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Chapter One 
3002
“Moonbase.  X-Bomber coming in.  Open Launch Doors”.
“X-Bomber, this is Moonbase.  Welcome home.  Doors opening now”.  X-Bomber rotated then was lowered down gracefully onto its base.  Glowing engines went dim and all went quiet in the bay.
“Phew” said John Lee.  “Never thought we’d make it back again”.  He stood and stretched out his injured legs.  
“Captain!  Commander Crow coming though on Main Screen” called out PPA.
“Here we go!!” said Shiro under his breath. “Commander” he acknowledged.
“Ah, Captain Hagen.  We are all so glad and happy to have you all home in one piece.  I want yourself, Hercules and Lee to report directly to Moonbase Hospital.  Dr Lewis is expecting you”.
“Yes Sir” Shiro replied.
“Have Space Pilot Steel report to me directly for a Court Martial”.
“On what charge, Sir?” enquired Shiro.
“Steel went AWOL to search for you, with your father, without our permission.  She will be having a disciplinary hearing”.
“Is there anything I...” Shiro was interrupted.  “No, Captain.  Have her brought to me”.
“Yes, Sir”.  He replied.
“Oh, and welcome home.  All of you”.  The screen went blank.  Shiro stood up from the command chair. 
 “You heard the Commander, report to Dr Lewis.  I’ll catch you both up”.
“No worries, Shiro,” said Hercules.  “You OK to prepare Emma for what’s she got comin’, or do you want me to have a word?”
“No thanks, pal.  I’ll go talk to her; it will come better from me” he answered.
“Good luck, we’ll see you later”.  Hercules winked at Shiro then walked over to Lee.  “Come on John Lee, I’m sure the hospital food will be good”.

Shiro walked the corridor of X-Bomber like he had a hundred times before.  His stomach had a hollow feeling when he had the faintest smell of cherry tobacco.  Dr Benn was walking with him too, or so he imagined.  He walked to the doors of the bunk room and tapped the door.
“Come in,” called Emma Steel.  Shiro entered.  “Oh Shiro, I don’t know what to think.  Or what to say…what do I say?” she paced the room with her hands behind her head.
“Just leave it to me, Emma.”  Shiro said.
“What if they…”  she turned to Shiro.
“Emma, they won’t take your wings.  Listen to me.  You know that relationships with Commanding Officers are prohibited.  They will split us up so expect it and don’t react.  Take your licks in your stride and let me do the talking.  When we are in there, I am your CO so please, cool that hot head of yours”.
“Oh God, Shiro.  What if I’m arrested?” she was getting really worried now.
“You’ll be confined to quarters I would say.  Don’t worry, I’ll be right beside you”.  He held his arms open, and she walked into them and looked up at him.  His kissed her gently.  “Come on Space Pilot Steel, let’s go!!”.
Two young Base Security guards met them as they stepped off the Bomber.  
“Space Pilot Steel, you are confined to quarters, pending an enquiry,” one of them stated.  “If you will come with us, please”.
Emma turned to Shiro and stood at attention.  She saluted her Captain; he returned the salute, and he watched her be escorted towards the Staff Quarters.  Shiro sighed then made his way to the Hospital Wing.

“Captain Hagen?  This way please.  I’m Dr Donna Lewis.  I’m the new head of the Medical Facility here on Moonbase.”  She held out her hand and Shiro took it.  She had a firm grip.  She was very attractive and had a wonderful warm smile.  Her raven hair was in a shiny thick braid that ran down her back.
“Glad to meet you, Dr Lewis.” Shiro replied.
“Right, this way please.  Pop up on this bed and we’ll get your arm and chest X-Rayed.  I have received your medical records from your ship, I want to see how you are healing.  I’ll also be taking some bloodwork.  We’ll have you out of here in no time”.  She smiled at him and walked back down the ward.  Shiro jumped when the curtain separating him from the next bay was pulled back.  On the next bed sat Barry Hercules.  He had tubes up both nostrils.  “Dr says I got to sniff this for a few hours…wow…she has some bedside manner, that Dr Lewis.”  Hercules smiled.  “I wonder if she fancies a beer after”.  Shiro laughed then saw Barry’s expression change.  “Oh boy, here she comes again!!” he said, pulling the curtain back into place.  Shiro laid back on the bed.
“Right Captain, arm please, I want to take a blood test.  Sharp scratch”.  Shiro closed his eyes and drifted off.  An hour or so later he woke with a jump.  Dr Lewis was standing over him.  “Well Sir, your x-rays have come back, you have healed well.  Your blood gases aren’t right, so I want you on oxygen for the night, as well as a course of vitamins by IV.  Settle down in bed, you can go home tomorrow”.
“Thank you, Dr.” said Shiro. “May I ask how Captain Lee is?”
“All I can say for now is that he’ll be out in a few days.  May I ask you a question, Captain Hagen?” replied Dr Lewis.
“Go Ahead” replied Shiro.
She leant in close and whispered.  “What is a…Rock Gig?”
Shiro laughed, “Are you asking for a friend?!”.

A week later, Shiro was in his quarters on Moonbase.  He looked at himself in the mirror, checking out his Captain’s uniform.  He took a deep breath, straightened his jacket and left to make his way to Commander Crow’s office.  
“Good morning, Captain Hagen,” said one of the secretaries. “It’s great to have you back home and safe”, she said.
“Good morning, Helen.  It’s great to be back”.
“Go on through, he’s waiting for you”.  She nodded towards the door.
“Thank you”.  Shiro headed over and gave it a knock.
“Come in.” The Commander answered.  Shiro walked in, stood to attention and saluted.  The Commander left him waiting for an awkward moment, then returned the salute.  “We’ll cut straight to the chase, shall we, Captain?”.
“Sir?” replied Shiro.
“You and Space Pilot Steel, Captain Hagen!”.
“Yes, Sir”.
“Well?  Want to fill me in?”.
“We are in a relationship, sir”. Shiro stated.  “I was planning to see you to explain before…all this!”
“At ease, Captain Hagen”.
“Thank you, sir.”  Shiro relaxed a little.
“Shiro, I cannot begin to understand what you have gone through, these last three years.  We all thank you for your courage and sacrifice, and the losses that you all have endured in the name of freedom and peace.”
“Thank you, Sir”.  Shiro looked at the floor for a moment, then eyes fell back onto his Commander.
“There is an offer on the table for a new posting for you that I think you will be very interested in.  It will also provide a solution for you and Space Pilot Steel.  Star Fleet Command have offered you Captain Jack Carter’s post at Star Fleet Training Academy”.
“I…er…I don’t know what to say”, said Shiro a little shocked.  “He taught me everything I know.  I loved, respected and admired him more than my own father”.  Shiro said as his mind drifted.
“All the more why you should accept the post.  We need great pilots, who better than the best we have ever had, to train them?” The Commander looked at him.
“Sir.  I do have one condition”.
“Name it.”
“I want to work with Barry Hercules”.
Commander Crow nodded.  “Funny, that,” he said.  “He said the same about you when they offered him the post as Deputy.  He would only agree if it was for you.”
“Well then, I accept the post.  Thank you, Sir”.  Commander Crow held out his hand and Shiro took it.
“Very good, Captain.  I’ll pass your decision up to Star Fleet Command.  Now, what about Space Pilot Steel”.
“Other than Captain Hercules and Captain Lee, she is the best fighter pilot I know.  I was considering promoting her to Lt Commander.  That was before the Gelma II incident.” said Shiro.
“That good, you say.”
“Yes, Sir”.
Commander Crow pressed a button on his comms unit on his desk.  “Helen, show in Space Pilot Steel, please”.  Shiro moved around the desk to stand behind his commanding officer.  Emma walked in, stood to attention and saluted her officers.  Her salute was returned by both.
“Space Pilot Steel.” Said Crow.
“Yes, Sir,” she replied.
“I hear that you are an exceptional pilot.  I also hear that you are showing some exceptional command ability,” he stated, shuffling data pads on his desk.
“Thank you, Sir,” she replied.
“That does not, however, give you permission to do what you want, when you want.  That includes abandoning your post to go galivanting around the Galaxy, like a lovesick schoolgirl, fawning after your dashing, lost Captain,” he said in a loud voice.
“I’m 21, Sir, and it was three Captains, Sir,” she replied.  Shiro nearly choked and gave her a What The Hell look.
“Steel, do you want your own squadron, or would you rather run freight to Mars, three times a week?” he demanded.
“A squadron, sir,” she replied.
“Three months’ probation.  So much as a toe out of line, you will be on the mail drop.  After three months, you will have your promotion of Lt Commander.  As of today, you are under my command.  You will be stationed here at Moonbase.  At ease, Space Pilot.”
“Thank you, Sir.”  Emma stood at ease and looked over at Shiro.  Shiro kept eyes front.
“Our X-Fighter squadron was destroyed, as you are aware.  We are currently rebuilding the squadron along with the X-B Mk II and single seater Dia-Z craft.  You are tasked to train and lead your squadron from pilots sent to you from the Elite Pilot Training Program.  A fine legacy, I feel,” he said. 
“Thank you, Sir,” said Emma excitedly.  A small smile formed on her beautiful face.
“Well, that wraps up this lovely little gathering.  Captain Hagen, I wish you all the best in your new commission.” The commander stood up from his chair.
“Thank you, Sir,” replied Shiro, “It was a pleasure serving with you”.
“No Captain, the pleasure and honour, was mine”.  The two men shook hands again.  They stood to attention, saluted, then Emma was the first out of the door, followed by her former Captain.
“What new commission?” she asked.
“We’ll talk later.  Look, there’s my father. You’d better get going”.  Shiro nodded and smiled.  Emma smiled back.

