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PART ONE
 Best Of All
 
 This is a story of rogues and outsiders. Of thieves, liars, and the worst kinds of men. It also tells of great justice and extraordinary feats of bravery. There is love, life, laughter, and the brightest of souls. There is also hatred, death, and the darkness within. This is a story of hearts, and it is also a story of stars.  
 

“One fully knows the value of life when they are comfortable with mortality to the point that they're ready to die. They've seen enough, done enough and are ready for eternal peace. Yet when the moment of death arrives their heart swells and they cry out in fear, defiance, and with great desire their wish to live: "I don't want to die yet!" I do not know these people, but I pray every night that someone will grant them their wish. Not only do I see the value of my life, but theirs as well.”  



 -Leoric Swift
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It was snowing on the evening of February 1, 20XX as an anxious Ryan Swift paced back and forth in a busy hospital corridor. It was the kind of climate controlled place that never seemed to get the temperature right, for healthy people at least, and the smell of disinfectants gave him a sick feeling. He reached up and pushed his chestnut brown hair out of his eyes, only to have it flop back down his brow. Marceline Swift, having seen her husband so worked up, suggested that he step outside for some air. He wasn't sure how the narrow, brightly lit hallway of a place he'd only been to when he was sick, or dying, was going to help him relax.
 “Trust me honey, we've got time.” she said, but it had already been ten minutes since he had stepped into the hallway. Ryan worried that if he actually went outside he might miss it all. What was taking so long? Was the baby taking the bus?
 A nurse poked her head out of the delivery room and asked “Captain Swift?”
 “He's here!” Ryan exclaimed with a mixture of joy and relief. He walked into the room and the entire ward heard him cry out in fear.
 “Sir please calm down. It's only your wife.” the nurse said.
 “B-but...her...it...my god!” Ryan proceeded to freak out. What he had seen that day could not be unseen as they say. Marceline then gave a shout and pushed. Ryan wasn't sure if he could take this much longer. How could childbirth be so brutal and violent?
 “Marceline! What have I done to you!? I'm so, so sorry!” he fell to his knees. How did it ever come to this!?
 Marceline did two cycles of breathing exercises and then gave her husband a smile.
 “Baby...you're doing...unh...juuust...fine!” she attempted to comfort her husband.
 To Ryan she looked beautiful. Like a goddess of victory on the battlefield, with her damp blonde bangs clinging to her forehead and a fierce look of determination in her gray eyes. Then he looked down again.
 “OH MY GOD, NO!” He lost it once again.
 “Hang...unh...in there!” she encouraged her husband between pushes. Ryan had finished gearing up in a surgeon's mask, surgical gown, and latex gloves; determined to help his beloved wife and approaching child in anyway possible when the doctor stood up.  
 “You have a boy!” the doctor announced.  
 Ryan looked at his son dangling upside down in the doctors grip. When his eyes did not open and he made no sound, Ryan quickly became worried for his son.
 “Say Doc, shouldn't you smack his butt or something?” as he began slapping his own face.
 The doctor did indeed plan to lay hands on the child, but as he pulled back his hand a pair of lazy brown eyes opened and found Ryan's.
 “Whoa, chill!” Ryan threw up his hands “Don't hit him! He's cool, he's alright!”
 Upon seeing the hysterical look on his father's face the baby laughed. Ryan gave a sigh of relief and smiled at his son “Leo!” he said and took his son to sit on the bed alongside Marceline.  
 She put her finger out and Leo grabbed it “He's amazing!” she said and kissed his little hand.
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 Leoric grew into an energetic young boy, full of curiosity. At night his father would lift him onto his broad shoulders and take him out into the yard to see the stars. He would point out planets and constellations as he told his son stories of daring adventures, risky missions, and epic space battles. When the other kids would play war, he was always the first to join a team as a leader, support, or any of the other roles. He had an early fondness for action, tactics, and strategy and did not care what his role was as long as he could play. During holidays his mother would help him bake snacks to bring in for the class which earned him the favor of his peers. When rainy days came Marceline would sing to him as he tried to accompany her by guitar.
 From time to time Ryan would bring his military buddies home, and it became a tradition to challenge Swift's boy with trivia about ships and cosmic battles. To their amusement and approval, Leoric often showed himself quite knowledgeable about these subjects. As he grew older, those visiting the Swift household would bring technical publications such as manuals and magazines for the young captain in training to read. One such visitor named Zachary Method, Ryan's closest friend, shared Ryan and Marceline's pride and excitement for Leoric's potential. Despite always worrying for her son's safety, Marceline agreed to let Leoric sit in the cockpit of Zach's Personal Fighter Class Cruiser, and once he grew older he was even allowed to fly it short distances.
 Over time Ryan began to notice that his son had a penchant towards sticking up for other kids whether with his words or his hands. While they were proud of their son's good intentions, both parents agreed that Leoric would get himself into too much trouble someday. As a precaution, Ryan taught his son to box when he was old enough for two reasons: the first was so that his son would be able to defend himself and the second was discipline. He wished for his son to know his own strength and what he was capable of. All things considered Leoric was very happy throughout his early childhood. However, the blessing of innocence quickly fades as ignorance recedes and reality rears it's ugly head.
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 It was a crazy hot summer in 20XX as tensions between The Empire and The Rebel Faction reached a fever pitch. This was also the year that a squadron of rebel bombers broke through Earth's defenses. Their primary targets were military installations and government buildings, but contempt for the upper class led to the idea of punishing the decadent citizens who lived in luxury.  
 Leoric was walking home from school when the first bomb landed, and at first he didn't know what was going on. Construction work? Fireworks during the day? The word terrorist attack simply was not in his register yet. Then the sirens began to wail and he knew that something must be wrong. Another bomb struck as if to blast away any chance that this was an accident and the growing dread in the pit of Leoric's stomach urged him to get home immediately.  
 He stuck to side streets and alleyways, knowing that if he tried to move down any main streets he'd run into panicked crowds of people. During emergencies, crowds tend to take on a mob mentality complete with pushing and shoving, and the last thing Leoric wanted was to die by being trampled. His palms were sweaty and the sound of his heartbeat thudded in his ears like a sledge hammer. The explosions were getting nearer, closing in on him, and he broke into a full sprint as a bomber plummeted into a row of houses a few streets over, the resulting impact spew smoke and ash into the surrounding area. Leoric wasn't expecting this and inhaled a lungful of the choking death. He wretched, coughed, spit and sputtered as he turned down another alleyway to escape. Once he was clear, he stopped to breathe; his mouth dry and lungs on fire. He became aware of fire all around him now. Buildings he had seen everyday, towers of brick and glass that hadn't caught his eye before now blazed insanely as if waving at him with glowing hands. The sickly sweet smell of burning wood coming from nearby houses cloyed at his nose and he put his hand over his face. The idea came to him that people were dying, maybe his mom too. He pushed these thoughts from his mind and set off running again, but after only running down a block he heard the sound of a voice screaming in pain. Pain, agony and fear. This too he pushed from his mind. Leoric wanted nothing more than to stop and help that person, but he knew he could not. Even if it damned him to hell, he had to leave that person to their fate. Even if their fate was death; he had to get home and help his mother.
 After a few moments that seemed like hours to him, Leoric emerged from an alleyway on his block. His house was within sight and he began running towards it at full speed. Just then he heard another screaming voice. He looked to see who was screaming and cursed himself under his breath. Sure it's wrong, but it's one thing to hear something and not respond. The less you know the better you feel. However Leoric was looking at this screaming person, a child slightly younger than himself, as he waved his hands from the second floor of a burning house. Their eyes met, and he was now calling out to Leoric for help. This he could not ignore, but everything was on fire including the lawn beneath the window. The kid was going to have to jump, but fire obviously didn't enhance his chances of being caught by Leoric, or making a safe landing by himself. Leoric looked around the front yard and in the driveway saw a car with a tarp on it. Close enough he thought. He dragged the tarp off of the car and managed to throw it on the fire, smothering it without burning himself.
 Leoric cupped his hands to his face and shouted “Jump!”
 “I can't!” the kid whined back.  
 Leoric pointed a finger up at the kid and roared “Wrong! The correct answer is 'okay'! Now jump or die!”
 That kid must have believed him, because he summoned what courage he could and jumped. Leoric did catch him, but stumbled and fell backwards onto the tarp.
 “Sh-!” Leoric hopped back up instantly and ran out into the street with the kid still in his arms. The tarp, while having successfully smote the fire, remained very hot to the touch. He regained his composure and set the kid down.
 “You okay?” Leoric said, rubbing his own backside, and hoping that he didn't burn anything important. Like his butt and junk.
 The kid nodded vigorously as if his enthusiastic head bobbing said it all. Leoric supposed that it would have to do in this situation.
 “Where are your parents?” Leoric asked.
 “At work.” the kid replied.
 Not good. There wasn't a chance that the downtown district made it out of this unscathed. Also from the sound of approaching explosions Leoric concluded that another bombing was about to begin.
 He put his hand out and said “Okay. Stick with me. We're gonna go get my mom and head somewhere safe.”  
 “Thanks!” the kid said and took Leoric's hand.
 “Don't sweat it. Now let's move and stay close to me. My house is right over there, but a bomb could hit at any second.”
 These words would haunt Leoric for years to come, as if he had summoned catastrophically bad luck with his jinxing statement of coincidental misfortune.
 They ran up the block, but just as they got there, the kid stopped to look up and Leoric lost grip of his hand. He turned around to shout to the kid to keep it moving but the earsplitting boom of a bomb blast cut him off. Leoric moved to shield the kid from any debris that might come flying at them, and when it was over he checked himself for any injuries. Miraculously, he hadn't been struck with any shrapnel or debris. The house next door to his had been completely wiped out and half of his had collapsed. At any second the rest could come crashing down and Leoric knew that he would need to act fast.
 He turned to the kid and said “Okay. I'll be right back, so stay put. Got it?”  
 “Okay...” the kid answered with a sadness and reluctance that went unnoticed by Leoric as he rushed into the ruins of his once happy home.
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 “Mom...? Mom! Are you here? Holler if you hear me!” Leoric called out, but had to cover his face again as more smoke assailed his lungs. “God, I'm getting tired of all of this smoke.” he said in a muffled voice. As quickly and as carefully as possible he made his way to the living room and stopped cold. He had seen the damage from the outside, but the view from the inside was mortifying. To him it looked like someone picked up his entire living room and dashed it against a wall. Furniture was overturned, the floor was littered with the glass of family pictures and fragments of various knickknacks and mementos that had once sat on the mantle. Speaking of which, the fireplace laid in a crumpled heap by a yawning hole in the wall, and through it he could see the remains of his neighbor's house. He thought that if he looked at the rubble just a little closer, couldn't he see...? Leoric shook his head to clear away this thought. Death was all around him now and it was getting to be a bit too much for him. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, letting it exhale slowly. Just then he heard what sounded like a cough and whipped around to see where it came from. Then he saw her. His mother was pinned beneath a support beam, shards of a broken mirror scattered all around her. He wasted no time getting to her, vaulting over furniture and nearly crashing into a table along the way.
 Leoric couldn't hide the fear in his voice and croaked “Oh mom. Oh no no. Mom no!”  
 A thought crept into his mind that he had been too late. Far too late.
 Marceline Swift's voice was faint, but Leoric heard her words as if they were the only sound in the universe “Leo...I was going to come find you...but then I remembered how much you've grown. I knew you would come. You're just like your father.”  
 He stared at her smile, and how her smile formed two small dimples on her cheeks, as he brushed away a few strands of hair covering her gray eyes. He stared at everything about her so he can burn the image of his mother into his mind. She was pale and trembling but somewhere deep inside she still made Leoric feel safe. This woman had protected Leoric for so long that he couldn't believe his eyes. This is impossible he thought. His mother was dying. Leoric's eyes began to burn and he blinked them rapidly to clear the tears that began to obscure his vision.  
 It had been an odd quirk that was rare for him, but when Leoric was distressed he repeated himself “We've gotta go, gotta go now mom. It's too dangerous here.”
 He was becoming so overwhelmed with grief that he found it hard to keep himself together. So overwhelmed that he began to forget about the bombing, began to forget about anything else that might be going on. He choked a sob and felt ashamed. He didn't feel like his father at all. He really just felt slow and weak. Above all he felt stupid. What could he do now? What was he even thinking, trying to be a hero?
 His palms were still sweaty as he placed his hands on the support beam and tried to lift it off her. The sneakers he wore skidded on the hardwood floor as he pulled desperately. It didn't even budge. Leoric grit his teeth and tried again only to have his feet slide even more. Growing frustrated with his inability to help his mother, he readjusted his stance and put full strength into this next pull. This time he did manage to lift it, but it wasn't enough and if he did try to move it he was certain he'd only drop it back onto his mother. Just as hope had died in his heart, the beam slowly started to move. He looked around and saw the kid he'd saved, struggling and straining to pull the beam away from Leoric's mother.
 Ignoring the fact that the kid was actually helping, Leoric scolded him for being reckless “I told you to stay outside kid! It's too dangerous!”  
 The kid's face screwed up into what looked like a mixture of bravery and defiance “I'm Marvin! I'm helping!”  
 With Leoric lifting and Marvin pulling, they managed to drop the beam safely on the floor and free Marceline.
 Leoric knelt back down by his mother's side “Okay mom. I know that it's not a good idea to move you, but we need to get out of the house now!”
 With the beam gone, Marceline's voice had regained it's melodic quality. However it still remained dreadfully faint “Leo...I love you so much... and I always will.” she said.
 “I love you too mom.” Leoric said and went to change positions to lift her up, but she placed a hand on his forearm.  
 In a voice that sounded like the wind rustling the dead leaves of a tree, Marceline called his name.  
 “Leo...”
 Her eyes no longer could focus, and when Leo touched her hand it was ice cold.
 Fear cascaded over his mind “Mom!?” he cried out.  
 “Hug me.” she said.
 Leoric did so was told without another word. He grabbed her by the shoulders and sat her up. She then looked at her son, her pride and joy. He had his father's jawline that made his smile seem so big and happy. He had her piercing eyes if only in size and shape, but not color, and when she looked into them she could see his strong spirit. She smiled to herself, amused, when she realized that he could use a haircut. All in all, she loved her beautiful, wonderful boy.
 He wrapped his arms around her and Marceline Swift hugged her son for the last time. She then whispered into his ear “Take care of your father...”  
 “Mom don't die...please don't die...” he whispered back.
 “I love you...”  
 Leoric buried his face in her shoulder and sobbed “I love you too.”  
 Then her hands dropped and the leaves rustled no more. Now his home had begun to collapse the rest of the way. Swift hadn't noticed when Marvin came to stand by his shoulder, but heard him when he spoke.
 He hesitated, but reluctantly suggested “Hey... we should go.”  
 These were complete strangers to Marvin, but this older boy had stopped to save his life when he didn't have to. He didn't want to rush him at such a sad time, but the situation was getting worse by the second.
 Leoric agreed with him. However he couldn't stand to leave his mother's body behind to be crushed or burned up by the fire that now began to spread throughout the house.
 Leoric turned to Marvin with tears in his eyes.  
 “Help me get her outside? Please?”  
 The two boys had a hard time moving Marceline's body through the wreckage of the living room. Marvin was smaller and struggled to keep his grip on her feet, yet they managed to make it out just before the house collapsed. They sat on the front curb for some time before a passing medevac spotted them. Marvin was sitting next to Leoric, who was sitting next to his mother's body with his tear stained face buried in his arms. A young paramedic approached them.
 “Is she still alive?” he asked them.
 Marvin closed his eyes and shook his head. Leoric let out a low sob.
 “What are your names?” the paramedic knelt in front of them.
 “I'm Marvin McCalister IV” Marvin said.
 “Leoric Swift.” Leoric grunted.
 “Thank goodness Marvin! Your parents are safe and sound at the bomb shelter Marvin. I'll take you to them.” The paramedic turned to Leoric and did not speak at first “...And Leoric Swift.” he said “That must mean...” A look of unease spread across his face. His gaze went from the body to the house and back to the two boys “That's Marceline Swift. I'm so sorry. Your father contacted us when the bombing first began, but we couldn't get here in time. The entire city was under siege. I'm sorry for this too but-”
 “Orphanage.” Leoric cut him off before he could finish.  
 Stories like this have a way of spreading among children with parents in the military, so it was no surprise to him where he was going to live.
 “It's only until your father gets home.” the paramedic said.
 Leoric and Marvin said their goodbyes when the second medevac arrived. Marvin got in the medevac that would take him to the shelter, but Leoric didn't enter his own at first. He watched solemnly as they placed his mother in a body bag and loaded her into the back. It had been the last time he would see her again.
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 Leoric kept to himself during the first week at the orphanage and spoke very little. The boys there seemed a bit rough, with an airport's share of baggage. Leoric already had his own to shoulder, so he decided to fly solo until his father came to pick him up. It had been a few hours since he arrived, and he was sitting in the lobby reading a mystery novel when his father called.
 Ryan's loud and enthusiastic voice sent cheer brimming through the audio speakers “Leo! I've missed you so much!”
 “I've missed you too dad.” Leoric said, which was very true. Hearing his father's voice was a great relief that brought him so much happiness.
 Some of the cheer in Ryan's voice gave way to concern, and if there was a video display or hologram for this transmitter, then Swift knew that his father's face would be full of worry.  
 “How are you holding up?” Ryan asked.
 Leoric really didn't feel okay. His mother was dead and only with him in memory. Plus he was stuck in this orphanage where he felt quite miserable and alone. Still he knew his father was on the battlefield and did not want to worry him any further. Since Leoric had never put much practice into lying, there was a subtle hollowness in his voice that Ryan's keen perception picked up on immediately “Yup yup! I'm fine dad!” he said.
 That enthusiasm, that flair had surged back into his father's voice “Well I'm worried as all get out here! So I'm coming to bust you out of there! Asap! Even if I have to steal a ship and fly it there myself!”
 “Dad...”  
 “Dead serious Leo! Zach knows a guy, who knows a guy, who knows a ninja ya know? I've got connections.” Ryan declared with the utmost confidence in his ninja connections.
 Leoric laughed out loud and yelled “Dad!”  
 It was a relief too, because he thought that he would never find laughter again after the bombing.  
 “Really? A ninja?” he asked his father incredulously.
 “A flippin' ninja! Zach is on the warpath too! Says he's gonna take down a rebel ship for each and every bomb dropped.”
 Then some of the last words Leoric's mother spoke came back to him. Take care of your father.
 The hollowness that had outlined his tone earlier had vanished “I'll be okay dad, just get here when you can.” he said, and meant it.
 His father hadn't even gotten started yet, but it was a well known fact that sadness could not stand long against the likes of Ryan Swift.
 “They're calling in a replacement for me by the end of the week. Two weeks tops. I'll call you the second that I'm on my way.” Ryan said and paused for a moment “I love you son. I know how much all of this is hurting you, and I miss your mother too. Hang in there and be strong.”
 “I love you too dad. I'll be strong.”  
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 One week had passed and by the second week Leoric was waiting by the phone everyday. Some of the other boys began to tease him for this, but he paid them no mind. There were others like him who were being taken home everyday. Soon there were less and less waiting, and eventually there was only Leoric. The caregivers had already processed him as a permanent resident by the beginning of week three, and by the end of it he no longer sat by the phone. Something was wrong. His father wasn't the type to just forget about him or allow himself to be too busy to even call. When a box came with a professional looking letter which contained carefully chosen words, words that explained the demise of his father, he wasn't surprised. He was devastated. He calmly folded the letter up and placed it back into the envelope. There wasn't anything he could do about this. There was nothing he could do about anything anymore. His life was over anyway. He set the box, which contained his father's personal belongings, in bottom of the wardrobe in the corner of his room and laid down. After a few seconds he curled into a ball and cried himself to sleep.
 The following weeks would be long and empty for Leoric. He had withdrawn and further isolated himself from the caregivers and other orphans. Zombie was the name the other orphans gave to children who would became silent loners that only ate and slept. It was also a way of marking them, letting the other kids know not to pick on them. Even at their young age the bullies at the orphanage knew that “zombies” were time bombs waiting to explode, and none of them wanted to be caught in the blast.
 During this time the orphanage's psychiatric counselor, Bob Hookanos, was called in for Leoric. In spite of being young and inexperienced Bob was sure that he could handle the job.
 Bob settled down in the seat across from Leoric and said “Hello Leoric. How are you feeling?”  
 Bob briefly looked down at his clipboard to fill out some fields on a form and looked back up when Leoric did not answer.
 “Leoric?” He asked.
 Leoric, who was fixated on a particular spot on the carpet, looked at him with barely any interest.
 “How are you feeling?” Bob tried asking again while hoping for better luck this time.
 “Bad.” was all Leoric said.
 Looks like this wasn't going to be easy, Bob thought. He had read this kid's file and it sucked. The mother had been killed during a bombing and he had watched helplessly as she died. The father, military, had died in an attack on his transport ship before he could come home to get his son from the orphanage.
 “Would you like to talk about how you feel?” Bob asked.
 “No.”  
 “Not with me?”  
 “Not with anyone.” Leoric said.
 Bob jotted down some notes on his clipboard and went to his next step.  
 “It must be a lot to deal with, having both of your parents die and leave you alone.” Bob smiled on the inside. That's what makes him a good counselor. He understands his clients. He knows exactly what they are going through. He likes to think of it as his special ability “Lots of people struggle through the sadness of losing loved ones. You're not the only one.” he said.
 Leoric stared at him for a few seconds without speaking. Then he raised his eyebrows and said “You sure know a lot. Yes, that's it. You've got it, so we're done here. This conversation is over.”  
 He didn't need people to sympathize with him, or feel pity for him. It was no secret to Leoric that people were dying during a war. Quite the opposite. However he wasn't ready for this. It was too soon to have his parent's death shoved into his face. Leoric got out of his seat and started for the door. Bob was genuinely surprised, and wondered what had gone wrong.
 “You still have an hour left.” Bob told him.
 Leoric stopped, looked back over his shoulder and said “I have a lifetime left, but this conversation is over.”  
 Leoric then walked out before Bob could say another word.
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 The orphanage has a strict dress code that every child is required to obey, and Leoric was no exception. The only problem was that due to budget mismanagement and cuts in government funding, the supply of uniforms was limited. Very limited in fact, to the extent that Leoric was issued a uniform two sizes too small for him. The cuffs of his pants rode high above his ankles and his shirt just wouldn't tuck, instead resting it's hem just below his belly button. Every time he put on his uniform he sarcastically said to himself, “It just doesn't get any better than this.” and buttoning the jacket was the deal breaker. He imagined it as a modern day torture device or inconspicuous restraint, because when he buttoned it up he found that he could barely move and that his breathing became shallow. That being the case he came down to the cafeteria for dinner one evening with the front of his jacket unbuttoned, and was stopped by a caregiver before he could even get his food.
 The caregiver poked him in the chest and shouted “You! Why is your jacket unbuttoned?”
 “It doesn't fit.” Leoric said and when he spoke it seemed as if every child in the cafeteria fell silent, their eyes on Swift and the caregiver.  
 It was serious business when a zombie finally broke their silence, and especially interesting if they blew up on a caregiver.
 “Button up your jacket.” The caregiver ordered him.
 Leoric attempted to reason with the caregiver “I can't. It doesn't fit me.”  
 He was beat on the spot and sent to bed without dinner. The next morning he woke up, got dressed, and slowly made his way with the other boys out of the main gate for school. More than a few laughed at him, and Leoric didn't blame them. When he walked, it looked like he was trying to wade through high water; his arms elevated from his sides and his shoulders moving with every step. Once he was away from the main gate and out of sight of the caregivers, he savagely ripped each button from his jacket and angrily threw them to the ground one by one.
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 On his way back from school Leoric stopped to look in the window of a hobby shop. He recalled a happy memory when he and his father had once built model ships together. Despite the smile on his face a sickening feeling of loss and emptiness surged down to the pit of his stomach. Just how in the hell did the universe expect him to make it through today, let alone tomorrow for that matter? Just as his thoughts began to slip down into a dark place, a voice broke the chain.
 “I know of a tailor who can help you if you tell him you're from the orphanage.”  
 Leoric's face screwed up. He didn't want anyone's help and felt like saying something nasty, “Look smart a-” but he stopped when he saw that the voice belonged to a short, round faced boy with shaggy blonde hair. In his cupped hands were buttons, and Leoric also noticed that this guy's knees were dirty and his shoes scuffed.
 “Those are my buttons.” Leoric said.
 “Yeah.” the boy replied “They were all over the ground and under stuff.”
 Leoric looked at the boy's pants and shoes again. This stranger had been searching on hands and knees for those buttons.
 Leoric looked away and said “I'm sorry.”  
 “Aw no man. You need your buttons.”  
 Leoric put his hands into his pockets “Screw'em dude.” he said.
 The boy frowned and said in a cautioning tone “You'll get beat again.”  
 Leoric looked down to where the buttons were missing on his jackets and grit his teeth.
 “I don't care.”  
 The boy pleaded with him “Could you try a little? Please?”
 Leoric's angry grimace melted to a small frown. Why was this guy pushing the issue so hard?  
 “Okay I will, but only because you looked for my buttons and said please.”
 The boy offered his hand and said “Thanks man. My name's Ollie by the way.”  
 Leoric shook his hand and said “My name's Swift.”  
 He had decided on the day his father died that he would no longer be go by the name his parents gave him. It was special to him.
 Awe dawned on Ollie's face and he exclaimed as if meeting a celebrity “Leoric Swift!”  
 Swift huffed and looked away again.  
 “Oh...I'm sorry?” Ollie apologized even if he didn't exactly know what for.
 “It's okay. Just call me by my last name.”  
 “You've got it. Your father was a hero and one heck of a pilot if you don't mind me saying so. I never get tired of seeing his zero point strike in videos.”
 Swift heard him but said nothing.
 Knowing that it was still a sensitive issue, Ollie changed the subject “How about we go get that jacket of yours fixed?”
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 Ollie had suffered as well from undersized clothing due to the orphanage's lack of resources. One afternoon, just when he couldn't take it a moment longer, he met a gentleman named Mr. Taylor. A kind and sympathetic man, the tailor took pity on Ollie and re-sized his clothing for free while offering the same favor to any friend of Ollie's who might need help. When the two boys walked into the shop the tailor was sitting in front of a particularly complex looking dress. He had a threaded needle in each hand and one in his mouth. This impressed Swift.
 The tailor took the needle from his mouth and greeted the boys “Ollie! Long time no see young man. Are you well? And hello there! A friend of Ollie's?”
 “Yes sir. Friends since this afternoon.” Swift said.
 The tailor set his sewing needles down and turned his chair to face them “That's wonderful! Well Ollie what brings you two here today?”  
 “It's his jacket Mr. Taylor. It's in critical condition.” Ollie said gravely.  
 Mr. Taylor adjusted his glasses and had a look at Swift's jacket “My, my, my.” he muttered and gave his grim diagnosis “It's pretty bad. He doesn't even appear to have buttons.”  
 “I ripped them off.” Swift said.
 “Ah! That might have done it.” Mr. Taylor got up and knelt in front of Swift, removing a roll of measuring tape from his pocket before asking “May I?”
 “Yes sir.” Swift said.
 Mr. Taylor grasped both sides of the jacket and attempted to close it. Swift inhaled sharply and the sides just barely touched. Mr. Taylor shook his head, let go, and then measured Swift's abdomen.
 “Not good” he said “I'll have to operate immediately.”
 Ten minutes after Ollie handed the buttons over to Mr.Taylor, Swift walked out in a full uniform that fit. As a bonus Mr. Taylor had re-sized all of his clothing, but as a setback Swift had spent the duration sitting half naked in a dressing room.  
 “Magical.” Swift said looking at his reflection of his clothes in the shop window. He had thanked Mr. Taylor no less than three times before leaving.
 “I know right?” Ollie said with a big smile on his face.
 Swift began to pull at his clothes excitedly “These can't even be my clothes though. Look at my shirt! It's like a gabillion times whiter than when I got it. I thought I had received the only beige polo they had!”  
 “Not even gonna lie: I thought that your polo had been soaking in rusty water before being issued to you. But nah, aside from being the only tailor in the city, he's one of the few who still uses a blend of technology and sewing by hand.”  
 “I guess in 20XX people throw out their old clothes and buy new stuff.” Swift said putting his hands into his pockets and then taking them out a couple of times. He was pleased with how well his jacket fit him now.
 Ollie looked at Swift with amusement “Not if those people are orphans in the slums. By the way, what are you doing?”
 They began walking towards the subway station and Swift said “Man. When I tried putting my hands in my pockets before I thought that if I relaxed my shoulders I'd just tear the front open, and the whole dang thing would fall apart.”
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 When Swift and Ollie returned they were stopped in the main hall by a caregiver with a sour look on his face who shouted at them with unnecessary malice “You're late! Where were you two?”
 “We were at the library studying...” Ollie said quietly and caught Swift off guard. He didn't expect someone like Ollie to tell a lie, but he kept his cool and held his poker face.
 The caregiver eyed them suspiciously and asked “Oh, the library huh? Just what were you studying?”  
 Ollie didn't answer right away and Swift thought that he might choke, so he said “The core variables and characteristics of shipboard enginry.” without missing a beat.
 The caregiver's face screwed up with discomfort and he asked “Really now?”
 Ollie caught the ball and ran with it “Also a bit of thermodynamics and rocket propulsion.”  
 This brought about silence from the caregiver as he turned over their answers in his mind. When he spoke next the irritation in his voice was clear “Get that deep space nonsense out of your heads. That's whats wrong with you brats these days! Always daydreaming about lofty fantasies! Get out of my sight and go to your rooms!” the caregiver shouted.
 Due to quick thinking they both evaded punishment. Once they were out of earshot of the caregivers, they began to laugh about it on the way to their rooms.
 Ollie shook his head while chuckling and said “Enginry he says.”  
 “Yeah, okay Mr. Thermodynamics. Drunken magicians have pulled better rabbits from the hat than that.” Swift said and they both looked at each other and laughed.
 Ollie stopped in his own doorway and asked “See you at dinner?”  
 Swift stood in his doorway and said “Yeah, I'll be there with buttons on.” and went into his room. He looked at his uniform in the mirror on the inside of his wardrobe's door and smiled. “Magical.” he said one more time before taking off his jacket and laying down for a pre-dinner nap.
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 Over the next few weeks Ollie and Swift became fast friends, sharing a mutual interest in combat ships, technology, and tactics. They spent a good portion of their time building models and goofing off while discussing strategy and historical battles. Both boys were glad to have found friendship in such a miserable place where bullying was frequent and the caregivers were severely abusive. It had been a particularly fine Saturday morning, one on which Swift had planned to show Ollie the might of a full tank squadron, when Swift was told that he must go down to the visitor room for a counseling session. This time Bob had taken a few precautions. A caregiver stood on either side of Swift, ready to intercept him if he tried to walk out again.
 “I'm sorry we couldn't have more privacy, but I can't have you leaving early this time Leoric.” Bob explained.
 Leoric looked at one caregiver and then the other and said “That's fine. You're just doing your job.”
 At least this kid understood, Bob thought. Hopefully he'd let him keep doing his job.
 “Let's get started. Do you miss your parents?” Bob asked.
 Swift's jaw dropped, and he looked up at one of the caregivers as if to ask if this guy was serious. He took a deep breath and sighed.  
 He held up his hands and asked “If you were to lose your hands, then would that erase them from existence in your memory? I doubt that. Hands are very important to us. Very near and dear. I don't suffer from phantom limb, or phantom parents in this case, but everyday the fact that they are gone makes itself obvious.”
 Bob jotted down some notes on his clipboard and said “So you do miss your parents.”
 Swift slapped his hand to his face, and wiped it down slowly. He intended to end this session, but not by walking out.
 He took a very deep breath and said “You, sir, are an idiot. You are much like a twisted mystery of stupidity. A paragon and legend in your own time.”  
 Swift held up his hands for emphasis and continued “Bards sing songs in the streets of your epically soft mind, and every cretin, simpleton and imbecile looks to you with a twinkle of admiration in their eye. It is no secret, and is in fact locally, as well as nationally, known that you are a dunce.”  
 Swift put one hand down, and pinched the index and thumb of his other together.
 “Your tiny little brain is world renown, and tales of it's shortcomings are recorded in the language of every race and culture. Prophets foretold of the day on which you had an intelligent thought, and all have been proven wrong.”  
 Swift put his hand down, took a breath and went on “Google omits no less than five thousand similar results with the word moron when your name is searched. Your ignorance is imprinted on your very soul, so that even angels and demons will know to speak slowly and use simple words when talking to you. You are a buffoon of the highest magnitude, a fool and clown, and if you go to hell I hope that you are made to read books for all of eternity. Nincompoop. Dullard. You slack-jawed, knuckle dragging, silly minded dimwit. Choke forever on the thick miasma that is your own feeble-mindedness.”
 When he was finished, Leoric was panting and both of the caregivers were howling with laughter. Bob on the other hand was blushing furiously.
 “That's...that's enough for today.” was all he said.
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 Swift walked out of the visitor room with his hands in his pockets and a smile on his face. Maybe that was a bit overkill but it definitely felt good to vent, and he actually hadn't done so since he'd arrived. He took his bag off his shoulder and looked inside, breaking into a grin. Today was going to be a good day. He met Ollie in the cafeteria, which was deserted after lunch, and the two set about their epic battle. Midway through Swift regrouping his squadron for a final push a group of boys, four of them to be precise, walked in and approached them.
 The tallest of the three, his blonde hair parted to the side atop a rather scrawny face, asked “Well what do we have here Dolly?”  
 To Swift he looked ghoulish, but no doubt considered himself the typical cool kid. He shot Ollie a wry grin and asked “They call you Dolly?”  
 He then addressed the ghoulish cool kid “That's so lame! Can't you give him a better nickname like 'Slash' or 'Gunner'?” he asked.
 The ghoulish cool kid sneered and replied “A pretty name for a pretty girl.”
 Swift stood up to face the ghoulish cool kid.
 “Ohhh...I see what this is all about. We hurt people's feelings now. Obviously that's what were doing. What's your name guy?” h
 The ghoulish cool kid smirked and said “This one here to my left is Frankie DeSteffano. To my right is Marcus O'Keef and to his right that would be George Penn. I'm “Brian Maloney, but you'll call me Butch if you know what's good for you.”
 Swift looked over Frankie, Marcus and George briefly, as their lanky builds posed no threat. He directed his eyes on Maloney and nodded “That's a kickin' rad name you've got there Baloney. I mean it's not like anyone dislikes eating baloney. It's practically the pauper of meats!”
 Butch's smirk turned sour “Pauper?” he asked.
 Swift held his hands out “Pauper. A bum ya know? A grimy, homeless person who smells and-”
 Butch cut him off furiously “Shut up! I know what a bum is!”
 This was pointless, however, as once Swift had started a thought, he was going to finish it or die trying.
 Swift smiled foolishly and said “Oh no I don't doubt it. How could The Pauper of Meats not know what a bum is? Technically you're the authority on broke down bums, being one yourself. Bum.”  
 Butch growled “Ugh, you're annoying.”  
 Swift exclaimed with exaggerated surprise “Oh! He thinks he has an opinion! Ollie, Baloney thinks he's people!”
 “Wow. You think you're so funny don't you? I bet you'd get destroyed in a fight.” Butch said, but Swift ignored him and sat back down.
 Swift didn't bother looking over his shoulder when he said “What do you want Baloney? If you're here to make friends let me tell you- that ship has already sailed. Into a whirlpool. Charybdis.”  
 “What are you talking about, nerd? Anyway, I told you to call me Butch, and Dolly knows what I want.”
 Butch walked around to Ollie's side of the table and asked “Don't you? Now say it.”
 When Ollie didn't respond Butch sighed impatiently and said in a soft voice that was not at all gentle like the Snuggles bear “Say it now Dolly, or I'll get mad.”  
 Ollie locked his eyes on Swift and said “No.”  
