by a woman named Edea Kramer. A short time later, Laguna receives news of Raine’s death.7

 
THE NEW GENERATION
 
The Sorceress War left many children orphaned. Some of these children found refuge in Edea Kramer’s orphanage. They are yet unaware of the fate that awaits them. In addition to Ellone and Squall (who goes by the surname Leonhart), the orphanage is home to Zell Dincht, Selphie Tilmitt, Irvine Kinneas, Quistis Trepe, and Seifer Almasy. Each child already possesses important character traits: Squall and Seifer are obstinate rivals; Selphie can be snarky (especially toward Zell); and Quistis is the bossy one of the bunch, as well as Selphie’s constant companion (up until adolescence). All the children are happy living in the orphanage, far away from the conflicts that continue to agitate the Galbadian continent and its major cities.
 
None of the children realize that their Matron will soon become a sorceress. Although Edea has not yet inherited Hyne’s powers,8 the young woman has already demonstrated a natural 
talent for magic. She is careful to hide this from the children, as she does not want to frighten them.
 
One day, Edea receives the most unexpected of visits. As if by magic, two people suddenly appear in the courtyard of her orphanage: a young man dressed in black leather and a strange-looking woman who is seriously injured. Edea quickly realizes that the woman is a sorceress and that she is dying. Edea is aware that the sorceress must transfer her powers before she can die in peace. To put an end to the woman’s suffering and avoid the children’s involvement in magic, Edea decides to accept the magical powers herself. The sorceress draws her last breath. The young man then addresses Edea as “Matron.” She suddenly realizes that it is Squall, who has come from the apparently not-so-distant future. The young man explains his mission: as a Balamb Garden University SeeD, he belongs to a special anti-sorceress unit that Edea herself created. A SeeD? A university? Edea is troubled and doesn’t fully understand what is happening. Nevertheless, this strange meeting will trigger a series of events: one that will determine not only the future of the orphanage children, but the fate of all humankind.

 
TRAINING AND DESTINY
 
Edea and her husband Cid decide to establish the university that the future Squall briefly described. It is to be a training center that combines classical studies and military training intended to thwart the tyrannical ambitions of sorceresses. The memory of Adel’s sinister reign only reinforces their resolve. Cid initiates the lengthy process of finding benefactors to finance this ambitious project. Ultimately, three schools are founded: one in Balamb (an island located between the eastern and western continents), a second in Galbadia, and a third in Trabia (in the snowy lands of the Bika region, on the eastern continent). All three make use of the old mobile bunkers dating back to the Centra era. Balamb Garden University (commonly referred to as BGU) receives large sums of money from a Shumi donor named NORG, who was formerly expelled from his village because of his belligerency. NORG is a fanatic businessman and agrees to finance 
BGU’s construction and management—on the condition that he is the sole proprietor. Cid’s authority is therefore limited to his role as headmaster, and his supervisors are the Garden Faculty members appointed by NORG. Although NORG’s name appears on all the administrative documents, very few students have ever laid eyes on the BGU proprietor. He lives as a recluse in the school’s basement.
 
The school’s training objective is to teach students the necessary skills to defeat sorceresses. As legacies of the Sorceress War, Guardian Forces and para-magic are authorized, and even strongly encouraged, during the military training leading up to the final exam. There is also an honor code based on discipline and moral values. The “SeeD” (BGU graduates) are often hired out as common mercenaries: a necessary evil to attain school funding, as NORG continues to emphasize. Nevertheless, their missions may in no way be incompatible with their code of conduct. As the “ambassadors” of their training centers, SeeD operatives are called upon to defend and promote the important values of duty and self-sacrifice.
 
All the orphans under Edea’s care attend one of the three schools. Squall, Zell, Quistis, and Seifer go to Balamb; Selphie studies at Trabia; and Irvine attends Galbadia. Edea, however, envisions a different future for Ellone. She is aware of the danger inherent in the young girl’s powers and fears that they may be coveted by ill-intentioned individuals. Thus, the former Matron decides to create an elite SeeD faction whose sole mission is to protect Ellone. She quickly procures a ship so that the faction can remain on the move and asks the operatives to keep their location, as well as their very existence, a secret. This elite force is named the “White SeeD.”