Settled in a quiet corner of the canteen area, Professor Hagen sat across from his son, nursing a cup.  
“I’ll be returning to Mars this afternoon.  A shuttle is taking me back to the Research Institute.  I’ll be making the final preparations for the Trinity Colonists from there.”
“When do we find out more, father?” Shiro asked.
“There will be an announcement, I am sure,” he replied.  “I have something else to tell you.  I have had a communication from Lamia.  Her work in the Thalian Zone has finished and she has returned to the Ethereal Plain.”  He looked at his son for his reaction.
“My relationship with Emma is going strong, but a part of my heart and soul will always be with Lamia.  I miss her.” He said with a sad smile.
“Part of Lamia’s heart and soul with always be with you, too.  I know that you will not make the same mistakes I made with your mother.  You are young and time heals. You have a chance of new love, so love and be loved.  Live your life and be happy.  Stop looking back.”  Saburo reached over and touched Shiro’s arm.  Shiro nodded his thanks then looked up.  He could see Barry Hercules making his way over.
“Hey, Shiro.” he called as he approached.  “Have you heard about John Lee?”
“Gentlemen, I take my leave.” Said the Professor.  “Good luck, Shiro. Hercules?” he shook both of their hands and left.
“What’s up, Hercules?” Shiro asked.  “Everything OK?”
“Lee’s taking over Comms here at Moonbase.  They’ve told him he’ll never pilot a ship again.  It’s his legs.  He was too badly injured on Gelma II.” Hercules was shaking his head.  “It’s really just too bad.” he said sadly.
“Oh no!!” Shiro was gutted for his comrade. “Is he OK about it?”
“Honestly…he seems alright.  I’m not, but I’ll have to get used to it.” said Hercules. “He’s happy to take on rank of Lt Commander”.
Then, over the comms of Moonbase a General Alarm sounded and John Lee’s familiar jovial tone filled the air.  “Red Alert!!  Captains Hagen and Hercules to report to Astrofighter Launch Bay.  I repeat. Red Alert!! Hagen and Hercules to Launch Bay”.
“Hahaha…you see…here he goes again,” laughed Hercules.  “He gets us every time.  He’s having us on, his first day on the job and all”.
“I don’t think so, look.”  Shiro pointed at people suddenly running to the windows overlooking the base.  “Come on, let’s get a move on”.  They both started running.  PPA came over on their personal comms units.
“Shiro, Hercules.  You have been ordered to go on a rescue mission by Commander Crow.”  PPA instructed.
“OK, PPA.  Report.” gasped Shiro as he ran.
“Cadet Carlie Harris is out on her first set of manoeuvres.  It’s her first flight up from simulators.  Her Trainer is Lt Davies from EDF Training School.  He asked her to break formation to make a tight turn.  She turned to port as he turned starboard, and they have hit head on.  There is no communication from Lt Davies, Cadet Harris has issued a Mayday Call.  You are on a search and rescue mission”.
They ran down to the launch bay where two technicians were stood side by side holding out spacesuits.
“This is your bird, Captain Hagen.  That’s yours, Captain Hercules.  Captain Hagen, your ship also has a remote unit for Training Purposes.  We will send over the code for Cadet Harris’ ship asap.”  The two captains were climbing into their suits as they were being briefed.
“Ok, all understood.  Check me over.” said Shiro as he donned his helmet and clicked it into position.
“All set, Sir.  Let’s get you off”.  Shiro climbed aboard his craft, flicked his switches and started up his fighter.  He looked at the flight technician who had slipped into the control room.  He gave Shiro the thumbs up.
“All set, Hercules?”
“All set, Shiro,” Hercules replied.  “It’s been a while since we been in one of these babies”.
The bay doors opened, red light turned green and Shiro launched his ship into the night, followed closely by Hercules.
“I’ve locked on to her beacon, she’s only 30 millitons from here.  Keep ‘em peeled, Herc”.
“Will do, Boss.” answered Hercules.
“Cadet Harris.  This is Captain Hagen.  Respond.  Cadet Harris. Respond.”  Shiro called out then static came through on his headset.  “I Repeat.  This is…”
“Captain Hagen…” a young girl’s voice came through, then a blood curdling scream.  Shiro cringed a little at the sound.
“Cadet Harris, report.”  Shiro called out.
“Shiro.  I got her,” said Hercules.  “She’s in an uncontrolled roll.”  Hercules lit up her ship with his nosecone light.  He could see the cockpit was burning as it rolled into view.
“OH GOD!! IT’S BURNING!!” she cried.  “IT’S ON FIRE.  I’M SO SCARED”.  She carried on screaming.
“OK, try and keep calm.  I know it’s hard.  Listen to me.”  Shiro instructed in a calm voice.  Over his console the code came through for the remote system.  “I’m taking control of your ship.  You’ll feel the roll start to slow.  Take your hands off the stick”.
“OK. OK.  It’s on fire.  My hands, oh God, my hands.”  Carlie could see that her suit was charred, and her gloves were melting.  “I don’t want to die…oh please…I don’t want to die!!”  She was terrified that the air in her suit would ignite, too.
Shiro pulled up alongside of her ship.  Hercules arrived at her other side.  
“Look at me” called Shiro “Can I call you Carlie?” he asked.
“Yes, Yes Sir” she replied between sobs.
“Your ship is under my control now.  Feel under your seat.  There is a fire suppression system.  Give the lever a pull, it will fill your cockpit with CO2.”
“I can feel the lever, aargh, it hurts to touch it.  Oh, my hands, my hands!!” she cried in pain.  She pulled as hard as she could, and CO2 fogged the cockpit.
“Well done. Now. Carlie.”  Shiro called. “Give me a reading from your suit.”
“My suit is burnt.  It’s at 10%.”
“Ok Carlie.  Listen to me.  I’m going to fly us back home together, OK? You make sure that fire doesn’t flare back up, me and Hercules here will get you to Moonbase.  How does that sound.”  Shiro moved his fighter closer to Carlie’s ship so he could observe her more closely.
“Ok, yes, OK” she sobbed.
“OK. Now. I need you to control your breathing.  You are using up your air too quickly.  Breathe shallow, in through your nose and out through your mouth.  Look, watch me.” Shiro made eye contact with her and articulated the action.  “Keep your eyes on me, Carlie.  Can you do that?” he said gently.
“Yes, sir.  I think so.” She stammered.
“Good girl.  Stand by.”  Shiro called out to Barry. “Hercules, fly ahead and get me the biggest bay to land in and prepare for emergency landing”.
“Shiro, can she hear me?” asked Hercules.
“No Herc, what’s wrong?” he asked.
“That cockpit fire.  As soon as the bay is pressurised, it’s going to go up like a rocket. I can see on my scanner; it needs to be open to space to prevent the fire re-igniting.” There was a high amount of concern in his voice.
“Her suit is compromised, Herc.”  Shiro stared into the distance, thinking.  “Let’s get the ship landed first, one problem at a time”.
“OK, Shiro.”  Hercules turned and sped off into the distance.
“OK Carlie.  We are on our way home.  I will land both our ships together, then I’ll come and get you out.  DO NOT open your cockpit until I tell you.  Do you understand?” he instructed.
“Yes, Sir”.  Carlie knew her situation was bad, and she started sobbing uncontrollably.
“You’re doing great, Carlie” Shiro said gently.  “Look, we can see Moonbase from here, we won’t be too long now.  Try and calm down just a little bit” he coaxed.
“Shiro!”  Hercules came through on his headset.  “Docking Bay 10 is lit up.  It’s big enough to land all our ships.  Dr Lewis has a medical team standing by.  I’m coming in to land now”.
“We’re right behind you.” Shiro answered.  Shiro carefully steered both ships into the docking bay, then spun them both round so Carlie’s ship was closest to the airlock.  He slowly touched them both down and cut both engines.  He opened a compartment near his seat with emergency supplies in it, and found an auxiliary hose, which he attached to the spare port on his suit, then he checked his gauge. He was at 35%.  “Not good” he thought to himself.
“Ok Carlie, that was the fun bit.  Now it gets a little tricky.  I need you to listen carefully.  I’m coming to get you.  I’m going to buddy up my suit to yours as soon as I open your cockpit.  Then we will make our way to the airlock.  It will take 90 seconds to pressurise.  My suit will start to fail as soon as I connect to yours, so I make it that we will have 5 minutes of air.”  He could hear Carlie was nearly hysterical.  “Carlie, you will fog up your helmet, try not to cry.  I know you are scared but we can do this together.  Can you try?”
“Yes, but I’m really scared, Captain”. Carlie sniffed back tears and tried to get a hold of herself.
“Here we go.” said Shiro.  He climbed out of his cockpit and steadily made his way across the wing of his craft.  He managed to keep his ship close enough for him to jump across to the wing of Carlie’s ship.  It was badly damaged, and he could see the extent of Carlie’s injuries and her damaged suit.
“OK Carlie.  Whatever you do, DO NOT hold your breath.  Breathe shallow, like I have shown you and remember your training.  You breathe, then I breathe.  We take turns. Now, are you ready?” Shiro stared at her, straight into her eyes.  Carlie nodded.
“Carlie, keep your eyes on my face.  Do not look away.  Keep them fixed on me.  On three…one…two…three” Shiro opened her cockpit.  He grabbed her and connected his spare hose to her auxiliary port.  His gauge halved instantly.  He hauled her from the cockpit and ran her across the wing.
Barry Hercules had the outer airlock door open ready and was waiting to help Shiro get Carlie down from her ship.
“Carlie, look at me”.  Shiro could feel that she was in full panic now as her hands were starting to freeze due to the deep cold and she was starting to hyperventilate.  Hercules had already pushed the button to repressurise the airlock.
“90 seconds, Shiro” he called.  Shiro pulled Carlie down to the floor.  He checked his gauge, and it was touching the red line.
“Carlie, calm down, we are nearly out of air”.  Carlie was in physical shock, and he was starting to get lightheaded as he was now breathing CO2 from his suit.  Hercules was frantically opening compartments to see if there was an extra air supply port.  He was looking at the gauges then back to Shiro, keeping an eye on him.  Finally, he relaxed slightly.
“We’ve got pressure.” Hercules took Carlie’s helmet off then removed Shiro’s.
“Carlie.  We made it, look at me.”  Hysterics took over now as her body was shaking uncontrollably.  Shiro held her against him and was rubbing her to warm her up.  He was working hard keeping himself in check at the same time.
“Herc, she’s in shock, raise her legs up as high as you can for me”.  Hercules grabbed her ankles and pulled them up.  The inner door then opened and Dr Lewis and her team rushed in.  She touched Barry’s face then turned her attention to Carlie.
“Doctor! Are we glad to see you.” gasped Shiro.  Donna passed Hercules an oxygen cylinder and mask.  “There you go, Pal, help yourself,” said Hercules.
“Gee, thanks,” Shiro replied as he held the mask up to his face.  “You’d think I would be used to suffocating by now.”  
Hercules left the airlock for a moment, then returned, grim faced.  “Another ship was sent out for Lt Davies.  They’ve found him, he’s dead”.  Shiro looked at the floor and shook his head.
“Still, that was the Hell of some flying you did out there, pal,” said Hercules.  “That’s why they need us back home.”  He settled himself on the floor next to his best friend and held the mask in place as Shiro leaned back against the airlock wall.  Hercules was watching Shiro intently, then heard footsteps running down the corridor towards the airlock.  In ran Emma Steel.
“Oh my God, Shiro!! Are you alright?”  she knelt in front of him and grabbed his gloved hands.  “We watched you fly in; it was amazing!!  How you landed both those ships!!”
“I’m good, Emma.” He touched Barry’s arm so he could drop the mask so he could talk.  “Really, my love, I am.  I’m more bothered about Cadet Harris, there.  She has had a terrible ordeal.”  Emma leaned forward and kissed him.
A gurney arrived and Barry helped Donna, and the medics load up Carlie.
“You’re safe now, honey.”  said Dr Lewis, stroking Carlie’s hair.  “Everything’s going to be alright, now.” she said soothingly.  “Take her straight to ICU.  I’ll see you there shortly,” she instructed the porter.  Her team took charge, and they watched as Carlie got wheeled away.
“Emma, Shiro is just fine.  I’m off shift at 8, hopefully by then my patient will be stabilised.  I think we need to buy our heroes here a well-earned drink.  Meet us both outside the hospital around 8.30.  Come on, Em.”  She linked arms with Emma and they both left the airlock.
Barry looked at Shiro. “Isn’t she amazing?  Looks like it’s a double date night, Pal.”
Shiro took one last deep pull from the O2 cylinder.  He exhaled slowly then laughed as Hercules pulled him to his feet.