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 Butch's eyes flickered from Ollie to Swift and back again. He took a deep breath and screamed at Ollie as he smacked a model ship from the table and into the wall. Swift hopped up and went to gather the pieces of the now shattered ship. He cursed under his breath as he picked up each piece “This was my AP carry...” he muttered and asked “What. The. Heck? What is wrong with you?”  
 With Swift's back turned Butch signaled for Frankie to grab him. Ollie tried to warn him, but Butch put his hand over his mouth.  
 Oblivious, Swift carried on “Do you know how long it takes to build one of these? No. I bet you don't have any hobbies. Do you even lift?” he asked.
 Frankie crept closer and closer. Just as he was about to pounce, Swift's fist shot out and struck him in the junk. Frankie squeaked and fell to the floor in a crumpled heap. Swift stood up and turned to see that Butch had pinned Ollie face down to the table and was holding a pocket knife against the back of his hand. Swift let the pieces fall back to the floor and balled his fists.  
 Frankie, who was still squirming on the floor, whimpered “Butch...help me...”
 “Shut up Frankie, you suck!” Butch shouted at him.
 Swift made a move towards Butch, but Butch wasn't having it.
 “One more step and I'll mangle him!”
 “You'll mangle- You can't be serious.” Swift said with a dour look on his face, the lightheartedness from just a few moments ago having vanished.
 “Does this look like a big joke funny guy?” retorted Butch.
 “No, but you sure sound funny, clown-shoes. Are we really mangling people with knives in 20XX? Is that what's cool now?”  
 “Real smart. Insult the guy with the knife.” Butch said.
 Swift shrugged and said “This isn't a hostage situation because the threat of mangling Ollie offers you no protection. It only means the difference between me kicking your ass and me breaking you fingers one by one.”
 “Come at me bro!” Butch shouted.
 “There's nothing but space and opportunity between us. Drop the knife and we can see what's up. That is if you truly wish to walk the path of destruction.” Swift said and tightened his fists, every knuckle cracking “I can take you there with the quickness.”  
 “Hmph!” Butch grunted triumphantly when Marcus and George grabbed hold of Swift. He lifted Ollie from the table and threw him down to the floor. This was exactly what Swift was waiting for. Once Ollie was clear of Butch, Swift wrenched his left arm free and shouted “It's clobbering time!”  
 Marcus, who had been holding his left arm, quickly became the target with a series of quick jabs alternating from his face to his chest. As he backed up, Swift moved forward, dragging George on his other arm with him. He turned to George and began to punch him in the head. After a few heavy hits and George let go and fell on the floor holding his head.
 Swift rubbed one hand with the other and said “Jeez. You two follow this moron like sheep and look where it has gotten you. All beaten up on the floor feeling like crap.” He then pointed to the mess of snot and tears that was Frankie “Look at Frankie! Just look at his face!” he cried.
 “Help me...” Frankie whimpered again.
 “Ah... Frankie, you've got to breathe man. Try taking deep breaths with your stomach and relaxing completely. Tensing up only makes it hurt more.” Swift said.
 Frankie took Swift's advice and began to feel better “Thanks.” he whispered.
 Butch was furious. This zombie jerk had made him look like a fool! He crept forward, knife in hand, while Swift lectured the goon squad. He'd make him pay for this. It was time for the comedian to exit stage left. Ollie saw this and knew he had to act fast, so he sprang forward and grabbed Butch's ankle. This did not please Butch the slightest.
 “That's it Dolly. I'm gonna cut that pretty face of yours.” Butch said but a tapping on his shoulder put an immediate stop to his plan.  
 He spun around slashing, only to catch air. Swift had anticipated this and stepped back a split second before the blade could slice into him. Then he launched a lightning fast fist at Butch's mouth. The effect was like a meteor striking a greenhouse. The knife fell to the floor with a clatter as Butch's hands flew to his mouth, blood already trickling down his wrists. He looked at the mess of red with white specks in his hands and shrieked.
 “You know Baloney, I could become a dentist after this. I think I've got the extraction part down pat at least.” Swift said and shook his hand. He didn't get any cuts on his knuckles from Butch's teeth but dang. Punching that guy's mouth sure stung.
 Butch fled with both Marcus and George, ditching Frankie, who was still laying on the floor. Swift went over to check on him. “Dude you gonna be okay?” Swift asked and held out a hand. Frankie took it and slowly got to his feet.
 “Yeah man...” he said and slowly walked towards the cafeteria door “Sorry.”
 Swift waved his hand as if dismissing the matter and Frankie left. He turned his attention to Ollie now, who had gotten up and gathered the broken pieces of the model ship.
 “Thanks for saving my buns back there.” Swift said gratefully.
 Ollie gave him a dubious look.  
 “Really?” he asked and they both laughed.
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 Butch went straight to the caregivers office with Marcus and George. They made sure to leave out an important fact that they did start the fight, and did not include any mention of a knife. Given Swift's pattern of defiance, antisocial tendencies, and the fact he did not suffer any injuries; his side of the story was disregarded. He was immediately punished: twenty lashes to his back and bed with no dinner.
“After the laughter comes the tears.” Swift said laying on his stomach. After all of the whipping his back felt incredibly painful and sore “It is my destiny as an orphan, I think, to be flogged and punished until I'm an adult.” he said.
Ollie sat with his hands wrapped around his knees on the cold linoleum of Swift's floor “I tried to tell them what really happened.” he said and put his chin on his forearms “They told me they'd whip me too if I told anymore lies.”
Swift crawled to the edge of his bed an patted Ollie on the back. His friend meant well and was a good kid, but he thought that perhaps getting whipped was worse than the perception of having let someone else down.
 “No worries man. They'll whip me until my back becomes a tough and leathery carapace as solid as rock. I'll be invincible then, like Mark Wahlberg or Bruce Willis.”
Ollie shuddered and exclaimed “That's crazy!” Given Swift's recklessness and utter disregard for corporal punishment he thought that his friend might somehow be serious.
Swift closed his eyes and nodded “Crazy enough to work.”
“No. Just plain crazy.” Ollie said.
“Maybe.” Swift slid to a crouching position next to his bed and inhaled sharply through clenched teeth. He cringed from the throbbing pain in his back as he stood upright.
 “And maybe this plan will sound a bit better.” he said and walked carefully over to his wardrobe. From it he retrieved a travel map and then inched his way back to Ollie, who looked at the map that was being laid down before him. It had been written on to an extent, notes penned in a small and sharp script in between lines, circles and crosses.
“So what's the plan?” Ollie asked.
A self satisfied look bloomed on Swift's face and he declared “This is our escape route. One day, after school, we leave and never come back.”  
Ollie gave Swift a sober look and said “Crazy.”
“Crazy enough to-”  
Ollie gave him a weary look “C'mon dude...”  
Swift crossed his arms and said “I wanna know when hence I've given you reason to doubt me.”
Ollie held his palm up and replied “I wanna know why you said 'when hence' instead of since when. Do people even talk like that? It doesn't make sense.”
“Anyway, word police,” Swift scratched his head and went on with detailing the plan “I decided to bust this joint when I found out that my dad died. I've been doing research at school during lunch and recess on possible routes. I've calculated which routes are unlikely to have any monitors by search parties once it becomes know that we are missing. If we follow the path I drew on the map then we should safely and quickly escape the city.”
Ollie shook his head and said “There goes that 'we' again. What do you propose we do once we 'bust this joint'?”
“Initially I had planned to start a new life, doing what work we can find-”  
“YES!” Ollie exclaimed and held his hands towards the ceiling, as if the answer had come down from on high.
Swift swatted down both of Ollie's hands and said “Dude let me finish. After I thought about it I remembered that there's someone who will help us out no matter what.”  
“Who?” Ollie asked.
“My uncle Zach. The problem is that I can't contact him from in here. When I asked the caregivers for permission to send an email to him they said that he isn't a real person, and that I made him up. Then they whipped me for lying.”  
Ollie's nose wrinkled as his face contorted in a look of distress “Holy crap dude!” Just how many times a week did Swift get whipped he wondered.
“I know right? What's worse is that even if I am given permission to send him an email, they will screen it first and reject it if contains anything about abuse or neglect. Then comes the whipping for telling lies of course.” Swift said.
“So you need to escape so that you can contact your uncle for help.” Ollie concluded.
“Almost, but not quite. I intend for us to escape so we can contact my uncle for help. Notice how I kept saying 'we' instead of 'I'. It implies multiple people.”  
Ollie pulled his knees in closer and sighed. When he spoke the sound of defeat rang clearly in his voice “I'd just slow you down...”  
Swift waved his hand sharply as if to wipe away Ollie's doubts and fears and said “What? No! Where are you getting these ideas? You're my best friend! I need your help with this!”
Ollie smiled. This was the first time he had ever been someone's best friend.
“I can help even if I don't come along.” he said.
Swift huffed and folded his arms again. He didn't want to argue with Ollie, but he also did not want to leave him behind.  
“What about Butch and his goon squad? Can you beat them alone?” he asked.
Ollie laughed so suddenly that it surprised Swift.  
“Are you kidding me? I'm gonna avoid'em like the plague.”
Swift sucked his teeth and said “Yeah, cause that's worked so well in the past. If that's the case then you're a chronic plague victim.”
This did not bother Ollie, who came back with “One can only be a chronic plague victim if one is a chronic plague survivor. I've made it all of this time without your mighty iron fists after all. Either we keep debating this or we prepare to start the plan.”
“Escape is the plan. The plan is freedom.” Swift said solemnly.
“Yes.” Ollie said and this time he meant it.
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The morning they had decided upon arrived, and Ollie stopped by Swift's room. After they exchanged their usual greeting by fist bump Ollie presented Swift with a white envelope. In it was a small amount of money.
“What's this?” Swift asked without taking the envelope.
“Money, a common article for bartering.” Ollie quipped.
“I know what money is butt-head. I mean where did you get it and why are you giving it to me?”  
Ollie offered the envelope again and said “This is my life savings. I earned this while helping out Mr. Taylor in his shop. I figured you could use it more than me, and I won't be needing it.”  
Swift looked at the envelope as if it were something more sinister than money. It gave him a sick feeling in his stomach.
 “Why are you giving away your life savings so easily? You worked hard for it. Why do you think you will not need it?” he asked.
Ollie held the envelope out even further and said “I already told you. What I actually need is to get out of here ASAP, and in order for that to happen I need you to succeed. Take the money.”  
Swift had to restrain the urge to ask Ollie to come with him. He knew it was no good. Still he didn't want take Ollie's savings. Swift didn't want to be ungrateful, but accepting something like this gave him a deep feeling of sadness.
“That's okay dude. I've prepared.” he said.
“Hmm. Lemme see your bag.”  
Ollie grabbed Swift's bag without waiting for an answer and looked inside. He saw the map, some packets of dried beef, and two bottles of water.
 “Oh Bear Grylls, what are you going to do when all of this water runs out? Drink your-”
“Okay okay wisenheimer! I'll take the money. Jeez.”
 Swift snatched the bag as well as the envelope. He stuffed the envelope into his bag.
Ollie folded his arms and declared “A winner is me.”
 That day after school Swift set out. He'd knew it'd be tough, but getting away from the city would be the hardest part. Fortunately he had researched which public transit methods would offer the least resistance to an unaccompanied minor with no id. It was after dark when he made it to the city limits and looked back for the first time. There was no way that he would be able to see the orphanage from here, but still his gaze scanned the glowing lights of the city's downtown district “Be strong Ollie. Help is on the way.” he whispered before vanishing into the night.
 By choosing to stick to suburban towns and smaller cities he was able to evade capture. He had been using the public communications terminals in the post offices of these places, but fear of being noticed for standing out in such small areas drove him to a denser city. Ironically, this led to his capture outside of a drugstore by an off-duty police officer who recognized him from a wanted description. He had stopped there briefly to replenish his supplies with the money given to him by Ollie, which also prevented him from having to become the ultimate survivor. Prior to his capture, Swift did send several messages to Zach. None of these received a response, but he was prepared for this seeing as he never visited the same spot twice. His faith was kept alive by two facts: Zach would never ignore him if he knew Swift needed his help, and Swift did not believe that fate would be cruel enough to take his uncle as it did his mother and father.
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 After his whipping, he returned to his room only to find it in shambles. Model ships were completely smashed up; model ships that he and Ollie had painstakingly built, their pieces strewn all over. The posters and diagrams that had once adorned his milky gray walls now covered the floor in uneven shreds, like morbid carpeting. He moved with urgency to his wardrobe and dropped down to his knees to check the bottom of it. The box with his father's things was still there untouched. He let out a sigh of relief and got back to his feet. This was no doubt the handy work of Butch and his goon squad. Swift planned to go check in with Ollie to get the full story, and then issue out beat downs accordingly. Top shelf beat downs.  
 Yet when he got to Ollie's room his temper ran cold and instead of preparing for a final fight he found himself staring into an empty room. Just then a familiar voice spoke from behind him and he turned slowly as if caught in a dream, or in this case a nightmare.
 “You're back!” Frankie exclaimed.
 “Oh it's you... Frankie... Where's Ollie?” Swift asked.
 A look of discomfort spread across Frankie's face “So you haven't heard yet?” He looked down at his hands as if they would tell him what to say next and came to a conclusion, without the help of his hands, he looked up and said “Butch is still pretty mad that you knocked his teeth out, so when you ran away he decided to trash your room. Ollie must have heard us breaking your stuff-”
 “Us?” With an alarmingly cold look, Swift eyes begin to fix on Frankie “You were a part of this?” he asked.
 “Please let me finish!” Frankie cried as his gaze fell back to his hands in search for an answer, or maybe to find his voice. “He had to have heard us, because he came running in and shouted at us to cut it out. Butch told us to get him, but when I went to grab him he socked me hard in the stomach. He surprised me so much, because not only did it hurt a lot but Ollie had never fought back before. He reminded me of you for a second.” He grinned sheepishly at Swift, but Swift maintained that hauntingly chilly stare. Frankie was starting to get scared. This wasn't the wise guy from the cafeteria a few weeks ago. Danger seemed to hide right underneath those icy dark eyes and he began to consider whether or not to finish when Swift finally spoke again.
 “Ollie. Where is he?” he said in a flat voice that betrayed no emotion whatsoever.  
 To Frankie the emptiness seemed to convey a warning or perhaps a threat. He was sure that he could feel the anger coming from Swift's eyes even if it wasn't present in his voice. He could feel it watching him.
 Frankie stuttered and his hands began to tremble with fear “But-ch...But-ch...and the guys...n-not me th-ough. They jumped him. At first I thought they were going to j-just rough him up a b-bit like usual...”  
 Frankie stopped. He was sweating badly now and shaking all over. After a few seconds of silence Swift spoke again.
 “You need to talk. Now.” Swift's voice was like a slap to the face.
 Frankie took a deep breath, exhaled, and closed his eyes before he continued.
 “They got him down and started to kick and stomp him. They were shouting and cussing so loud that I thought a caregiver might come...no... I had hoped a caregiver would hear it and come stop them. Before I knew it I was shouting at them to stop, trying to pull them off of him, but I was too late.”
 Swift said nothing as he soaked in this tale of ridiculously brutal violence. His face remained as still as stone. If he noticed the tears that had begun to roll down Frankie's face then he gave no indication that they mattered at all.
 Frankie wiped his face with his forearm and cried “Blood! Blood was coming out of his mouth, ears, nose- everywhere! He wasn't breathing anymore either...or at least it didn't look like it.”
 It was for the best then that Frankie had closed his eyes. The thing that stood before him no longer resembled Leoric Swift. The stone gaze on his face had melted into a fiery mess of wrath and fury. His frozen over eyes had erupted into blazing pyres of hatred that bore down on Frankie with savage intensity with nothing but the cruelest of intentions.
 “I followed them as they carried his body up to the roof and threw it off to make it look like he killed himself.” Frankie balled his fists and shouted “They killed him! They killed him and I couldn't stop them! I'm sorry!”  
 Swift no longer saw Frankie, the empty room, or anything for that matter. He stood there with his eyes burning, tears threatening to rush the rims of his eyelids, and thoughts racing through his mind. His heart was rioting in his chest, slamming against the walls that held it as he began to lose his mind. He might have set upon Frankie right then and there in his anger, dashing his skull against the floor. Yet somehow he heard the apology, and even though it did nothing for the immense pain that now clouded his rational thoughts, it did allow him to spare Frankie at least.
 “You're always sorry Frankie.” Swift said, his words husky and thick “That makes you a sorry person.”  
 Frankie flinched in anticipation of a face demolishing punch, but it never came. Instead he opened his waterlogged eyes to see Ollie's empty room with Swift gone. He ran into the hallway just in time to see Swift sprinting full speed towards the cafeteria stairwell. Frankie gave chase and got downstairs as Swift kicked open the cafeteria doors.
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 Swift marched in and tore off his jacket; throwing it to the floor and eliciting gasps from anyone who could see his back. The most recent whipping he had received burst the skin on his back; bright red blood bloomed like floral print on the fabric of his snow white polo.  
 Swift roared above the din and clamor of the other orphans having dinnertime conversations “Butch! Fight me!”
 Everyone fell silent. Butch then made an ill informed move by standing up and looking for who had called him out. That is when Swift saw him and knew where he was and who he was. This was the guy who wasn't getting away. The cramped aisles between the tables provided no fast access to Butch. So Swift, in a blood haze, leaped onto the nearest table, sprinted the length and jumped, repeating the process until he was just above Butch. Stunned by the absurdity of this sight, Butch did not immediately react, and Swift dove onto him with a punch to the face. So brutal was the initial strike that Butch was rendered unconscious immediately. His goons were quicker than him however and grabbed Swift, but not before another heavy punch shattered Butch's eye socket. Again it was a Marcus and George on each arm, and again it did not go as planned for them. The surrounding children had moved to give them space, cheering and going crazy with excitement over the violence they were seeing. Swift leaned back to swing his arms forward with a tremendous force, causing Marcus and George to bump heads. Punches were thrown before they could even recover from this, and as a result Marcus received a broken jaw. George took two rib crushing body blows and wished he had just finished his banana pudding instead of fighting. Both hit the floor and stayed there from fear of future thrashing.
 Swift shouted at the three incapacitated bullies “Get up! Get on your feet you cowards! You want to gang up on people? Gang up on me if you can! I really wish you'd try to throw me
from the roof!”
 Suddenly his back exploded with renewed pain and he staggered forward onto one knee. He became aware of the boos and jeers coming from the other kids. Swift turned his head to see a caregiver standing triumphantly over him. There was a paddle wet with Swift's blood in his hand. Food and dinnerware began to rain down upon the caregiver from the angry audience.  
 He turned and raised his paddle, booming at them to “Cut it out before I beat the life out of all of ya!”
 Fed up with his own beatings, Swift rose and tackled the caregiver from behind. The paddle flew from his hand and to the floor, where several small and mischievous feet kicked it far from the fray.
 “You little punk!” The caregiver bellowed and tried to hit Swift with his elbow.  
 Swift pushed back off of him to dodge this strike and put his hands up. His head was swimming from the pain he felt in his back. He could hear his heartbeat rumbling in his ears like a thunderstorm. There would be no fight between the two however. The other caregivers on duty had arrived and grabbed hold of Swift. Despite the adrenaline coursing throughout his body he had begun to feel very weak and tired. Even so he managed to break free only to be taken down right away by a sedative.
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 The next day Swift sat in the visiting room. Hazy gray light, the kind that was the signature of a foggy morning, shined down in his eyes from a window high upon the wall. He was still mildly drugged when Bob Hookanos strode in. Therefore when he did not respond to the greeting Bob had given him, it was taken as a sign of insolence.
 “Not in the mood to talk today either I see.” Bob said curtly as he sat down across from Swift.
 “Hullo.” Swift said in a funny voice that he didn't recognize as his own. Better late than never he thought and laughed. This too sounded funny to him and a little creepy as well.  
 Bob gave him a disdainful look and continued “I've heard that you've assaulted some of your peers recently.”
 “Yup.” Swift said, only he didn't because it wasn't really his voice anyway.
 “Care to tell me why?” Bob asked without looking up from his clipboard.
 Swift stared at the wall behind Bob and did not answer straightaway. He found it really hard to think for some reason. Really hard to care actually. Why did he get in that fight anyway he wondered. Then it hit him like a steel freight train, and his mind came back to the world of the living if only for a little bit.
 “They killed Ollie. He was my best friend.” he answered in a small, sad voice. He recognized it as his own this time, and he was relieved to hear it.
 Bob looked up from his clipboard in shock and declared “That troubled child committed suicide. He couldn't cope with the emotional stress dealt to him from having lost his parents at such an early age.” Bob explained. Truth be told he had no idea why that kid decided to become sidewalk pizza and he didn't care. That wasn't his job.
 “That's a total lie.” Swift said. He was getting angry and didn't like it, but this conversation was waking him up so he ran with it “He was beaten to death by Butch and his lackeys. Then they dumped his body off of the roof to cover it up!” He was coming back pretty rapidly now “Ask Frankie!” he shouted.
 “Calm down this instant!” Bob raised his voice and adjusted his necktie “We spoke with that child, and he has been punished for his lies.”
 That did it.
 Swift stood up in a fit of rage and shouted “Horseshit! This is horseshit!”  
 Bob began to rapidly press the button on the underside of the table.
 Swift went on shouting “You people are monsters! They 'punished' him huh? Did they whip him like they whipped me?”  
 Several caretakers barged in and apprehended Swift.
 “You had a part in this! You looked the other way while he was bullied and beaten everyday!”
 “Shut him up!” Bob screamed at the caregivers. One took a syringe full of clear liquid from the breast pocket of his shirt.
 “You...” Swift couldn't finish his sentence before the sedative whisked him off once more to a drug induced dreamland.
 Once he had been removed from the room the head caregiver, Miranda Sweetwater, entered and spoke with Bob.
 “What a nuisance.” she said with disgust regarding the young orphan who had just been carried out and asked “What do you think we should do with him?”
 “I don't think we should transfer him.” Bob said while adjusting his necktie “We can still help the child.” He then pretended to check the notes he never actually took and said “For now we should keep him sedated indefinitely.”
 “Thank you doctor.” Miss Sweetwater said, they shook hands.  
 When Bob got into the hallway he took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his forehead. He could not afford to let this one get transferred. That kid's loud mouth could cost him his job, and he couldn't have that. Leoric Swift could stay a vegetable for the rest of his life for all Bob cared.
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 Zach strolled into Bird's Nest Orphanage and walked directly to the building map hanging on the lobby wall. So far Swift's messages had been highly accurate with descriptions and directions, but a little visual aid never hurt anyone. When he had located the A wing boy's ward he headed towards the hallway entrance.
 “Excuse me sir!” The receptionist at the front desk called out, as a sharp looking man dressed in a three piece suit nearly walked by her.  
 “Oh?” replied the man who in his early thirties, still had a bright and youthful way about him that suggested he was far younger “My name is Zachery Method. I am here to pick up my nephew Leoric Swift.”
 “That boy has no family.” The receptionist, a young female, replied curtly.
 “Ah! So sorry for the confusion. I didn't ask you whether or not he has any family. I mean, how would you know? No, no, that would be rude of me to ask. I actually told you that I am here to pick up my nephew Leo.”
 “Now you listen here-”
 “Oops! Almost forgot.”  
 Zachery retrieved an envelope from the inner breast pocket of his coat and laid the contents out for the receptionist to see.  
 “This right here is the last will and testament of Ryan and Marceline Swift. As you can see, ipso facto, here, here, and also there that I have been granted full custody of Leoric Swift.”
 Sure enough it was signed and dated by both Ryan and Marceline, their attorney, and notarized as well. The section regarding custody of Leoric Swift roughly stated that in the event that no blood relative came forward, or in case of emergency, Zachery was to be granted full custody of Leoric Swift. He had also laid his photo identification card alongside the will to prevent any misunderstandings about his identity.
 “Fine. Do you have an appointment?” she asked.
 He smiled warmly and said “Yes I do Miss.”  
 The receptionist began tapping and clacking noisily on her computer's touch pad. Zach assumed that she was looking up his appointment, but figured she might be faking it.
 “You're not in our database.” she said followed by more tapping.  
 Zach was beginning to wonder if it was really necessary to type like that when she said “Leoric Swift isn't scheduled for pick up either.”
 Zach arched his eyebrows “I spoke directly to a Miss Miranda Sweetwater via video conference about this matter. Could you please double check?”  
 “I triple checked. No appointments found.”
 “Triple?” he asked incredulously.
 “That's three times sir.” she answered sarcastically.
 “You know what? I'm just going to go check Leo out myself. You don't even have to get up.” Zach said while turning to head once again to the A wing Boy's Ward.  
 As he made his way towards the hallway to the Boy's Ward a heavyset young man moved to block him. Zach looked at his name tag. Written at the spot below the word Caregiver was the name Greg.
 “Boy” Zachery spoke in a voice as cold as a chilling winter wind “I will snap your arm off and beat you with it.”
 “You're done for today pal.” Greg said unflinchingly “You should leave before it gets ugly.”
 “I should leave before it gets ugly!” Zach cried, throwing his hands up in mock dismay “Well you're already here, so you actually mean 'stays' ugly. Why don't you leave so it gets pretty?”
 The receptionist stifled a laugh and Zach winked at her. This agitated Greg even more.
 “I love beating up wimps like you.” he threatened while flexing his arms.
 Zach made no effort to hide his amusement and laughed right in Greg the Caregiver's face.
 “He loves beating up wimps! Wimps!” Zack said, and put his hands over his face to finish laughing “I wouldn't want you to crush me with your hidden muscles!” he exclaimed, pointing to the Greg's considerably large belly “I mean they're not here yet, but when they do get here I might have to run!”
 Just as things looked like a fight might break out in the lobby the receptionist spoke up.
 “I could call Miss Sweetwater for you.” she offered.
 Zach turned to her “Would that help?”  
 She nodded and said “If you spoke with her via video conference then she's bound to remember it. She probably just forgot to log your appointment into the database.”  
 Zach noted the change in her attitude and figured Greg probably got on her nerves too.
 “I think he's lying Alice.” Greg said as he sneered at Zach, who stuck out his tongue.
 “Shut up Greg.” Alice scolded him.
 After a few moments of Greg grumbling to seemingly no one in particular about Zach, Miss Sweetwater arrived with a sour expression plastered on her face.
 “Miss Sweetwater!” Zach exclaimed. She's like lemons bobbing in vinegar he thought.
 “Mr. Method...it's a pleasure, I'm sure.” she said.
 “Indeed! It is so very nice to finally meet you! Is Leo packed and ready to go?”  
 “About that...”  
 She had this sophisticated draw that sounded fake, and came across to Zach as overly pretentious.
 “That boy is very troubled, and it is my professional opinion that he stay under our care and observation.”
 Zach scratched the stubble on his chin and said “That boy, as you call him, is my nephew and he has a name. I would like to see him at any rate, if that is okay with you?”
 “I see.” Miss Sweetwater said as she adjusted her horn rimmed eyeglasses “Right this way.”
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 Zach now stood before Swift, who sat lifelessly in his chair as if in a deep trance, his unblinking eyes casting a sightless stare on the floor. Zach cleared his throat and thrust his hands into the air.
 “Leo! I have arrived!” he cheered loudly.
 Swift did not look up when his uncle addressed him, nor did he even bat an eyelash. He just sat there, an empty husk, as if his very soul had vanished.  
 Zach knelt down and craned his head “What ya lookin' at Leo?”
 “He's been catatonic since he first arrived here.” Miss Sweetwater lied with the convincing nature of a silver tongued snake charmer.
 Zach looked at her over his shoulder and asked “When exactly was this?”
 Miss Sweetwater put on a beguiling look of pity and said “He was brought to us from his place of residence immediately following the death of his mother. It's such a shame. It must have been tragic for Leoric to witness his mother dying.”
 Zach fidgeted with the ring on his right hand and said “I've decided, based on what I've learned here today, that I will wake Leo and take him with me.”
 He knelt before Swift and slapped a hand on both of his upper arms.
 “Time to go! Wake up! Wake it on up now!” Zach shouted as he shook him vigorously.
 Miss Sweetwater shouted “Restrain yourself Mr. Method! I've already explained to you that the child will not respond! Honestly I-”  
 Miss Sweetwater stopped speaking abruptly. Had that boy's fingers just twitched? That is impossible she thought. Hadn't she had ordered that he be freshly sedated right before the visit started? Then it happened again and her eyes nearly bugged out of her skull.
 “What...how did you?” she asked in a near whisper.
 Zach held up his right hand. The silver ring with three black squares etched into the top caught the light in a calm and charming manner, but when he turned his hand around she could see a sharp, needle-like point on the underside.
 “What is that?”  
 Zach smiled at the confused frustration on her face and said “In the military we called this a coffee shot.”
 “Coffee shot?”  
 Zach's eyes went cold, making his formerly warm smile seem harsh “A fast acting stimulant that negates the effects of sedatives.”  
 Miss Sweetwater looked around the room as if searching for a dark spot to crawl into. When her eyes fell back on Zach he was still smiling, but now his eyes were fully round. He looked very much like a hawk watching a field mouse before it struck and inevitably caught it's prey.
 “How did you know?” she hissed.
 Zach placed his hands into his pockets and rocked back and forth on his heels.
 “The first thing I notice when I look at Leo is that his knuckles are bruised and swollen. As if he's been fighting recently. It's funny then that he'd be striking anything with his fists if he's been catatonic since his arrival. So now the question is why was he fighting in the first place?”
 Miss Sweetwater quickly rebounded from his deduction and explained “He has a problem with bullying the other orphans, so we've had to keep him sedated.”
 Zach ignored her as he scratched the stubble on his chin.
 “May I speak to Ollie?” he asked.
 “Ollie?”
 “Excuse me. I mean Oliver Poe, one of Leo's young friends here at the orphanage.”
 “We've never had a child here with that name.”
 Miss Sweetwater gave him her best poker face as she told this lie, and Zach fixated on her with his hawk-like stare. This time, however, he did not smile.
 “Let me ask you a different question.”
 Miss Sweetwater held up her hands as if she had nothing to hide and said “Go right ahead.”
 Zach outstretched his arm and pointed his index finger right at her.
 “How many orphans have died here with neither an autopsy or a funeral?”
 Miss Sweetwater took a step back from this accusing question and nearly lost her balance. Just who the hell is this guy? He isn't just asking questions, she thought, this is a damn interrogation! He'd been setting traps to make her look like a liar from the moment he came in the room. Curse this evil, sneaky man and his rotten nephew she thought.
 Swift had regained consciousness in the middle of the questioning and said in a sleepy voice “Just one that I know of.”
 Miss Sweetwater jumped at the sound of Swift's voice. For a moment she had forgotten that Zach used a drug to wake that brat back up. Her eyes bugged out of her skull once more. She had to do something to cover herself.
 “Now wait just a moment! That child-”
 Zach folded his arms and said “Miss Sweetwater, I know all about the death of the orphan Oliver Poe. I asked you about it so that I could judge your possible involvement in the cover up of his murder. Calling Leo a liar right now would only serve to further establish your guilt.”
 Miss Sweetwater put her palms out in front of her as if to push away the heavy implications facing her.
 “Possible involvement? Guilt? That's insane! When I said that we've never had an orphan by the name of Oliver Poe, I truly believed it! I'm a busy person! I run the entire orphanage, surely no one can expect me to remember every single name of every child in this orphanage!”
 “No one expects you to memorize the name of every single orphan, but it's only natural that you'd be the first to know when one dies.”
 “What? T-that's stupid! You're stupid, you idiot! Who are you anyway? Are you a police officer?”
 “Lady, I'm not with the police. I'll be taking Leo with me today when I leave, but don't think this is the end of it. I hope for your sake that you have a capable legal department, and that you can get your story together. The people I'll be sending don't take bribes...”
 Zach looked her up and down.
 “...or 'favors' of any sort. Hop up Leo, we're outta here.”
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 Zach followed Leo down the hallway. Bird's Nest definitely had an old world feeling to it. Checkered tile flooring and ugly off-white walls. An optimist might call it egg shell white, but to Zach it looked like sour milk. A frown spread across his face when they reached Leo's doorway. He knelt and picked up one the many broken model ships that lay in shambles across the floor and asked “Who smashed up your stuff?”  
 “Butch and his goons.” Swift replied as he opened his wardrobe and began to gather what little he owned.
 “They did this?”
 “Just before they beat Ollie to death.”
 Zach placed the broken ship gently back onto the floor “I don't usually beat up children, let alone orphans but-”
 “I took care of them.” Swift said as he began to fold cloths and place them into his bag.
 “How many were there?”
 “Three.” Swift said.
 “Well! Did you fight the way your father and I trained you to fight?”
 “Yup.”
 “Impressive. You've grown strong, but you need to remember to never abuse your skills and talents. It's okay to beat up the bullies, but he who fights monsters should see to it that he himself does not become a monster.” Zach said.
 “And when you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.” Swift added.
 “Been reading that Nietzsche huh?”
 “The Nietzsche has been reading me.” Swift said in a mystical voice.
 “Okay there Mr. Philosophy, you all packed up?” Zach asked.
 “Mm-hm.”
 “Then let's roll.”  
 They began making their way up the corridor. As they passed Ollie's room, Butch came to his doorway and began to shout insults at them.
 “What is that thing?” Zach asked but he had already guessed from the severely trashed mug of this kid.
 Swift replied “That is a Butch.”
 Zach took a bucket of water that had been used to mop Ollie's room and dropped it, contents and all, on Butch while passing by. They then laughed heartily as they descended the stairs and left Bird's Nest orphanage forever.
 Their very first stop after gaining Swift his freedom was a diner for what Zach called power food. He ordered a western omelette with coffee, and a side of pickles. Swift mulled over the menu for a few seconds before ordering a Boston Creme with hot chocolate. Midway through devouring his meal Zach stopped to check on his nephew, who was staring dejectedly at the plate in front of him. Zach swallowed what was in his mouth, choked, and took a mighty gulp of coffee to wash it down.
 “Pahhh!” Zach took a few seconds to breathe before he spoke “You know your parents left you an awesome inheritance. When you're done eating we can go shopping, and you can buy stuff. They've got some great new holo-games out...” He rubbed his chin and thought for a second “We could get your swag to the maximum! You could become The Based God!”
 “That's okay. I don't really want anything.” Swift said.
 Zach persisted “You sure? You can have anything.”
 “Anything?” Swift asked.
 “Anything for you.”
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 Ollie's funeral had a very small attendance, but it was well put together seeing as Swift requested that Zach spare no expenses. They had located and invited Mr. Taylor, who was quite sad about the passing of his young friend. The also invited Frankie. Swift had objected to this at first, but reluctantly agreed because Zach wanted to invite him. After the service Swift stood in front of the casket. His facial expression was pinched tightly, as if he thought he could stop the tears if he squeezed hard enough.
 “Sorry I was late.” Zach said softly.
 Swift wiped the corners of his eyes with his palms “You came as fast as you could...” Swift set a small model ship that had been spared from destruction on the casket and turned away from it “But how did you know? About Ollie I mean?”
 “Frankie told me.”
 “Fra- Frankie told you!?” Swift asked incredulously.
 “Mm-hm. The night after you ran away from the orphanage he approached Ollie to find out what was going on. Ollie trusted him and explained the plan. Frankie gained access to the Orphanage's mail system. There he found my contact information from my failed attempts at trying to reach you at the orphanage. Since then, he has secretly kept me informed about everything that has gone on at the orphanage. Especially the sedatives. He was particularly afraid of these, and urged me to come ASAP before they killed you.”  
 Zach looked over at Frankie, sitting alone and looking quite depressed “That's one hell of a friend you've got there.”
 “I'm gonna go talk to him.” Swift said.
 “Sure thing.”
 Swift walked over to Frankie, who had a Bible in his hands. Although he never read one before, he thought one day he might sit down and do some reading.
 Swift stood next to him and said “Hey.”  
 Frankie saw that it was Swift and looked away “Hey...”
 “I heard what you did. All of it. Thank you so much.”  
 A tear rolled down Frankie's cheek, followed by another.
 “No...I messed up.”
 Swift placed a hand on Frankie's shoulder.
 “It's not your fault. We both tried, and we both couldn't stop it. Ollie forgave you, and so have I.” Swift said from the bottom of his heart, and when Frankie looked at him again he saw a rarity. A genuine smile on the face of Leoric Swift. Frankie smiled back, and they shook hands before parting ways.
 On the way out Zach shot Swift a playful punch to the arm.
 “Hey!” Swift hollered.
 “That was very cool of you, and I'm proud of you, as usual. Swag plus one million.”
 Swift loosened his tie and put his hands behind his head “I am The Based God.” he said and they walked off laughing.
 