 
THE PRELUDE TO A NEW WAR
 
Twelve years go by. The universities of Trabia, Balamb, and Galbadia train a young military elite whose members are very involved in contemporary conflicts. Balamb’s very first SeeD operatives are sent all around the world. They take part in local resistance and opposition efforts that are in line with their altruistic 
values. Geopolitical boundaries have not changed since the end of the Sorceress War. Galbadian imperialism continues to take its toll on Timber and Dollet; only Esthar has remained in isolation.
 
An event then puts an end to this relative balance. Under indeterminate circumstances, the sorceress Ultimecia takes possession of Edea. This is the same sorceress who accompanied the future Squall to Edea’s orphanage and passed on her powers before dying. In a distant future, Ultimecia has access to Dr. Odine’s machine, which allows her to replicate Ellone’s powers (albeit to a lesser degree), and she makes use of it to control Edea. Her plan is two-fold. First, she intends to ruthlessly annihilate the SeeD (since her destiny is to be killed by a legendary SeeD from the past). Her second goal is to find Ellone. Indeed, the sorceress intends to use Ellone’s powers to cause a time compression, fusing past, present, and future in an immutable status quo and enabling Ultimecia to absorb both time and space to become an immortal deity.
 
The loving and philanthropic woman who married Cid Kramer thus fades away and is replaced by her very antithesis: an egocentric and evil sorceress who does not bother to hide her appetite for destruction. Believing that Edea will come to her senses, Cid does not inform the SeeD of these events, although the force was created precisely to deal with this type of situation. Edea travels to Galbadia to propose an alliance with President Vinzer Deling. She has a plan to extend Galbadian power throughout the world. Her plan of total world domination involves a hidden agenda, but President Deling is quickly won over. His ultimate objective is to appoint Edea as an ambassador for peace, so that she can secretly use her powers to enchant the world’s most powerful political figures. They would then be under Galbadia’s control, without any military campaigns being necessary.
 
To achieve his goal, President Deling begins devising a communications strategy. Ultimately, he decides to organize a broadcast. Since the waves emitted by the chamber imprisoning Adel in space wreaked havoc on the world’s wireless network, it will be the first televised broadcast in seventeen years. The restoration of the network is effectuated by reactivating an old communications tower located in Dollet...
 

 
SQUALL LEONHART, SEED IN TRAINING
 
Squall is all grown up. Taciturn and reserved, the young man bears the scars of a difficult childhood: not only has he never known his parents, but he scarcely remembers his childhood at the orphanage.9 Like many of his comrades—including Seifer, his unrelenting rival—seventeen-year-old Squall is preparing to take the SeeD exam. Just that very morning, an overly frenzied training session left both Squall and Seifer injured, each with a large gash running from forehead to nose. After receiving some slapdash first aid, Squall follows his instructor Quistis (who has been a SeeD for a year) to a cave near the BGU campus where a Guardian Force resides. Squall needs it to help him during the field exam, scheduled for that afternoon. Since Quistis is close to her student, she teases him a little for his standoffishness, which totally irritates Squall. Quistis’ maternal attitude toward Squall isn’t new, although neither one of them remembers their common childhood at the orphanage. Squall excels in combat, manipulating his gunblade with ease, and he eventually obtains the Guardian Force before returning to the university to complete some last-minute exam preparations.
 
Things go awry when Squall is paired with Seifer for his field mission. To make matters worse, Seifer is named squad leader. Their old friend Zell (whom they have completely forgotten due to their amnesia) completes the group. Accompanied by Quistis, all three go to Balamb where they wait for the boat that is to take them to the site of their field exam. It isn’t long before Seifer begins arguing with his two classmates. The atmosphere quickly becomes oppressive. Xu, a SeeD operational supervisor, does her best to explain the nature of their mission. Dollet has requested BGU’s help in repelling the Galbadian army; three days earlier, numerous soldiers were sent to occupy the city for reasons that have yet to be determined. The SeeD trainees are tasked with the mission of driving back the occupying forces.
 
Once they arrive in Dollet, Squall witnesses the ineffectiveness of its army. The local troops are completely overwhelmed due to a paltry military budget. The reason for the Galbadian occupation soon becomes clear. The army is attempting to reactivate the city’s communications tower, which has been out of service 
for years. Seifer takes the lead, but he is reckless, abandoning the squad multiple times and disobeying orders. Once the group arrives at the foot of the tower, Seifer leaves Squall and Zell behind and, alone, takes the elevator up to the top. As they prepare to follow him, Squall and Zell run into Selphie, who is also taking the SeeD field exam. The three trainees join Seifer at the top of the tower, where he is struggling with two Galbadian soldiers named Biggs and Wedge. The soldiers somehow manage to reactive the transmission system. Having accomplished its mission, the Galbadian army immediately orders its troops to withdraw. Selphie announces the reason for her arrival: their SeeD unit must leave Dollet immediately. After an arduous escape,10 Squall, Zell, Seifer, and Selphie safely return to their ship.