Three months later, Barry Hercules looked around his now bare looking quarters on Moonbase.  He was nearly all packed and ready to ship out back to Earth and his new post at Star Fleet Academy. He looked at the schedules he had worked on with Shiro, they had six months to prepare for the next intake of 4th year cadets.  Hanging up in the corner of his room, his dress uniform was pressed and ready for his big day.  He wasn’t one to hang about and proposed to Dr Lewis after a few weeks of dating.  Dr Lewis was to become Dr Hercules in two days’ time.  Her request to be transferred to the hospital at HQ was accepted and she was currently briefing her replacement. They had a week of leave to enjoy their wedding celebrations, then back on duty.   He looked at his reflection, then heard the door chime.  “Come in,” he called.
“Nearly all packed?” asked Shiro.
“Yup, I think so.” He replied.
“Fancy a little walk, first?” asked Shiro.
“Sure, pal.  Where are we going?”  He followed Shiro out the door then bumped into John Lee.  “Hiya Lee, you look a lot better.”  He playfully punched him in the arm.
“My legs are pinned now, so watch I don’t kick you, cos it will hurt” he replied.  The three friends walked down the corridor and turned onto the main concourse.  They walked through the meeting room and through to X-Bomber’s hanger.  They stood side by side and looked up at her.
“She’s not as shiny now as she was when we first stood here, looking.” said Hercules.
“We’ve repaired her more times that we can count.” said Lee.  “I don’t think any part of her hull has not been touched in one way or another”.
“I’ve been told we will take her up, one last time, next year” said Shiro. “They have something special lined up for her.  For now, I just wanted us to be here, together, to raise a toast.”  He pulled out a bottle of apple bourbon from a shoulder bag and three shot glasses.  He handed Hercules and Lee a glass and poured.
“To the ones we loved and lost,” he said. “Lamia, Captain Carter and Dr Benn.”  They clinked glasses and drank.  Shiro poured another.   “Now, to business.  To the groom to be and a Batchelor Night to remember.  Best man’s orders.  Cheers.”  They drank again.
“Right, c’mon Hercules, let’s get going,” said John Lee.  “We have a rowdy old night planned for you!!”
“I’m right with you, pal.” Hercules said.  “Hang on, Shiro.  Pour us another”.  Shiro filled their glasses.
“To X-Bomber.” said Hercules.
The three of them turned to face her again and raised their glasses.  “X-Bomber” they replied.