 

PART TWO
 Gin Gets In
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 Mr. Method cursed under his breath and wiped his forehead. This could be it. The end. After all of his struggles throughout life, he faced the very real possibility of losing it all to an enemy that he had known for so long, but had yet to find a way to defeat. He looked at the date on his monitor and recoiled as if struck a fierce blow. Indeed, Monday had come for him yet again.
 With some reluctance he opened his inbox and went to the new mail tab. The subject lines looked something like this:
 
 Mission #12-0857 ESC-1 LaCroix – Violation of procedures
 Mission #12-0912 ESC-1 LaCroix – Unauthorized equipment
 Alex DeFau tagged you on Facebook
 Verify your Trion Worlds account
 Instructor's Meeting – Attendance is Mandatory
 
 “Ohhhhaaaaaauggh.” Zach groaned when he read the last one. He could deal with Swift flying around out there being a little madman. The geeks from techsec, or technical security, bugging him about using his work email for personal things wasn't an issue, but mandatory Instructor's meetings? He muttered under his breath “Smoke that noise, those things are cruel torture devices, crafted in the deepest pits of hell.” If he was going to get out of this, he needed to be fast. He needed to be strong.  
 “What if...” he said to himself as he took out his smartphone and switched the mirror on. Come to think of it, he did looked a little sick this morning when he was shaving. Mr. Method inspected his eyes, mouth, nose and then coughed a little. Fail. No one would buy him being sick on the day of a mandatory meeting, even if he included a free television with the deal.
 He pulled at the hair on top of his head and said “I...I can't lose here.”  
 Whenever there is a mandatory Instructor's meeting, the first thing that comes to Zach's mind is that windbag Tamsen, one of the Political Philosophy Instructors, grinding on and on about the sanitation of the staff bathrooms. Then comes the lectures on how cleanliness reflects one's character. Then came Burgato, the Life Studies Instructor, who follows up with his thinly veiled disapproval of his fellow staff. Apparently that jerk thought he could be as nasty and insulting as possible if he smeared the phrase “constructive criticism” over it. Then the other instructors would chime in for some good old Swift bashing. This was just the tip of the iceberg.
 “No way...this sucks.” Zach said, wiping his face.
 He stared blankly at his schedule and sure enough there were no afternoon classes. Zach was sure that if he were a cadet, he would much rather prefer Combat Theory in the afternoon, during mandatory meetings, than in the morning. Either way using a class as an excuse was out of the picture. He went through a stack of memos and his heart jumped.
 “That's it! How could I have forgotten?” he asked.
  Student Crew Try-outs were starting right after lunch, and he was the chairman of the Student Crew program here at the academy.
 “Swag.” he said with a grin.
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 Every hero needs a sidekick. Whoever thinks that this might be true probably did not have Corrigin O'Hare in mind. Far from perfect, Corrigin is just trying not to be worthless. He always has good enough grades to be average, and in Physical Education he's moderate at best. He never gets picked first for dodge ball, but somehow doesn't get picked last. It's not that he lacks the potential for greatness or that he doesn't care enough to apply himself, he just excels at being ordinary. Which is actually quite normal, and that was the problem.
 Desiring a bright and successful future for their son, Corrigin's parents enrolled him in Arbalest Military Academy, a learning institute with a major emphasis on ship to ship combat and technology. Corrigin felt his parents never gave him enough attention. He is the middle child between his little sister, who is a musical prodigy, and his big brother Alan. Alan, the genius inventor. So Corrigin guessed that his parents shipped him off here to keep him out of sight, not like that was entirely hard to do anyway.
 Like any other kid going to a new school, Corrigin was curious and did a search on Arbalest Solar Academy. The posts on the cadet forums were startling to say the least. Rampant bullying, snobby cliques, impossibly hard classes, and mean teachers awaited him. He thought to himself “I'm screwed.”
 When he went to plead his case to his parents they simply stated this was normal for a school like Arbalest Solar Academy. When he insisted that this school was a particularly bad case, his parents told him that he was being irrational, which was perfectly normal behavior for a boy his age. Corrigin came to the conclusion that normality sucks.
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 On his first day of school at Arbalest Solar Academy Corrigin walked in ready to be chewed up and spit back out. Here comes the new guy, Mr. Fresh Meat. He had been standing at a water fountain, waiting for his next class to start, when it happened.
 An upperclassman approached him with a sneer on his face and asked “Sup dork?”
 Corrigin got the impression that this guy really didn't want to know what was up, but still replied “Oh, you know man. Just waiting for my next class to start.”
 The upperclassman cracked his knuckles and asked “What's the matter loser? Cat got your tongue?”
 “I er wait... What?” Corrigin asked confoundedly.
 The upperclassman moved passed him and grabbed a student that had been standing behind him.
 “This'll be a slaughter!” said the upperclassman as he began to wail on the unfortunate student.
 “Holy cow dude!” shouted Corrigin, and he ran off to find an instructor. The one he did find appeared mildly interested to the news of a cadet being pummeled, and indolently said he would write a report.
 Class wasn't any better. When he had the answer to a question Gin would raise his hand, and each time the instructor would call on another cadet. He tried standing up and raising his hand, only to have the cadet behind him called upon. Finally he tried walking to the front of the class and putting both hands up, and yet again he was not called on to answer the question. He wasn't even told to go back to his seat. Such is the fate of the hopelessly plain and normal.
 After a week of many similar situations Corrigin felt as if he were a ghost. He came and went as he pleased, often taking unannounced bathroom breaks during class. He had to bring his finished assignments to the teacher's desk, and since his papers were not returned with the others he had to collect them himself. Oddly enough his papers were graded despite his overwhelming obscurity, and for his efforts he received B’s as usual. During lunch he would fix his own tray, taking whatever he whatever he wanted to eat. Extra fries? Word. Endless salad bowls? Just like it says on tv. Seating was never a problem, as he would sit wherever he pleased without so much as a passing glance. Today with the cool kids, tomorrow with the outcasts. Hold on, he's got lunch with the jocks on Wednesday. Ghosts were like the depressing VIPs of the lunchroom.
 One day Corrigin found himself in the library when he should have been in algebra. In his defense, he had already taken all of the notes and turned in the assignment of the day before wandering aimlessly into the hallway. The selection of books in the library impressed him. Wall to wall bookshelves, with material ranging from classic literature to present date technical publications on all sorts of military equipment, surrounded rows of many more packed shelves. He walked the aisles, browsing the shelves, until he came to the study area and stopped. On a table in the middle he found a series of complex hand written notes.  
 “Whoa...” he murmured.
 A lot of the concepts and theories presented in these notes were over his head, but from what he could understand it seemed unreal. Could these have actually have been written by a fellow cadet? Corrigin began to get an unsettling feeling all of a sudden, like someone was watching him. He turned slowly and looked down to see a pair of alert vibrant green eyes peering out at him from behind red bangs. The owner of these eyes was a short and slim girl that appeared to be his age. Her dress made her look like a life sized Victorian doll, the ones which some people like to collect.  
 “Hello there.” she said in a soft tone.
 Corrigin jumped back, and his hand almost slipped as it landed on some papers scattered across the table top. He did not expect her to acknowledge him at all.
 “I was- I- I mean I was...” he stammered.
 She looked past him at the table and said “By the looks of it, you seem to be interested in phase-shifting laser modules.”
 Corrigin leaned back, squinted his eyes and asked “You can...see me?”
 She giggled and said “Yes. Yes I can... and you're being just a tad creepy.”
 Corrigin looked down and blushed furiously “I'm sorry!”
 She moved past him and set some more books on the table “It's okay, you're forgiven.” she said “My name is Reveille James. I'm a researcher and member of LaCroix.”
 “LaCroix?” Corrigin asked.
 “An Elite Student Crew.” she explained and asked “What made you ask if I could see you?”
 Corrigin took a chair from the table and sat down “Since my first day here no one has spoken to me, or much less interacted with me in any way.” he replied and added “It's been like I don't even exist.”
 Reveille sat down as well, laced her fingers and stretched her arms out in front of her “It's been said that perception is reality...what was your name?” she asked.
 “Oh! I'm sorry! My name is Corrigin O'Hare.”
 She smiled and said “It's nice to meet you Corrigin. It's been said that perception is reality, so you need to make an impact. That way others will be able to perceive you- thus establishing your existence. Break into this world.”
 Corrigin clasped his hands and looked to the side “That's good advice,” he said “but how can I make an impact? I'm just too... normal.”
 She shrugged and said “Your curiosity in my notes has left an impact on me.”
 Corrigin looked up with a smile and said “They're really cool!”
 Reveille smiled back “Thank you! You should talk to my Captain.” she said “He has a... knack for leaving an impact on people. Plus he is very talented when it comes to technology as well. I think you'd have fun talking to him.”
 Corrigin was starting to feel better about school since having met Reveille, and the idea of more people like her filled him with excitement. He didn't want to jinx it, but he had the suspicion that he'd make some awesome friends with cadets like these.
 “Where can I find him?” Corrigin asked.
 Reveille took out her smartphone and looked at the time and an irritated smirk spread across her lips. Despite not yet knowing why, Corrigin found himself afraid.
 “Well. Seeing as he has calculus right now, he is probably in the arcade. Playing Time Crisis Thirteen.” she said as a vein bulged on her forehead.  
  Corrigin thought that this girl he had met in the library was the cutest girl he'd ever seen. Yet, he found himself very afraid for her Captain. Apparently he was slacking off, and will face a grim fate for doing so, Corrigin thought. Perhaps then it'd be best if he excused himself and reported back to algebra.
 “It's been nice meeting you Reveille.” he said, standing up.
 “My friends call me Revy.” she said, and stood as well.
 Corrigin smiled “Alright Revy! I have to go now, I hope we meet again!”
 “Likewise!” she said and returned the smile as she waved goodbye.
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 A few days later during science class, Corrigin wandered off to the bathroom. He had been staring out of the window while pondering whether his own obscurity, coupled with the completion of his classwork, justified cutting class. Just as he came to the conclusion that it was a moot point; the bathroom door burst open. Corrigin looked away from the window and saw several upperclassmen dragging a boy in. He recognized the kid from his Political Philosophy class. That's lame, he thought, they're probably bullying him because of his weight. Recalling the conversation that he had with Revy, he decided that he needed to say something. It was time to leave an impact.
 Corrigin called out in a loud voice “Hey! Get off him!”
 The lead bully looked around for just a second before resuming the business of pummeling this innocent cadet. It was happening again like it always did; Corrigin was a ghost who couldn't do anything. The stocky cadet let out a cry that brought Corrigin back to his senses however. It was like Revy said; he had to break into this world.
 “I said leave him alone!” Corrigin shouted and strode forward to tap the lead bully on the shoulder.
 That did it, because the lead bully dropped his prey and turned to face Corrigin. Likewise the other bullies were all staring at him as well now, sizing him up. He was finally being perceived, but not entirely sure that it was a good thing after all. Corrigin didn't have enough time to say 'oh crap' before rough hands seized him and slammed him against the bathroom wall. He saw the lead bully cock back his fist, and shut his eyes tight. This'll be a slaughter, he thought, and nearly laughed.
 “I have to pee.” said a voice from behind the bullies.
 “Shut up and go in the stall loser!” the lead bully yelled.
 “I have to pee, and you're blocking the urinal I want to use. Do you understand?” the voice repeated in a patient tone.
 The lead bully let go of Corrigin, who slumped to the floor with a thud. There was a look of rage on the bully's face as he spun around. Yet the rage quickly diminished and turned into a look of surprise mingled with fear. Corrigin opened his eyes to see who the voice belonged to, and saw that standing there, in front of the bullies, was an upperclassman just like him. His tousled blackish-brown hair touched his brow, which framed a pair of fierce dark brown eyes. A grin was on his face as if he had just heard a funny joke, and his hands were in his pockets, like he was simply hanging out.
 The lead bully couldn't afford to back down. His reputation was at stake after all. He pointed a finger at the intruding upperclassman and yelled “It's Swift! TEAR HIM APART!”
 The other two bullies sprang forward and the first caught an elbow to the gut, followed by a backhand as Swift took his hands from his pockets, and then a left jab to the face. He fell backwards, holding his stomach and mouth. Swift gave the other a punch in the shoulder area of his chest, sending him reeling. Swift took this opportunity to grab the back of his uniform and thrash him against a sink before heaving him into a stall, where he fell rear first into a toilet bowl. All that remained now was him and the lead bully.
 “I won't forget this!” he threatened.
 Swift gestured as if conjuring a spell and said “Your rage gives me magical powers.”
 “Outta my way!” the lead bully shouted at Swift, who wasn't really in the way. However as he passed by, Swift jumped at him which caused the lead bully to slip and go scrambling out of the bathroom door. Swift turned his attention back to the two remaining bullies.
 “You probably shouldn't run with guys like that. I mean, what did you think would happen?” he asked.
 They grumbled and swore while getting up, but both apologized before leaving.
 Swift then went to Corrigin and asked “You okay man?”
 “Yeah dude, thanks to you!” Corrigin said with much gratitude.
 Swift smiled and scratched the back of his head “Don't even worry about it.” he said.
 “Hey, wait a minute. Didn't you have to... ya know? Use the bathroom?”
 Swift cocked his head “Eh?” he asked.
 “That's why you fought those bullies. Like twenty seconds ago.” said Corrigin.
 “Oh! Nah. I just said that messin' around.”
 Corrigin gave him a sideways look “So you just hang out in bathrooms?”
 Swift hands made a slight gesture “No no! I was walking by the hallway when this kid came running up to me. He told me that someone was getting beaten up by bullies in the bathroom, and I said I'd check it out.”
 “Oh...I'm sorry that you had to fight because of me.”
 Swift shook his head “Nope. Those guys are troublemakers. If it wasn't you, it'd had been someone else getting whupped. It's actually a good thing I was able to put them in their place.”
 Corrigin took a closer look at Swift's uniform, which actually wasn't a uniform at all. This guy wore a white t-shirt with a black leather jacket and some blue jean shorts. On the flap of his breast pocket were three pins. One, a pair of gold wings, Corrigin immediately recognized as being those of an Elite
 Student Captain. The next pin was a number one, and the pin following that was a stylized cross with the letters L and C on either side of it. Corrigin had a hunch who this guy might be due to his conversation with Revy, the girl he'd met in the library the other day.
 “Do you know Reveille James?” he asked.
 Swift raised his eyebrows “Do I? Revy is a member of my crew.” he said.
 Corrigin pointed a finger at him “You're the Captain of LaCroix, Leoric Swift!” Gin said with excitement.
 Swift hunched and said “Ehh...Swift will do just fine. What's your name?”
 Corrigin was a bit embarrassed that an Elite Student Captain saved him, being so plain and practically invisible “Corrigin O'Hare.” he said “Jack of no trades, master of none.”
 “Ahhh I see what you did there.” Swift said and put his hands into his pockets as he walked to the door “Just find something that you'd like to do and give it your all. Can't really fault ya for that; as long as you try.”
 Swift nudged the door open with his foot and walked out of the bathroom, leaving Corrigin to collect his thoughts on what to do next.
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 That night Corrigin thought about the past week. He didn't want to just drift through life as a ghost anymore. To be honest, he wanted to be more like Swift and Revy, and so he made up his mind. He was going to join a Student Crew.
 The application process for the Student Crew program consists of a written test followed by a field exam. For the field exam, cadets are placed on a crew with other applicants that have similar scores on their written exams. The applicant crew then faces off against an existing student crew in simulated ship to ship combat, commonly referred to as an exhibition match. Since it is the same type of match as the kind held between Standard and Elite Student Crews, the same rules and scoring system apply.
 With determination to pass the test, Corrigin hit the books like a steel hurricane, and for his efforts he scored above average on his written exam. However when it came time for his field exam; disappointment set in. As a requirement for the field exam, the applicant Student Crew must face a D-Rank Student Crew. Due to a database error, an incorrect number of D-Rank Student Crews was entered into the matchmaking pool. Corrigin's applicant Student Crew was the last one formed for the year, and and as a result there were no D-Rank Student Crews left for them to take their field exam against. However, if another applicant Student Crew dropped out or somehow became disqualified, then his crew would be able to take the exam. Given the odds, he would have to wait until next year and apply again. Corrigin's applicant Student Crew sat in the lobby and watched as their spirits sunk lower and lower; the matches going by with no drop outs or disqualifications. To make matters worse, an upperclassman, hell bent on acting the part of a troll, walked into the lobby.
 “What's wrong kids?” he asked “Why so sad?”
 Corrigin noticed a silver pair of wings on his uniform collar, and noted that silver wings meant Student Captain. The Silver Fifty Three next them indicated that this guy was a member of Student Crew number Fifty Three.
 “We might not get to take our field exam this year.” A dark haired girl, another member of the applicant Student Crew, answered.
 Captain Fifty Three smirked and said “That's okay. A bunch of baddies like you all never would of passed anyway.”
 “What the hell?” asked an applicant Student Crew member with thick glasses “You don't even know us!”
 “Uhh, shut up Goggles. Your collar is a bit too light weight to be yappin at me like that.” Captain Fifty Three said and popped his collar for emphasis.
 Someone spoke up from behind Captain Fifty Three and said “Those don't mean a thing.”
 Corrigin looked around the lobby. He thought he recognized that voice from somewhere.
 Without looking to see who had spoken, Captain Fifty Three asked “What would you know, noob?”  
 “Anyone can buy those at the student store, scrub.” said the familiar voice.
 Captain Fifty Three turned to yell at whoever had the nerve to disrespect him like this “Do you know who-” he began to say, but promptly fell silent.
 Leoric Swift was walking down the stairway from the upper floor of the lobby, hands in pockets and a wry smile on his face.
 Captain Fifty Three frowned “What are you doing here Swift?” he asked him.
 “I'm here to step on you.” Swift declared.
 “What!?”
 “Here I was watching the field exams, seeing tomorrow's talent today, and what do I overhear? Wilson Johnson picking on people.” Swift leaned forward and said in a cold whisper “Makes me wanna break your stuff.”
 “You- you can't!” Wilson cried and took a step back.
 “Oh but I can!” Swift said and took a step forward.
 Wilson turned to run, but Swift caught him by the collar and swung him back around.
 “Wilson Johnson, Captain of Student Crew number Fifty Three, I hereby challenge you to a duel!” Swift said as he removed a white glove from his left coat pocket. Just like the days of old, and in true gentlemanly manner, he proceeded to slap Wilson across the face with the white glove “ I demand satisfaction!”
 The applicant crew let out a cheer as Swift issued the challenge. Most of the members of the applicant Student Crew, being new cadets as well, had never met Swift, so for a first impression there was something about him that they already liked. However, their first impression of Wilson certainly did not go well for the Captain of Student Crew number Fifty Three. Corrigin did recall the fight in the bathroom from a few days ago; he had seen first hand what Swift is capable of. If he is as good with ships as he is with his fists, then this duel will be awesome, Corrigin thought.
 Wilson stopped struggling and slumped his shoulders.
 “What are your terms?” He asked.
 “I wager my ship, LaCroix, against your crew's rank.”  
 The applicant student crew began to murmur among each other with excitement. In a study guide Corrigin read the following: Match loss resulted in a drop of rank unless otherwise noted by a governing official. Furthermore, wagers can stack with this rule, resulting in a double drop of rank if a loss incurs and the terms allow.  
 Since this challenge contained a wager, it fell under this rule. Corrigin had a feeling that crew number Fifty Three must be B-Rank, and with that being the case, his applicant crew might have the chance for an opponent for their field exam.
 “No sweat. I just need an hour or two to assemble my crew...” Wilson said and was immediately met with boos and jeers from the applicant student crew. Apparently they had come to the same conclusion as Corrigin. It was also highly possible that if Wilson were to walk away now, they would not find him again in a reasonable amount of time for their field exam.
 Just then, Mr. Method leaned over the railing above and called out “No need for that Cadet Johnson. A one on one duel will provide the applicants with a demonstration of a Captain's skill level. As is such, both you and Cadet Swift should be able to pilot your ships without the aid of your crews.”
 Even though Mr. Method was required to go to a mandatory instructor's meeting that was taking place at the time, he still had to oversee the field exams for the applicant student crews. Because of this he had been on the observation deck above, listening to the cadets the entire time.
 Corrigin directed his eyes to the observation deck to see who the voice belonged to, and did not recognize him right away. A tall man with short navy blue hair, stern orange eyes, and despite the youthfulness of his facial features, he wore the instructor's uniform with an unmistakable air of authority.
 “I wish you weren't here...” Wilson muttered underneath his breath.
 Mr. Method cocked an eyebrow and said “If wishes were horses, then beggars would ride Cadet Johnson.”
 Wilson Johnson recoiled as if struck by Mr. Method's wit. The applicant student crew members stood there with amazement and disbelief. How could it even be possible to hear mumbling from such a great height?  
 “Is that all? Well then good luck, and have fun. I'll notify your respective crews so that they can come and watch.” Mr. Method said and disappeared once more onto the floor above.
 As Wilson and Swift made their way to the simulation loading area, Corrigin and the applicant crew headed up to the observation deck. There were several view screens, some of which displayed live streams from the field exams while others dedicated themselves to charts and statistics. On one such screen was a picture of Swift with his personal stats. Apparently the picture had been taken when he wasn't ready, as he was clearly not looking at the lens, and his hair was much more disheveled than usual, lack of sleep written all over his face.
 Corrigin read Swift's stats out loud “Tier one. Division one. Seat one. Nine hundred and forty four wins. Oh wow!”
 “You should see his losses.” Mr. Method added.
 “He's lost before?” Corrigin asked.
 “Everyone loses from time to time Cadet O'Hare. However I will admit that not everyone wins quite as much as Cadet Swift. Since this season began he's won about four hundred official duels and matches.”
 Corrigin read Wilson's stats and his jaw dropped.
 “Tier three. Division four. Seat...forty four. Two hundred and thirty eight wins. What the heck?”
 “You should see his losses too.”
 “Are they as much as Swift's?”
 Mr. Method laughed and said “No. More like double the amount of Swift's. Losses generally aren't shown to the cadets, but staff do have access to that information.”
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 Miley Harrison, crew number Fifty Three Vice Captain, was the first to arrive. She was followed shortly by Felix Short, LaCroix technician, who joined her and everyone else up on the observation deck.
 “What did he do?” Miley asked Mr. Method.
 “Swift caught him teasing the applicants.” Mr. Method replied.
 “Figures.” Miley grumbled.
 Felix jumped into the conversation “Sometimes justice is served; even if all your order is a salad.” he said.
 “Justice is blind, so why couldn't Swift just not see Wilson being a jerk?” Miley shot back.
 “Because love is blind honey. Justice is only fakin' it.” Felix said and everyone laughed.
 Mr. Method then announced over a speaker “In this challenge the best two out of three matches wins. After the first initialization, ships will re-spawn fully functional when destroyed. Medals will be awarded for the following: Being the first to achieve a successful take off, three consecutive strikes, first blood, first strike, and having achieved victory along with beating previous time records and so on. Medals will be awarded on the spot, and summary medals will not be awarded in the event of a total victory.”
 Soon all members of both crews arrived on the observation deck, their eyes locked on the live stream.
 “This is bad.” Morris Leeds, crew number Fifty Three weapons/navigation, said “Wilson only knows one role, and that's Captain.”
 “Oh boy. I know what Swift would say about that.” Jeremiah “Jay” Tall, LaCroix technician, said.
 Alexandria “Allie” Hendrixson, LaCroix Vice Captain, ruffled her hair and gave her best impression of Swift.
 “Captain isn't really it's own role, but a mash up of all roles scrub. You suck if you don't understand how important your crew-mate's roles are in winning.”
 Miley giggled and said “Sadly Wilson doesn't think that way. For him it's about shouting commands, and then blaming everyone but himself when we lose.” she then gave her best impression of Wilson “Miley stop feeding the enemy!” as she waved her fist in the air.
 “If we win?” Morris added “He'll say something stupid like 'My back hurts because I carried you all to victory!'” saying this last part with his nose turned high up into the air.
 Allie and Miley began to laugh.
 When the simulation finished loading, Swift materialized on the bridge of LaCroix's virtual counterpart and immediately took out his smartphone while making his way to the navigation console. Once there he initialized the ship's navigation and weapons systems as he pulled up the ship's audio configuration. Next he synced his smartphone with the ship's audio and loaded a play-list titled “Wu-tang”. He pressed play and ran off towards the engine room as the sounds of old-school hip-hop filled the ship.
 “Tiger style...” Felix said along with the introduction of the first song. Being a Staten Island native, Felix had become a fan of the Wu-tang Clan after having heard his father play them throughout his childhood. His hair was dark auburn which contrasted his light blue eyes, and he stood roughly three cm shorter than Revy, who was often regarded as the smallest member of LaCroix. Which in turn led Felix to be known as shorter than short.
 Revy cocked her head to one side and said “He always plays this song and that other one about cream. It tastes good, yes, but to write an entire gangster rap about it is absurd.”
 “They mean a different kind of cream. Like cash, and how important it is to their daily lives. Dolla dolla bill y'all. That kinda thing Revy.” Felix explained.
 Revy shook her head “Cream is cream Felix.” she replied.
 Felix sighed and put a hand on Revy's shoulder “This is true.” he said and everyone laughed.
 Meanwhile the ruckus of The Wu spread up and down the corridors of LaCroix as Wilson struggled to initialize his own ship's weapon and navigation systems.
 “Why the hell is this so hard??” he wondered aloud.
 Wilson had always been proud of his role as Captain. As is such he felt that he had the hardest job, what with worrying about the battlefield and making the 'tough choices'. In Wilson's mind he did not have the time or necessity to learn the other roles on the ship. That's why he had a crew under him.  
 “What an idiot...” Miley said as she watched Wilson on one view screen.
 Morris looked at the view screen she was watching and said “He still hasn't started the engines...”  
 Allie gave Morris a consoling smile and said “Do not worry. Swift may be arrogant, over the top, and downright rude. He may bend rules, disregard social norms, and shout at inappropriate times...”
 “Uhhh...?” Morris interrupted Allie, but she simply held up a finger to request more time explaining.
 “But he is a man of honor. He will not fire until both ships are ready to fight.”  
 “Then this match will take forever...” said Miley.
 Just as Swift finished with initialization protocols for LaCroix's engines, Wilson had finally finished with his ship's weapons and navigation, but did not leave the console immediately. No, he would not be playing music like his dunderhead of an adversary. He began charging his ship's primary cannons.
 Swift made it back to the bridge just in time to see ship number Fifty Three's cannons preparing to fire. A mischievous grin spread across his face. Those were breaching cannons, and without shields engaged, the blast would shred and destroy a ship in a real life scenario.
 Corrigin pointed at a view screen showing both ships and cried out “What's he going to do?! He spent too much time fiddling with music and didn't put up his shields!”  
 Xue Zhao Lin, LaCroix engineer, clicked his tongue and wagged a finger as he said “See that grin? That devil's grin? He's got a plan, and you can believe it'll be ridiculous. Consider yourself lucky that you're not on the ship with him right now.”
 Swift jumped into the pilot's cradle, and jammed a sharp kick into the auxiliary roll controls while accelerating the starboard engines with the hand controls. LaCroix jolted up and onto it's side, dodging ship number Fifty Three's cannon blast, before landing upside down with a loud crash. The captain's controls on LaCroix had been specially modified by Felix and Revy to be touch sensitive at the request of Swift. Sparks flew from the hull of LaCroix as Swift took off, just barely avoiding collision with ship number Fifty Three.  
 Mr. Method called out “First take-off medal awarded to LaCroix!”  
 Eventually Wilson was able to bring his ship off of the deck, and started scanning virtual space for any signs of LaCroix. Swift still hadn't attacked, but as far as Wilson is concerned, nobility will get you nowhere in a fight. It's really just self righteous showboating at the end of the day. A ping on the minimap indicated to Wilson that he had found LaCroix, and he charged forward with lasers ready.
 LaCroix cruised just ahead of Fifty Three, right outside of weapons range. Every time that Wilson accelerated to close the gap LaCroix accelerated to widen it. If he slowed down to maneuver? So did LaCroix. He found himself becoming irritated with this game of cat and mouse.  
 “Stop running loser!” Wilson shouted over the all chat.
 “Chase more baddie.” Swift taunted him.
 “I don't know why you wanted to one on one me if you're too scared to fight me. No wonder you have one of the fastest ships in the academy!”
 “Not my fault you brought a soapbox to a ship fight.”
 Wilson decided to stop trying to catch up and to focus more on matching LaCroix's current speed. If he could lure that cheeky moron into a false sense of security, then he'd be able to catch him off guard. Wilson was so pleased with himself that he began to laugh.
 LC, LaCroix's on board AI, switched the music playlist. 
 Swift kept his eyes on the minimap while she sat on a nearby handrail, swinging her legs and singing along with a jazz rendition of Wonderwall. Every now and then she might miss a word when singing, or be slightly off key. This would bring a tiny smile to Swift's face, but drive Felix up a wall.
 He would say “I don't get it Swift. She's an AI, so she shouldn't be makin' any mistakes at all! Why don't you just update her personality drivers?”
 Actually, Swift did attempt to update her personality drivers once. He recalled LC asking “What ya doin Swifty?” when he brought up her system registry.
 He had happily replied “Updating your personality drivers. With this you'll be perfect. The best at everything without having to learn anything!”
 As he loaded the set up files he had heard a familiar voice say “You don't have to be perfect, because once you achieve perfection your life is over in a sense. You can no longer improve, or move forward and the days become long. You become stagnant.”
 It had been a recorded clip of his own voice; from when he had consoled Allie after they lost the previous year's academy tournament.
 LC then said in her own slightly eight-bit voice “I do not wish to become stagnant Swifty.”
 Swift smiled and said “I guess you're right...or in this case I'm right? Ah whatever! How about I just update your information database and let you build your own custom personality?”
 LC gave him a big smile and said “Magical!”
 Swift kept his promise and LC's calculations were always razor sharp, but her D minor could use a little work.
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 LC looked up as if reading something unseen and said “Swifty, he's engaging his primary and auxiliary thrusters.”
 To Swift this meant that there was a high probability of Wilson trying to burst into weapons range. Perhaps he was trying to catch him off guard by cruising so slow for so long? No matter. They had already arrived where they needed to be.
 This is it, Wilson thought. He engaged his thrusters and accelerated forward without a second thought. Which was pretty dumb, because if he had waited just a little longer, then maybe he'd have been able to react to what happened next.
 Swift executed a complete vertical drop, giving no prior indication that he was going to do so. This maneuver, made famous by Swift's father, is called a zero point drop. Wilson now found himself charging head first into a meteorite that had been previously obscured by LaCroix. He panicked and jammed on the reverse thrusters while struggling to turn. A skilled pilot might have mimicked their opponent, an average pilot might have gone up and over, and a brave novice might have tried to blast through it. But this was Wilson Johnson, so he ended up slamming the side of ship Fifty Three into the meteorite, wiping out his shields and destroying his port side thrusters. He could no longer move and LaCroix was no where in sight. Wilson already knew what was coming up next.
 “LC, rotate thrusters one and two ninety degrees counterclockwise, then engage and activate them simultaneously with the aft take off thrusters. Fire a three shot burst from the Mark IV cannons at one hundred eighty degrees.”
 LC did as Swift commanded, when she finished she said “Wow Swifty that was cool, complex sounding stuff you just said there. Basically you wanted me to flip the ship and shoot when facing up?”
 “Oh yeah!” Swift replied as he drummed his fingers to the music.
 The concussive force from LaCroix's cannons knocked Wilson from his seat and onto the deck. Ship Fifty Three's AI began to recite a long list of casualties from every system on the ship. He scrambled to his feet as CGI smoke billowed into the room and simulated sparks flew through the air. A brilliant white light enveloped him and he kicked his seat in frustration.
 Mr. Method announced loudly over the speakers “First strike medal awarded to LaCroix! First blood medal awarded to LaCroix! Triple strike medal awarded to LaCroix! Ship Fifty Three will re-spawn in five seconds.”
 “That was cheap.” Wilson said to Swift over the all chat.
 “What's cheap? Map awareness? Were you even looking at your minimap?” Swift replied.
 “Shut up!” Wilson glared at Swift.
 “Okay, my bad. Obviously you were.” Swift said sarcastically.
 “I said shut up!” Wilson screamed.
 This was getting on Wilson's nerves, but he remained calm; he wasn't mad. The victory medal counted as two medals, and match summary medals were still available that he could achieve. He could still win this, but he couldn't let Swift trick him with anymore lucky plays.
 Swift steered LaCroix out of the meteor belt and idled in the area outside of the enemy spawn. He intended on ending the match with the next exchange, but also wanted to test an experimental new weapon he had named Pol's Voice. When he saw that ship Fifty Three respawned he set his plan into motion.
 “LC, load 'Magnum' by xKore at two minutes and thirty seconds and start charging the plasma projector for a steady stream of twenty seven seconds.”
 “Volume?” LC asked.
 Swift pumped his fist into the air and said “Up to eleven.”  
 Wilson checked his minimap this time, and to his surprise he saw LaCroix just idling. Was this clown taunting him? Swift's arrogance would screw him over this time, Wilson thought. He'd done research on LaCroix just in case it came in handy one day. It turned out that Swift's infamous cruiser has a few flaws. The first being that despite having excellent top speed, it's acceleration is average at best. The second flaw is that it's shields are weak. They're set with a fast recharge rate designed for mitigation versus energy based attacks. In short they could not take a pulse missile barrage. Wilson giggled with perverse glee as he trotted over to the weapons console “I so got this!” he said to himself.
 Meanwhile, back on LaCroix, Swift was monitoring Pol's Voice as it charged when LC called for his attention.
 “Swifty, the enemy ship just burst into weapon's range and is preparing to launch phase missiles. Initiate evasive maneuvers?”
 Swift shook his head and replied “No, but rotate Pol's cannon forward and bring us around.”
 LC did as ordered and said “Rotation complete, and we are now facing ship Fifty Three. The enemy has launched phase missiles.”
 “How many?” Swift asked.
 LC hopped down from the handrail and ran to the observation window to see.
 “All of them I think.”
 Swift looked back down at the information window for Pol's Voice and smiled. It was fully charged and ready to fire.
 “What's the estimated time of impact for those missiles?”
 “Missile impact in five...four...three-”
 Swift yelled “Bass!” and fired Pol's Voice. The effect was immediate. Due to the intense vibrations caused by low frequency sound waves, the missiles exploded before reaching LaCroix. However, what Swift anticipated the most was the effects of Pol's Voice on ship Fifty Three.
 Wilson pounded a fist on his console and cried out “What the.. What happened!?”  
 He had executed the burst flawlessly, not giving Swift a chance to escape, and watched as his missiles raced towards LaCroix. Then they simply blew up for no reason! Then it hit. An inexplicable shaking of his ship accompanied by a ferocious rumbling. It was almost like Swift had somehow thrown an earthquake at him. As it went on, Wilson began to make out what the sound was.
 “No way...” he uttered in disbelief.
 When the attack finally ceased he wiped his face with his hand. Every precision instrument- no it was even worse than that. Every component on his ship that even required the slightest calibration would need to be reset. Sure enough, as if to confirm this, ship Fifty Three's AI began to recite a long list of shipboard casualties. He couldn't even move the ship at this point, let alone launch any more attacks.
 Mr. Method raised a hand and announced “This match is over! LaCroix wins with a total of six medals to zero. Summary medals will not be awarded.”
 The cheers from the applicant crew rose above the disgruntled groans from crew Fifty Three. Swift came running out of the simulation bay with his hands in the air like he had just won a marathon and was met with applause.
 “Don't let him fool you! It was beginner's luck!” Felix jeered from within the crowd.
 Swift pointed Felix out and yelled “Silence you jealous, short little man!”
 Felix stepped forward and they bumped fists “Good stuff. Now these guys can do their tryouts. You're like some sort of ego driven super hero.” he said.
 Swift put his hands on his hips and said “Some people call me Batman.”
 Allie and Revy had joined them, and upon hearing this Allie ruffled Swift's already messy brown hair “No they don't.” she corrected him.
 “Revy calls me Batman.” he persisted.
 Revy socked him in the arm and said “No I don't.”  
 “Dang.” Swift said, soundly defeated.
 Wilson emerged to boos from the applicant crew, joined by the scolding of his own crew.
 “Shut up, shut up, shut up! I was cheated!” he tried to explain.
 Miley heard this and laughed “Did he use a map-hack on you?” she asked.
 “What? No I-”
 Felix broke into the conversation and said “Lag. He had all of the lag ever.”
 Now Swift had wandered over and said while scratching his chin “I felt some lag there too...”
 Mr. Method stepped in and attempted to break the tension by saying “Now now cadets. It was a fair match and a good show of skill from both captains.”
 Wilson wasn't having this nonsense. He shouldered past Miley and confronted Mr. Method “If that was fair, and Swift didn't cheat, then the simulation is glitched.” he said.
 Swift, with his hand still on his chin nodded and said “I think it might have been the season three patch...”
 Wilson snapped.
 “Just shut up! You know exactly what I am talking about!” he shouted and asked “How did you disable my ship with music in outer space?”
 Swift shrugged and offered an answer “Dubstep is just that awful.” he said.
 “No you idiot!” Wilson said pointing his finger at Swift “Sound can't travel through the vacuum of space, am I right?”
 “That it cannot.” Swift agreed.
 “Right. So the simulation glitched out and I-”
 “No.” Swift said.
 “No?” Wilson asked.
 “No glitch.” Swift replied.
 “Then how?”
 “Ingenuity. In order for sound to travel it needs molecules to pass it along. In the vacuum of space there are too few molecules for this to be possible. Therefore Felix configured a plasma projector capable of emitting a steady stream over a considerably large distance. The plasma allows the sound waves to propagate, or pass along, and wreck yo set with SFX. Boyyy.”
 Wilson took all of this in and then rolled his eyes before saying “You guys have way too much free time.”
 “Dub wub wub wub.” Swift replied.
 “That's not even funny.” Wilson said indignantly.
 “It's funny 'cause I said I'd step on you.” Swift took out a pair of sunglasses and put them on “Looks like I dub-stepped on you. OHHHHHHHH YEAH!”
 Everyone laughed except for Wilson, who was pretty mad. Crew Fifty Three and the applicant crew made their way to the simulation bay afterward. While they were waiting for the simulation to load, Wilson spoke to his crew.
 “Okay guys, if we do it right we can force them to fail. Who's with me?” he asked with a sick look of excitement in his eyes.
 When no one else spoke up, Miley said “Let's not do that. Win or lose, they stand a good chance of passing. We should give them a fair try.”
 Wilson sucked his teeth and said “God you're so lame Miley.”
 “Obvious troll is obvious.” she retorted.
 “I don't know why you're always such a bi-”
 Wilson was the first to emerge from the simulation bay with a bright and shiny black eye.
 “Oh snap!” Zhao said and elbowed Finnegan “Cookie” Cooke, LaCroix engineer.
 Cookie looked at Wilson's eye and hissed before saying “Dang, that's raw.”
 Wilson ignored them both and walked out in shameful silence. Shortly afterward both crews emerged as well, and were enthusiastically discussing their match.
 “Good game and well played guys.” Morris said to the applicant crew.
 “Thanks! You guys were pretty cool out there!” a red headed member of the applicant crew said.
 Corrigin smiled and said “Yeah, good game and well played. I'm glad we got to do our field test with your crew.”
 Miley sighed and patted him on the back “While I really wish that we didn't have to lose rank, I'm glad that all of you were able to pass today.” she said.
 Corrigin looked down and said “Still, I'm a bit worried.”
 “Why?” Miley asked.
 “Wilson said something to me before he left. It was like...” Corrigin put his hand over his eye and cried “You think you're so clever! I'll make sure no team picks you up!”
 Miley snorted and said “Screw him! I'll make a team and recruit you myself!”
 “Not so fast Harrison.” Swift suddenly said from behind her.
 “Oh yeah?” she asked.
 “Yeah. Wanna fight over him?”
 “No thanks.” Miley said with a laugh and a grin “I'm not a big fan of dub step.”
 Swift approached Corrigin and said “Then it's settled. From this day forward you are an official member of LaCroix. I shall call you Gin.”
 