 
COMMON DESTINIES
 
Back at BGU, the atmosphere remains oppressive: the students are waiting for their instructors’ ruling on their field mission performance. Squall sees Xu and Quistis sternly reprimanding Seifer for his insubordination and for endangering his squadmates. Seifer has no delusions. He knows that he will never become a SeeD. Squall, Zell, and Selphie, however, pass the exam. The headmaster informs all three of them, in person, that they are now SeeD operatives. They are surprised when Seifer congratulates them—along with his fellow Disciplinary Committee sidekicks, Raijin and Fujin—as such behavior is totally unexpected, given the young man’s inflated ego.
 
The ceremony ends with a ball, which doesn’t interest Squall in the least. As he is watching a shooting star light up the night sky, he spots a young woman who seems to be approaching him. He has never seen her before, and she doesn’t appear to be a BGU student. Neither of these things matter, however. The new SeeD is spellbound. Squall approaches her awkwardly (a hereditary trait, perhaps) and even shares a dance with her before the young woman leaves in search of her friends. Squall doesn’t know that he has just danced with the daughter of Julia Heartilly, his father 
Laguna’s old flame—who was killed in a tragic car accident twelve years earlier. Even more ironic is the fact that they waltzed to an adaptation of “Eyes on Me,” the very song that Julia wrote for Laguna: a quirk of fate and the prologue to a relationship that will profoundly transform them both.
 
Squall ends up leaving the party. He is followed by Quistis, who asks him to accompany her to the “secret area” of the university. Skeptical, the young man drags his feet but nevertheless follows his instructor. Located just beyond the combat area of the training center, which houses real monsters used for student training, the secret area resembles a balcony. It is often frequented by couples who go there to make out. Once they reach their destination, Quistis informs Squall that she was demoted because of the problems in Dollet and her choice of Seifer as squad leader. She will, however, remain a SeeD and be sent around the world on missions, just like Squall. Squall is unmoved by the sincerity of her confession and doesn’t utter a word. Lost in thought, he finally says that he doesn’t want to be troubled by the burdens of others and that he is incapable of empathy. Quistis is clearly upset by Squall’s assertion. Realizing that there is nothing to be gained, Quistis retraces her steps and is soon followed by Squall. At the entrance to the combat area, they see a young woman in trouble: she is being attacked by a flying monster. After Squall and Quistis come to her aid, they see SeeD operatives in white uniforms appear out of nowhere. The group promises to keep the young stranger safe. Although Squall has just helped Ellone, he has no memory of her. Neither Quistis nor Squall attach much importance to this singular event, and they both go off to bed.

 
THE RESISTANCE
 
The next morning, Squall receives his very first mission as a SeeD. He is ordered to accompany Selphie and Zell to Timber. They are to assist the Forest Owls, a resistance group opposed to Galbadian occupation. Something strange happens aboard the transcontinental train en route to their destination: the three SeeD rookies pass out at the same time and have a strange dream. In the dream, a Galbadian solider named Laguna Loire returns 
from his mission to Timber and shares a tender moment with Julia, the pianist with whom he is secretly in love. This is, of course, not a dream at all. It constitutes sudden access to a past event, a vision invoked by Ellone, who hopes to change the course of time. Upon awakening, all three SeeD operatives are perplexed. Although they find it bizarre that they have just shared the same dream, they decide not to pursue the matter just yet and, instead, focus on their mission. Once in Timber, they meet up with Watts, a member of the local resistance. He welcomes them to rebel headquarters and introduces them to Zone (the leader of the Forest Owls), whose father (like Watt’s) died seventeen years earlier in the fight against Galbadia. Squall is surprised to see the young woman he danced with at the university ball. Her name is Rinoa. She is also a member of the resistance movement opposing Galbadia, but that’s not all... Rinoa’s attendance at the ball was motivated by her desire to meet Cid Kramer and ask for the SeeD unit’s assistance in liberating Timber. It was Seifer, her former boyfriend, who introduced her to the BGU headmaster. The young woman is clearly disappointed when Squall informs her that Seifer failed the SeeD exam.
 