In the early hours, Shiro arrived back to his quarters.  He had nearly finished packing as well and had various boxes stacked up ready to go.  He walked over to the counter and poured himself a nightcap, then felt arms around his waist.
“Hmm, want to pour one for me?  I have a week off, too” whispered Emma.
“Here, have mine.”  He passed Emma his glass.  “I think I have had enough.  I won’t be the one waking up to a headache in the morning, unlike Hercules.”  He started laughing.  “It took both me and Lee to get him in the door”.
“You’re naughty,” giggled Emma.  “Poor Hercules.”
“I’m sure he will get his own back,” said Shiro, “when it’s my turn.”
“Oh, yeah?  You’re turn, huh?” said Emma.  She looked at him and took a suggestive sip from her shot glass.
“Yeah.” He replied.  He pulled her to him and ran his fingers through her short blonde hair.  “Finish up, let’s go to bed.”

Chapter Two
2996

Julian Mendes sat behind his oversized desk in his board room.  He was the owner and chairman of the Jovian Mining Corporation.  He had single handedly taken over the control of mining and production of all the Lithium on Jupiter’s moons.  His main plant was on Europa with smaller concerns on Ganymede, Io and Callisto.  He had managed to win the main contract to supply Earth Defence Forces.  After funding numerous research missions to the moons of the Solar System’s gas giants, he had proved that the resources they offered could fuel and power Earth, the Moon and Mars for hundreds of years into the future.  All Star Cruisers, fighters, even transport on Earth, can be powered by a clean energy type with no harmful emissions to Earth’s atmosphere.  Earth had suffered through two nuclear wars but now the atmosphere was repairing and nuclear energy outlawed.  Which was good in one way, but not another.  The threat of nuclear war had once been the greatest peacemaker known to man.  Not anymore.  Now, no one feared anything.  Until now.
Mendes had a problem on his hands.  An old and ancient problem.  A problem of the workforce not happy about their lot.  A problem of the workforce not happy about conditions.  And pay.  And working hours.  The word “strike” was being batted around.  Mendes was not a happy man.  It had started when a new foreman at Europa 1 plant, Simon Reynolds, had not been keeping an eye on his men.  He was not respected; standards had slipped, and two men had been killed on his watch, to make a point.  Reynolds was not the kind of man who accepted responsibility for the fatalities.  As with most working unions, one spokesperson, Damian Barratt, decided to take matters into his own hands.  After a clandestine meeting with a chosen few members, he called a meeting with Reynolds.  The result of the meeting was seeing Mr Reynolds frogmarched, at gunpoint, into an airlock and launched into space.  From that time, Damian Barratt, not Julian Mendes, unofficially ran JMC.
Production was now at an all-time low as the workforce were on the “Go Slow”.  Mendes had tried to arrange meetings with Barratt, but he was not willing to talk until a 25% increase in salary was brought to the table.  That percentage, to Mendes, was absurd.  JMC had posted returns over of £900 Trillion Earth Dollars, a drop of £30m on the year before, and they wanted a rise!!  He employed over 6000 people including Freighter Pilots, Medical Staff, Security etc as well as the manual working staff, it would cost him a fortune.  Yes, Julian Mendes had a problem on his hands, alright.
Damian Barratt sat in his dormitory in the mine of Europa I plant.  He sat with his best friend, and enforcer, Britt.  Britt was bald, clean shaven and mean looking.
“I’ve arranged the shipment you wanted, its coming from my contact on Mars, Damian” he reported.  “Mainly guns and ammo.  He has also promised me some Star Fleet issue lasers, but I’m doubtful.  He doesn’t want to compromise his position on Mars Base.”
“Good.  Very good.  When is the ship due?”  demanded Barratt.
“In around a week,” he replied.
“Hmm.  We have brought production down so much; Mendes will be getting desperate.  He is not going to be able to supply Cassini.  They will be sending someone over to find out what is going on.  When they do, we can arrange a little…accident”.
“Attack a Cassini Delegation?” asked Britt.
“No.  Attack the JMC Delegation and make it look like it was Cassini,” replied Barratt.
“Why?”
“I want to cause chaos, that’s why.”

Dr Claire Preston sat in the meeting room at the main Research Facility at Cassini Pharmaceuticals Plc on the moon, Titan.  She stood waiting patiently for a video call to come in from Moonbase.  The screen crackled, then the face of her training partner, Benn Robinson, came into view.
“Benn, thank God!” she said.
“Hello Claire.  It’s good to see you.  What can I do for you?”
“Benn, I know you have a lot on your hands since you have taken on running Moonbase.  Is it still under civilian jurisdiction, or have EDF taken over, only asking as we have problems out here.”
“No, it’s still under a civilian council at present, in partnership with the Research Institute on Mars and EDF.  What problems, Claire?”
“JMC has dried up supply.  We can’t produce medication.  We have enough to supply Earth for six months, then we are in trouble.  I’m worried Benn, I don’t know who to talk to, who to trust.  We go back a long way.  If I can’t talk to you, I can’t talk to anyone”.
Benn lit his pipe.  “Claire, it was a long time ago.”
“I know Benn, I know.  Aren’t we still friends?  I’m scared; something is happening out here.  I just know it”.
“Ok, Claire. OK.” He sighed.  “I’ll speak to some contacts on Mars and see what I can come up with.”
“Will you speak to Saburo?” she asked.
“No.  He’s disappeared.  He hasn’t been seen for at least twelve months.  The last conversation we had, he told me he had contacted his son briefly to congratulate him in joining the Defence Academy and not long after, he just vanished.  We haven’t heard from him since.”
“That’s dreadful” she replied.
“Anyway, Saburo has gone.”  He sighed.  “I will try and contact a friend from Star Fleet Command on Mars.  Leave it with me and I’ll be in touch if I learn anything.”
“Thank you, Benn.  I really appreciate your help.” Claire said.
“Look after yourself, Claire.  It’s good to see you.”  The screen went blank.  Claire laced her fingers together up to her face, deep in thought.  She ran her fingers through her mousey hair and left the room.

It was Dr Benn Robinson’s turn to stand in front of his viewscreen on Moonbase, waiting for a connection, this time from Mars.  EDF’s Eagle appeared on the screen, then the familiar handsome face of Captain Jack Carter.
“Captain Carter, thank you for returning my call”.
“It’s no problem, Dr Benn.  How are things on Moonbase?  Professor Hagen has no doubt left you to develop the X-Project?  It’s still a shock that he has been gone for so long,” he said.
“Yes.  He has left me very busy.  How are things on Mars?  Joanna settled in, ok?” he enquired.
“Yes, she is in the control room with a commission of Lieutenant.  I still Captain our Ocean Fleet but we are now hoping to return to Earth.  I have been offered a post at Star Fleet Academy, and I am very tempted.  What can I do for you, Dr?” he asked.
“I’ve had a communication from Claire Preston, from Titan,” said Benn.
“Ah! An old wound, am I correct?”  Dr Benn nodded.
“There’s trouble brewing between JMC and Callisto.  JMC have cut off supply of raw material.  She sounds scared and is worried that foul play may be at hand”.
“Do you mean a coup d’etat?” asked Carter.
“In not so many words, but yes” Benn replied.
“OK.  I know that Earth, via the Research Institute, send out shipments to Europa and Titan on back loads.  I’ll see what was on the cargo manifests to start with and I’ll pass this up the line to Star Fleet Command.”
“Thank you, Captain.  That is all I can ask,” said Dr Benn.
The screen went blank.  Claire Preston.  She wasn’t exactly an old wound, more like an old flame.  Dr Benn settled back into his chair, reminiscing.  They had studied medicine together, then his direction took him to theory and physics.  Claire took the pharmaceutical path.  She wanted to leave for Mars.  He did not.  She wanted to get married.  It was too soon for Benn.  They talked and agreed to go their separate ways.  Claire found it more painful than he did, her calls to him came less and less, then stopped altogether.  Seeing her again made Benn feel a little sad for what could have been.  Still…he looked down at the schematics that were laid across his desk.  He pressed a button, and they flashed up onto his screen…X-Project.  His door chimed, he pressed the button again, and they vanished.
“Come in” he called.
“Hello Doctor,” said his beautiful young ward, Lamia.  Lamia had been sent to him in secret from Saburo Hagen with a request to look after her and hopefully help her with her career.  
“It’s nearly suppertime.  I’ve baked some lemon cakes, your favourite.”  She smiled at him.
“My dear, that sounds lovely”.