 Corrigin “Gin” O'Hare had accomplished what he set out to do: join a student crew and thus become a person with more presence. However, he had no idea that he would end up joining an elite student crew, and never in his dreams did he imagine the adventures that were soon to follow.
 
 
 
 

PART THREE
 Of Hearts And Stars


 Jonas Curtswaddle is a man that Zachery Method tries to avoid contact with whenever possible. He is Arbalest Solar Academy's Dean of Admissions, Mission Coordinator for the Elite Student Crew Program, and an overall smarmy wad. Which is probably why you can't spell Curtswaddle without wad anyway. Despite having better things to do, like sleeping in the instructor's lounge or going back over this month's lesson plans, Zach had to speak with J-Wad about a mission that was currently assigned to ESC-1.  
 Mr. Method left his suite on the 76th floor and began walking towards the elevator at the end of the hall. He recalled the day he first arrived at the Academy three years ago with Swift, and how the sheer size of the academy impressed them both. To this day Zach still believes it is possible that someone can get lost in the academy for days at a time. The floors and walls were composed of the same tungsten-glass compound that made up much of the infrastructure. White ceramic tiles had been placed underfoot with a triangle in the corners of each one, forming small black diamonds when lined up properly. The bottom half of the walls are tinted brown, and the upper half a cozy desert beige, done so in a manner that still allowed the surface to retain the look of brushed metal. Once he factored in the lighting, he decided that it all had a warm feel to it. Not the most exciting color scheme, but he wasn't complaining.
 It was worth noting however, that areas designated for research, development, combat training, or any activities of the sort did not share the same earth tones or fancy ceramic tiles. This is most likely because these areas tend to sustain the most damage; be it from failed experiments, combat training itself, or even successful experiments in some cases. That being said the floors were simply brushed metal, and the walls painted haze gray.  
 He arrived at the administrative offices on the 82nd floor and walked into the reception area, making sure to stop at the desk of Jenna Rivera, Curtswaddle's secretary.
 “Yo Jenna, is J-Wad in?” he asked.
 Jenna had been typing one-handed at her console, but now turned towards Mr. Method with a cup of coffee in the other “Yeah, but he's busy all morning. At least that's what he says.” she answered.
 “Busy eh? Probably playing Farmville no doubt. I'm going to go have a word with him.”
 “Fine Zach, but no fighting!”
 “Verbal or physical?” Mr. Method asked.
 “Both if you can help it.”
 “We'll see.”
 Mr. Method knocked twice and then entered. J-Wad's office is the kind that's dressed to impress; complete with fake wood panel walls, bookcases full of books that were never read let alone opened, and certificates hung in ornate frames, but upon further inspection only denoted participation in online courses. The wow factor in here is the equivalent to watching paint dry at a golf tournament.
 “Method? Didn't Rivera tell you I was busy?” Curtswaddle asked from behind his desk. Mr. Method tried to lean forward to see what was on his monitor, but had no luck.  
 “She did, but then I told her it was an emergency.” Zach said and held up his hands in a dramatic gesture “Crisis upon humanity and what not.”  
  The buttons on Curtswaddle's tweed suit battled against his stomach to stay fastened. Method watched this silent, yet furious battle of buttons verses the bulge as Curtswaddle reached across his desk to grab a stack of memos from one side, shuffle them, and then set them in a neat pile on the other side. The balding Curtswaddle gave Mr. Method an impatient look.
 “Well? What do you want?” he asked.
 “I wanted to talk to you about the mission you assigned to ESC-1 LaCroix. Mission 12-0922.”
 “What about it?” Curtswaddle asked.
 There wasn't anything about it really. An Imperial ship had sent out a distress signal, and was most likely in need of assistance for repairs. The location of the ship was a horse of a different color however.
 “The ship in distress, don't you think it's a bit close to the Belt Line to be sending cadets out to help?” Mr. Method asked.
 The Belt Line was the name given to the asteroid belt after the war began, and artificial planets were created within. It was the line drawn in the sand, figuratively speaking, that separated Imperial and Rebel territory. Various ships of both factions navigated this dangerous place while doing battle with each other. Not to mention that the space stations and bases established on the many minor planets created a hostile atmosphere that even trade ships were reluctant to be in.  
 “Method, the reason the Elite Student Crew program was created was to provide the Imperial fleet with support.” Curtswaddle said “A lot of money and time has gone into making this a reality, and we cannot afford to pick and choose our missions.”
 The ESC, or Elite Student Crew, program was designed at first as a sort of varsity equivalent to the existing Student Crew program. Over time the capabilities of the cadets in the ESC's brought them to the attention of the Imperial Fleet, and it was decided that ESCs would be allowed to participate in certain missions.
 “That's only one of the reasons, and I don't know whose money, if any, goes to those cadets. Their ships were purchased as a group effort by the cadets in the ESCs, and are maintained by them through their own means.”
 “Much of those means are coming from the completion of missions.” Curtswaddle interjected.
 “Regardless, I thought we had an agreement that after RP-750 we will no longer send students on missions that have a high probability for combat or considerable risk to the cadets assigned.” Mr. Method said.
 RP-750 is the codename given to an incident which occurred on the Red Planet, or Mars, during a mission carried out by cadets from Arbalest Solar Academy. The exact details are still debated, but it clearly resulted in the death of a cadet and the near death of another.
 “I don't see the high risk here Method. ESCs are sent on resource gathering missions, reconnaissance, escorts in Imperial territory, and AID MISSIONS.” Curtswaddle pointed out “This is an aid mission. It's not like I'm sending your precious nephew to the front lines- even though it seems that's where he wants to be.”
 “It's not the mission itself that poses the risk, but the location as I've already mentioned.” Mr. Method said “Haven't you seen reports from Imperial ships stating that Rebels have been capturing Imperial soldiers for slavery along the Belt Line?”
 “So what Method? You think that this is some sort of trap?” Curtswaddle asked and added “That's just silly.”
 “Well you have to ask yourself how Imperial ships are being so easily captured in their own territory.”
 “Incompetence no doubt. If LaCroix can't complete this mission who will? Should I reassign the mission to another ESC?”
 “No. If it's not safe for them, it's not safe for any ESC.”
 “Then would you go yourself?”
 “That's actually not a bad idea. I've got a friend who-”
 “No Method. I don't care if you were a captain in the fleet or whatever. You're an instructor now and you have your own work to do.” Curtswaddle said and shook his head “If LaCroix can't do the mission, disband them and I'll assign a different ESC.”
 Mr. Method took a deep breath and exhaled.
 “Didn't we have this same conversation a couple years ago? Though I can't exactly recall what you said to the headmaster after Cadet Fisher was executed. It sounded like a lot of bullshit and apologizing if my memory serves correct.”
 “You're over the line Method!”
 “I'm over the line?”
 “Quite! Do you intend on keeping your job?”
 “If there is another repeat of RP-750, you'll lose a lot more than your job Curtswaddle.”
 “Is that a threat Method?”
 “No, because my intentions have been clear since the moment we met. It's a promise. A binding resolution. One more cadet dies, or is anywhere near it, I'm going to take you apart piece by piece. You can go back and tell the headmaster I said that and I bet he'll start shopping for your casket.”
 The two men stared at each other for a few seconds, but Curtswaddle was the first to look away. Mr. Method smacked the neatly stacked pile of papers to the floor and turned to walk out.
 “You need to stop working with your heart on your sleeve Method.” Curtswaddle said from behind him.
 “Yeah? Get a heart, and then you can tell me anything you want about that.” Mr. Method said and walked out.
 Jenna had just finished a phone call as Mr. Method stepped out of Curtswaddle's office and shut the door behind him.
 “How'd it go?” she asked.
 “Business as usual. He was doing that stacking papers thing again.”
 “You know, the top sheet is the only one with text. The rest are blank.” she explained “He only does it for show.”
 “Oh I know, so I smacked them to the floor.” Mr. Method said.
 “Oh man.” Jenna set her status to be right back – restroom and got up from her seat “I'm not picking that crap up.” she said and they both walked out laughing.
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 He sets his alarm each night for six on the dot, but Gin wakes up at five fifty nine fifty and shuts it off. Even two months after joining LaCroix; the excitement of being an ESC member had not worn off, and his internal clock often woke him up before the alarm did. Gin then runs through his morning routine of shaving what little whiskers he has and brushing his teeth in the semidarkness; so he doesn't wake his two roommates Pudge and Oatfield. They were in student crews as well, but even so, did not like waking up early and would go ape if disturbed.
 He stood in front of his wardrobe and considered what to wear. As a special privilege, entitled to ESC members only, states; they can wear any clothing they wish as long as the clothing is not provocative in nature, of poor taste, or obscene. However, even after two months of being at the academy, he found that he didn't have much besides his cadet uniform and the ESC uniform issued to him.
 “This is so lame...” he whispered to himself in the dim light provided by his desk lamp.
 His crew-mates often walked around like they stepped straight out of a manga or anime, so he really didn't like wearing either his uniforms. Gin found it funny that while he did stand out among his crew mates in them, he didn't feel like he was expressing himself very much.
 “Maybe these blue jeans...?” he said and put them on.
 After looking some more he found a t-shirt with a video game character, Kunio-kun, that he liked. On it Kunio-kun was flexing a bicep and the text below said Work It. Definitely a weird t-shirt, and maybe that's why he liked it so much. Whenever he wore it he felt like working harder, better, faster, and stronger, and that's how he wanted to approach the day ahead. He tossed a black hoodie on over this and left the front unzipped. Once he got his sneakers on, he went to the door and got ready to start his day.
 Gin had been fine tuning his morning routine so that he would be the first one to arrive at Ready Room One, but was always beaten by Revy. This was mostly surprising, because he had assumed that it took girls a little bit longer to get ready in the morning. Then again Revy was pretty quick and efficient at everything she did. This morning he found her reading a technical manual. In front of her was a banana nut muffin and a cup of coffee. She was so still that to Gin she looked more like a life sized doll than ever before.
 “But where are the doll joints...” Gin murmured, thinking out loud.
 “Mmm?” Revy looked up from what she was reading. She smiled and said “Good morning to you too Gin!”
 Apparently, or rather luckily, she had misheard his bizarre comment “Haa...ha ha.” he laughed awkwardly while he scratched the back of his head.
 Revy tilted her head and asked “Did I say something funny?”
 Gin waved his hands in front of himself and said “Oh no no! I just remembered a funny show I saw the other day...it was...funny ya know?”
 “Hmm...” Revy studied his face and smiled again “You'll have to tell me about it sometime. I like comedy too.” she said.
 “Oh yeah! You bet!” Gin said cheerfully. Now he'd have to make up a funny sounding show later!
 “It's good that you're up early. You might need some extra time to complete your morning duty.” she explained.
 Gin recalled during ESC orientation that after two months, crew members would be assigned morning duties according to the needs of the ESC.
 Revy pointed towards the information board hanging on the wall and said “You'll find it on the info board over there. Since it's your first time, it could be a little tricky. Good luck and don't be late for class!”  
 Revy took a bite of her muffin, a sip of her coffee, and got back to reading. Gin walked over to the info board and read his assignment. He was astonished when he saw Revy's duties.
 
 
	 Run diagnostics on LaCroix with LC – completed.

	 Check for updates to firmware for ship's weapon and navigation software – completed.

	 Update operational logs – completed.

	 Document outstanding casualties and update current job statuses – completed.

	 Document required parts and file necessary forms for acquisition – completed.

	 Make coffee – completed.

	 Greet Gin when he walks in at twelve after six :) - pending.




 
 He looked at the clock on the wall and his jaw dropped. The time was fourteen after six, and he guessed that it had been roughly two minutes since she had greeted him.
 “H-how?” he asked no one in particular, but Revy heard him and understood his question.
 “Math.” she said with a small grin.
 Gin continued scanning the info board and when he found his name he was a little disappointed.  
 
 
	 Wake Swift for class.


 That was it. Was this seriously a duty? Compared to Revy and the others it seemed like Gin had gotten an extremely easy assignment. He shrugged and downloaded the directions to Swift's quarters onto his smartphone.
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 Swift's permanent residence was the academy. This meant that instead of being assigned to a dorm room, Swift lived in a suite similar to those occupied by live-in instructors. Gin made his way there and used the key card that had been hung next to his name on the information board. Upon entering he uttered a curse under his breath. Swift's living room was as large as one of the boy's lounges. There was a kitchenette which separated the two areas by a counter with stools. It was all reasonably clean, with some clutter here and there.  
 Down a small hallway Gin could see what looked like a full sized bathroom through a door left slightly ajar, and to his right was a closed door. This must be the bedroom, Gin thought. He opened the door and his jaw dropped for the second time that morning. What laid out before him was a somewhat impressive walk-in closet with school clothes for all occasions, normal clothes, jackets, coats, and even a good sized section with a sign that read “Halloween”. All this and only one pair each of boots, shoes, and sneakers. Definitely a guy's closet.
 Gin closed the door shut and turned around to face another closed door. This had to be the bedroom. He opened the door to find a smaller closet instead. He shut the door and opened it again. Still closet. He looked up and down the hallway once more. There were no other doors. Just as he began to close the closet door, he was struck with a curious notion. He parted the shirts and sweaters, stepping into the closet and fumbling along the back wall in the dark until his hand found a door knob. Bingo. The door opened into a room approximately half the size of the living room. Gin looked back over his shoulder at the closet facade that had been built over the bedroom door and shook his head.
 “You've got to be kidding me.” He said as he half admired the cleverness of it. It had almost fooled him after all. Almost.
 “Gotta try harder than that captain.” He whispered.
 Gin took one step further and went straight through a trap door, falling for a few seconds before splashing into a mysterious pool of water. Meanwhile Swift dozed peacefully across the room with a smile on his face and a fat black and white cat at his side. The cat's name is Jazz: Eater of Worlds, or just Jazz for short, and is the live-in guard on duty for Swift's suite.
 Gin came running back into the room, vaulted over the trapdoor and somersaulted to a stop at the foot of Swift's bed. Hearing all of this commotion, Swift had opened an eye and was staring straight at him. The expression on Swift's face looked strange to Gin. The smile had faded, but his entire face still seemed peaceful. Well, the entire face but that one open eye. It seemed to be looking into him, reading his soul. Gin thought it looked creepy. Then that faded as well and Swift's expression softened back into that of a lazy young man.  
 “G'morn Gin.” Swift mumbled with half of his face still buried in his pillow.
 “Good morning Captain.” Gin stood at attention and saluted as he returned Swift's greeting.
 Swift yawned and said “Don't...don't do the hand thing...”
 and then yawned again before adding “It's not like you're wearing a helmet or something. Also just call me Swift, please.”
 “Alright...Swift! Let's get ready for class!” Gin enthusiastically threw a fist into the air.
 Swift's one open eye gazed dolefully at Gin, and all at once Swift seemed to be far older. In that eye was a world of weariness and sorrow, and Gin felt a pang of remorse for having woken him.
 “Gin.” Swift said “Grains of knowledge are not so easily bestowed upon us, nor are they found randomly in the wild as one might find a stone, bolder, or mountain. They are sifted from the river of the world's collective consciousness; as one might find a glimmer of gold in a bed of silt. Perhaps, sometimes, the secret to finding is to stop searching and await the opportunity to seize knowledge; to take it back into one's hands.”
 “Wow...” Gin whispered.
 “Yes, patience is a virtue.” Swift said “Fist bump me.”
 They bumped fists.
 “Go forth Gin! Seize knowledge!” Swift raised a hand and then rolled over on his side, facing the wall “I will wait here for my own opportunity!”
 “Aye aye Captain!”
 “Swift.”
 “Aye aye Swift!”
 “This was a good talk. Catch ya later.” Swift said and went back to sleep.
 As Gin began to step into the false closet, he realized that he had been tricked by Swift's nonsensical speech and marched back into the bedroom, remembering to walk around the trap door this time.
 “Swift get up, we're going to be late.” he said.
 “Late for what Gin?” Swift asked.
 “Class.”
 “I thought that you were going to seize knowledge, and that I was going to wait for my own opportunity?”  
 “We're both going to seize.” Gin replied.
 Swift sat up and rubbed his eyes “I hate seizures.” he said “They're inconvenient.”
 Somehow they made it to Bromley Hall, located on the thirty second floor, with time to spare. Gin loved the floors that were designed like this, because there were windows lining the entire hallway on each side of the academy. Thanks to this you could see the courtyard on the 30th floor, and the simulated flora was so realistic that he almost forgot that the academy was in space. Every floor in the academy was capable of recreating the various seasons and climate conditions of Earth, and courtyard 30 was currently set to Spring- Gin's favorite season. Sometimes he would take walks throughout the academy, because every 10th floor held a courtyard, and he enjoyed being able to see any season whenever he wished. If he wanted to build a snowman, take a thoughtful walk in the rain, or soak up some rays- all he needed to do was ride the elevator until he found the right spot.  
 As they approached the classroom, Swift stopped walking “Hey man.” he said “I gotta use the bathroom. Didn't get a chance to this morning.”
 Gin eyed him suspiciously “I'll come with you.” he said.
 Swift put his hands into his pockets and asked “You gotta go too?”
 Gin shook his head “Nope.” he said “But if you don't go to class, Revy will kill me.”
 “Don't worry about that man. I've got it all under control.” Swift said and put a hand on Gin's shoulder “Just go on ahead, and I'll catch up.”
 “Really?” Gin asked.
 “Totes dude, I'm the captain.” Swift reassured him.
 Gin folded his arms “I dunno.” he said “Just make it quick, I'll wait right here.”
 “For sure.” Swift said and began walking towards the bathrooms in the middle of the hallway. However when he got to them, he took his hands out of his pockets and broke into a full sprint past them.
 “REALLY!?” Gin shouted after him.
 “Be back later!” Swift called over his shoulder.
 If Gin had tried to chase after him, he would have ended up late himself, so he walked into history class alone. Swift was the only other LaCroix member he shared this class with, and sadly he had yet to make any friends. He spotted an empty seat in the third row next to the window, and decided to take it. As he made his way there he noticed a solitary console, much farther away from the others, in the back of the room by the window. From where he stood he could make out what looked like graffiti etched into the surface. The instructor was busy at the front, so Gin decided to take a look.
 Dead dad.
 Murdered mum.
 Loser son.
 Gin ran his fingers over these words, which had been crossed out many times. Other crude writings covered the top of the desk, even one telling the owner of the desk to kill his or herself. Gin found this disgusting. Even if this person was a complete jerk, this was too much.
 “Excuse me young man. Take your seat, class is about to begin.” the history instructor called out to a now embarrassed Gin, who went right to his seat and sat down.
 “Today we'll talk about the Galactic Civil War. Take out your reference books and turn to page 99. Can anyone list one of the precursors to the war?”
 Gin raised his hand.
 “Cadet O'Hare.”
 “In the year 20XX mankind underwent a massive series of breakthroughs in science and technology, specifically in space exploration and travel.”
 “Correct. Many years of negotiation, peace talks, and treaties lead to 20XX, the year that Earth became united under the banner of a single nation. Can anyone tell me what else happened during this year?”
 A few students raised their hands and the instructor picked a girl in the front of the room.
 “Cadet Timmons.”
 “It was also the year of the first solar empire, with Marcus Antica as it's emperor.”
 “Very good. Despite the amazing progress mankind had made however, the love of money still remained the root of all evil. By that era the middle class had vanished completely, and there existed only the rich and the poor. Can anyone explain the differences that led to tension between these classes?”  
 A cadet with wire frame glasses, who was seated in the middle of the room, was picked.
 “Cadet Phillips.”
 “The rich built lives that revolved around decadence and glamor, soaking themselves in opulence and luxury. For the lower class, life was considerably less baller and swaggtastic.”  
 “Not exactly how I would have put it, but yes. Daily life for the poor consisted of labor and military training for the greater good. In exchange for work done in mines, refineries, factories, etc., the poor would receive modest amounts of food, clothing, and shelter. Both classes had reasonable access to general, as well as higher education with bright minds emerging from either camp. Can anyone give us a social problem for The Empire?”
 A slim cadet seated two rows away from Gin was chosen.
 “Cadet Sanchez.”
 “For the majority of both sides, general and higher education was not the top priority. The nobility sought largely to increase their affluence and quality of life while the commoners focused on survival on a daily basis.”
 “Indeed. Marcus Antica had helped shape this way of life and was a firm supporter of it up until the moment of his assassination. Many speculate that it was a disgruntled citizen of the lower class that went mad and took the life of the emperor, while others argued that it was all part of a much more sinister plot. Can any of you list the members of the royal family?”
 A black haired young girl on the side of the room raised her hand.
 “Cadet Himawari.”
 “Marcus Antica married Aurora Danera, and had three sons: Julius, Mathos, and Tiberius. He also sired a daughter, Aria, who at the time of his demise was still an infant.”  
 “Correct. When the investigation finally reached the imperial family, tensions broke into a frenzy. Tiberius, being four years of age, was quickly ruled out by all but the most dedicated fringe conspiracy theorists. Thus the spotlight was shifted to Julius who was sixteen and Mathos who was fifteen. With the throne open and a power vacuum forming, both Julius and Mathos made their move. From our lesson the other day, do any of you recall what happened next?”
 A blonde haired young man in the front was called upon.
 “Cadet Iggori.”
 “In order to seize control, Julius and Mathos understood that they would need the support of the people. Julius sought power in wealth, declaring Mercury, Venus, Earth and Mars as his territory while taking up the interests of the nobility. Mathos saw power in numbers, and so made plans to make use of the poor. He claimed Saturn, Uranus, Jupiter, and Neptune as well as the dwarf planets.”
 “Indeed. The two territories are separated by the Belt Line, which greatly isolates The Empire and Rebel Faction from each other. Control of the outer planets gave Mathos considerable control over resources and manufacturing, leaving Julius to rely on the stockpile held by the inner planets and the wealth of their people.”  
 Gin had zoned out for a bit. When he came out of his educational coma he took a look around the room. Some of the students were taking notes, others were texting each other with their phones down in the their laps, and a few were even napping. He saw Swift and began to wave, but his hand stopped and hung lamely in the air. Swift was sitting at that console in the back of the room. That jacked up console!
 Gin stood and slammed his hands on his own console, glaring at his classmates with contempt.
 “Take your seat O'Hare.” The instructor ordered Gin, but he did not listen.
 “Swift...” Gin growled through clenched teeth.
 A female classmate sitting next to Gin hissed “Don't talk to him!”
 “Fu-” Gin began to shout at the hissing female, but Swift had risen, dashed over, placed a hand on top of Gin's mouth.  
 “Sorry! Be back soon!” Swift called to the instructor as he hauled Gin from the room.
 “Take your time.” the instructor said and shook his head.
 Once they were in the hallway Swift let go of Gin. They began to walk down the hallway.
 “What the hell?” Gin asked.
 “I know right? History is wack.” Swift deflected the question as he strolled leisurely with his hands in his jacket pockets.
 “No! I mean, is that really your console?”
 “Yes.”
 Gin threw his arms up and asked “You let them write that trash on there?”  
 Swift raised a hand signaling him to stop.
 “I don't let them, but haters gonna hate. If I busted up every bad kid that took a shot at me, I'd never have time to just be.”
 “Be? Be what?” Gin asked.
 “Be me. Be wonderful. Be Smart. Be funny. Be. Happy.” Swift answered.
 “I don't see how you can be very happy with people pulling stunts like that.” Gin grumbled.
 “It's not as if anyone in there would own up to having written that junk.” Swift explained “Empty words carry no weight.”
 “They can still sting whether they have weight or not.” Gin argued.
 “On their own those words can sting you no more than a knife laying on a table. Unless it is in someone's hand you'd have to prick yourself on it.”
 “Well if words are knives, then in this case a hand does wield them. The hand is just invisible.” Gin persisted.
 “I haven't heard of a ghost stabbing anyone lately.” Swift said with a shrug and asked “Have you cooled down yet?”
 “Have I cooled down? I can't believe you're not fired up!” Gin cried and asked “Why are they so jacked up towards you?”
 “I'll explain another time, but for now just know that in most of my classes the students pretend that I do not exist. It goes way beyond ignoring me; I might as well be dead to them.”
 “Can't you tell me why? The short version?” Gin asked.
 “There are students who hate me for what I did to this gang of cadets who used to call themselves The Nine. They ran the student body a few years back until I put a stop to it. Those who still aren't happy about that bully the ones who don't play along with their revenge. So under the threat of humiliation, torment and violence most people just go with it. You see, they cannot confront me directly for whatever reasons they have, so they exploit the weak as part of some psychological game.” Swift explained.
 “Dang, that's messed.” Gin observed.
 “Word.” Swift agreed and said “Let's get back to class.”
 When they stepped back into the classroom, Gin looked around for his console and spotted it in the back, right next to Swift's.
 “Ah jeez.” Swift said, scratching his head “Sorry Gin.”  
 “And then there were two.” Gin said with a smile and they both laughed.
 