 

 
 
After this unexpected reunion, Squall joins Watts, Zone, Selphie, and Zell in the resistance operations room, where Zone explains their mission. A few days earlier, the leader of the Forest Owls managed to lay his hands on a confidential Galbadian document announcing President Vinzer Deling’s impending arrival in Timber. The plan is, of course, to abduct the dictator. After hijacking the train and isolating the president’s car, the SeeD operatives realize that Deling is one step ahead of them: the person they’ve just captured is a body double. The real Deling is on his way to the city’s television studio to broadcast a video message to the world, an event made possible by the reactivation of the Dollet transmission tower just a few days earlier. While the mission is a failure, the Forest Owls see this as the perfect opportunity to proclaim Timber’s independence. They decide to infiltrate the television studio during the transmission. Unconvinced, Squall asks to see the contract between the Forest Owls and the SeeD. He is surprised to discover that the contract remains in effect until Timber is liberated from the Galbadian occupation. Squall, Zell, and Selphie immediately set off for the studio where Deling 
is to make his broadcast. Outside, the three SeeD operatives are shocked to see Seifer and Quistis barge into the studio just as the president is about to begin his speech and introduce Edea as the “new ambassador for peace.” Seifer takes Deling hostage and threatens to kill him unless he liberates Timber. Quistis tries to contain the young man. Apparently, upon hearing that the mission was entrusted to people he considers incompetent, Squall’s unrelenting rival escaped from BGU’s disciplinary area and made his way to Timber. Squall, Zell, and Selphie finally manage to infiltrate the studio. While Zell is trying to reason with Seifer, he inadvertently mentions Balamb Garden University. This is a serious mistake that blows everyone’s cover, and President Deling vows to retaliate against them. Edea suddenly appears. She wins Seifer over by promising him that she will make him the man he’s always wanted to be. The sorceress then disappears, taking Seifer with her, and President Deling takes advantage of the ensuing confusion to make his escape. Upon leaving the studio, Squall runs into Rinoa. She informs him that the Forest Owl’s headquarters have been destroyed, but that no one was seriously injured. The mission is thus a complete fiasco, and the ensuing political consequences will be serious.

 
IN ENEMY TERRITORY
 
The SeeD operatives have their backs to the wall. Squall and Rinoa start to bicker. The young man reproaches Rinoa for her inexperience and recklessness, while she informs the SeeD that he is cold and aloof. Unsure of their next move, they decide to rely on school rules. The latter state that, if they are unable to return to BGU, all SeeD operatives must report to the nearest university. In their case, this is Galbadia. The situation has become rather complicated, and Zell is wracked with guilt. Zone succeeds in getting Rinoa and the SeeD operatives out of Timber. They manage to escape from the Galbadian reinforcements who have arrived following the attempt to abduct their president. The group sets off on the long journey to Galbadia Garden University. This time, Squall, Selphie, and Quistis pass out en route, and the dream they share is much like the one experienced on the train to Timber. All three relive Laguna, Kiros, and Ward’s 
disastrous mission to the Centra excavation site, which left Laguna seriously injured after he jumped off the cliff. Upon awakening, the SeeD operatives try to explain this strange phenomenon to Rinoa, who is obviously not affected by these sudden losses of consciousness. Nonetheless, given their dire situation, they once again agree to set the matter aside and concentrate on their biggest problem: how to resolve the nascent diplomatic crisis between Galbadia and Balamb. Upon arriving at Galbadia Garden University, the SeeD operatives are admitted and left alone in a waiting room. Quistis assumes the role of representing the three SeeD rookies and goes off to plead their case with the school’s management. She returns a few minutes later with both good news and bad news. First of all, Seifer’s attack on President Deling is considered an isolated incident—and, therefore, not Balamb’s fault. Consequently, the SeeD forces are not being hunted down. However, Quistis has been told that Seifer was sentenced to death and executed. The news has the effect of a bombshell. Even Zell, who disliked Seifer, appears deeply affected. Rinoa is inconsolable, but Squall’s reaction is the most surprising of them all. While the others begin sharing stories of their late classmate’s remarkable feats, Squall is overcome with panic. He imagines his comrades talking about him in the past tense, and he can’t handle it. He quickly exits the waiting room and stumbles upon Seifer’s two best friends, Raijin and Fujin, who have been sent to relay orders. With a heavy heart, Squall tells them about his rival’s death. Seifer’s two friends cannot believe the news.
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