Tensions were starting to build in Cassini’s meeting room.  The video conference with JMC was not going well.
“Surely, Mr Mendes, we can come up with a solution,” said Dr James Wilder, Titan Facility Director. “If we can come to speak with you directly, in person, we can work things out.” he pleaded.
“Believe me, Dr Wilder, I am doing all I can to cease this strike.  Maybe you are right.  I’ll ask the Union if they can have their representatives present for another meeting.  Shall we suggest next week?”
“We will arrange transport and make our way over.  You must understand that we are running out of fuel and minerals, we must make these talks work” said Dr Wilder.
“Agreed!” said Mendes.  “One week from now.”  He smiled then pressed a button on his monitor, ending the conference.  Once the call was dropped, he buried his head in his hands.  How on Earth was he going to get Damian Barratt to agree to a meeting.  The man was out of control.  He had to get himself together and confront him.  He walked out to his assistant outside.  “Get a message to Damian Barratt,” he snapped.  “Ask him to attend a meeting with me, here, at 12.00 Europa Time tomorrow”.
“You want me to talk to…” his assistant replied.
“Just get it done!” he retorted and slammed his way back into his office.

“25%. That’s our demand” barked Damian Barratt.
“Mr Barratt.  It is too much.  I can’t afford that,” said Mendes.
“We cannot afford to lose lives working for you.  We will cease all operations altogether in two weeks’ time if we do not get what we want!” he demanded.
“Men didn’t lose their lives, working for me and you know it!!  May I remind you that you are breaking contract.  Your contract is on the back of our Contracted Agreement with Earth Defence Forces.  OK!!  I’ll offer 15%.  15% is my one and only offer.  Think it over”.  Julian Mendes stared at Damian Barratt.
“I think we may be getting somewhere,” said Barratt.  “I will take it up with my members and come back to you.  Good day, Mr Mendes”.  Barratt walked out of the office, flanked by Britt.
“When is the shipment due in from Mars?” he asked his enforcer.
“Day after tomorrow,” grunted Britt.
“Our toys?  Are they safely aboard?”
“Finchy promised me they are in cases of food and laundered overalls.  I don’t think he’ll let me down, he knows what’s coming if he does,” he grinned.

Commander Thomas Mason paced up and down his office.  “This is worrying, Jack.  What prompted you to request an inventory list for the latest shipment to Europa?” he asked.
“I had a call from Dr Benn Robinson, Moonbase.  We are good friends.  I trust him.  He thinks something is off and I believe him,” replied Captain Carter.
“OK.  Get Lt Finch to bring me the inventory.  We’ll go through it with a fine-tooth comb.  Meanwhile, check all the weapons lockers.  I want to know what’s what.  If there is so much as a spent shell case missing, I’m locking down Mars”.
“Yes, Sir.”  Carter left the room.  He made his way down to the control room.  Joanna looked up from her board.  
“Is everything OK, Jack?” she asked quietly?  He walked over to her and moved in very close.
“Jo, run me a print of our up-to-date arms inventory.  I’m running an emergency arms audit.”
“Ok, right away.”  She glanced around.  “What’s going on?” she asked.
“I don’t know, but something is off.  I’ll fill you in with what I can later.  Just get me that print, OK?”
“Jack,” she said. “Lt Finch was called into the Commander’s office after I ran him a report of the last Europa shipment.  He looked like he was going to choke.  I’m feeling very nervous now,” she said.
“We’ll talk later, Joanna.”  He touched her hand and gave it a delicate squeeze then walked into his own office and shut the door.  His screen flashed then a printed report glided up from the top of his desk.  Carter glanced at the door to see if anyone was watching, then took his sidearm out of his desk and belted up.  He pulled off the report and made his way to the Commander’s office.  He tapped the door.
“Come in” Mason called.
“I’ve come for the Armoury Lock Up Keys, Sir,” reported Carter.  Commander Mason opened a compartment in his desk and selected a bunch of keycards.
“Have Lt Finch assist” he said.
“Very good, Sir,” replied Carter.  “Let’s go,” he called to Lt Finch.
“Finchy, are you OK?  You look like you have a fever, or something?” Carter asked as they walked down the corridor.
“It might be something I ate,” he said quietly.  The arrived at the armoury lock-up.  Carter passed Finch one keycard; he had another.
“Slot them in together, then enter your ID code into the panel,” he instructed.  The door slid open, and they stepped into a room lined both sides with cages.  Each cage contained black cabinets.
“Right, Lt Finch.  You call off the list, and I’ll count.  Then we double check,” he said.  “OK, Locker One.”  Lt Finch inserted the correct card.
An hour later and they were halfway through the vault.  “Right, Locker Six,” Carter called out.
“Captain.  I don’t have the card for Locker Six!” Lt Finch seemed agitated.
“What?  Check again!”
“I have, Sir.  It’s not here”.
“Pass them to me,” said Carter.  He noticed that Lt Finch’s hands were shaking. “Lt Finch!  Finchy!!  Pull yourself together!!  What’s going on with you!” Carter demanded.
“I think I need to go off duty Sir!  I feel ill” he gasped.  Carter looked at him, then started going through the key cards again.  All there, except for Locker Six.  He looked at the sheet.  Grenades, Automatic Rifles and Star Fleet Issue Sidearms.  
 “What is going on!!” he thought to himself.  “Come on, let’s head back, we need to report this back to the Commander!”

“I don’t understand this!!” said Commander Mason.  “Key cards to Ammo Lockers don’t just vanish into thin air, Captain Carter”.
“Yes, I know that Sir” he answered.
“So, what’s the explanation?!” he demanded.
“We need to know who the last person was who opened Locker Six” Carter replied.
“Lt Carter!!” Mason bellowed.  Joanna Carter came running in.
“Yes Sir?”
“Get me a report, the last persons in the armoury lockup, other than today!”.
“Yes sir!”  Joanna ran back to her station.
“Where is Lt Finch?” Mason asked.
“Gone to his quarters, he has a fever” replied Carter.  Joanna knocked on the door.
“I have the report you asked for” she said.
“Well?”
“Locker Six was opened two weeks ago,” she replied.  She looked across at her husband.
“Go on…” Jack urged.
“It was opened by…Commander Mason and Captain Carter” she said.  Both men looked at each other, astonished.

“Britt, they are on to me, I need to get out of here!!” said Lt Finch in a whispered scream.  He was on a private channel through to Europa.
“You need to keep your cool, you bloody idiot!” replied Britt, through clenched teeth.  “You’ll blow the whole thing if you do not calm down.  It’s their fault if they can’t keep tabs on their own IDs.  The ship docks tomorrow so it’s too late for them, anyway.  My men will be armed and ready to take Europa.  The other moons are backing us, so we are ready to take control.  As soon as you can, get a ship and get to us”.
“OK, I’ll see what I can do.”  He cut off, feeling slightly better.
That night, Jack and Joanna were lying in bed.  Jack had his arm around his wife.
“Jack, I don’t want to be here anymore.  I want to go back to Earth.  Can’t you accept that role at the Academy?  It would mean so much to us both.  I know I worked hard to get this commission here, I just don’t feel safe.”  Jack stroked her arm and kissed her head as she talked.  “Can’t we go back, let’s try again for a family.  It’s time, don’t you think?  It’s not too late.  Plus, we can get to know our nephew better.  Your brother would love that.  Annalee’s lad has enrolled at the academy too, oh Jack!! Please?”
“Joanna, my love, I’ve already been accepted.  Two weeks and we are going home.”
“Oh Jack, that’s wonderful!”  Joanne snuggled down in her husband’s arms.
Jack Carter woke at 5.30am Mars time, half an hour before his normal alarm.  Suddenly a Red Alert was sounded and they both dived out of bed.  They were both dressed and in the control room within ten minutes.
“Commander, what’s going on?” cried Captain Carter, as they ran both ran into the Control Room.
“Captain, get ready to launch.  Lt Finch has stolen a fighter.  Get him back, right away!”
“Yes, Sir!” Carter left the room and ran to the launch area.  He put on his flight helmet and jumped on board his ship.  Pulling his visor down, he gave the flight controller the thumbs up.  
“Ocean 1, taking off” he stated and set off in hot pursuit.  “Finchy, it’s Carter.  Come in.  What’s going on?  Why have you stolen a fighter?” he called out over the radio.  “Finchy? Come in, please!!”
“Stay away, Carter!  I mean it!” Lt Finch replied.  “Just let me go, ok?”
“No way, Paul!  I’m coming to get you” he replied.
“I don’t want you to.  I stole the weapons and tried to blame you.  I’ve got a head start; you can’t catch me so let me go!!” Finch demanded.
“Why? Why, Finchy? Why did you do it? I’m your friend and I’m listening to you.”
“It’s nothing to do with you, Jack. I got myself involved with the wrong kind of people.  Bad people, Jack.  They are blackmailing me and threatening to attack Mars if I don’t get them what they wanted!” Lt Finch started sobbing.
“Who is blackmailing you, Paul.  Talk to me, please!  I can help you.”
“Europa!  It’s all going to blow up on Europa!  They have weapons and they have ships.  I’m sorry Jack” he wailed.
“Look, Paul.  I am locked on to your signal.  Slow down!! I can catch you up and we can talk this through, we can put things right.  Slow down Lieutenant.  That’s an order!” he demanded.
“It’s too late, Jack.  I…I have a grenade in here with me!”.
“Finchy, don’t be so spineless…we can get through this…don’t be a fool!”  Carter was pushing his fighter to its limit trying to reach Lt Finch and was also trying to control a well of anger that was starting to build up inside. “Finchy…Finchy…answer me, damn you!”.
“You’re a good man, Carter,” said Lt Finch in a much calmer voice.  “Goodbye…”
In the distance, Carter saw a flash of light then watched it implode on itself and all went dark again.
“Oh My God!!” he said.  “Finchy!”.  He slowed his fighter down, then came to a full stop.  “You coward” he said, then turned his ship round and headed back. “You bloody coward!!”