-32-
 After history came algebra followed by field combat training, an activity exclusive to ESC members. Each Elite Student Crew member has a weapon of their choice imprinted to them. The weapon can be summoned in almost any situation via the Dynamic Material Generation System, DMG for short, a form of replication that stimulates light particles into solid mass, allowing said particles to duplicate the micro-structure of a component. DMG is still an experimental system largely due to being an incomplete science. While DMG can be achieved through the use of devices that act as catalysts, certain humans have been documented to use this ability with what is argued to be their psyche. The rarity of such humans has thus slowed research.
 Gin arrived on the twenty-first floor courtyard, still very impressed by the incredible accuracy of the Academy's weather simulation system. The grass and soil perfectly replicated to resemble a beautiful day right down to the last molecular level. The appearance so natural, the blue sky with cumulus clouds, forsythia and lilac freshened the air as rays of sunlight touched his skin and blades of grass gracefully dance with the soft breeze, tempting Gin to walk barefoot around the grounds.
 Swift saw him and waved his hands “Yo Gin!” he called out.
 Gin looked around and saw Swift jogging over to meet him “Hey Swift.” he said.
 They bumped fists and Swift asked “Ready to throw down fool?”
 “You know it dude, but I've noticed something.” Gin said.
 “What's up?” Swift asked.
 “Well I know about DMG, and everyone's been practicing with their weapons at combat training, but not you. You're always just hitting the heavy bag or doing push ups.”
 “My fists” Swift flexed and threw a few punches “are my weapons.”
 “Hmm...” Gin sounded a bit disappointed “That's all?”
 Swift wore an expression of mock outrage “That's all?!” he asked “Hmph. I guess I can show you something cool then.” he said and took a deep breath before letting it out slowly.
 To Gin it seemed that Swift just stood there doing nothing. This was probably another joke, and Swift would bring out some outrageously sick looking weapon. Then he noticed something so subtle that he nearly missed it. A flicker of bluish light had passed over Swift's eyes. Then it happened again and again, rapidly picking up speed until Swift's eyes were two blazing orbs of cerulean fire. Gin saw the blue light form an aura around Swift's hands, and the light shifted and shimmered with his movements.
 “Oh snap dude! What is that?” Gin asked in astonishment.
 “I call this weapon Wrath of God. It's experimental technology called AKE, short for Amplified Kinetic Energy.”
 “I see.”
 “You're just saying that because you don't know what to say Gin.”
 “Okay, you're right, but just show me what it can do.”
 “Check this out.”
 Swift approached one of the boulders stationed for cover in the training field. He squared his feet, and threw a sharp jab into it. A loud thwoom marked the impact of Swift's fist on the boulder, and Gin found himself amazed that he did not break his hand. They walked around to the back of the bolder, and at first glance it seemed that the it was largely unaffected by Swift's punch. However, closer inspection proved otherwise.
 “No way...” Gin said, and when Swift took a handful of the bolder and let it blow away in the wind, he asked “You... granulated it?”
 “What?” Swift asked.
 “You turned it to dust?” Gin clarified his question.
 “Ah, yes.” Swift said and struck the bolder once more where it remained solid; the punch shattering what was left like an explosive charge.
 “Holy god dude, how are you doing that?” Gin asked.
 “You know how they have ki in martial arts anime? Well I'm not saying that exists, but the body does have a natural energy that can be projected. On it's own it's barely noticeable, but can be detected with the right equipment. As of now it belongs to a fringe science at best, and is actually unnamed; even in my notes I simply refer to it as kinetic energy.” Swift began to manipulate the dust around them, swirling it up into a dirt devil “Wrath amplifies this energy, and then projects it according to my will.”
 “That's amazing.” Gin said “Amazing and confusing.”
 “Wrath is an amazing weapon indeed, but...” Swift said and put his hands on his knees “it does take a bit out of you the more you use it.”
 Gin could see that Swift had began to breath heavier. He wondered just how many of those amplified punches Swift could dish out, but then decided that one would be enough for anybody.
 “So when do I get my weapon?”
 “Well Gin, that's where it gets tricky.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “While you're authorized to make use of DMG to summon a weapon the minute you become an ESC member, you are not assigned a weapon. You must choose one.”
 “Wow. How did you find Wrath?”
 “I designed it. Revy handled the construction and calibration, and Felix helped with the testing as well as some of the research.”
 “That's incredible! Do cadets ever develop anything for the military?” Gin asked.
 “No. We're only students,” Swift said “and most of what we engineer is either highly experimental, unorthodox, illegal, or just ridiculous. As a result we try to fly under the radar, and we do not share research.”
 “That sucks. I bet you guys could make a lot of money.” Gin said as they began jogging along the track “I still haven't figured out what kind of weapon I want to wield, but I hope it's cool like all of the others.”
 “Doesn't have to be cool, just has to work. Take your time and choose what fits. For now I'll teach you some basic hand to hand and Revy can show you some gun stuff.” Swift said.
 “Dope.” Gin replied.
 Once they had done a few laps, they began hand to hand combat training. Swift started out with stance, movement and proper foot placement, while encouraging Gin to attack him. He would then nimbly dodge these strikes with ease, much to the frustration of Gin, who was trying his hardest to land a blow. Firearm training with Revy went considerably better. Gin has good eye sight and is a quick learner, so he was able get the basics down pat and even shoot the targets with decent accuracy. After they wrapped up training Gin finished his classes for the day and went back to his dorm. Classes had ended early today, but there was a crew meeting in the afternoon. He wasn't sure what to do until then, so he went down to the lounge.
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 Dante dashed back and forth before unleashing a devastating combination of ice, fire, and lightning attacks. Just as he was about to deliver the death blow with his sword, a loud and rapid clacking of buttons heralded a flurry of kicks, punches, and energy attacks from Ryu. So sudden was the barrage that Dante was wiped out completely.
 “What the hell!?” Swift raged at the video game screen.
 “Hm?” Revy asked.
 “You- you button mashed me! That's so cheap! There's like zero skill in that win!”
 “Uhhh...I'm just playing the way you taught me!” Revy smiled. In fact it was almost an insincere smile. There had to be something else there. Then she added “Looks like you taught me how to win. Easily. Without effort.”
 There it is! She was gloating! That was the smile of a bragger!
 “What!? Are you saying that was easy? Of course it's easy when you button mash!”
 Revy couldn't help but giggle. She had indeed remembered all of the combinations and strikes he'd shown her, when to use them, and so forth. However she also remembered that Swift was incredibly cute when frustrated, and that button mashing pissed him off to no end.
 “Let's play Rock City Ransom. They've got a new song list!”
 Swift folded his arms and shook his head “Naaah.” he said “I wanna play Time Crisis 13. I got to stage four alone the other day, so I'm sure we can beat it together.”
 Swift was the better musician out of the two, and Revy the better marksman. So if one looked at it for what it was, their game choices were rather funny.
 “Okay! I've got an idea. Let's play Marble vs Capcom 3-”
 “Marvel vs Capcom 3.” Swift corrected.
 “Sure. Let's play it one more time, and whoever wins picks the next game.”
 “You're on. You can't keep that button mashing up forever. Your hands must be tired by now.”
 Her hands were not tired in fact, not even a little. Despite playing a total of ten matches back to back, Revy still kept up the same blazing alacrity that had previously secured her victory. Their first face off, Dead Pool vs Amaterasu, saw Swift down a character. Through perfectly timed blocks he was able to finish off Dead Pool with a combination of attacks from Akuma and Dante, but both characters had taken damage from the exchange. After some more fighting Revy was down to Ryu with full health. Swift on the other hand had Akuma and Dante left, but with about an eighth health each.
 “Say Revy...” Swift said.
 “Shh, death approaches to claim your mortal soul.” she whispered to him.
 “I just wanted to say that you look absolutely beautiful in that dress today.”
 The kicking and punching of Ryu came to an immediate stop, and Revy turned towards Swift. Her face was bright red.
 “I- I-” she stammered.
 The stoic look on Swift's face immediately changed into a horrifically smug grin. Revy was still looking at him with dreamy eyes when she began to realize what was happening. However by the time she put her hands back to the controls, it was too late. Dante launched Ryu into a devastating air juggle followed by the switch, the special attack, and the victory.
 Revy began punching him in the arm and shouted “YOU JERK!”
 “Whaaaaaa? I was just playing the way you taught me how to play. Looks like you taught me how to win.”he said “What up.”
 Revy puffed out her cheeks, but instead of shouting some more she asked “So what are we going to play? Time Crisis 13?”
 “Nah.” he said “I wanna play Rock City Ransom. I heard they've got a new song list.”
 After they had finished gaming Revy and Swift went over to the food court to eat. They both sat down with salads, Swift loaded his with every topping he could find. Revy smiled when she saw this, because she thought of it as a wild sandwich in the jungle among the leaves.
 “You know, they'd have given you buns for that if you had asked.” she joked.
 “Eh? I wanted a salad. A man salad.” he replied.
 “That sounds gross.”
 “What? Why...aww man that's messed up. Don't say stuff like that while I'm eating.”
 “Me say stuff? You're the one going on about man salads and all that macho junk.” she said.
 “Whatev. Today was pretty awesome. I wish dating was a lot more like this.”
 Revy nearly spat her drink at him.
 “Huh!? Where's this coming from?”
 “Oh. The guys are having another of those 'Awkward City' meetings down in the boy's lounge. It's where they get together and talk about dating fails.”
 “Wow.” she said “Well me too. I could definitely picture a date going like this.”
 Swift squinted and gave her a side long look. He opened his mouth slightly as if to say something. Revy widened her eyes and tilted her head forward. Just then both of their smartphones went off.  
 “Ah, the ESC meeting is in ten minutes. We'd better get going.” said Swift after checking his messages.
 “Eh. Yeah...” said Revy. She was annoyed that their phones had interrupted what she considered to be a very important moment. She'd just have to wait until next time.  
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 Gin arrived at Ready Room One and took a seat between Felix and a dozing Jay.  
 “You're just in time for Jay's specialty. Guy has turned snoozin' into a science!” Felix said as he jabbed a thumb in Jay's direction.
 Just then a rough hand swept past the back of Gin's head and collided with the back of Felix's, knocking his glasses askew.
 “I ain't your guy, buddy.” Jay said, who had in fact woken up when Gin took his seat.
 “I ain't yer buddy, pal!” Felix kicked Jay in the side of his leg.
 “I ain't your pal, partner.” Jay bounced a pen cap off of Felix's forehead.
 “I ain't-”
 “Ohh-kay you two, I'm sure we all know where this is going.” Gin interrupted the pronoun showdown.
 “Yeah. I shouldn't be arguing with this heathen.” Jay said with a big yawn.
 “Ha! I'm a heathen?” Felix asked while crossing his arms.
 Jay nodded his head and said “Yes. Yes indeed.”  
 “Oh do tell me why. This'll be good.”
 “Well you see Felix, behind those soulless black eyes lies the unwashed, but genius mind of a madman.”
 “Soulless black eyes? They're not black; they're brown, and I do have a soul thank you.”
 “Nope. Nun-uh.” Jay said.
 “What about Swift?” Felix asked and added “He has brown eyes too!”
 “The Captain? Well he does fly like a demon...”
 Just then a fist fell upon Jay's head with the fury of five fingers, leaving him smote in his chair.
 “Swift” said Revy as she withdrew her fist from the sizzling lump forming on top of Jay's head “Does have a soul. He may be a reckless pilot at times, but he is bold and courageous.”
 She then straightened her dress and said down next to Jay.
 “Sorry Revy...” Jay gently rubbed his freshly lumped skull.
 “Don't apologize to me.” Revy held up a hand and closed her fist, the sound of her knuckles cracking made Gin's spine tingle “Apologize to this lady.”
 “Sorry Revy's fist.” Jay apologized to Revy's fist.
 “All is forgiven.” Revy said and gave Jay a small hug.
 After each crew member arrived and settled in Allie handed folders out to everyone.
 “Mission briefing?” Gin read the front of the folder aloud.
 “Aw jeez dude, Swift didn't tell ya about this?” Felix asked as he opened his own mission briefing.
 Just then Swift walked in and the ready room fell silent. Felix raised his hand and Swift pointed to him.
 “Dude, why you got Gin up in here lookin' like a stupid noobie?” Felix asked.
 Swift waived a hand as if to dismiss the idea “I do not have Gin looking like a stupid noobie anywhere Felix.” he said.
 Jay raised his hand next and Swift acknowledged him “But you didn't tell him about missions. That's kinda a big deal.” said Jay.
 Swift waved his hands in the air as if it weren't a big deal “I was saving that for the briefing.” he explained.
 Revy raised her hand.
 “Yes Revy?” Swift asked.
 “He is savagely unprepared for this briefing though.” Revy stated.
 Swift folded his arms and asked “Savagely is a bit rough don't you think?” and then shot Felix a look before adding ”And that makes him an ignorant newbie, not a stupid noobie.”
 Zhao raised his hand.
 “Sup Zhao?”
 “Aren't they the same thing?” Zhao asked.
 “No.” Swift answered.
 “Oh. Okay, because I thought they were.”
 “Nope. Not even.”
 “Right, my bad.”
 “Nah, you're good.”
 Swift looked around the ready room, and once he was sure that there were no more questions he proceeded.
 “Alright, I'm gonna start by giving a brief rundown on missions...”
 
 After the twentieth year of the war, both imperial and rebel forces had suffered massive casualties. However the rebel forces had an extreme advantage in manpower, so their ranks were always bolstered with new recruits. In contrast the imperial forces had more ships than they had crews to man them. In short they were on the verge of defeat and talks of surrendering surfaced. On April 23rd 20XX Emperor Julius Antica signed into action an emergency act that would permit military academies to dispatch crews of exceptional students on low to medium risk missions. The goal of this act was to delegate lesser priority missions to said exceptional students, who would serve in a reserve capacity, while freeing up actual active military crews to accomplish missions of a higher risk and priority. Also it would further prepare academy students for enlistment into the military. The act mentioned no exact age requirement, but parental consent was mandatory. For accomplishing a mission, the participating students are paid the equivalent to an O1, modeled after the United States Navy, based on a percentage decided by their performance and time spent during a mission. Payment is limited to a per mission basis, with the actual amount rewarded after taxes, deductions, and any penalties.
 
 “So you see, we are those exceptional students!” Swift said dramatically as he tossed his folder onto the podium and asked “Any questions?”
 Felix raised his hand.
 “Felix.” Swift said.
 “That wasn't very brief at all.” Felix commented.
 “That ain't no question.” Swift corrected him.
 Jay raised his hand.
 “Jayzilla, go!”
 “Word. It was actually kinda longish.” Jay pointed out.
 “Okay dude, that's not even a word.” Swift said as he put his face into his palm.
 “Longinus? Longinor, Lon-ge-vi-ty...” This last word Jay chose to stretch out.
 “Right. If there are no further questions, let's get right to the briefing.”
 Felix raised a hand and Swift shot him a murderous glance.
 “Felix.” he growled.
 “Can we call it the longin' instead of the briefin'? It just feels so much more accurate.”
 Jay and Felix bumped fists.
 “Really Felix?” Swift asked.
 Later that week Felix would arrive in his room to find his stuff missing. After much freaking out he would soon discover his possessions stuck to the ceiling by a makeshift gravity distortion device. It would take him two hours and the aid of three super computers to figure out the algorithm for the password lock and safely return his things to the ground.
 “An imperial ship in the outer orbit of Mars is sending out a distress signal.” Swift said as a map of the galaxy appeared on the view screen behind him “It's relatively close and within The Empire's territory, so we've been assigned this mission. We are to go assess the situation and lend what aid we can.”
 The crew of LaCroix then changed into their shift suits, which are specially designed uniforms fit for a variety of climates and activities, and boarded LaCroix. Zhao and Cookie went to the engine room, Jay and Felix to the Combat Information Center, and Revy to the weapons and navigation console. Meanwhile Allie was going over charts and maps with Swift on the bridge. Everyone had something to do. Everyone except Gin.  
 “Captain-” Gin tried to get Swift's attention.
 Swift turned and corrected Gin “Swift.”
 “Swift, what do I do?” Gin asked.
 “Gin, I'm so sleepy.” was Swift's reply.
 “Should I get you some coffee?”
 “No. I did not rescue you from mediocrity only to bring you onto the battlefield to serve as my secretary. That is redonk.”  
 “Not all secretaries get coffee, nor are all those who get coffee, secretaries.” Allie chimed in.
 “That may be so, but he'll be working with Revy today.” Swift said.
 “What about your sleepiness?” Gin asked.
 “It is taken care of. LC! Ready the beans!” Swift said, pointing his finger straight ahead.
 “Java upload!” LC's voice said over the loudspeaker.  
 “Magical.” Swift said in approval.
 Just then a buzzer sounded “Java has crashed.” LC said in a sympathetic tone “Program aborted.”  
 “Dang!” Swift exclaimed, wondering if LC was Windows based, and briefly considered changing her operating system.
 “Just kidding!” LC replied and set about making Swift's coffee.
 On the way to Mars Gin learned the basics of navigation and weapons management while receiving “pro tips” from Swift. Once they were in range, Swift gave the order to open communications.
 “This is ESC-1 LaCroix. What is your situation?” Swift stood at attention and addressed a man on the view screen who appeared to be in his mid thirties.
 This man gave him a doubtful look “May I ask who I am speaking to?” he inquired.
 “I am Captain Leoric Swift.”
 The man gave him an obvious frown of disapproval “You look young. Very young.”
 In actuality Swift was 1X.
 “I am a specialist despite my youth. I can assure you that my crew and I are properly trained and fully capable of lending aid to you in a wide variety of tasks.”
 “Tasks huh?” The man asked.
 “Tasks, yes.” Swift confirmed.
 “We've suffered causalities to our propulsion system. If you can send over your engineers, we'll brief them when they get here.”
 “How did you sustain those casualties?”
 “That's on a need to know basis, and all you need to know is that our engines are down.”
 “I need to know if it was equipment failure or the result of an attack. There may still be enemy forces in the area.”
 “Look, kid, if there were enemy forces in the area you'd be in a world of trouble. Why don't you leave the fighting up to the adults and send your engineers over?”
 “Right. They're on their way.” Swift said and added “Jackass.”
 “Wha-”
 “LC end communications.”
 Swift found himself irritated by those who did not take him seriously. He was also confident that he would not be in the position he is today if he and his crew could not carry-out their missions.
 “What a clown.” Swift said with disgust.
 “Everybody loves a clown.” Revy quipped.
 “Not me.” Gin shuddered “Clowns are wicked creepy.” he said.
 Allie crossed her arms and frowned slightly “Something about his attitude seemed strange.”  
 Swift crossed his own arms and said “He's a jackass, nothing strange about that.”  
 “Yes, but he seemed like he was hiding something.” Allie explained.
 Swift put his hand to his chin and looked up, as if thinking “True.” he agreed and added “Revy, run a scan on their ship for anything out of the ordinary. Also see if you and LC can access their ship's diagnostics. Allie, in the meantime have Jay transfer Zhao and Cookie over to have a look at their engines.”
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 Upon arrival Zhao and Cookie exchanged skeptical glances. The man who had spoken with Swift was waiting in the teleporter room with a sneer on his face.
 “That captain of yours needs to learn his place.” He said.
 “Oh?” Zhao asked in a casual tone of voice “What is his place?”
 “You're a wise guy too eh?” The man asked.
 “I am pretty wise if I do say so myself.” Zhao noted.
 “Keep it up...” The man threatened.
 “Pardon” Cookie broke into the conversation “What did you say your name was sir?”
 “I am Steven Daschair, captain of this ship.”
 “Are you new?” Cookie asked, tilting his head to the side.
 “You've got some nerve boy!” The man said in a raised voice.
 “I'm sorry. Honestly am. It's just that as far as I know there isn't a captain in the Imperial Space Fleet by your name, so I figured that you were new.”
 Daschair waved a hand and said “You don't know the name of every captain in The Empire.”
 “But I do. I actually keep a list of active and past Space Fleet captains on my smartphone.” Cookie said, and it should be noted here that Finnegan Cooke never fails a test.
 “Apparently you don't, because I am a captain. If you must know, I just transferred in.” Daschair explained.
 “Ah! So that's it!” Zhao exclaimed with a chuckle “Let me guess, you were in the Fifth Fleet?”
 “Wah!” Daschair exclaimed and asked “How did you know?”
 “Because there is no Fifth Fleet! The numbering skips directly from Fourth to Sixth and then on!” Zhao declared with a big smile on his face. In mid 20XX the Fifth Imperial Space Fleet was absorbed into the Sixth Fleet due to budget cuts.
 Daschair said nothing. He just stood there in silence with his eye twitching and a look of extreme unease on his face.
 “Nice.” Cookie said and high-fived Zhao.
 “Let's get out of here Cookie, he's probably just a department head or something lame.” Zhao said.
 They both shouldered past Daschair and left the teleporter room. As they made their way down the corridor towards the engine room, Cookie and Zhao talked about Daschair.
 “He wasn't wearing his uniform right, and he's sposed to be a captain?” Cookie asked.
 “Maybe he's a scumbag?” Zhao suggested.
 “His medals and ribbons were on the wrong side.”
 “Extreme shitbag?”
 “You know, rebel officers wear their medals and ribbons on that side...”  
 They exchanged skeptical looks once more and stepped into the engine room.
 
 Back on LaCroix, Revy had just finished the scan and reported the results to Swift “I found a couple of strange readings after the scan Swift.” she said.
 Revy had been quick and thorough in her work as usual, and now Swift leaned over her shoulder to look at the results from the scan.
 “Wow. They have quite a few extra bodies on board, not including Zhao and Cookie. Also, what is that?” Swift asked, pointing to the hangar bay.
 “Mmm, I was wondering whether or not you'd notice that.” Revy said in a teasing manner “It's strange given that it's a destroyer class ship. Perhaps there was some sort of emergency that required them to take on extra cargo.”
 “It's pretty huge. The shape of it looks kinda familiar too. Allie, what do you think?” Swift asked as he rubbed the nonexistent stubble on his chin.
 “An emergency might explain the surplus in personnel as well as the mysteriously large and curiously shaped cargo. However it doesn't account for the man you spoke with earlier. I still think he's hiding something. What was his name again?”
 “It's...I didn't ask. I should have, but I forgot to with all of the irritation he was emitting. LC, send them a comm request.”
 A buzzer sounded and LC said “Their ship appears to be blocking all incoming signals.”  
 “Oh man.” Swift said while putting his face into his palm “Why can't we ever just have an easy day?”
 
 Zhao pulled a lever, while Cookie adjusted a knob. They both toggled a few switches each. Finally Zhao pressed the ignite button and the engines roared back to life.
 Zhao began to double check the system “Say Cookie.” he said.
 “Yeah Zhao?” Cookie asked as he came over to help.
 “Did you notice any faults? Anything wrong at all?”
 “Now that you mention it, there was one.”
 “Really? What was it? I can't believe I missed it entirely...”
 “An I/o fault.” Cookie gave Zhao a sly grin and Zhao chuckled.
 “Doesn't seem like the kind of mistake professional engineers would make and require our assistance for. I mean, all they had to do was turn it back on. Let's check in with Swift and get outta here.”
 Zhao pressed the button on his comlink, which vibrated three short times. This meant that it was either inoperable or could not find a signal. Zhao frowned and whispered to Cookie in a voice that was barely audible “Seems like our comms are being blocked.”
 Cookie nodded in agreement and mouthed the words “It's a trap.”
 Zhao calmly summoned his weapon, a phase multi-tool able to shift it's shape and capabilities to perform a wide array of utilities, and when Cookie was ready they both turned around as if nothing were up. However three rebel soldiers now stood between them and the exit.
 “Hey! We fixed your ship! Good as new!” Zhao exclaimed.
 “Better than that, it's mint! Money! So we'll just be on our way...” Cookie chipped in and attempted to walk past the soldiers. One put a hand out and pushed him back rather roughly.
 “You two are coming with us to the brig.” the pushy soldier said in a hostile tone of voice.
 “Oh! But how would three fine sirs like yourselves wind up in the brig?” Zhao asked, feigning stupidity for the heck of it.
 “It's you two that are going to the brig punk.” The pushy soldier was having none of Zhao's sass.
 “And just what are the charges might I ask?” Cookie dropped in.
 “Charges? Are you too dumb to realize when you're being taken hostage?” The pushy soldier asked him impatiently.  
 “Oh! Cookie the jig is up!” Zhao cried to his fellow engineer.
 Cookie shrugged and said “They weren't playing our song anyway.”  
 The pushy soldier was the first to step forward and try to apprehend Zhao. He was promptly maced and began shrieking. As tears streamed down past the soldier's snotty nose, Zhao moved in and tased another who fell to the deck sputtering and convulsing. The third, not so big actually, Cookie kicked in the side of the shin and the soldier reflexively reached down to rub his leg. For his troubles he received a hefty punch to the face, sending him to join his cohorts on the deck.  
 “Nice!” Zhao patted Cookie on the shoulder.
 “You too. That thing really is amazing!” Cookie said, pointing to the phase multi-tool.
 “It's just a ball point pen really.” Zhao mused, which was partially true, because after the struggle he had shifted it's utility once more.
 Zhao went to the door and glanced into the hallway as Cookie secured the soldiers. He immediately pulled his head back inside after only a glimpse.
 “They're coming!” He warned.
 “How many?” Cookie asked, getting ready for another fight.
 “Looks like all of them.”
 “Well dang.” Cookie put his hands down.  
 Within seconds the rest of the soldiers rushed into the engine room and pointed their laser rifles at the boys. Zhao leaned in a cool pose against an equipment console, while Cookie had simply pulled out a Snickers. When Daschair had finished elbowing his way to the front of the soldiers, he stood victoriously in front of them with his arms crossed. Zhao took this opportunity to stand up and report the “success” of their work.
 “We fixed your engines!” He said cheerfully.
 Daschair strode forward and hissed at him to “Shut up.”  
 “Turns out someone just powered them down.” Zhao continued as if oblivious to the situation at hand.
 “I said shut up!” Daschair screamed in Zhao's face.
 
 Meanwhile back on LaCroix, LC notified Swift of an incoming communications request.
 Swift rose from his seat and said “Put them through.”  
 Daschair appeared on the main screen and Swift greeted him with a look of mock surprise.
 “Cut the crap kid. You know what this is.” Daschair barked at him. Swift's facial expression shifted to a poker face.
 “You're a terrorist.” Swift declared without blinking.
 Now it was Daschair's turn to feign surprise.
 “Terrorist is such a harsh word.” Daschair wagged a gloved finger and added “I consider myself a freedom fighter. What of your mighty empire though? Sending children to fight adults' battles.”
 Gin saw that weary but penetrating quality enter into the eyes of Swift as he stared down the rebel captain.
 “When it comes to the hearts of men, age does not matter. Return my crew members, or I swear to the very stars that surround us that you will die in obscurity!”
 A sour smirk swelled on Daschair's face as Swift spoke “How precious!” he cried and asked “Do you really think that you could take a life when the time comes? Are you that naive?”
 Swift made no reply, but kept his eyes locked on Daschair's.
 “This is war!” Daschair roared at Swift as rebel soldiers brought Zhao and Cookie into view “And if I were to kill your little friends, would you kill me in retaliation? Kill my entire crew? That wouldn't bring these two back. They would be dead because of your poor decisions. At that point you can either blame yourself or God; it really doesn't matter to me.”
 Swift rethought his position and considered his options. Whoever this man was, he was serious. To make matters worse he had Zhao and Cookie hostage. To attack the rebels would put his friends lives at risk, but to wait might also be dangerous. What if these rebels just decided to leave before reinforcements showed up? Swift didn't care to picture his friends winding up inside of some interment camp on Pluto.  
 “How about a trade?” Swift said with no change in tone or expression. Despite the age gap between the two, Swift addressed him with just as much authority if not more.
 “Oh? And just what could you offer me?” Daschair chided.
 “I'll take the place of my crew members. I'd make a better bargaining chip.” Swift knew it was completely wrong to negotiate with terrorists, but at this point he had to make a move and this was it.
 “And if I refuse?”
 “I will kill you all. I may not be old enough to take a life in your opinion, but my ship certainly is.”
 Just then a rebel soldier approached Daschair and whispered something into his ear “Hahaha.” Daschair laughed and said “Nicely put. I'll send your two little pals over when you begin the transfer.”
 “Deal.” Swift said and ended the transmission.
 As soon as the transmission was over, Allie said “I don't like this. It completely breaks protocol and puts your life at risk.”  
 “I don't have any other choice.” Swift replied.
 “You don't have any other choice?” she asked “Don't we, your crew, have a say in this?”
 “I didn't mean it that way.” he explained “I've already put enough of us at risk. At least this way it's just me that's...well in trouble.”
 “In trouble? Are you kidding us? You could be killed. These are dangerous men. Aren't you scared just a little bit, or are you that cocky?”
 “I'm scared to death. I currently fear for Zhao and Cookie's lives and when I get over there I'll still be afraid for my own. But this has to be done, and I'm not going to run from it. I'm going to punch fear in the mouth.”
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 Gin's heart was racing and pounding so hard that he thought it'd leap from his mouth if he spoke. What was going to happen next? Swift must have a plan of some sort. But if he did, why wasn't he sharing it? He figured he'd ask Revy what she thought and turned to her only to find that her fists were balled so tightly that her knuckles were white. Tears were dripping down her face and onto her navigation console. Suddenly it hit Gin. Swift had no plan at all. He was going in alone, and might not come back alive.
 Gin stood up and walked over to Swift “I'm going with you.” he said.
 Swift gave him a half smile and nodded “Okay Gin, hold up your hands.”
 Gin did as he was told and Swift feinted a punch to his face. Gin flinched and waved his hands in front of his face frantically. When he realized that Swift didn't actually attack he felt foolish.
 Swift patted him on the arm and took off his leather jacket “Maybe next time dude.” he said. He then walked over to Revy and held out his jacket. When she didn't take it from him, he laid it down on the navigation console and walked away. Just as he made it to the doorway she spoke.
 “Come back alive.” was all that she said.  
 He looked at her for a few seconds before a bit of blue light flashed across his eyes and he called out “Be right back! Don't let Gin steal my seat!”
 
 Swift made his way to the teleporter room, trying quickly to come up with a plan along the way. He was hoping that this would be one of those it's crazy enough to work moments, but no. Even if he opened the possibilities up to craziness, he only came up with “say something funny and then punch a lot of people”. Swift groaned loudly as he walked into the teleporter room.
 “You sure about this big guy?” Jay asked as he brought up the teleporter program's Graphical User Interface and configured coordinates for the transfer.
 “Oh man.” Swift walked over to the transfer platform “I get the feeling that this is going to be really awesome, or really dangerous.” he said.
 “I've learned that most things that are really awesome are really dangerous.” Jay replied and added “Get ready!”
 “I'd settle for dangerously awesome.” Swift said as he prepared to be transferred, which was a lot like being on the Gravitron at the county fair. Only much faster, no seat belts, and it sort of felt like it went inside of you.
 “Dangerously awesome huh? Just don't die.” Jay said.
 “Haha, yeah right? I'm gonna transfer over there and feed.” Swift announced.
 “Yeah, okay troll.” Jay said and began the transfer, causing Swift to wish he hadn't eaten such a big lunch that day.
 