“Captain Carter, I have just had word from General Kyle, EDF HQ.  Nothing leaves or arrives at Mars Base unless it has direct authorisation from Headquarters.  The base is officially locked down”.  Commander Mason looked stern and concerned.
“For how long, Sir?” asked Carter.
“Until we find out who has our weapons, and why!” he replied.
“What about Lt Finch’s suicide?”
“We say nothing until I have conducted a full report.  I need to find our missing weapons.  We are too far out of reach of Europa to intercept the cargo ship.  We must find them!”.
“I have an idea, Sir!” said Captain Carter.

“Captain Carter, what news from Europa?” asked Dr Benn as an urgent call came through to his quarters on Moonbase.
“It’s as bad as Dr Preston suspected!” replied Carter.  “Weapons have been smuggled out of Mars by Lt Finch.  He killed himself rather than face charges.  We are adamant that those weapons are aboard a freighter that is due to dock any day now.  We need to check all the cargo.  This is top secret, Dr Benn.”
“I will contact Claire, but I am worried I may start a panic,” said Dr Benn.  “I’ll contact you again shortly, Captain. Benn out!”.  Dr Benn slumped back into his chair and took a long draw from his pipe.  He blew out slowly then punched his console.  “Urgent call to Titan…Dr Benn Robinson to Dr Claire Preston…” he got up and started pacing the room, waiting for a connection.  The screen flickered, then Claire’s face filled the screen.
“Hello again, Benn.  Have you had some news?” she asked.
“Yes.  It’s not good news, Claire.  Smuggled weapons are allegedly arriving on Europa aboard a cargo vessel despatched from Mars, tomorrow.  Weapons stolen from Star Fleet Ocean Base!”.
“Are you sure, Benn.  Are you sure?”.  Her concern came across in her voice.
“This is exactly what they need to confirm.  Somehow, they need to intercept the contents of that transport, before it is distributed”.
“Benn, James Wilder is due there any time now.  He is part of a delegation of behalf of Cassini, to negotiate the re-supply of fuel and minerals to Titan!”
“Claire, can you get a message to him?  If he can stall that freighter, then maybe Star Fleet Command can send a unit in to seize the cargo for inspection,” he said hopefully.
“I’ll get a message out to James, but I hope it doesn’t escalate and compromise his safety.  I will also contact Commander Mason on Mars”.  Claire nodded to Dr Benn.
“I’m sorry that there is nothing else I can do from here,” Dr Benn said.  “Stay safe, Claire! Benn out”.

At EDF HQ, General Kyle’s No 1 was pacing up and down behind his Communications unit.  “We have a call from Ocean Fleet Command on Mars, General.  It’s Commander Mason!”.
“Put him on screen” the General requested.
“General!  I have despatched our Ocean Fleet to Europa under the command of Captain Carter.  The Cassini delegation have requested all cargo to be inspected upon their arrival on Europa.  Captain Carter’s orders are to make sure that request is carried out.  Our intelligence suggests that a standoff will occur.  A militant group on Europa already have forces on the smaller moons at their disposal!”
“Commander, these are grave circumstances!” stated the General.  “I will be prepared to place the Solar System under Martial Law if the coup is not contained!”.
“I’m afraid that decision should be made if Captain Carter’s forces are met with any kind of resistance.” 
“Commander Mason, I think that you are probably right with that assessment.”
Julian Mendes sat across from Dr James Wilder, in the board room.  “Damian Barratt will not agree to this inspection.  I am warning you!! I am not on his side, but this is dangerous move”.
“I would have thought aggressive action on his part would prove his guilt” said Dr Wilder.  “We managed to make it here a few hours before the freighter docks.  If we play it just right, he may not even know the inspection is taking place!”.
“He’ll know, all right!” said Mendes.  “There are parts for production on the manifest, his plant personnel will handle the docks and unloading.  As for the arrival of Star Fleet Officers?”  Mendes stood up.  “I let this go on for far too long.  My greed has started this.  I really had no idea!  I am to blame if this leads to all-out war!”  He buried his head in his hands.

Chapter 3
3003

General Kyle walked out of the main Control Room at EDF HQ and into his office.  He looked in the mirror, straightened his jacket and made his way into the main concourse.  He took an elevator to The Sky Room, a rotunda that was glazed 360 degrees, that overlooked Headquarters and the surrounding mountains.  The doors opened to the gentle tune of Thais: Meditation, the sound of laughter and the clink of glasses.  He walked through a set of double doors to where a string quartet and pianist were playing.  A young cadet approached with tray loaded with glasses of Champagne.  He took one.
 “I hope you are being looked after, Cadet…?” 
“Johnson, Sir” he replied. 
 “Ah, yes!” said the General.
“Yes, Sir.  Very well,” he replied.  General Kyle smiled, nodded and carried on walking through groups of happy chatting people, acknowledging and handshaking as he walked.
“Ah, Professor Hagen!” he called.
“General Kyle!  So glad you could make it” cried Saburo, shaking his hand vigorously. 
 “Our three ships will be ready to depart in the next fortnight, right on schedule.  The crews and colonists have already started boarding and making themselves comfortable, ready for the journey”.
“And X-Bomber?  Is she fully repaired and ready to escort them out?” asked the General.
“Yes, she is ready.  Preparations are also underway for when she finally lands on Earth for her well-earned retirement.  The X-B Mk II is currently in manufacture and will be ready for test flights next year!”  Professor Hagen looked very proud.
“Still,” said the General, “it feels very strange to have one of those three ships named after me.  Lt Commander John Lee is to blame for that…and here he is”.
“General Kyle!” said Lee.  “Do you need a top up?”
“No, thank you.  Not yet anyway!” he laughed.  “Now, where is the happy couple…ah, I can see the bride”.  He walked over to Emma.
“Lt Commander.  You look beautiful!” he said, as he took her hand and kissed it.  She wore a traditional figure-hugging gown and full-length veil.
“Thank you, General,” she replied, blushing, “and thank you for coming.”
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said.  “First Captain Hercules and now Captain Hagen.  I wonder when it will be John Lee’s turn.  Ah, Chopin!!”   The General turned to face the pianist who was now playing the 9Nocturne No2.  “A fine choice of music, I must say”.
“Don’t get used to it,” Emma laughed.  “It will get a little louder later, the boys have chosen 21st Century Rock for the night”.
“Oh dear, I will be well on the way home by then,” he said. “Finally, the groom!!”.
“General,” Shiro shook his hand, “Thank you for stopping by.”
“Congratulations, Captain”.
“Thank you, Sir” he said as he put his arm around his bride’s waist, passing her a glass.
“Well, I’ll go and pay my respects to the parents of the bride, then I’ll be on my way.”
“Oh, General!” said Emma, “at least stay for the first dance.  Barry is playing for us, we haven’t a clue what!” she laughed.
“Well, one more glass won’t hurt,” he said, “look, here is Captain Hercules now”.
“Evening, General,” said Barry.
“Still on best man’s duties, Captain?”
“Yes, Sir.  Just gettin’ warmed up” he said.  Donna joined him and passed Hercules his old acoustic.  “Here you go, babe,” she smiled, “you’re up”.  She gave him a kiss.
“Wish me luck,” he said as he made his way to stage centre.
“Erm…hello everyone.  I’m not big on making speeches so I will make this quick.  Emma, you look beautiful.  Hagen, you are punching, pal”.  There was light laughter and Shiro have him a thumbs up.  “Anyway…without being too heavy or anything…my friend.  We grew up together, trained together, fought side by side and through good times and bad have stayed true to one another.  We are and will always be, brothers”.  While he was talking, the other musicians joined him.
“So, I chose this for your first dance.  It is a very, very old song.  One that has stood the test of time and the most appropriate for our past and your future together as husband and wife.   Ladies and Gentlemen.  The Bride and Groom”.  Cheers and applause echoed around the room as Shiro spun Emma round onto the floor.  He pulled her close, took a deep breath and looked at Hercules.  Barry winked at him as the quartet played the opening bars of an old song called Stand by Me.  Emma buried her head into her new husband’s shoulder as they danced.