 Zhao and Cookie arrived on LaCroix safe and unharmed while Swift materialized in the teleporter room of the captured ship. He engaged Wrath while still aboard LaCroix, so it was primed and ready when he found himself surrounded by laser toting rebels. If they were armed with firearms that made use of mechanical parts and gunpowder then it'd be a different story. However due to the disruptive effects that AKE can have on electrical equipment, the rebel soldiers might as well have been aiming LED flashlights at Swift.
 Daschair stepped forward with a slimy, smug look on his face and said “So we meet face to face little boy. Are you ready to beg for your life?”  
 Swift thought it pretty gross that this creep was enjoying himself so much “Why should I beg for something I already have?” he asked. Swift hadn't even bothered to look at Daschair as he spoke; he'd already seen enough on his ship's screen earlier. Now he was sizing up the soldiers around him, noting possible threats due to size and assumed physical ability. A few of the rebels had chuckled at Swift's remark, but Daschair was not pleased.
 “Well you can have some cuffs too-” Daschair shouted, but it sounded dangerously close to a scream “-and you didn't even have to beg for them! Take this brat to the brig!”
 A rebel soldier approached Swift, taking out a pair of handcuffs. Swift shifted his stance, stepping into the soldier's personal space without granting him time to react. Two uppercuts, a left and a right. The blows were fast but nasty; sounding like the crack of a whip and causing the soldier's head to bobble as he fell to the deck.
 The other soldiers opened fire, or at least tried to. Their laser pistols made weak pew pew noises and the gun muzzles blinked lamely. Swift took a few measured steps to the next soldier, punching him in the chest and snapping his wrist up to catch him in the jaw. The soldier began to gasp, obviously confused at which part of his body he should hold to ease the pain, and sat on the deck desperately trying to catch his breath. The next soldier Swift punched in the forehead, instantly dispatching him to dreamland. He then stepped back, side stepped and punched another in the nose. This soldier yelped and then sneezed blood down the front of his uniform. Daschair panicked and fled the room upon seeing his soldiers drop one by one at the hands of a teenager. A high-school student for crying out loud!
 Swift tried to chase after him, but a guard moved to block his way. This one was taller and seemed more formidable than the others. He took a boxing stance and threw some jabs into the air between them.
 “They call me Chief!” he exclaimed “Let's see what you've got there kid!” he said as he took off his uniform jacket and threw it to the side. Chief was wearing a sleeveless shirt underneath, which was jam packed with muscles.
 Swift stretched his arms and rolled his shoulders “They call me Swift.” he said “I'd take my coat off too, but I already turned things up a notch back on my ship.”  
 Chief appeared to have a good bit of upper body strength if being insanely ripped was any indicator, so Swift figured he should be careful not to get smacked up.
 Chief started the fight with a feint, flanked and then threw a jab that Swift ducked. This created an opening, but as Swift moved to counter he found himself dodging yet another punch aimed at his head. This guy was pretty fast, maybe even a lightning bruiser.
 While throwing yet another jab, Chief bellowed “You can't always be afraid Swift! Sometimes you've gotta just dive in!”  
 Chief then threw a serious hay-maker that Swift dodged by a hair. This was followed by an upper cut that Swift sidestepped. Now was the time to counter attack, and Swift began to strike Chief with a series of heavy body blows. Each strike caused Chief's body to rock to one side and then the other. Just as Swift thought he might be able to finish the brute, he saw Chief pull back a large fist. Swift ducked under this hook and rolled between Chief's legs, turning to punch him in the hamstring. A spasm of pain shot throughout Chief's leg and he fell on one knee. Swift stepped to the side of Chief and landed a downward strike to his jaw, putting him down on the deck.
 “T-that was cheap...” Chief moaned.
 “True, but as cheap as it was, you still couldn't afford it.” Swift said “This is your surrender. Stand trial, atone for your crimes and do the time.”
 By now the remaining soldiers had already fled along with Daschair. The only ones left were those on the deck, nursing their injuries. Swift left the room while locking the door behind him. He knew the fight was knocked out of those guys, so any sort of vengeful pursuit was unlikely. In the event that they might try to escape via the teleporter room, their attempt would be futile, because LaCroix was waiting right outside.  
 Swift made his way through the corridors cautiously, checking every space he came across while wondering what had become of the original crew. It's possible that the rebel raiding party killed them all, he thought, but it isn't probable. It was a common practice for rebels to capture imperial soldiers and crews in order to put them to work in the mines on resource planets such as Pluto. This being the case, and provided that the entire crew was being held together, the hangar bay seemed to be the best bet. Perhaps he might find that slimy rebel captain there as well.  
 Swift stopped at the nearest access terminal and disabled the communications block. Now that his comlink was active once more, Swift contacted his crew and filled them in.
 “So that's it. I believe they're hijacking imperial auxiliary ships and sending out bogus distress signals to ambush whoever is sent as support. Due to the nature of the distress signal and the location of the decoy ship, they can be sure that the signal won't attract numerous imperial ships in response. Then they capture the crew that has come to help and gain more prisoners and ships in the process. Once they're done, they use the captured ships to move freely through imperial space to the Belt Line and make their escape. It's very amateurish.”
 Allie sighed with relief and said “Good job Swift. Now all we have to do is notify command and go home.” Yet again Swift's risky behavior failed to amount to tragedy, she thought.
 “I agree. Contact Mr. Method and give him the basics. I'll do a more detailed report later.”
 As the president of the ESC program, Mr. Method performs many duties at Arbalest Solar Academy. Among these duties he acts as a liaison between ESCs and the imperial military.
 “Alright.” Allie said “Make your way to the teleporter room so we can transfer you back and go home.”
 “Nope.” Swift said promptly.  
 “Then I'll send Revy and Jay-”
 “No. It's too dangerous. Wrath can protect me, but not all three of us at once. At least not effectively.”
 “This isn't a good idea. You don't know what lies ahead; they could have more than laser weaponry.” she warned him.
 “Nah. It's not like they have a tank or anything.”
 Swift ended the link and continued to make his way towards the hangar bay. He stopped just outside of the entrance and dropped to a crouch to peek around the corner. A surprised rebel soldier, who had been waiting in ambush, looked down at Swift. He moved to attack, but Swift was quicker and knocked him off of his feet and onto his back with an uppercut square to the jaw. The soldier on the other side of the entrance tried to grab Swift, who stepped away and threw a hook. The soldier dodged this and put his hands up. They squared off, one circling the other. Swift blocked the soldier's jab and countered with a punch to the ribs. The soldier took a couple steps back and drew his laser pistol.
 Swift said, cracking his knuckles “Ahhh. Just when it was getting good.” and began to approach the soldier. Click click, pew pew. Wrath had inadvertently disabled this weapon as well. Swift knocked the soldier out cold with a solid punch and peered into the hangar bay. He found it odd that it was so empty.  
 “Looks kinda shady...” he said and walked in.
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 Daschair greeted him from an overhead walkway “I've gotta say that I'm impressed kid! Really! The rebellion could use more people like you!” he said, clapping slowly as if actually applauding Swift's progress.
 “Like I'd ever join your cause! And just what do you mean more people like you?” Swift asked.
 It could have been a simple comment, but the soldiers he had fought were pretty mediocre at best. Were there hidden super soldiers of some sort, perhaps a trump card that this clown had hidden up his sleeve?
 “You'll have to beat it out of me kid!” Daschair taunted.
 Swift made a run towards the walkway. He then tried to use Wrath to enhance his jump, but it wasn't enough. His fingers had barely grazed the bottom of the walkway before he fell back onto the deck below.  
 Daschair watched this and roared with hideous laughter “You should have drank more milk kid, then maybe you'd be tall enough to reach me!” he shouted.
 Swift tried again, but this time he leaped off of two nearby cargo crates to boost himself higher. He caught the handrail and hoisted himself over it and onto the walkway.
 “Oh sh-” Daschair began to shout, but never had the chance to finish. Swift used Wrath to propel himself forward, quickly gliding across the distance, punching Daschair with enough force to send him flying across the walkway.
 Swift stood over him with a fist cocked back and said “Jigs up clown. Spit it out!”  
 Daschair weakly spit out a couple of teeth.
 “Well...no.” Swift said “Not literally you see.”
 “Fool! You should have joined us! Now you die!”  
 For the sake of reading comprehension, the words you just read do not reflect the slurring or whistling, caused by Daschair's loss of teeth, that Swift was now laughing at.
 “You'll see!” Daschair threatened as he took out a small device and pressed the big red button on the front of it. Swift laughed even harder.
 “No way man. I bet your bark is worse than your bite! You think that big red button is going to gum up my works? To tell ya the tooth, I don't think so!”
 While Swift had been making one corny joke after another, a low rumble began to fill the hangar bay. The sound began to grow so much in volume and intensity that Swift had stopped laughing and actually began to worry. Just a bit. Then the rumbling stopped and the hangar bay was enveloped in a tense silence.
 Swift shrugged and said “Man whatev-” but was cut off by several loud, metallic thuds. He watched the floor below closely, waiting to see what this new threat could be. When he saw the frighteningly huge muzzle of a plasma cannon, he understood instantly what came next. Wasting no time Swift rushed a burst of energy into his fist and collapsed the entire walkway with a single stroke of his fist. Both Swift and Daschair fell not a second too soon, as a plasma blast exploded into the wall overhead where they had just been; the plasma residue having been so hot that it caused the reinforced steel of the ship's wall to melt like butter. Swift freed himself of the walkway debris and frantically pinched at his collar, looking for his comlink.
 “Tank! Walking tank!” Swift shouted to his crew.  
 Allie quickly responded to his distress call and asked “Model?”
 Swift replied “Looks like a WTX. I wanna say it's the 9800GT.”
 Allies heart sunk as she punched in the search for the tank model. She was aware as well as Swift, a single student versus any model of walking tank was a dire situation. “The WTX-9800GT has heavy firepower and impressive durability due to it being a bipedal model with forward facing legs and higher power capacity; allowing it to carry additional weapons while still enabling it to have advanced targeting and sensory technology. It lacks shielding however, and requires a pilot to function.” she read. Allie added in a sing song voice “It's not like they have a tank or anything.”
 “Arrrgh!” Swift growled into his comlink.
 “Okay grumpy pants, calm down, take a deep breath and...RUN! We'll transfer you as soon as you can reach the teleporter room.” Allie closed the link with Swift and rerouted the signal to Jay in LaCroix's teleporter room.
 “Jay start pre-staging a transfer and have Felix prepare Pol's Voice.”
 
 Back in the hangar bay Swift sprinted towards the exit, his speed enhanced by Wrath. Just then a mini rocket raced by; just missing him and colliding with the exit. Swift instinctively shielded himself with Wrath, but was knocked back and onto the deck by the explosion. He rolled over and looked up at the walking tank, which was now preparing for another attack. He squeezed his comlink.
 “I'm trapped. The WT caved in the exit.”  
 Allie was up in a flash and moved to the pilot's seat while issuing commands to the crew “Revy go down to our loading bay, port side, and position yourself in front of the loading bay doors with Nine Breaker ready.” she said “Gin take control of the ship's weapons. Charge the cannons to breach and rotate Pol's Voice ninety degrees to face port side. I'll bring us around.”
 Swift was back on his feet and had just tumbled away from the walking tank's latest attack when Allie's voice came over the comlink “Swift you just need to hold on for a few minutes! We're coming to help!” she said, but Swift didn't have time to respond.  
 The walking tank had discarded it's plasma cannon, and now aimed a massive laser rifle at Swift. A high pitched whine issued from the chamber of the rifle followed by the boom of discharged electrons. Swift attempted to use the energy stored in Wrath to deflect the shot, and a catastrophic shriek filled the hangar as both energies collided, lighting arcing and flashing before the shot was deflected up and away. Sparks rained down from the collapsing ceiling and debris crashed onto the deck around them. It took some effort for Swift catch his breath. He had never parried an attack of that magnitude before, and found it took a considerable amount of stamina to do so. On top of that, this had been the first time that Swift had used Wrath in a real combat scenario. Just then the lights in the hangar bay began to flicker and Swift got an idea.  
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 The walking tank pilot paused from astonishment as Swift deflected his shot. Once he regained his wits he fired off a three shot burst, but Swift carefully dodged these and proceeded to stop once more to regain his strength. Spotting a sign of weakness from his opponent, the pilot switched his rifle to fully automatic; intending to overwhelm him with sheer attack speed. Swift began to move in sync with the flickering of the lights, making sure to never be in the same general area once they came back on. This helped give off the illusion that Swift was warping around the hangar bay. The pilot would not fooled by such an amateurish tactic however, and turned on the walking tank's thermal sensors to track him. A little darkness wouldn't turn this fight around.
 Yet Swift wasn't using the darkness to hide, but to flank; the use of Wrath for bursts of speed leaving confusing imprints on the thermal sensors. Once he was close enough, Swift made a zigzag dash towards the walking tank, jumped, and landed on it's chest. The last recorded image on the thermal sensors was the orange silhouette of a young man pulling back a fist.  
 With the sensors smashed and disabled, Swift dropped back to the deck and rolled to avoid the walking tank's fist. The pilot, now furious that Swift outsmarted him, had to rely on what he could see through a viewing pane hidden on the front of the walking tank. In an attempt to partially restore his vision the pilot threw down emergency flares, and Swift appeared as if he were a vengeful spirit from a horror movie as his movements lagged between light, darkness; in and out of the red light of the flares.
 Swift moved in close again and struck a mighty blow to the side of the walking tank's leg, causing a crunching noise much like a sledge hammer bashing a car; the blue light from Wrath shining in bright contrast with the dim red light of the flares. The pilot, unable use his rifle at close range, swiped a heavy metal hand at Swift. Swift was able to dodge the attack, and turned to assault the same leg once more. He threw another punch, but as he used Wrath more and more, the punches decreased in intensity. His fist crashed upward into the walking tank's knee joint with uncanny accuracy, leaving it severely damaged. The pilot flew into a frenzy of melee attacks, and finally connected with Swift, sending him flying through the air. Having depended on Wrath so much, the weak shield he put up was all Swift could do to prevent his bones from shattering. He crawled behind a pile of overturned cargo crates, the muscles in his torso screaming in agony. The walking tank's mobility was greatly afflicted by Swift's assault, and the pilot found himself unable to position the WT to fire on Swift's exact location. Since 9800GT's lacked the free pivoting torso units of other models, the pilot had to improvise by having the walking tank hold the rifle sideways in it's hands and activating the proximity sensors. The initial shots were wide due to the awkward position of the rifle and lack of actual sight, but soon began to close in. The pilot was adjusting his aim based off the trajectory of his shots, where they actually landed, and the location of his target. It was only a matter of time until he blew those crates away and Swift with them.
 Things look incredibly bad, he thought, as he lay on the deck, trying to think and gather strength quickly. It would have been a good idea to not attack the walking tank and just wait for backup. It probably would have been a cool idea not to jump into dangerous fights period. Hell it would have been ninety nine swag if he were a normal student. Still that's pretty boring if he thought about it. And if he wasn't out fist fighting big friggin' robots, then just who would? Not Gin. Not yet at least.  
 The rifle blasts were even closer now, and it was if he could feel the heat from each one crashing into the deck around the crates. Swift closed his eyes, and then it came. The inevitable explosion that meant the crates were now destroyed and that he was fully exposed. Disintegration came next, naturally, and Swift had no idea how that felt. At least it will be quick, he thought.

Only it didn't come. He opened his eyes and the crates were still there. Swift rolled to a kneeling position, moving to take a peek. Black smoke funneled from a gaping hole in the hull of the ship. He could feel the vacuum of space pulling as the oxygen field engaged and the atmosphere stabilized. The walking tank's balance had shifted, which caused further damage to it's leg, and the pilot had to temporary halt his attack as he struggled to keep upright. Swift stood up and could now see LaCroix clearly through the hole in the hull; Pol's Voice pointing directly at him and the walking tank.  
 Allie's voice came over the comlink “Swift shield your ears. In fact shield your entire body.”
 He could hear Pol's Voice charging up now, the wub wub wub heralding his doom. Swift began to charge up Wrath in order to create a shield against the devastating sound waves of Pol's voice, but with time running out he began to doubt Wrath's effectiveness in blocking the attack. A barrier created by AKE could keep out proton and light based energy attacks, however the physical damage from Pol's Cannon would easily punch through. It had all come down to this. Die from a walking tank or shaken apart by dubstep. Dubstep he had personally chosen for obnoxiousness. Creating a small hole in the barrier, Swift then took a deep breath, pulling the barrier tight around his body. Then he closed the hole and expanded it once more. Swift had recalled Wilson's argument that Pol's Voice would be ineffective in a vacuum, and got the idea to create a space with Wrath that was void of molecules for the sound waves to travel through. As long as the plasma didn't reach the barrier, he'd be safe from any residual waves entering the bay. As he closed his eyes to concentrate on maintaining the barrier, Pol's Voice struck like an earthquake, and he elevated himself off the deck for safety. Staying on the deck meant that he ran the risk of falling over, and thus being shook up like a can of paint. No thanks. Just as he thought he was at the end of his rope, however, it stopped, and he released the barrier with a gasp. That whole no molecule thing seemed like awesome sauce until he realized that no air molecules meant that he would need to hold his breath. It should have been obvious, but he had found himself distracted previously; with all of the almost dying going on and what not. When he opened his eyes he saw that the entire hangar bay was in shambles. The walking tank had collapsed and now was propping itself up on one shoulder. This was his chance to drag that pilot out and knock some sense into his or her skull.
 Swift began to charge towards the fallen mech, but had barely taken a step forward when the pilot raised the WT's free hand to reveal wrist mounted mini-missiles.
 “Really!?” he shouted in frustration.
 After all of this he was going to die anyway. Wrath didn't stand a chance of blocking even a single missile and he was too close to dodge them at all. Suddenly a loud thump echoed throughout the hangar bay, sending the walking tank's arm to the deck with a thunderous crash. There is only one person Swift knew of who could make that shot with such a powerful precision weapon.  
 “Wow, thanks Revy!” Swift shouted into his comlink.
 There was no answer.
 “Revy, are you mad at me?” He asked.
 Silence followed by “I'm not mad.” in quite a chilly voice.
 “...Okay. Cause you seem mad.”  
 “I'm not.”  
 “Well thanks!” He tried again.
 No answer.
 Swift had a fleeting thought that perhaps the walking tank's missiles actually were not half as scary as an angry Revy. He took two bounding strides and jumped onto the back of the walking tank. As much as he wanted to tear the cockpit door off in the front, that would be impossible even with Wrath enhancing his finger grip due to the complex interlock system on the hatch. Instead he positioned himself behind where the pilot sat inside and cracked his knuckles. Then he took a deep breath and unleashed a volley of rapid fire punches, each one booming into the back of the walking tank until he heard the hiss of the cockpit door as the interlocks released. Satisfied, he hopped down and pressed his comlink.
 “Jay, start getting a fix on me. Once I subdue our ace pilot here get a lock on him and transfer us both.”
 
-39-
 Swift turned to get a good look at the pilot, blinking rapidly; unable to believe his eyes “Benny!” he yelled as if he had seen a ghost.
 “Leo! It's been far too long!” Benny said cheerfully, as if he hadn't just piloted that killer walking tank a few moments ago.
 Benedict “Benny” Fisher was, at one time, Swift's best friend while he attended Arbalest Solar Academy. It was believed that he was executed by The Empire following the events of RP-750.
 “I...You're...” Swift was so overwhelmed that he could barely speak.
 “You thought I was dead?” Benny asked and added “Quite the opposite old friend.”  
 “You tried... to kill me?” Swift asked, dumbfounded.
 “Now I don't remember you being this stupid.” Benny answered with a thin lipped smile “Of course I tried to kill you.”  
 “Why?”  
 “Because we're enemies.” Benny answered while gesturing to the rebel shift suit he was wearing “Duh.”
 Standing there in the crumbling ruins of the cargo bay, Swift silently watched a dead man mock him. He got the feeling that Benny was hell bent on being a troll, and that anything he said would be met with some wise crack or lame remark. After the initial shock of Benny still being alive wore off, Swift asked “So what happens next?”
 Benny threw his hands up and shrugged “What else? I'm going to end this heinous war!” He said.  
 “We can end it together then!” Swift offered.  
 Benny's smug expression then contorted into a hateful mixture of a cold smile and a hideous look of contempt in his eyes “Oh?” he asked and added “Not before The Empire sees my head parted from my shoulders! I don't think they'll mess it up twice Leo.”
 “We'll figure something out!” Swift pleaded.
 “We'll figure something out!? I'd still be at the academy if you had just shot. Her in. The head!” Benny put forceful emphasis on these last few words, and the memories they evoked stung Swift like daggers to the heart.  
 “She was just a kid Benny.” Swift said softly.
 “So were we! Don't tell me you still haven't killed anyone yet? This is war!” Benny shouted.
 Swift shook his head and said “Death is an end with no resolution.”  
 “You know what your problem is? You keep seeing your dead mother in every dying person you come across, and it scares the hell out of you.” Benny said coldly “You're just a coward.”  
 Swift took a deep breath and exhaled. Gone was the pain and fatigue he had just felt. Now anger seeped into his mind as a curtain of white noise rose up between his consciousness and his thoughts “That's enough for now Benny.” he said flatly “You're coming with me.”  
 “Maybe in a body bag,” Benny said, holding his hands up into the air “but never in cuffs!”  
 Swift ignored this and launched himself at Benny, who had just enough time to put his hands up to block the flurry of jabs raining down upon him. He tried to counter with punches of his own, but these were parried without trouble. Swift feinted a body shot, and when Benny went to block, Swift switched targets to seamlessly slam a left hook into Benny's face. He immediately followed up with a right hook that sent Benny reeling. Just as Swift cocked back for a TKO, Benny emitted a burst of energy that lifted Swift off of his feet and sent him sprawling on the deck below.
 “Surprised are-” Benny tried to ask, but was cut off mid sentence as Swift appeared instantly in front of him. Before he could react, Swift hit him with two enhanced punches, the second was so vicious that he had to struggle desperately to keep conscious. Another burst from Benny threw Swift into the air once more. This time a cord of energy lashed out and whipped Swift onto the deck with brutal force. Benny staggered, spat blood, and then wiped his mouth.  
 That was ridiculously painful, Swift thought. Trying to move was excruciating, and when he did so, he thought he felt a clicking, or rather shifting, in his side. He'd probably broken a bone, or two, or three. The fight with the walking tank had already taken it's toll on his body and now fighting with Benny had brought him to his limit.
 “I forgot” Benny said as he tenderly rubbed his swollen cheek “that you don't like to listen sometimes.”
 “Kuh.” was all Swift could say in his battered condition.
 “When I heard stories of the amazing Wrath of God, I knew that I absolutely had to create one of my own. After improving on your current specs I named it Atheist. Fitting name, don't you think?” Benny asked.
 Thoughts began to flow back into Swift's pain hazy mind. First off, he wanted to know how did Benny come to learn so much about Wrath? Also just when did he create Atheist? Does he fully comprehend the nature of weapons like Wrath and supposedly Atheist? Swift had a feeling that Benny did not and now had a plan. However he'd need an opening or he'd find himself whipped to pieces.
 “Honestly! After all of this time I had hoped that you'd become stronger.” Benny lied. He had been sure during testing that Atheist would destroy Wrath as well as Swift. He had been sure that there would be no hope. No chance. Benny raised his hand and said “You look so tired laying there little Leo. Maybe you should sleep.”
 A cord of energy snaked through the air and rose above Swift. This is so lame, he thought, getting swatted like a bug. Exhaustion and injury prevented him from dodging or blocking any attacks at this point, so he locked his eyes on Benny's and wished dreadfully that he could make heads explode with his mind. Yet, before Benny could land the deathblow he sensed movement at his side, and spun wildly to block an incoming round. Intense blue light flashed in front of his face as sparks began to fly everywhere; his eyes bulging in concentration, sweat forming on his brow and then trickling down his face as the anti-tank round got closer and closer to it's target. With his knees shaking and tremendous effort he deflected the round, sending it flying upwards and into the ceiling with another loud thump. More debris fell as the bay collapsed further and Revy cocked back the slide on Nine-breaker; preparing to fire once more. She couldn't believe what she was seeing. Not only did Benedict, who was supposedly dead, come out of the walking tank, but he was attacking Swift with a weapon similar to Wrath.
 “Oh...” Benny said in a strained voice “Hello there Reveille. You can die too.”  
 Benny sunk his energy cords into the back of the walking tank and manipulated the circuitry for the arm, causing it to aim it's mini-missile launcher at LaCroix's loading bay. The walking tank shifted once more and fell to the deck completely, giving Revy time to switch Nine-breaker from single shot to three shot burst. She didn't know if she could shoot down each mini-missile, but there was one thing she was sure of: Benny wouldn't come out of this fight with anything remotely resembling a skull. Seeing the current situation unfold, Swift knew that this was his one and only chance to stop Benny and save them both. Swift sprang to his feet with what little strength he had left and launched himself back at Benny for one last play.
 “That won't work loser!” Benny shouted as he turned to face Swift with a heated look of rage on his face. In return, Swift just looked him with pity and sadness, which only infuriated Benny even more “Don't look down on me!” He screamed.
 “Shut up punk.” Swift said and thrust a hand forward into the approaching energy field created by Atheist. Wrath and Atheist then began to resonate with each other. As one put out more energy the other drew it in. Benny quickly found that he could not halt his attack and began to struggle.  
 Swift's eyes filled with fierce blue light as he spoke in a grim voice which crackled with electricity “Do you see now, how these weapons work? They can bleed you dry, and devour your soul.”  
 Benny fell to his knees as Atheist continuously siphoned his energy “Stop!” he protested.  
 Swift only pulled harder, causing Benny to roar in agony. Fatigue began to set upon Benny and that roar of agony soon became nothing more than a weak groan. The strain from trying to control both Wrath and Atheist consumed what little stamina Swift had left, and he felt the power becoming unstable. As he released his control over Atheist, the burst knocked them both back several yards onto the deck, exhausted and beaten.
 Jay was then able to get a lock on Swift, and immediately teleported him back to LaCroix. Allie was waiting at the platform, and caught him before he fell.
 “Jay...Benny...” Swift gasped painfully between words.
 Jay moved forward to help Allie carry Swift off of the platform “I know man.” he said “Revy told us, but you've gotta take it easy. You're pretty banged up.”  
 “Bring him...back.” Swift struggled to make words.
 “Don't try to talk.” Allie cautioned but Swift shook his head.
 “Jay...” He said.
 “I tried, but I couldn't get a lock on him.” Jay replied.
 Just then Revy entered the teleporter room with a fierce look in her eyes and said “The rebels are preparing to pull off. They'll escape at this point.”  
 Just as Allie and Jay had managed to sit Swift down he tried to stand up.
 “Swift!” Allied tried to stop him, but it wasn't necessary because he couldn't stand up despite his best efforts.
 “Pursue...them.” Swift said.
 Allie crossed her arms and said “Not an option. We'll send out a distress call. A fleet ship-”  
 “I'm captain.” Swift took out a pair of shades, somehow unbroken, from his pocket and put them on “...deal with it...”
 Allied snatched the shades from his face, threw them on the deck, and crushed them with her boot “Don't you pull rank on me Leoric Swift! You need medical attention! We're done here. We're basing!” she said.  
 The look of fury on her face was equally matched by the look of defiance on Swift's face “What I need is to save those hostages. What I need is to bring Benny back.” he said, and grabbed his sides, doubling over in pain. Revy couldn't bare to watch anymore and left the room. Jay then brought up a live stream of the captured ship and called their attention to it. One imperial ship, followed by another, and yet another came onscreen. They then proceeded to outmaneuver the captured ship before boxing it in. Swift leaned back in his seat with a sigh of relief.
 “This is the IFS Clear Light, what is your status LaCroix?” an imperial soldier asked over the communications link.
 “We're fine... Mission complete.” Swift said carefully as to not injure himself any further.
 Swift had broken four ribs, had a laceration on his liver and kidney, and one collapsed lung. On top of this, his pay was docked for not following student procedures in a combat situation. All in all, the imperial forces did arrive and rescue all of the hostages, but found no one fitting the description of Benedict Fisher among the rebels arrested.
 
 Fisher sat down in the pilot seat of his PFCC. The advanced phase cloaking technology that he'd equipped to it would at allow him a speedy, yet peaceful get away. Just as his thoughts and emotions began to wash over him a voice spoke up from behind.
 “Was that him?” the voice asked.
 “That was him.” Fisher confirmed.
 The speaker, a thin young female in a Rebel shift suit, stepped forward and sat in the co-pilot's seat with two cups of coffee in her hands, passing one to Fisher.
 “A little rough on your old buddy don't ya think?” she asked as she brought her own cup close to her face to test the temperature.
 Fisher took a sip of his coffee and said “I had to be.”
 “Did you now?” she lowered her cup and asked.
 “After all this time, he is still being reckless and trying to play the hero.” Fisher said, staring down into the dark depths of his drink “It pisses me off.”
 “I seem to recall you liking that sort of thing.” the girl said “At least that's what all of the academy stories you've told me say.”
 Fisher lowered his cup and looked at the ceiling “Things change. People change.” he explained “I'm not that guy anymore.”
 The girl nearly spat coffee on him and had to cover her mouth as she giggled “You're still a kid Benny.” she said.
 “I told you to call me Fisher, Elliot.”
 “And I told you to call me L, or Ellie.”
 Fisher frowned and said “Can't you even be the slightest bit professional? I mean a war is going on.”
 Ellie pouted and said “Awwww I'm sorry! I'm super cereal for you Fisher!”
 “Whatever.” he said rolling his eyes and added “That's the thing though. A war is going on. What happened two years ago...that was meant to give Swift the life he deserves. A life as a normal, happy student.”
 “You can't make people live normal, happy lives. If that were possible, then the galaxy wouldn't be at war.” she said and made a face “Duh.”
 “True, but I don't think he understands the gravity of it all. What if he keeps this up and gets kicked out of the academy? Is he just going to go back to Earth and be a bum? What if he ends up killed off for real?”
 “I think...” Ellie took a sip of her coffee “that he understands. As for the school part, I don't think he cares. And after seeing him today, I don't believe he'll ever wind up a bum anywhere.”
 “And him getting killed?”  
 Ellie didn't answer at first, but simply took another sip of coffee. This annoyed Fisher more than he actually knew. Perhaps, despite his claim that he wanted to kill his former best friend, he found the thought of Swift's death very distressing.  
 “Do you think we should let him help us?” Ellie asked.
 “What!?” Fisher shouted, spilling coffee onto the deck “You didn't even answer my question! Now you're asking about letting him help us?”
 “He is the strongest person I've seen. Ever.” Ellie answered.
 Now it was Fisher's turn to laugh “Don't let him hear you say that.” he said “His head will swell and most likely explode.”
 “Hey!” she smiled and said “I'm serious here.”
 “I am too. The stalemate between The Empire and The Rebel Faction is only being held by the chaotic nature of the Belt Line. With what we learned about The Empire's latest interests that could change, and not for the better. Not for them, not for anybody.”
 “I just want you to think about it.” Ellie said “He seemed willing to help us in our noble cause of ending this war.”
 “Tell you what- I will if I see him again.” Fisher said and held out his free hand “Provided he lives.”
 “Okay, deal.” Ellie said, and they shook on it.
 

PART FOUR
 Return To The Red Planet
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 “It really doesn't matter what the armor index on the new tungsten-glass compound is.” Felix munched loudly on a handful of Chex Mix and added “Hybrid series light cannons apply a mark that either detonates after or a few seconds or when struck with another attack. It'll eat right through that mess.”
 Jay grabbed the bag of Chex Mix and said “Nope.”
 “Hey!” Felix shouted, spraying crumbs everywhere.
 “You get these back when you learn to chew with your mouth shut.” Jay folded down the top of the bag and added “Anyway, you can mitigate the damage from that mark with heavy beam forming applied to your shields.”
 “That's when I use armor penetrating rounds. Smash.” Felix said and made an attempt to grab the bag.
 Jay moved the bag further out of Felix's reach and said “That's when I use a gravity field and you're like 'Why are my attacks so slow?'”  
 “That's when-”
 “That's when I EMP you both-” Swift interrupted and took the bag of Chex Mix “and use electromagnetic fields to drain your energy resources. Then I'll fling you both into the sun with tractor beams.”
 He looked at Jay and then Felix “And if I catch you eating my Chex Mix again Felix, I'm taking your finger nails off one by one.” he said as he made a clamping gesture with his hand.
 “My bad bro, I was starving.” Felix said.
 Swift put the half eaten bag of Chex Mix into his pocket and said “Ya know, you could try buying your own food if you're hungry. I'm your captain, not the snack fairy.” he looked around and asked “Have you guys seen Revy?”
 Jay said “She was here earlier, and she seemed pretty mad. Mentioned something about an idiotic moron having gone too far.”
 A look of panic spread across Swift's face and he ran to the door saying “I'm gonna get it this time...”
 Gin nearly collided with Swift on his way into Ready Room One “Hey guys.” He greeted Jay and Felix.
 Jay raised a hand and said “Sup.”
 Felix nodded and said “Yo.”
 “What was Swift in such a rush for?” Gin asked.
 “Well, Revy really cares about Swift. So much in fact that it drives her crazy whenever he pulls his dangerous stunts. He was most likely going to find her and apologize.” Jay explained, and then added “And get beat up probably.”
 “Wow.” Gin said and asked “They going out or something?”
 Jay and Felix exchanged a look and Felix said “Ha! Ask'em both and the answer is no. But everyone knows how close they are.”
 “But they're not dating right?” Gin persisted.
 Jay frowned and was about to say something when Felix spoke up with a wide grin on his face “Nope. Revy is single.”
 “Hm. Well I've gotta go to English. I'll catch you guys later.” Gin said and left.
 Jay turned to Felix and said “Nothing good will come of this.”
 Felix put his hands behind his head and said “Shut up fool. I've got a plan.”
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 Gin walked into his English class looking for an empty seat, when a voice from the back of the room called out to him.
 “Hey Gin! Come sit with us cool kids!” Swift exclaimed with one hand cupped around his mouth while waving the other.
 The cadet next to Swift made an X with his forearms and shouted “No! Don't do it! If you do, then you'll surely become an outcast like us!”
 “Heh heh. It's a bit too late for that.” Swift said as Gin took the seat next to him and added “Gin this is Raati, a friend of mine and so called rival. Raati this is Gin, the newest member of my crew.”
 “Nice to meet you Raati.” Gin said as he attempted to log into his student console. It gave him a password error at first, so he attempted to input his password again. The password error then vanished and the log in process started, which was then plagued by a connection error. Gin gave up and took out a spiral notebook.
 “Nice to meet you and allow me to tell you what a mistake you've made! Doom and madness await! You'll never be normal again!” Raati declared as he logged into his own student console, which actually worked. The three cadets huddled over the console and looked at the assignment screen.
 “Oh boy. It's time, once again, for the 'Personal Career Goal' survey! Yay!” Raati said with sarcastic enthusiasm.
 The Personal Career Goal survey was an educational tool designed to aid students in planning their future. The three boys completed it on time, but were still stopped by the instructor on the way out of the classroom.
 “Dosa, O'Hare, Swift. Front and center.” Instructor Fughorn said to them, and the three boys exchanged glances as they walked over to the Instructor. “I'm sure you know why I called you three out.” Fughorn said sternly.
 “Because you're issuing us Outstanding Effort Awards?” Raati asked.  
 Mr. Fughorn gave him an agitated look and asked “I take it you haven't reached your detention quota for this quarter yet Cadet Dosa?”
 Raati held up his hand, pinching his index and thumb together “Almost there Instructor Fughorn!”
 “Stand at attention Dosa!” Instructor Fughorn barked and Raati did so in quite the dramatic fashion.
 “I'll start with you, funny guy. For the question 'what do you want to be when you grow up' your three answers were: The Nikeman, The Basedgod, and despised. Aside from the first two making no sense at all, just what kind of sick person actually wants to be despised?”
 “I've come to find that people who are well liked run a higher chance of being assassinated or taken advantage of.” Raati smiled and then added “Plus being bad is way more fun than being good.”
 “That is stupid and idiotic.” Fughorn replied and moved onto Gin.
 “Your three answers, Cadet O'Hare, were: a professional millionaire, someone like me, and grown up. None of these are actual careers, and what's with you kids giving these sarcastically philosophical answers? Am I to take this literally as you wanting to be grown up when you grow up, as in mature?”
 “I've got a lot of work to do in order to accomplish that goal Instructor Fughorn.” Gin said.
 “You've got that right cadet.” Instructor Fughorn snorted and picked up Swift's survey “And then there was Cadet Swift.”
 “Sir!” Swift exclaimed over enthusiastically while saluting with the wrong hand.  
 “Don't call me sir, I work for a living.” Instructor Fughorn said, adding “And you're doing it wrong.”
 Swift put his left hand down and saluted with his right hand.
 “Just stop. Your three answers were: Batman, The Guy, and hold beauty and awesomeness. First off, Batman is a fictional character. You cannot be Batman. Second, 'The Guy' is so vague and general that I don't get it. Last but not least, your third answer doesn't even make sense when used with the stock phrase.”
 “It doesn't? What's it say?” Swift asked.
 “I want to be hold beauty and awesomeness when I grow up.” Instructor Fughorn answered.
 “Ah! So you too wish to behold beauty and awesomeness! That's always a nice dream I think!” Swift said cheerfully.
 Instructor Fughorn buried his face into his palm and growled “Just get out. The three of you sicken me.”
 Once they had said their goodbyes to Raati in the hallway, Gin and Swift walked off towards Ready Room One.
 “So what do you really want to do with your life man?” Swift asked.
 “Well I've always been painfully plain, so I guess anything that isn't lame as hell.” Gin said “I'm liking the whole Elite Student Crew thing, so I'll probably join the Imperial Fleet. Maybe become a captain someday.”  
 Swift put his hands into his pockets and said “Captains are cool.”
 “How about you cap-”
 Swift shot him a look.
 “Dude?”
 “Mmm. I dunno.” Swift thought for a few seconds and added “I could be a captain...like my dad. I'd also like to be a researcher and engineer. Also an author, explorer, actor...” he laughed and added “I guess I haven't decided just yet.”
 “Heh, fair enough. You wanna hit up the arcade? I hear they've finally gotten Time Crisis 14!”
 “While I would love to shoot the same guy a thousand times in holographic 3D with you, because that's the jam, I've got a mission for crew thirty nine this afternoon.” Swift said as they walked into Ready Room One.
 Gin took a can of coffee from the fridge and asked “So students can post missions too?”
 Swift took the bag of Chex Mix from his pocket and began to pick out the pretzels “Yup, but nothing too serious.” he said as he deposited the pretzels into a recycling bin “This one just has me collecting data and research specimens on Mars. Putting dirt and rocks into stasis baggies and junk.”
 Gin took a sip of the coffee. It didn't compare to freshly made percolated coffee, but it did the job in a pinch “Hm. Sounds lazy.” he said.
 “This kind of laziness results in profit for me, so I can dig it.” Swift said before pouring himself a handful of pretzel-free Chex Mix and eating it.
 “Think I could come along? I've never been to Mars.” Gin asked and took a swig of his coffee.
 Swift finished chewing and said “Sure. Be ready in fifteen minutes.”
 They made the trip to Mars in Swift's PFCC, a two-seater named 'The Equalizer'. While Swift took care of checking in at the spaceport, Gin decided to have a look around after showing the security post his academy id card. He had never been on another planet before, and was slightly disappointed to find that spaceports were actually quite similar to airports. Souvenir shops lined bland looking corridors, the monotony of which was broken up by the occasional food court or lounge area.
 Swift had finished filling out forms and joined Gin inside of a particularly tacky looking shop “Even on Mars consumerism is king.” he said and added “Guess I'll have to fall in line and buy a twenty credit candy bar.”
 “Twenty credits!?” Gin asked.
 “Everything’s more expensive at the spaceport.” Swift said as he grabbed a Snickers and asked “You want one?”
 Gin waved his hands and said “Nah. That chocolate is too rich for me.”
 “Might be a while before we can eat again and you didn't pack a lunch.”
 “No way man, it's too much.”
 Swift bought an extra Snickers bar anyway. Soon Gin would realize why candy bars were so crucial on Mars, and Swift would be ready.
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 “Twenty minutes? What is it with this place and the number twenty?” Gin asked after he read the information screen on the elevator control panel.
 Swift sat in one of the several seats lining the walls of the elevator car. He took the second candy bar from his pocket and tossed it to Gin “Well it is an orbital elevator.” he pointed out “So it takes a while to get from space to the surface.”
 Gin caught the candy bar and put it in the pocket of his hoodie “Dude, I can make it twenty minutes without eating.” Gin said.
 “Just take the candy.”
 Swift put his hands into his pockets and rested his head against the wall with his eyes closed.
 “Why couldn't we just land The Equalizer on the surface?” Gin asked.
 “Planetary Colonization Act. It prohibits ships from entering the atmosphere of certain planets with weapons equipped unless authorized.”
 “Well that's bogus.”
 “While it does help keep the peace, we're boned if a large enough rebel force invades.”
 Moments rolled by like aeons for Gin as the elevator made it's descent. It was during this time that he realized he knew very little about Swift, and decided to ask him a few questions.
 “So that guy you fought on the captured ship, Benedict Fisher. Was he really a student at the academy?”
 “Yup.” Swift said with his eyes still closed “Used to be an ESC captain just like me.”
 Gin took a seat next to Swift and said “Allie told me you two used to be friends.”
 “Still are in my opinion.”
 “Then why did he try to kill you?”
 Swift opened his eyes and stared unhappily at the ceiling.
 Gin saw the look on Swift's face and said “Sorry I asked...”
 “It's fine.” Swift said “The truth is that I don't know. I hadn't seen or heard from him since he was 'executed' two years ago, and that turned out to be a total lie.”
 “Why was he supposed to be executed if you don't mind me asking?”
 “It's no secret. The official charge was treason against The Empire, but I'd rather tell you what I know as opposed to the mess given out by the media.” Swift explained “It was two years ago, back when individuals and small groups of ESC members were still being assigned missions by The Empire.”
 “Why did they stop?”  
 “The nature of the missions changed after Benny was supposedly executed. Concerned parents had begun to pull their children from the academy, and others even blamed The Empire itself. Treason or not, the execution of a minor was a serious matter. So in response, stricter policies were implemented regarding the nature of the mission, objectives, crew size, and location.”  
 “You sure do know a lot about this.” Gin said.
 “I better. I was one of the first cadets enrolled in the ESC program.” Swift said and looked down from the ceiling and at the elevator panel. Five more minutes.
 “Wow! That's amazing!” Gin said and looked at his own student id card. Underneath his picture was LaCroix's emblem, as well as an ESC emblem, but no emblem for his role. He had wondered sometimes if he'd ever be good enough to actually specialize in anything.
 “Thanks. Now back to me and Benny. We had been assigned over the course of our summer break to participate in security operations with an imperial squadron stationed here on mars. The base was mostly established to defend a mine rich in minerals. It was undermanned and the mines themselves huge, so they could always use a hand with patrols. We were thrilled because we saw this as being one step closer to the front lines.” Swift looked down and added “Don't laugh. We were pretty naive at that time and had no idea about the horrors of war. Anyway, during a routine patrol we encountered a rebel soldier-”
 “Did you get'em?” Gin interrupted excitedly.
 Swift was annoyed with being cut off and asked “What?”
 “You know...did you kill him?”  
 “That's the thing. We'd caught the soldier by surprise, but I just couldn't bring myself to kill her no matter how much she threatened me. Not even with Benny shouting at me to shoot her.”
 “No way! The soldier was a girl?” Gin asked.
 “Yup. A rebel spy not much older than us. It wasn't just that though.” Swift looked at Gin and added “I want to end this war, but not with a thousand corpses in my wake.”
 Gin chose his words carefully and said “But we're talking about killing one person, not one thousand.”
 “Killing someone isn't that easy Gin. I decided a long time ago that when it comes to death, one equals one thousand. There is a vast difference between killing someone in the name of peace, and killing to protect the life of others. Both are mutually exclusive.”
 “So...killing people in order to achieve peace is pointless because violence only brings more violence. Yet if you kill someone to save the life of another, the end justifies the means?” Gin asked.
 “Even then it becomes complicated.” Swift said “If a large score of people want one person dead, then there will always be someone after that person. You'd then have to resolve to strike down each and everyone who'd threaten the lives of those you hold dear. Could you commit yourself to this Gin?”
 “I don't know...” Gin said as he fumbled with his id card, and asked “Could you?”
 “If someone were seriously trying to kill you, or any of my loved ones, I'd end them. Complete destruction with no mercy.”
 “That makes sense.” Gin said with a nod.
 “It sort of does, but it doesn't wash my hands clean. In the end people have to die regardless. I like to avoid death if it's possible, and two years ago I thought it was.”
 “So what happened next?”
 “She disarmed me and captured us both. I then managed to convince her to surrender and release us, but things took a turn for the worse. Benny saved me, but ended up being charged with treason by The Empire.”
 “Why in the hell would they do that?” Gin asked, but the elevator chimed to signal their arrival and Swift got to his feet.
 “That” he said “is a story for another time.”
 They then stepped out of the orbital elevator and onto the dusty red surface of Mars.
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 “Eh.” Gin grunted.
 “What?” Swift asked as he lead the way.
 Gin looked around and said “It's nothing.”
 Swift stopped walking and said “Seriously dude, what?”
 “Well it's not what I expected. Aren't there any buildings and stuff?”
 Swift started walking again and asked “What did ya expect? A McDonald's?”
 Gin waved his hands in front of himself and said “No way! Maybe...a plaza or something.”
 “So a Starbucks then?”
 “Never mind.”
 Swift laughed and said “There are a few research stations, and an observation platform or two.” he put his hands into his pockets and added “Then there's the mining base I told you about. They've got burgers and coffee, but both taste more like turds and muddy water.”
 “Aw gross. Worse than Meatloaf Mondays at the academy?” Gin asked.
 Swift stuck his tongue out and said “A burger on that base was like having last Monday's meatloaf next Friday.”
 Gin cringed and said “Oh god...meat so old it can order it's own drink.”
 “So dry that it could use one too.” Swift said and they both laughed.
 “It's pretty trippy that we can walk around on Mars without space suits.” Gin observed.
 “Yeah. Thanks to o-fields and gravity distortion devices we can walk around like it's Earth. The first time I came here though, I drank a lot of water before I got on the orbital elevator.”
 “What?” Gin asked “Why?”
 “I thought it'd be like the desert or something.”
 “Ha! How'd that work out?”  
 “Well I had to use the bathroom really bad and, as you can see, there aren't too many bathrooms just sitting around.”
 “Hm. Seems like space suits would have come in handy back then. I heard that you could use the bathroom in them and stuff.”
 Swift shuddered and said “Nah dude, I wouldn't be able to pee myself after all of the time and effort I spent potty training.”
 
 It took them about thirty minutes to document all of the data and collect the specimens. Gin bagged the last rock while Swift scanned the horizon with a viewfinder. Just as Gin was about to ask what he was looking at, Swift spoke.
 “C'mon Gin. We've got one more stop.” Swift said and set off down a rocky ridge. Gin quickly sealed the bag and placed it into his static inventory before hurrying after him. They walked fifteen meters as far as Gin could tell before they found themselves in a group of standing stones. Swift shuffled about and to Gin it looked like he was aimlessly kicking rocks and dirt. He was just about to say something when he heard a click followed by a heavy thud. A few tense seconds passed by before grinding and rumbling noises marked the opening of a doorway in the standing stone nearest to them.
 “Ooo! I wonder what we do now?” Swift asked as if he hadn't already made up his mind.
 “Go back to the academy so we can turn in the mission and be rewarded?” Gin asked hopefully.
 “Yup. That would be the smartest thing to do.” Swift said and began walking towards the doorway.
 “H-hey! The orbital elevator isn't that way! You're actually heading towards a no doubt off limits and potentially dangerous area!” Gin called to Swift, who had already disappeared into the dark mouth of the doorway. As he began trying to see if he could spot the orbital elevator in the distance, Swift's voice came booming out of the doorway.
 “Move it Gin! On the double!”
 “Aye aye captain!” Gin hollered as he ran towards the doorway.
 “Call me Swift!”  
 
-44-
 Swift moaned and said “Who the heck puts stairs inside of a rock? That's some Legend of Zelda crap.”  
 They had been descending a dimly lit stairway that had begun almost immediately at the doorway. Swift looked back up the stairs and noted that he could no longer see the entrance.
 Gin shivered and asked “I dunno man, but isn't it getting colder?”
 “Yeah.” Swift sniffled, wiped his nose with his sleeve and added “This kind of air conditioning makes me think that there's some pretty intense equipment wherever it is that we're going.”
 At the bottom was a door with a small panel. Swift pressed a few buttons. He sucked his teeth when a red symbol appeared on the screen followed by a buzzer.
 Gin dusted his hands and said “Welp! We gave it a shot. Back to the orbital elevator.”
 “What an ordinary conclusion, drawn normally, by the most usual guy I know.” Swift said, taking out his smartphone.
 Gin grimaced and asked dejectedly “Why you gotta go there man?”
 The door opened with a whoosh sound and Swift laughed. He then put his smartphone back into his pocket and patted Gin on the shoulder.
 “Don't worry. This is normal for me, so normal isn't that boring.” Swift said and they stepped through the doorway.
 What came next was a long, brightly lit corridor with white walls and an impeccably clean floor.
 Gin whispered “It's like Area 51...”
 “But how would you know?” Swift asked in a whisper.
 “You ever play Perfect Dark?”
 “Oh...you're kinda right. It does look a bit like that.”
 As they approached an intersection Swift put his hand out to stop Gin. Placing a finger over his lips, they heard a low whirring noise approaching from the left. Swift mouthed the words “somethings coming” and Gin nodded. Both boys began to look for a hiding place. Due to the lack of any objects or doorways to duck behind, hiding seemed impossible. Swift looked up and caught hold of some piping along the ceiling before pulling himself up. He then hooked his legs on a pipe and swung back down to grab an unwitting Gin just as a small robot on treads rounded the corner and stopped beneath them. Swift took out his smartphone and scanned the robot. Obtaining what information he needed, he put away the smartphone and dropped down from the ceiling. He then quickly opened a hatch on the robots back and pressed several buttons, causing the robot to power down.
 Gin dropped from the ceiling and said “Whoa! You're like James Bond or some junk.”
 Swift smirked and said “I learned everything I know about hacking from playing Bioshock.”
 Just then the robot came back to life and Gin scrambled back away from it. It blinked it's shuttered lens and looked around.
 “Swifty!” it said.
 Gin leaped forward and knelt in front of the robot.
 “No way! LC?” he asked it.
 “Gin gin!” LC chirped and Gin laughed.
 Swift looked around and said “LC, we're kinda lost here. Mind showing us around the place?”
 “You bet!” LC replied “Where would you like to go first?”
 Swift put his hand on his chin and said “First I'd like to know where we are.”
 A few LED lights flashed on the robot's lenses and LC said “This is a research facility that specializes in foreign dimension technology and organisms.”
 “Foreign dimensions?” Swift asked “Like aliens and that kinda stuff?”
 “Yup yup.” LC confirmed.
 “Then take us to the tech lab first.” Swift decided.
 The three of them set off deeper into the research facility. As they made their way, Gin found that he was growing more and more curious about the incident with Benny and Swift.
 “I just don't get it.” Gin said.  
 Swift asked “Don't get what?”
 “Why they wanted to execute him just because he saved your life. It just doesn't make sense.”
 They walked on in silence and Gin was just about to drop it when Swift said “It wasn't just me he saved. He rescued the girl too.”
 Gin gave him a look of bewilderment and asked “What? Why?”
 “We took her as a prisoner back to the mining base and...” Swift hesitated and they walked on it silence once more. It was weird for Gin to see Swift take so long to find the right words. When he did speak again, his tone was much darker and that look of weariness had came over his eyes.
 “The personnel on base were all male, and they hadn't been home in a long time...so...they planned to rape and kill her. They were going to then dispose of the body in this old forge located deep in the mines.”
 Gin stopped mid step. He was rooted in place as if paralyzed by what Swift just told him.
 “How could they even think of doing such a thing? It's inhuman!” Gin shouted. He couldn't help but picture his sister in that situation and it was enough to nearly make him throw up.
 Swift stopped as well, placed his hands into his pockets and said “That's exactly how I felt. Even if the Rebel Faction murdered my parents, I wasn't going to sit by while a woman was being raped and killed. No one deserves that.”
 Gin looked down at his feet and said “I-I don't know what I'd have done.”
 Swift leaned against the wall and said “I know what I did. I rushed in headfirst and got my ass handed to me. They beat me down and didn't show signs of stopping.”
 “You couldn't take them down with Wrath?” Gin asked.
 “Wrath didn't exist back then. Benny ended up jumping in with his DMG weapon, Runic Sword, and saved me as well as the girl. It's not like we could walk away at this point, so they killed the imperial soldiers to cover our escape. The problem was I just couldn't give up the academy. I didn't feel strong enough without it. Plus there was someone I just couldn't bear to having crying over me if I left for good.”
 “So what did you do?” Gin asked.
 “I wished Benny and the rebel girl, Elliot, the best of luck and went back to the command center on the surface. I reported our capture by a rebel soldier. I also told them that Elliot killed Benny as well as the troops at the post, and how I barely escaped.” Swift said.
 “They didn't buy it did they?”
 “Not even a penny's worth. I suck at lying. Anyway, to them there was no way that a common rebel soldier could defeat two trained combat specialists as well as a troop of skilled imperial soldiers without inside help.”
 “Did they lock you up?”
 “They interrogated me for hours. I sat, handcuffed to this metal chair in a small metal room, while these imperial soldiers asked me questions. Some of them were direct, while others were set in place to mislead me or trip me up. When I didn't crack they just hit harder, and harder. At one point I was sure that I wanted to die. Or maybe just sleep forever.”
 “Jesus that's insane!” Gin cried.
 “It gets better. If they had left right away, Benny and Elliot would have escaped without a hitch, but Benny was always worrying about me. So they came back, learned about my predicament, and saved me a second time. At that point I had made up my mind to go with them. As we ran from the imperial soldiers, Benny turned to me and said 'time to go home little Leo' before shooting me in the chest. After that everything went black.”
 Gin stood there stupefied. He was at a total loss for words. All he could do was just stare at a boy who he thought was just like him, but a little cooler maybe. Hell, who was he kidding? Gin thought of Swift as a super hero who beat down the bad guys all of the time.  
 “A few days had passed before I woke up on Earth feeling like I fell into and out of a thresher, and learned about the trial as well as the execution.” Swift said.
 After regaining his composure Gin said “So he shot you to clear your name, but really had no intention of killing you.”
 Swift nodded and said “That's what I've believed this entire time.”
 “But back on the captured ship it seemed like he was out for blood.” Gin observed.
 “Maybe not. Benny is a good guy at heart, but he is always plotting something.”
 Gin ran his hands through his hair and said “Man you have a complicated past.”
 “Even more than you know.” Swift stood up and started walking down the corridor again “Let's get moving.”
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 The tech lab was filled with impressive looking machinery, some of which Swift had never seen before. On the walls were several monitors and hologlyphs that had complex read outs and weird symbols that seemed to make no sense. Gin had no idea what any of this meant, but Swift went to the nearest input console with his smartphone out.
 “LC, are you seeing these ship specs?” he asked.
 “I'm detecting several undocumented cases.” she responded.
 He thumbed his smartphone with one hand while he typed busily on the input console with the other.
 “Incredible.” he muttered “No...impossible. LC, download the entire database and bookmark the ship specs.”
 When they reached the organism lab Gin groaned in dismay at what they saw. A dozen or so glass tanks lined the rectangle shaped room. In each was a different, grotesque oddity of varying shape and size.
 “Aw sick dude.” he moaned.
 Swift circled a tank and said “Not really what I expected aliens to look like.”
 These are not the funny little gray men that Hollywood loves to sell, Swift thought. Cracked, ebon colored skin stretched over bones that seemed altogether too big for their frames. The skinny ones were scrawny, but closer inspection revealed that they were quite muscular. The bigger ones seemed emaciated as well, but Swift could tell from other specimens bearing their teeth that this was a species of predators accustomed to eating meat.
 “Jeez, will ya look at this?” Gin called Swift over to the glass tank that he had been peering into.
 This alien was a pasty off-white color, and combined with the texture of it's skin gave Swift the impression of curdled milk. It's brow appeared permanently furrowed and its eyes forever locked in an open position. That didn't matter though, as it's eye sockets were barren anyway; picked clean and pitted. A long tongue overlapped it's chin, the base of which protruded from a lipless slit on the face. Swift concluded that this thing was largely gross and pretty disgusting.
 “I don't think I'll be able eat for a week...” Gin said, only to be betrayed by a low growl issued from his stomach. He laughed sheepishly and took the Snickers bar from his pocket.
 “Just be glad” Swift took his own candy bar out of his pocket and unwrapped it “that you'll never find one of these under your bed.”
 Once they'd completed their gawking, Swift and Gin hit the corridor once more. They'd only walked a short distance before LC warned them of a person detected ahead.
 “Just one? Can you tell if he's a guard, or a scientist?” Swift asked.
 “Neither.” LC replied.
 “A janitor maybe?” Gin suggested.
 “My sensors indicate that I have this person's name in my database.”
 Swift stopped walking and asked “Who is it?”
 “Benedict Fisher.” LC replied.
 Gin narrowly missed grabbing a hold of Swift's sleeve as he broke into a full sprint.
 “Wait! You don't know what could be ahead!” Gin shouted, but Swift ignored him and kept running.
 
 “So this is what they've been up to.” Elliot said as she scrolled through a tablet in her hands.
 “It's exactly what we figured. Things can only get worse from here.” Fisher said.
 “I'll head back to the ship and upload this information.” she said, turning to leave.
 Just then Swift burst into the room and called out “Benny!”
 Elliot reached for her pistol, recognized him, and relaxed.
 “You go on ahead L. I've got this.” said Fisher.
 Elliot looked at Fisher and said with a smile “Don't kill him.”
 Fisher shrugged and said “No promises.”
 Elliot waved goodbye to a confused Swift and made her exit before he could ask her any questions. Fisher then turned to Swift and said “You know Leo, I'm a soldier now, so you should call me Fisher.”
 “Yeah? Well I go by Swift, and you know this, man.” Swift replied.
 “Fair enough. So what brings you here? Sight seeing? Or maybe...” Fisher cracked his knuckles and asked “you're looking to settle things?”
 “I still intend to bring you back- by force if necessary, but I'd actually like to know why you're here, in this imperial research facility of all places. When I saw you up on the surface, I almost didn't believe it was you.”
 Fisher held up his hands and said “Why am I here? Spying on The Empire of course.” Just then Gin rushed into the room and Fisher asked “Oh? Who's this?”
 “Oh yeah. Fisher this is Gin. Gin, Fisher.” Swift said.
 Gin greeted Fisher with “Hello.”
 Fisher waved a hand and said “Yo.”
 “Mind telling us why you're spying on The Empire?” Swift asked.
 “I've already told you. I plan on ending the war.” Fisher answered.
 “By stealing information for the rebels?”  
 Fisher began to engage Atheist and said “Whatever. You wouldn't understand, being blinded by The Empire's lofty ideals, so I'm done talking.”
 “If that's the way you want it, then you've got it. I'll beat the answers out of you.” Swift said and engaged Wrath.
 Fisher made the first move by dashing forward and whipping an energy cord at Swift. Moving quickly, Swift retaliated with a punch to Fishers gut. Unaffected by the punch, Fisher responded by lashing his energy cords around Swift's ankles and pulling. Swift fell backwards onto the floor, rolling left and right, dodging two savage whips from Atheist. Swift placed himself into a kneeling position as the next energy cord sliced through the air towards him. Using Wrath, he was able to catch it and pull Fisher forward and into an enhanced uppercut. Fisher then wrapped Atheist around Swift's waist, swinging him around the room, through some furniture, and up through the ceiling. Gin ran for cover from the falling debris. As the dust settled he saw that the fight relocated to the room above. He climbed the ruined furniture and debris to find himself in what looked like a large storage area. Atheist's energy cords splashed down unto Swift with vicious intensity, only to be parried or absorbed by Wrath. Sensing another stalemate, Fisher leaped backwards.
 “Looks like you've gotten stronger after all.” he commented.
 Swift rolled his shoulders and said “Well I'm not all worn out from fighting big effin' robots and your faceless rebel mob this time.”
 “True.” Fisher leaned forward, jutted a thumb at what looked to be a sword grip on his shoulder and asked “Remember this?”
 “I saw it.” Swift shrugged and said “Figures that you returning to Mars would mean that you'd take your Runic Blade back.”  
 “You've always been pretty good at hand to hand combat, but let's see how you handle this.” Fisher said and brandished a luminescent sword, but Swift knew better. It had heat alright- Fisher's Runic Blade could carve diamond like butter. Wrath's shielding capabilities were miracles of light and heavy beam forming, but against slashing and piercing attacks they were barely adequate. Also physical objects, such as bullets, presented a challenge, and deflecting these required quite a bit of stamina. However Swift did have one advantage here. Even if Wrath couldn't completely stop Runic Blade's edge, it could mitigate it due to the blade itself being composed entirely of pure energy.
 “Giving up on that shoddy knock off you call Atheist then?” Swift jeered.
 Fisher smirked and burst forward with a lightning fast slash. Swift vaulted out of the way and then dodged two more slices. This is not going to be good, Swift thought. Fisher was familiar with Swift's fighting style, particularly the creation of false openings as lures. This meant that an attempt to counterattack Fisher's sword strokes could see him missing an arm or leg. Still Swift felt as if he had no other choice and left himself open. Fisher pounced on this opportunity and aimed a savage attack at Swift's head. He was surprised, however, to see that Swift did not dodge this attack, but instead caught the blade of the sword with his hand. What thin shielding Wrath could provide was reinforced by a steady output of energy by Swift. Even so the blade began to pierce Wrath and sink into his hand. Swift threw an enhanced uppercut into Fisher's ribs, who responded by redoubling the pressure he applied with Runic Blade. Swift could feel his arm buckling underneath the tremendous force and released Wrath's charged up energy in a small explosion that sent both boys sliding backwards. Fisher took deep, whistling breaths through clenched teeth as he held his aching side. Swift was in bad shape as well, his hand looking literally like a hot mess. Nevertheless they both began to resume their fight, but Gin scrambled up into the room and stood between them before they could.
 “Stop it!” he shouted “You two are best friends!”
 Fisher laughed, but stopped abruptly when he tasted the warm, coppery flavor of blood in his mouth. He rolled his eyes and carefully said “Swift made his choice a long time ago. He went back to the academy where all of his important friends were.”
 Hearing these words, Swift had enough and roared “Benedict” so loudly Fisher looked at him in shock “I tried to follow you and you shot me for it!” he said in a voice wrought with emotion.
 Now Fisher ignored his pain and yelled back “Of course I did! It was all for you! I had to be the evil villain so that you could go home a hero!”
 “I didn't ask for that.” Swift replied quietly.
 “Oh? And what would everyone have done if you hadn't come back? What would Revy had done?” Fisher asked.
 Swift said nothing, and simply stood there looking miserable.
 Fisher held both hands up and said “I thought so. Moron. But me? The academy seems to have done just fine without me. Surely I wasn't missed.”
 Swift waved a hand in front of himself as if to shove away the idea and shouted “You weren't missed!? Did you know that your entire crew suffered so much grief from the news of your death that they resigned? Against the advice of the board, the headmaster had your picture placed in the hall among the most honorable cadets. Hangar bay two is still unoccupied because no one will ever take your place.” Swift balled his fists as a tear rolled down his cheek and he added “After all of that. The crying, the sadness, the emptiness; you come back from the dead only to tell me that not only had you died, but our friendship along with it!? You might as well have stayed dead!”
 Silence fell upon the storage area, and Fisher looked down. Not out of sorrow, or misery, but shame. He had forgotten that, like it or not, Swift was always hurting. Somewhere deep inside, beneath the jealousy and resentment, Fisher had been hoping that his friend's pain had eased since they had last seen each other. Fisher felt horrible now to see that it did not, and even worse: he had only added to it.
 “Bitterness” Fisher said, his voice now softened “and isolation had led me to madness and errors. All of this time I've blamed you for taking everything away from me, but you're right. You never asked for my help.” he then looked Swift in the eyes and added “I guess I wanted to be the hero, if only just once.”
 Swift wiped his eyes with his uninjured hand and said “I'm glad you're not dead.”
 “Me too. There's a medic bay located downstairs. Let's heal up and I'll explain to you what's going on, or at least what I know.”
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 Before they set out for the medic lab, Fisher had caused a minor explosion in the storage area. The reason for this, according to Fisher, was that him and his allies were being watched by the Rebel Faction. Thanks to the miracles of post-modern medicine, both boys soon found themselves completely healed.
 After double checking his smartphone, Fisher said “Now then, I seem to recall you asking me what it is that I am doing here? A little bit of spy work indeed. My sources tell me that The Empire is undergoing trade negotiations with an alien race.”
 “Those tanks in the organics lab!” Gin exclaimed so suddenly that both Swift and Fisher jumped. They had forgotten that he was there.
 “That's them alright.” Fisher said “The Empire is working on portal technology that can bring a shipload of them to our dimension.”
 “Extra allies to fight the rebels?” Swift asked.
 “Bingo. In exchange The Empire has been trading ships, information, and prisoners of war for who knows what. I can imagine, though, that none of it is pretty.” Fisher said.
 “So you're here to steal that tech for the Rebel Faction?” Gin asked.
 “Not even close baby. The rebels have already made contact with our foreign dimensional friends, and are working on their own portal tech as we speak. I'm here to confirm the extent of The Empire's portal program.”
 “Then the aliens are playing both sides.” Swift concluded.
 “Oh! You're not as stupid as I thought!” Fisher jeered.
 “Hey!” Swift barked.
 “I'm kidding. But yeah, neither side knows about the other.”
 “What do you think the aliens plan to do once they're here?” Gin asked.
 “I'd love to say 'you can't judge a book by it's cover', but in this case the cover seems as transparent as glass.” Fisher said.
 “Those were some pretty big teeth they had.” Swift said.
 “All the better to eat you up with.” Fisher said grimly.
 Gin shuddered and asked “So what do we do?”
 “All we can do for now is watch and wait. In the meantime I'm going to send you what data I've collected so far.” Fisher said “LC?”
 LC, still inside of the little robot, rolled over to Fisher and said “Benneh!”
 “Long time, no see. Download my events and schedules. Also update Swift's database where necessary.”
 “So... are you coming back with us?” Swift asked hopefully.
 “I can't. Even with what you said earlier, I still don't have a place at the academy. Not yet at least. Also there's the issue of me being under near constant surveillance by the Rebel Faction.”
 “Really? You mentioned that earlier, but aren't you a rebel soldier?” Gin asked.
 “I am...but I do a lot of covert work. Truth be told I'd consider myself a double agent of sorts. Me and the girl you saw earlier do a lot of investigating on our own, and selectively share our information with the Rebel Faction.”
 “Selectively share huh?” Swift asked.
 “Yup. I've lost faith in the current imperial regime, but I've no greater trust for the leaders of the Rebel Faction either. I've no doubt in my mind that you've gained the attention of the ones who follow, or stalk, me. Be careful on your way home.” Fisher said.
 “Then how do you intend on just walking out of here?” Gin asked.
 “Like this!” Fisher shouted and threw a handful of plasma grenades at them before running out of the room.
 Swift grabbed Gin by the back of the collar, pulled him into the hallway, and sprinted with enhanced agility back the way they came in. Only once they were safely on the surface did they stop to speak.
 “Man that was nuts!” Gin exclaimed.
 “I know right? Now aren't you glad I got you a Snickers?” Swift asked.
 “Ha! Definitely!” Gin patted his stomach and added “But real live aliens! I can't believe it! Wait til we tell the others!”
 Swift put his hands into his pockets and said “About that. It'd be better if we kept this under wraps for now. It's not that I don't trust the crew, but the less people working on this the better. At least until I can figure out what's going on.”
 “Ah, got ya. Secret mission.” Gin said.
 “Most definitely.”
 
 The ride back up the orbital elevator started the same as the descent. Swift appeared to be dozing with his hands in his pockets, as usual, and his chin on his chest. Gin assumed that he was tired from the fight earlier, so he did his best not to disturb him. However it seemed that Swift was destined to not get his nap after all. The elevator car came to an abrupt halt which sent Swift flying to the floor.
 “Wha...? No!” Swift cried, still half asleep “Are we dead? I don't wanna be stuck in the afterlife with Gin for eternity!”
 “Aw, real cool man. No, we're not dead.” Gin said while helping Swift up “The elevator stopped.”
 Swift said “It shouldn't have stopped.” and walked over to the control panel. He pressed a few buttons, and then a few more “And what was that loud crashing noise about?” he wondered aloud. Just then the elevator car gave off an ear splitting screech.
 “What did you do!?” Gin asked, clearly in a panic.
 “I didn't do anything man!” Swift shouted.
 “Ya-huh! You were mashin' buttons and junk!”
 “I don't mash buttons! I was just checking for errors in diagnostics! I didn't actually change anything!”
 A whirring sound grew around them as they began to slowly rise from the floor.
 “We're falling!” Gin shouted above the ruckus.
 “Ya think?” Swift shouted back and whipped out his smartphone before going to work on the console.
 “Stop that! You'll kill us both!”
 “Stop that! You'll kill us both!” Swift mocked him in a jeering tone of voice.
 “Stop repeating what I say!” Gin shouted angrily.
 Swift sang in a falsetto “Stop repeating what I say!”
 In a fit of rage, Gin removed his shoe and tried to throw it at Swift. It barely left his hand before going directly to the ceiling.
 “Oh my god that was dumb! Gin, stop doing dumb things this instant!” Swift scolded him and continued working on the console.
 “What do we do, what do we do?”
 “Stop throwing shoes for starters!”
 Gin was now on the ceiling himself, and quite sure that they were going to die in a fiery explosion. Couldn't he do anything? He thought briefly about hollering for help before realizing, that too, was dumb. He looked around and saw that somehow Swift was still at the console with an intense look of concentration on his face. Then a miracle happened. Gin began to fall bit by bit until he was halfway to the floor. They were slowing down! Had Swift really done it?
 “Gin...” Swift strained to speak, his eyes tightly shut.
 “Yeah dude?” Gin said as he awkwardly swam over to Swift.
 “The time...what's it say?”
 “Uhh...six minutes, forty seconds.”
 Swift nearly fired off every curse word he had ever learned. He had managed to slow the elevator enough to where they'd live through impact. The catch was that to do this he had to use Wrath to polarize the elevator car within the elevator shaft's electrical field. At most he could keep this up for another moment or two. But six? He'd pass out well before that and probably die before the elevator car hit the surface of Mars like a bomb.
 “New...plan.” Swift struggled once more to speak.
 “Wait, what?” Gin asked.
 “Ceiling...open the...emergency door.”
 Gin didn't question him any further and did what he was told.  
 “Climb...on my...back.”
 Gin did this too and before he knew it they were out of the elevator car and soaring upwards at a very fast speed. The elevator shaft was illuminated with a broad spectrum of colored lights, and looked quite beautiful as they raced by them all. Swift had changed the target of Wrath's energy to himself and reversed polarity. He couldn't save the elevator car, but he could get Gin and himself to the top before the blast reached them. Just then a loud boom issued from below, followed by an ominous rumbling. Gin looked down and his eyes widened in fear.
 “Look!” he cried.
 “No!” Swift said. He knew in situations like these that it's best not to look down.
 “There's a lot of fire coming!”
 “Shut up dude!” Swift shouted. As if he already didn't know about the huge fireball coming to BBQ them, and hearing about it only made matters worse.  
 They managed to beat the flames, and not a second too soon. Just as Swift used an energy burst to send them tumbling onto the floor of the spaceport, fire spewed out of the elevator shaft like flames from the mouth of an angry dragon. He had only a split second to react, and invested it wisely in putting up a shield. Bright plumes of orange, vermillion, and red as searing to the eye as they were to the touch surged by inches above their faces. When it was over they sat up and surveyed their surroundings. The entire corridor was scorched, and small fires remained here and there. Swift turned to Gin with a grin on his face.
 “Remember. Don't tell Revy.”
 