Stationed in high Earth orbit, three majestic ships were ready to depart to their new homes.  The EDF Research Ship Jack Carter was centre and slightly in front of the other two ships.  They were the biggest ships ever made with four massive engines at the rear of each.  Lt Commander Emma Hagen was leading a formation of Astro Fighters, flying around the three of them, waiting for the command to depart.  In the main hanger at Moonbase, General Kyle was gazing up at X-Bomber.
“I never thought I would ever be this close to her.  She really is a beautiful ship,” he said.
“She’s the best,” said Captain Hercules, “and we are all so proud to be taking her up again”.
“I’m very much looking forward to the journey, as a passenger, of course.  The ship is still under Captain Hagen’s command.  Here he is…”
“General Kyle”.  Shiro saluted. “Shall we?”  He turned and saw Lt Commander John Lee make his way towards them.  “OK for one last time, Lee?”
“It would be wrong not to,” he replied.  “C’mon PPA, you’re coming along too, aren’t you”.
PPA came flapping around from behind him.  “Yes, just to keep you insolent boys in check” he chirped.
“Keep that crazy rust bucket away from me!” growled Hercules.
“Remember, I am integrated into the ships systems, Hercules” PPA retorted.  “I’m really just here to annoy you”.  He flew around Barry’s head and managed to dodge a well-aimed backhand.  “Ha, missed!” PPA laughed and flew on ahead.
On the bridge, Shiro settled General Kyle at Lamia’s old station, then made his way to the Command Chair.  “OK, Systems Check,” he called.
“Laser Systems OK, not that we need ‘em!” reported Hercules.
“Hercules, up front with me!” said Shiro.
“Electrics and Communication OK, Shiro” called out John Lee.  Hercules got himself settled at the helm.
“Temperature and Pressure normal, Shiro,” reported PPA, “we are ready to launch”.
“Power to Main Engines,” said Shiro.  “Lee, all ready to go!”
“OK Captain.  Moonbase, this is X-Bomber.  Thank you for looking after us.  10 seconds to launch, open the Launch Doors now”.  For the last time, the doors opened for X-Bomber to depart.
“Right!  Starting Main Engines.  Let’s light them up”.
“We’ve got the clearance to launch, Shiro!” called John Lee.
“OK! Launching!”  Shiro pulled his lever down and X-Bomber gracefully lifted off.  “Hercules, you have the helm.”  Shiro smiled across to Barry.  X-Bomber cleared the bay then turned slowly to port, then steadily gained height and momentum as she passed over Moonbase.
“X-Bomber,” called out Emma in her fighter, “This is Moonbase Fleet. We will escort you as far as the Asteroid Belt and then send you on your way.”
“Acknowledged, Moonbase Fleet!” replied John.
“Wow!! Look at that!” cried Shiro as the three Trinity ships and the formation of Astro Fighters came into view.
“They have picked up our signal, they are firing their engines up now!” said John.  “We will escort them to the edge of the Solar System and make sure they hit Hyperspeed safely!”.
X-Bomber did a fly over the Jack Carter and took up front and centre, the Astro Fighters flew out behind in formation.
General Kyle stood up and walked to the front of the flight deck.  “Lee, can you get all three captains on main screen, please?” he asked.
“Stand by, General,” said Lee as he attended his console with his usual expertise.
“On the main view screen, now” he called.
“Captains,” said the General. “On this historic occasion, peoples of our Mother Earth leave our Solar System to make homes in another part of our Galaxy and beyond.   It is my pleasure and honour, to escort you out on this journey, aboard the ship that in its quest to find peace, encountered the planets that you will be calling “Home”.   May the souls of the men, of which your ships bear their names, be with you always.  God be with you.  Kyle out”.  The Screen went blank.
“Full Quantum speed ahead,” said Shiro, “steady as she goes, Hercules”.
“Sure thing, Shiro” he replied.
“We’ll stay on this course, clear Jupiter Quadrant, then Hyperspeed to the Oort Cloud.  PPA, maintain sensor sweeps for the duration”.
“X-Bomber this is Moonbase Fleet.  We are peeling away!” called Emma.  “See you back home!”.
“Acknowledged.  Safe flight back!!” replied John Lee.
“PPA, automatic control until we are ready for Hyperspeed.  General, shall we go to the meeting room?” requested Shiro.  They all got up from their stations.
“I’m just about ready for a coffee,” said Hercules.
“I’m just about ready for a cookie,” said John Lee, “I’ve got the munchies”.

The crew of X-Bomber sat around the table.  All systems were running just as they should.
“It fells almost strange being on board X-Bomber and not being blasted every ten minutes,” said Hercules.
“Yeah,” said Shiro, “we sure had our fair share of fun and games on board, that’s for sure.” 
“Gentlemen, it couldn’t have been easy for you, and you were all so young,” said the General.  “I feel a sincere amount of guilt for my part in it all, but at the same time, an immense sense of pride on your achievements and the fine men that you have all become.  You will always have our gratitude.”  The room went quiet for a second.
“So, I here that Dai-X will be at EDF Headquarters before we get back,” said Shiro.
“Yes, the authorities on Gelma II kindly sent it back out to us in a freighter.  The crate containing Dai-X will be delivered well before X-Bomber comes in.  We are still deciding where she will be positioned.”
“She??” said Hercules.  “It’s he, surely.”
“Erm…she’s he” laughed Shiro.  “What do you think, Lee?”
“I don’t” replied Lee.  Shiro rolled his eyes.
“While we are on the subject of gender, I have a little announcement,” said Hercules.
“What is it, Barry?” asked Lee.
“Donna and I, well, we’re expecting,” he said.  “We are at 14 weeks,” he beamed proudly.
“That’s wonderful!” said Shiro.  He walked over to his friend and shook his hand.  Hercules stood up and grabbed Shiro in a hug.
“Cheers, pal!  I’ve been dying to tell you but we both wanted to be sure.”  Lee walked over and the gesture was repeated.
“Congratulations, Captain Hercules,” said General Kyle.
“Shiro, we have cleared Jupiter Quadrant, all ships are ready for Hyperspeed,” informed PPA.
“On our way,” replied Shiro.  He looked over at Hercules.  “C’mon, Dad!”.