PART FIVE
 All At Once
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 Just another busy Saturday morning in Ready Room One Gin observed. Though in his opinion, busy Saturday mornings were run of the mill, as every morning for ESC 1 was busy in one way or another. The crew of LaCroix's dedication to research and development never ceases to amaze him. Technically all SC and ESC members had to do was participate in matches and talk strategy- typical stuff a soccer or football team might do he guessed. However it also appeared that part of training for an ESC was not only practicing shipboard skill, but also crafting new tech.
 “Zhao” Revy spoke as she made her rounds “How are those adjustments going?”
 “Smooth I'd say.” Zhao said as he tinkered with a hologram in front of him. A particularly cool innovation had to be the holobench that Zhao was using. Engineers and technicians could use this to edit the hologram, save the changes, and a machine would apply them when ready. Zhao wiped his forehead and added “I just need to recalibrate the planar reticulation module.”  
 Revy clapped her hands together and said “Excellent! Felix, how is that research going?”
 “Done and done. Check your inbox.” Felix said, and caught Gin staring at Revy. He gave him a wink and a thumbs up. Gin saw this and quickly looked away as Swift walked in.
 Cookie nudged Allie and said “Hey, look who decided to finally show his face.”
 Allie folded her arms and asked “Oh ho ho, you think he'll say yes this year?”
 Cookie gave her a knowing smile “Nah. He'll say no and end up going to the dance with her anyway like the last two years.”
 Allie shook her head “Honestly. Aren't you men sposed to be straight forward about these things? Alpha male and all that good stuff? I don't get the whole 'I don't like dances' deal.”
 “No way. Men have gotta play it real cool. All aloof-like.”
 “That's so ridiculous!” Allie said and then tugged on Cookie's sleeve “Oh look! She's asking!”  
 Revy approached Swift from behind and tapped him on the shoulder.
 Swift turned around and said “Hiya Revy.”  
 “Heya Swift. The Lunar Ball is coming up. Would you like to go (out) with me?”
 “(Absolutely, but I'm dumb, so I'll say) If you had asked me to do anything but that...”
 “Okay (idiot). Let's walk across hot coals tonight!” Revy suggested with a flare of danger in her eyes.
 “...I'd say I have sensitive feet, so I can't walk across hot coals.” Swift said and put his hands into his pockets before adding “Besides, you know I don't like dances.”
 Allie sucked her teeth when she heard this and asked “What kind of guy doesn't like holding a girl close while swaying to music?”
 “Dude, it's how you get the ladies.” Cookie said.
 Allie whipped her head towards him and asked “What!?”
 “So you're not going with anyone? (But you are going.)” Revy asked Swift.
 “Nah. I'm just gonna hide out in my room until it's all over. (Gotta get my tux cleaned...)” Swift said.
 “Every year” Allie said to Cookie “she goes to his room on the night of the ball in her dress, and every year he's waiting for her in his tux. It's like a bad romance.”
 Cookie gave her an enlightened nod and said “It's how you get the ladies.”
 “No it's not!”
 “Exhibit A.” Cookie said, gesturing towards Revy and Swift.
 Just as Revy was about to speak, Gin interrupted with “If Swift won't go with you Revy, I'd love to.”
 A devilish grin spread across Felix's face, Cookie's jaw dropped, and Allie's eye twitched. Swift raised his eyebrows in surprise, but when all Revy did was blush speechlessly, his expression took on a somber tone.
 “Well.” Swift said and his eyes flickered to Gin and back to Revy “Problem solved.”
 When Revy still did not respond, Swift turned and left the room without another word. Her face was still a scarlet shade of red when Gin asked “So how about it?”
 Revy shook her head and replied “I'm sorry. I can't.”
 Felix stood and began to speak, but was intercepted and drug into the conference room by an enraged Allie.
 “What did you do?” Allie asked, her voice cold like ice and smooth as glass as she quickly forced Felix into a headlock.
 “Nothing! I swear!” Felix shouted, struggling to break free, but Allie only tightened her grip, so he added “Okay! Okay! I may have encouraged Gin to ask Revy to the Lunar Ball!”
 Allie squeezed harder and asked “Why? You know better.”
 “I figured...” Felix gasped, but Allie did not let up “A little competition would push Swift into making things official with Revy this year. Ouch! You're really hurting me Allie!”
 Allie whispered “Fix this.” into his ear before tossing him to the floor. Felix quickly collected Gin and they headed into the hallway to find Swift.
 “I thought you said he'd be cool.” Gin said.
 “What? When did I say that?” Felix asked.
 “When you told me you were a love guru.”
 “That? No, you misunderstood. I said 'I'm a Louvre guru'. I know all sorts of trivia-”
 “Okay, there he is. C'mon!”
 They jogged down the hallway until they caught up to Swift, who was walking with his hands in his pockets and a plaintive look on his face.
 “Captain wait!” Gin called out, only to be met with that familiar look of weariness. Seeing this, Felix stepped in between the two.
 “Hey, you okay man?” he asked Swift.
 “Yeah.” Swift said, clearly not looking okay.
 “So you're cool with Gin askin' Revy to the ball?”
 “Totally.”
 “Just checkin', seeing as you and Revy go together every year and all.”
 “Not this year it seems.” Swift said.
 Perhaps he had taken too long. Maybe he wasn't ready yet? Was Revy ready yet? Now with this talk of portals, aliens, and especially that elevator incident a few weeks ago he wasn't sure. Before he thought that he could wind up dead at a young age because of the war, and now he felt certain that he would. Revy didn't need that kind of pain in her life.
 Gin leaned past Felix and said “She told me no. After you left, she said she can't go with me. I think she still wants to go with you.”
 Felix held out his hands and added “Yeah dude. I put Gin up to asking her. It's like, either crap or get off the pot ya know? I didn't think you, of all people, would actually get off the pot.”
 “Crap or get off the pot huh?” Swift asked.
 “Yeah. She seemed pretty upset when you left.” Gin said.
 “Alright. I'll go talk to her.” Swift said, and the three of them went back to Ready Room One.
 
 Swift and Revy went into the conference room to speak privately while Felix, Gin, and Allie secretly listened over the intercom. Cookie had declined to participate, as he wished to avoid taking the nine AM bus to Awkward City.
 “I'm sorry for just walking out like that before.” Swift said.
 “You didn't even give me a chance to say anything!” Revy scolded him.
 “I know, it was a total jerk move.”
 “It's okay. I forgive you.”
 Swift smiled and said “I'm glad. Over these past two years we've never actually stopped to talk about what we are to each other. We've just been really happy together.”
 Revy smiled back and asked “So what are we?”
 “Obviously we're two people who care a lot about each other. You've saved me so many times, not just physically, but emotionally as well. You've protected who I am. Believe me, I know it never gets easy.”
 Revy laughed and said “You can say that again.”
 Swift stopped smiling and continued “I don't know how it got so bad with me. I tried to get past my own issues, but it hasn't been working. I guess I knew that all along.” As he went on, the smile broke and gradually fell from Revy's face “It's unfair that you're holding me up when I can't return the favor. Some days I can barely stand on my own.”
 “What are you trying to say?”
 “That you're better off on your own. If a good guy like Gin asks you out again, you should say yes.”
 “No.” Revy said, her voice willful and defiant.
 “I'm sorry.” Swift paused to consider his next words and added before leaving the room “If I were you, I wouldn't love me.”
 He strode silently past the eavesdroppers, and when he was gone Allie rounded on Felix.
 “YOU!” she roared in his face.
 “I can't fix this...” he whimpered.
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 On the cargo ship Hermes, two imperial soldiers were hauling equipment crates. When they had finished, Pvt. Watts stretched and sighed loudly.
 “God, what was in that last one? A pack of baby elephants?” he asked.
 Pfc. Concordia dusted his hands and said “Quit yer whinin'”
 “Whining? I was the one doing all of the lifting!”
 “No. I was lifting smartly.” Pfc. Concordia corrected him.
 “More like not at all.” Pvt. Watts said and the two left the room.
 Moments later the crate that the soldiers had been moving began to shake, rattle and then rolled over. Swift came tumbling out of the crate covered in packaging material, shaking himself off and dusting the few remaining packing peanuts from his jacket. The time on his smartphone indicated he has five minutes until the portal launch. Putting his phone away, he set off to find a spot where he could watch the launch without getting caught.
 
 As he made his way through the Hermes, he reflected back on his conversation with Revy and began to regret it, yet knowing it was the right thing to do. “I had to do this.” he thought aloud, trying to convince himself if nobody else “It would be selfish otherwise. She's still young, and she should spend her school years going on dates and all sorts of romantic stuff. Not sitting around worrying herself sick about me.” He thought also about his increasing involvement in the war, and the danger that entailed. He didn't want to get any of the cadets entangled in this mess, especially not Revy. If that was love, then he'd rather have her hate him so that she wouldn't have to suffer indefinitely. She will be heartbroken for now, but happy in the long run. As for himself, he honestly didn't know when he'd be okay or happy with this choice- if ever.
 From his hiding spot he could see imperial ships moving away from a large ring, it's diameter about the size of a small planet. “That has to be the portal.” he observed. For a few moments all was still as the technicians checked diagnostics and ran preliminary tests. Swift watched closely as history was made before his very eyes. Transmitters began firing positronic beams into adjacent receivers, one after another, until a colossal grid had been formed. Next the beams began to pulsate and then rotate, eventually coming together to form a solid field. Swift, like many others watching, had never seen such a thing before. He held his breath and waited on pins and needles to see what happened next.
 
 Light flashed and flared as the first alien ship passed through the portal. An uneasy feeling bloomed in Swift's stomach when he saw it. He recognized it, an assault craft, from the data he had acquired at the research facility. The unease heightened into a sickening sensation when he saw several more pass through. What came next raised every single red flag in his mind. The last ship to pass through was the largest, and it had taken LC an entire week to cross-reference and analyze the data about it. Swift had learned that this ship's size and armaments were roughly equivalent to a Planet Destroyer Class ship, or PDC. Even though the catastrophically destructive power of such a ship had a class, neither The Empire or The Rebel Faction had constructed such a monstrosity. Both sides agreed that a weapon of this magnitude would be too dangerous in the hands of mankind. This had the unlucky consequence of making the alien PDC like a shark in a school of fish.  
 “This is no trade negotiation.” Swift whispered “This is an invasion. A slaughter.” He had already taken off running towards the hangar bay, but he just might have been impressed, and definitely horrified, if he had stuck around to see the alien PDC in action. It charged it's main cannon and obliterated an entire squadron of imperial ships in the blink of an eye.  
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 Swift had his smartphone out and was running across the hangar bay as the ship's general quarters alarm blared over the loudspeaker. In the din and clamor of such a situation, he was able to sneak over to an unmanned craft.
 “LC, can you get me this fighter?” he asked.
 The cockpit door hissed open, and the on board systems began to initialize.
 “Magical!” he said and climbed in.
 By the time he took to the stars, the fighting had already begun and was devastatingly one sided. A squadron of imperial ships had grouped up, and apparently were going to push down the middle. Swift engaged his fighter's cloaking module and got into position. He was hoping to slip by undetected, and the squadron's assault would provide him with the perfect distraction. Part of him wished to fight alongside the imperial squadron, but he knew a direct attack would never work. This kind of behemoth needed to be slain from the inside out, and Swift knew from it's schematics that it had a massive cooling duct large enough for his fighter to get into. The corridors within could then be navigated if he activated his fighter's passive phase shielding. Once inside he would make it as close as possible to the engine room for the next part of his plan.
 When the squadron made their move, Swift slipped past the fight and darting off towards the alien PDC. Skimming the surface of it's hull, he checked his minimap for any sign that he might have been detected. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end when he saw what looked like an enemy vessel pursuing him. As it began to gain on him, he quickly went over his options and none of them appeared at all promising. His finger hovered over the button to disable the cloaking module. No sense in wasting energy if he'd already been spotted, he thought. Swift knew there was a slim chance of fighting his way back to safety if he engaged an enemy at this point. Just as he was about to hit the button he decided to double check his combat scanner. He blinked and refreshed it, but the display still showed that he was not being targeted. Swift then slowed down and the enemy vessel passed right by him. Once it had returned to the fray, Swift let out a sigh of relief and went on his way. He then safely made it to the cooling duct and maneuvered his ship inside, turning off the cloaking module and activating his fighter's passive phase shielding. A marvel of modern technology, passive phase shielding allowed for matter to pass through a portion of the craft completely. Using this, Swift practically reduced the size of his fighter by half.
 The alien PDC was bizarre to say the least. Clear pipes ran all along the sides of the cylindrical passage, a murky red liquid gushing throughout them. Swift found himself reminded of blood being pumped through veins and cringed. He figured that he had passed through the border of a controlled release o-field, because now he found himself cruising past vents that were excreting a foggy brown mist. He wondered for a second what that might smell, or stink, like. His eye then caught another one of those pipes with the red stuff and he decided that he actually didn't want to know after all. He checked his minimap for the conduit that would lead him into the main part of the ship. When he found it he dialed down his auxiliary lasers quite a few notches and used them to enter the conduit as quietly as possible. Once inside the belly of the beast, so to say, he remained at cruising speed. However, this wouldn't go on for much longer. After rounding a corner he found himself fighter to face with an alien that bore a striking resemblance to the ones seen on Mars. This one, however, was armed and therefore probably dangerous. Swift often looked for ways to handle these situations while avoiding death, for himself and his enemy, but it wasn't as if he entered this ship without the intent of destroying it along with it's alien crew. Deciding that his morals would probably get himself, as well as the entire human race killed, he kicked his auxiliary lasers up to eleven and revved his his thrusters. The alien pointed it's rifle, or what looked to be a rifle at Swift's fighter. Swift opened fire and charged forward, causing the alien's body to rock with each shot before being knocked up past the view port and onto the deck behind the fighter in a ruined heap. Swift almost felt bad about it, but shrugged it off. He had a galaxy to save.
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 Racing down the large halls of the alien PDC, he mowed down whatever he came across as LC provided him with directions to the engine room. Karma would have it's way with him, but it'd have to catch him first. He came to a sliding stop right in front of two massive doors, which according to LC, marked the entrance to the engine room. Rather than waste precious time trying to open the no doubt complexly locked doors, he opted to detonate his fighter instead. Alien guards will be on their way at any moment, and the blast from his fighter self destructing would be more than enough to set off a chain reaction. Still, he didn't completely trust the explosives equipped to the fighter's self destruct system to pack enough of a punch on their own. However he did know that the two types of fuel used in this fighter, energenium monomate and dynamodine, created a highly destructive compound when mixed.
 “LC, override all safety protocols on this fighter and disengage the fuel separation module. After that I want you to activate the self destruct protocol.”
 A few seconds of silence passed before LC said “Finished Swifty. Ten minutes 'til self destruct.”
 “Psfft.” he blew a raspberry and said “Ten minutes? That's like forever. Activate my blink generator and take us back to the Hermes.”
 “You are not in range. Please move one hundred meters north.” LC replied.
 “Oh Jesus.” he moaned.
 Swift set off running down the north corridor. Seems he didn't have that much time after all, considering that he'd have to be careful to avoid alien guards. With the corridors being so big and barren, such a task would slow him down by a lot. Checking the minimap on his smartphone, he noticed a shortcut down a side hallway. He approached it and stopped in his tracks. Despite every corridor he had been in so far being brightly lit, this one was pitch black. So black that upon closer inspection it was revealed that the light from the corridor, which would have normally splashed into this side hallway, stopped at the entrance. Not a single speck of light penetrated the deep darkness, and this gave Swift a bad feeling. Even though his gut told him not to, he entered the side hallway with caution. As he made his way through, he became aware of a faint whispering on either side of him, and when it swelled into a chattering he ran. The faster he ran, the faster the chattering moved with him. The side hallway seemed to go on forever, so he engaged Wrath and ran with accelerated speed. That's when the chattering erupted into words.
 “Flesh!” the walls seemed to echo in a guttural shriek.
 “What in the hell?” Swift yelled.
 “Delllishossh!” the walls hissed in delight.
 “You have got be kidding me!” he complained and ran faster.
 The light at the end of the hallway was like a beacon of hope, but not for long. Darkness crept from the walls and began to close off his exit. To make matters worse he was running slower and slower. Something was negating Wrath.
 “LC, what is this?” he asked.
 “We're surrounded Swifty.” she replied.
 “Surrounded?” Swift asked “By what?”
 There was a brief period of silence before the AI responded with “I don't know.”
 Swift cursed under his breath and ran harder. The light grew smaller and smaller, but in a final act of desperation, Swift vaulted through and crashed onto the deck of the brightly lit corridor.
 “LC, time.” Swift said between deep breaths.
 “Ten seconds until self destruct.”
 “Whatever. Range?”
 “You have been in range for the last fift-”
 “Punch it!”
 
 It wasn't even in the blink of an eye that he found himself laying safe and sound on the deck of the Hermes, which was mercifully still intact. He sat up and stared out of the viewpoint at the alien PDC. When he saw that it was still in one piece, looking like some great harbinger of death, his heart fell. He thought the self destruction of that fighter along with the fuel compound would be enough, but it seemed that he had failed. Just as he was about to lay down and plan what to do next, an explosion flared up on the underside of the alien PDC. This was followed by another, and yet another until the entire ship was blanketed in explosions.
 “Magical!” Swift cheered.
 He got to his feet and looked around. Now he needed to get to the Hermes' CIC to tell them how to take these alien dirt bags down. After some running he found himself at the door to the CIC. He took out his smartphone and LC accessed the door's security protocols for some good old fashioned breaking and entering. When she was done, Swift was able to open the door and walk into a dimly lit room full of surprised soldiers.
 “I need to speak to the Senior Chief.” he said and was immediately apprehended by two of the soldiers closest to the door.
 A high-backed chair swiveled around, and the gray bearded man in it asked him “Who are you?”
 “My name is Leoric Swift. I am a cadet at Arbalest Solar Academy.”
 The man stroked his beard and asked “What is a cadet doing in my CIC?”
 Swift took this to mean that this man was the Senior Chief and said “I have vital information about the alien ships.”
 The Senior Chief laughed, but did not seem amused “You have vital information that we do not? How?”
 The truth was a bit too much to explain even for the likes of Swift, so he decided to risk being enigmatic.  
 “It's a long story, but we don't have time. Will you listen to me Senior Chief?”
 The Senior Chief folded his arms and said “Go ahead.”
 The soldiers let go of Swift, who stood at attention and said “The alien ships share data and energy resources in a way very similar to a hive mind. That large ship that just blew up was acting as a mother brain for the smaller ships. Without it the rest of the alien assault craft lack coordination, communication, and energy. If the fleet attacks now, with everything they have, they'll win with zero casualties. If they hesitate, then the aliens will establish a new mother brain and summon reinforcements. Most likely another PDC.”
 The Senior Chief gave him a look of doubt and asked “And do you have any evidence to back this up?”
 “I just took down that alien PDC with just one of your fighters and a blink generator Senior Chief.” Swift said, and couldn't help but sound a little arrogant “That should be proof enough.”
 The Senior Chief shook his head and said “Look, cadet, even if you did take out that behemoth yourself, I can't go off of your word alone. I need something to feed to the brass.”
 Swift went into his pocket and took out his smartphone. “Then we can give them this.”
 The Senior Chief gave him a perplexed look.
 “A smartphone? That's a very nice model son, but it won't convince the admiral to risk anymore casualties. We're looking at a surrender here.”
 “No Senior Chief, it's whats on it that matters. Can I access one of your info consoles?”
 The Senior Chief held out a hand and said “I'd say yes, but our equipment is very complicated. It's not like the consoles you may have at home or the academy. Let me put one of my men on it.”
 Swift shook his head and said “I'll be fine Senior Chief.” and moved to the nearest info console “LC, I need you to sort my notes and highlight the battlefield specifications of the alien assault craft. Then I need you to upload that data to The Hermes' database and display it for us.”
 The Senior Chief gave an impressed nod when the specs appeared on the holo-display in the middle of the room and said “You've got talent kid. The admiral will buy this.”
 Swift laughed and said “He better.”
 Now it was only a matter of clean up for the remaining imperial fleet. Some of the alien assault craft offered resistance, but without directive or additional energy, they were quickly out maneuvered and defeated. Word soon spread about the genius cadet who sneaked aboard an imperial ship to watch the launch of a new technology, and ended up saving the galaxy. Perhaps the most crucial question for Swift was how he had acquired any information about the alien assault craft in the first place. He explained that he had stolen the information while aboard the alien PDC. Swift didn't like lying to everyone, but the truth wasn't really an option at that point in time.
 
 

PART SIX
 Towards The Future
 
-51-
 It had been two weeks since he had destroyed the alien PDC and received an imperial escort back to the academy, where he was met with a hero's welcome. This time he managed to dodge punishment for breaching procedure by simply not violating the academy's rules during a mission or on academy property. Go figure. The fact that he had illegally boarded an imperial vessel was also overlooked due to the circumstances. A ceremony was held in his honor and he received the Galactic Defense Ribbon, which he put in a small oak chest along with his father's various ribbons and medals. During his speech at the ceremony he recounted his mischievous deed of sneaking aboard the Hermes to observe an experimental portal launch, and how he bravely commandeered a fighter craft to save the galaxy. Under any other circumstances he would have been thrilled, but instead sat in the darkness of his bedroom brooding over one thought. They were coming back.
 He leaned back in his chair and let out a big sigh as Jazz rubbed against his leg. The back on the chair was pretty high and the leather padding felt good. Stars cast by his ceiling projector inched by in a lazy circuit. He reached up and closed his hand as if to catch a particularly bright one that had been drifting by. It slipped out of his hand and he watched it continue on his way for a second before shutting his eyes. Sleep began to close in on him, blanketing him in rest and true comfort. Suddenly his doorbell went off. He nearly fell out of his seat getting up, but managed to make it to the door. He took a deep breath and opened it. In the hallway was Revy, wearing a magnificent green dress.
 “Wow!” he exclaimed.
 Revy blushed and said “I'll take that as a compliment. Would you like to come to the ball with me?”
 Swift took his smartphone from the inner pocket of his tuxedo coat and said “I don't know...let me check my schedule.”
 “Come on you big dummy!” Revy said and grabbed his sleeve to pull him into the hallway.
 Swift put his smartphone back into his pocket and locked his door. Revy held out her arm, Swift hooked his around it, and they walked down the hallway chatting and laughing. After Swift had spoken with Revy in the conference room, Felix was pummeled ruthlessly by Allie, who then teamed up with Gin to “fix this”. Such a duo proved highly effective, and after a couple of heart to heart talks, Revy and Swift weren't back to normal. They were better than ever. Revy had thought long and hard about the things Swift had said to her, and she had to admit to herself that they hurt. Not just her, but Swift was hurting too, which hurt her even more. It was a hurt feedback loop. If what he said about her holding him up and saving him was true, then she couldn't give up on him no matter how many stupid songs he paraphrases when he gets depressed.
 They arrived at the one hundredth floor auditorium, which had been cleared out and decorated for The Lunar Ball. Felix saw them, waved, and came over to say hi.
 “Well well well! If it ain't my two favorite lovebirds!” he said.
 Swift turned to Revy and asked “Pardon?”
 Revy nodded and let go of his arm. He walked over to Felix, reached out, and twisted his nipple through his tux.
 “Ow! What the- OW! Okay! I'll never meddle in your love lives again!” Felix wailed.
 Swift stopped and switched nipples.
 “AGH! Why!? Jeez- OKAY! You guys don't have love lives!” Felix quickly corrected himself, and Swift ceased his assault on Felix's chest “Ow...now I know true misery.” Felix grumbled.
 Miley approached Felix from behind and tapped him on the shoulder “You gonna dance with me or what?” she asked him.
 Felix grinned at Revy and Swift and said “You guys might not have a love life, but I do!”
 Revy stuck out her tongue and rolled her eyes while Swift held up his hands and made a face that seemed to say “whatever”. Felix then took Miley's hand and they hit the dance floor. Revy and Swift took this as their cue to follow suit. Despite the latter's claim of not liking dances, they both enjoyed themselves.
 Revy and Swift danced a few more times before going to the upper balconies. The view from the balcony was amazing. O-fields had been put in place so cadets could see the surrounding stars and astronomy without obstruction. Revy moved closer to Swift.
 “It's beautiful.” she said.
 Swift leaned on the rail of the balcony and said “It is. Some cultures believe that their loved ones have passed away and become stars in the night sky.” he put his hand up and continued “If you put your hand like this, it almost looks like your fingers are touching them. They seem so close.” He then closed his fist, brought it down, and reopened it to reveal his empty palm “But this is just an illusion. Even if our loved ones are somewhere out there, the stars are still far away.”
 Revy moved even closer to Swift and put her head on his shoulder “Luckily, living people aren't stars Swift.” she said “They're something much greater.” Revy felt Swift put his arm around her, followed by a hug. She went a brilliant red as butterflies seemed to go mad in her stomach “N-no matter how far the distance if separated, those who really care about each other will always drift back together. Hearts have a certain gravity about them that stars do not.”
 Swift turned suddenly and put his hands on her shoulders to turn her towards him. Her heart began racing. His dark brown eyes were staring down into hers, and she felt like she could get lost in them. He was definitely going to kiss her now. She just knew it! After all, it's what boys think about sometimes. She recalled the Awkward City meetings Swift had mentioned. He'd been to at least one right?
 “L-Leoric...”
 “Shh...”
 Ahhh! It is! He is! A kiss! Was she ready? Yes...no! Well...if it was Swift...then yes. She was. As he drew closer, Revy felt that her face might burst into flames. And then he hugged her.  

What the-
 “I'm glad we met.” he whispered into her ear.
 She sighed, returned the embrace, and said “Me too.”
 They held each other under the stars for some time before letting go. Swift looked down at Revy and tilted his head.
 “Your face is really red...you okay?” he asked.
 Revy pulled back and put her hands to her face “I- uhm- it's just...”
 “What's up?”  
 She put her hands down and said “I don't get it.”
 “Don't get what?”
 “For the last two years you've only stayed for one dance and then left. We usually go to the arcade after we get changed. This year you've stayed for nearly the entire thing. Why?”
 Swift scratched his head and shifted his eyes to the side “I'm having a lot of fun this year, so I figured I'd...”
 Revy folded her arms and raised her eyebrows. This meant that his bull wasn't cutting it.
 He gave in and said “Okay. After the ball get changed and meet me down in our hangar bay. I'll explain everything. Don't tell anyone, promise?”
 She nodded and said “Promise.”
 
-52-
 Revy changed out of the dress she had worn to the ball, and into a more practical dress that was better suited for school and work. Within minutes after parting ways with Swift outside of the auditorium, she walked into Hangar Bay One to find him moving crates from LaCroix to another ship.
 “What's all this then?” she asked.
 Swift set down the crate he was carrying and wiped his forehead “Top secret mission.”
 “Oh yeah?”
 “Yup. Remember that portal The Empire opened?”
 “How could I forget? It was two weeks ago.”
 “Well The Empire couldn't close it. The best they could do was to temporarily disable it.”
 “And let me guess. You think you're the only one that can shut it down?”
 Swift rolled his eyes and said “I was contacted this morning by Mr. Method. He told me that a device capable of closing the portal had been engineered. The catch is that it can only be activated, manually, from inside of the portal itself. The Alien Dimension. They're not willing to sacrifice a crew for this and no one has volunteered. The only readily available AI that is sophisticated enough to activate the device is LC.”
 Revy narrowed her eyes and said “That's absurd! They expect you to just sacrifice the ship your father left you? On top of that, LC is our friend! Can't they just program another AI?”
 “Apparently not soon enough. With that portal active, we risk an invasion that mankind can't fight off. Least not as long as this war is still going on.”
 “So what will you do?” she asked.
 Swift looked away and did not answer, so she rephrased her question as “Swift, what are you doing with all of these crates?”
 “I'm going to fly this student ship into the portal myself and close it. I've already moved the device over, and these are crates of water and rations. About half a year's worth.”
 “How long will it take for The Empire to bring you back?”
 “I don't know.”
 “You don't know!?”
 “Well they don't know. The technology to bring me back without opening another portal of that size doesn't exist yet. Plus they don't know that I'm actually going.”
 Revy considered these words for a moment and said “Take me with you.”
 “No way. It's too dangerous.”
 Revy strode right up to him and stood on her toes until their noses touched.
 “Take. Me. With. You.”
 Swift saw from the flare of defiance in her eyes that she would not accept anything other than yes as for an answer.
 “Help me finish moving the rations and water. Then we'll go.”
 “Okay!”
 They moved the crates one by one until ship number forty seven was fully stocked. When Revy had set down the last crate, Swift dusted his jacket and turned to her.
 “One more thing and we're set. I need you to put this crate just inside of the hallway. I want Gin to find it after we're gone. I'm going to go initialize the engines.” he said.
 She nodded and said “Sure.”
 Revy took the crate down to the hallway entrance and set it down. Just as she went to stand back up, she felt something drop onto her shoulders. She looked and saw a very familiar sight: Swift's leather jacket. The one that had belonged to his father, and was his prized possession.
 “Hey-”
 Swift took a step back and said “Engage security protocol alpha.”
 Revy spun around and rushed forward, only to be stopped by a force-field.
 “You tricked me!” she cried.
 Swift put his hands into his pockets and said “I'm sorry.”
 “Leoric Swift, you take down this force-field right now.”
 Swift shook his head and said “No can do Reveille James.”
 “Fine. Then you leave me no other choice.” she said, then summoned Ninebreaker and leveled it with the center of the force-field.
 “Revy wait-”
 His voice was cut off from by the thunderclap issued from Ninebreaker's muzzle. The round hit the force-field and ricocheted into and off of one wall before lodging itself in another. Upon seeing her shot barely cause a ripple in the force-field Revy threw Ninebreaker to the deck and stretched her arm out in front of her.
 “Now that it's come to this...” she said as electricity arced at her fingers and a shimmering light began to take form in her hand.
 “Revy, this force-field was developed from the same technology as Wrath. It's been modified to scale and run off of the academy's power source, making it impenetrable. You're going to hurt or kill yourself if you fire Blazing Angel at it.”
 No sooner than her next weapon had formed, she released it and fell to her knees. Regardless of what had happened already, she knew that he wasn't lying about this.  
 “Then why don't you take it down?” she asked in a small, sad voice.
 “I can't.” Swift said, grief apparent in his voice as well.
 “Why?”
 “I've been trying to be strong for many years now, but the hits just keep coming. It suffocates me until I feel as if I can't breathe. I want to believe that it'll all be okay, someday, but I can't, and the truth is that I am afraid. I'm always fighting against the current, barely keeping my head above water at times, and then there's you. A hand, always there, to reach in and pull me up. But at what cost to you?” he asked.
 “It costs me nothing!” she cried.
 “Oh, but it does. I know how much you worry. The nights you sit up and cry after I manage to nearly get myself killed. I know that you deserve better than me. You deserve happiness. And even though it's something I truly know because of you; I cannot give it back, because I cannot change.”
 Tears began to stream down Revy's face as she said “I don't want you to change! I'm happy just the way you are!”
 She pressed her hand against the force-field, light rippling out from her palm. Swift put his hand up to the force-field as well and said “That's what I am afraid of. It'll just get worse and worse for you because I can't change. Even now you're willing to follow me into an unknown and dangerous dimension with no definite way back. I can't let you throw your life away.”
 “I don't want to live without you! Don't you remember when we met?” she asked, and he did. He considered taking the force-field down at this, but realized that he couldn't. He still had to be strong.
 “Since that's the way it is, then you have to stay. If anyone can build a transdimensional teleporter, it's you.
 Revy wiped her eyes with his jacket sleeve and said “Okay. I can do it.”
 Swift gave her a thumbs up and said “Magical!”
 “Leoric?” she asked.
 “Yeah?”
 “I l-”
 “Hey!” he hollered so loudly that she nearly fell backwards.
 “What the heck?” she asked, irritated with his sudden interruption.
 “Let's say that to each other when I get back.”
 
 -Epilogue-  
 
 Information about The Empire's research and development of transdimensional portals was leaked to the public, as well as rumors of a hostile alien threat, leading to an immediate outrage among imperial citizens. Many prominent public figures spoke out against it, questioning The Emperor’s poor decision making and why such a thing was even carried out in secrecy to begin with. These events would go on to bring about increased internal strife, and the need for 'reconstructive measures'. In the end the universe never found out about the courageous, yet egotistical young man who gave up his freedom, his friends, and his life for the sake of mankind.   
 
 -Afterword-  
 
 Edward Dean West is a New Jersey based author who works full time at his day job. Much of Of Hearts And Stars was originally composed in spiral notebooks and on sheets of legal paper in what little free time he had. That being said, if you like Of Hearts And Stars, but dislike the amateurish writing style: don't worry. The author is tirelessly working at improving his technique. You, the reader, can support him by telling a friend about this book! If they can't afford it, or don't want to risk the cost of the novel, lend it to them! Let the galaxy know about the daring exploits of our young heroes! To Shatter Glass, the next novel in The Cadet Starship Chronicles, will be out soon. In the meantime if you're still itching for more of Swift and the cadets, head over to ofheartsandstars.com. A bi-weekly web comic is currently underway, set up for your enjoyment as a bonus for being a fan. Thank you very much for reading all of this nonsense.
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