Once settled back on the flight deck, Shiro took over control.  “Ok, all ships cleared for Hyperspeed.  Let’s go!”  Shiro pulled his lever down and urged X-Bombers engines to full.
“Want me to take over?” asked Hercules.
“Not for a while, pal.  I like the feel of her.  It’s great to fly her again and not have to worry about evasive manoeuvres,” he laughed.
“Captain, we have a call from Star Fleet Command.  It’s for General Kyle”.
“On main viewer, please”.
“Ah, it’s No1,” said General Kyle.
“General!  Captain Hagen!” said No1.  “Just to inform you both, that Dai-X has arrived and is currently being unloaded.  It will be positioned at the entrance of EDF Headquarters.  All engine power cells will be removed, and support cables will be attached for stabilisation.  I trust you are enjoying your journey?”
“Yes, thank you No1,” he replied.  “We will be back in tomorrow”.
“Very good, Sir.  Over and out”.
“So that’s that, then,” said Hercules.  “Dia-X is nothing more than a statue now”.
“It was so badly damaged, Herc,” said Shiro.  “I knew, during our last battle, that Braincom could never fly again.” 
“The Ole One Two,” said Hercules.
“The Double Whammy!” laughed Shiro.  “We gave ‘em Hell.  That’s for sure.”
“Darn, we got in some scrapes, but had great fun, too!!” said Hercules.
“If you could call it fun!!” said John Lee.
“Ok, let’s cut the banter boys, we’re here!  All ships drop to Quantum Speed!”  called Shiro. “X-Bomber coming to a Full Stop.”  Shiro raised his lever.
“All ships at Quantum Speed, X-Bomber now at a Full Stop.” said Lee.  “Opening Channel to all ships”.
“Attention on Deck!” called Shiro.  They all stood.  “Main Viewer!” 
“On behalf of the People of the Earth, and of our Solar System, Hail and Farewell.  Our hearts go with you.  We wish you all peace, love and prosperity!” announced the General.  Three captain’s faces smiled and saluted.  The Crew of X-Bomber saluted back and stood watching as the three EDF Research vessels jumped to Hyperspeed and vanished into the cosmos.  They continued to watch a little longer.
“At Ease,” called the General.  “I think I may retire for the evening.”
Shiro sat back down and steered X-Bomber to point back the way they came.  “Hyperspeed! Let’s go Home!”  He pulled his lever down on the bridge of X-Bomber, for the last time.
“You have my quarters, General.” Said Shiro.  “I’m bunking in with Hercules and Lee tonight”.

Hercules sat on his top bunk.  “Darn, I forgot my old guitar!” he moaned.
“Good, I couldn’t take any more of your serenading!” said Lee finishing off an apple.
“Look at Shiro, he’s out for the count.  He never had any trouble going to sleep, did he?” said Hercules, settling down in bed.  “Lights Out!”
Later that night, the dorm was in full darkness.
“Shiro…Oh, Shiro…”  Shiro turned over in his sleep.
“Shiro…take my hand…”
“Lamia!?” he called out, then woke with jump.  It took a few moments for him to get his bearings, then he remembered where he was.  John Lee was snoring his head off; Hercules was in a deep sleep.  Shiro got out of bed and padded his way to the meeting room where he helped himself to warm coffee, then he headed to the flight deck, where the lights were on low.
“PPA, report!”
“Ah, Shiro.  I’m glad you are awake.  A little spike has been received from Sargasso as we passed through Jupiter Quadrant, but nothing untoward.  We are heading home at full Hyperspeed.”
“It’s happened again!” said Shiro.
“Excuse me, Captain?  What do you mean?” asked PPA.
“Ah, nothing, I’m dreaming again!” said Shiro.  He made his way over to Lee’s station and put on his headset, “Moonbase, this is X-Bomber.  Please respond”.
“X-Bomber, this is Moonbase!”
“Staff Quarters, Lt Commander Hagen please!”
“Stand by X-Bomber!  One moment…you’re through!”  Shiro lit up the main viewer.
“Hey, Hagen,” said Emma, smiling.
“Hey, Hagen!” he replied “I hope I didn’t wake you, I just…I wanted to see your face.  I miss you!”.
“Miss you too!” she replied.  “What’s your position?”
“We’re well on our way home, we’ve cleared Jupiter Quadrant,” he said.
“You woke again, didn’t you!  That happened that first night…you know…when we…”
“Yeah, I know.  It’s strange!”  Shiro drifted off for a second “I guess I just want to get home.  When are you due back home again?” he asked.
“I have two weeks shore leave in two days’ time.   I know you are on duty at the Academy, but we can spend evenings together, have walks round New Pearl Harbour and some time on the beach. Just you and me, huh?”
“That sounds perfect!  You heard about Barry and Donna?”
“Yeah, she called me when I got home.  It’s fantastic news,” she replied.  “Hurry back, I love you!” she kissed her fingers and touched the screen.
“I love you.  Night”.  He blew her a kiss and cut the connection.  He walked over to the Command Chair settled in and dosed off.

“PPA! Lights!” called Hercules.  He walked over to Shiro and touched his shoulder gently.  “Hi, Pal, time to wake up!”    Shiro opened his eyes.
“Oh wow!  I didn’t mean to fall asleep here.  Where’s the General?!”
“Don’t worry, he’s just coming.  Here’s a fresh one.”  Hercules handed Shiro a cup.
“Ah, thanks, Pal!  PPA, Report!”
“We are on our final approach to Earth!” he bleeped.
“Ok PPA, I’ll take manual control.  Half Quantum Speed and prepare for a low orbit before we attempt entry.  X-Bomber hasn’t entered our atmosphere before, she should handle it OK.  Prepare for a bit of chop!”  He took a gulp of coffee then pulled the lever up to slow the ship.
“Shiro, landing cradle has been lit up, you’ll see it on your final approach,” said PPA. “60 seconds to re-entry”.  Shiro steered gently and could feel resistance under his hand.  For X-Bomber it was plain sailing, as she broke through the clouds.  She glided gracefully over the ocean and along the coast heading around New Pearl Harbour.  She cleared the mountains and EDF Headquarters could be seen in the distance.
“I can see the landing site, reversing engines now”.  Shiro pulled the engines right down, then fired the descent engine.  He landed X-Bomber on her new cradle, inch perfect.  “Touchdown, engines off.  PPA, power down all systems,” said Shiro.
General Kyle entered the bridge.  “Gentlemen, thank you for the pleasure.  I will be on my way.”  He nodded to the crew and made his exit.
John Lee got up from his station and joined Shiro and Hercules at the front of the bridge.
“It’s been four years since we first served together on this ship,” he said.  “She certainly has done us all proud.  I’m really going to miss her!”  Tears started falling. “I’ll see you guys later,” he sniffed and left the bridge.
“Is he OK?” asked Shiro.
“I guess he is a little choked,” replied Hercules.
“Yeah, I suppose he is,” said Shiro.  “C’mon, let’s go.”  Shiro stood up and ran his fingers over the chair.  He walked over to his other station next to Hercules’ and swivelled the chair round.  “Ha, it’s still here!” said Shiro.  He picked up his helmet that he hadn’t worn since leaving for Gelma II in Braincom.  Protocol now had all pilots wearing Environmental Suits in smaller fighter craft.
“We were just getting used to you without it,” laughed Hercules.
“I think I will leave it here,” said Shiro.  “It’s from a part of my life I’ve moved on from.  It belongs here.”  He placed it back on his chair.  At that moment, the bridge door slid open and in walked Professor Hagen.
“Father, I thought you were on Mars!”
“I came to watch X-Bomber land.  It really was quite a sight!” Hagen replied.
“I bet it was,” said Hercules.  “I’ll leave you two alone.  Shiro, I’ll catch you tomorrow."  He held Shiro for a moment then gave him a back slap.  “I’ll go check on Lee”.
“Sure, see you tomorrow!” said Shiro.
Professor Hagen sat down in the command chair.
“Something on your mind?” asked Shiro.
“I just wanted to be here with you, son, one last time on X-Bomber, before I go back…”
“Yeah, back to Mars…” Shiro finished for him.
“Shiro.  Twice I have sat in this chair, absolutely petrified, not knowing if you were alive or dead!” said Professor Hagen quietly.
“Then we both have that in common.” replied his son.
Shiro sat down beside him on the arm of the chair.
“I spent most of my life not really knowing who you were, while you brought up Lamia in secret.  Instead of coming back to us, you disappeared, and we all thought you were dead.  What I learned about you and Lamia, during my first short mission aboard X-Bomber, I learnt through a door left ajar!  Then, the girl I was falling in love with, became our mission.  In the end, I was so happy to have found you, father, because you helped me understand Lamia’s true nature and the feelings we had for each other.  I just don’t understand why you left me as a child!  I know so little about you”
“Shiro.  I loved my work, and you also know that I truly believe that fate lead me down the path I took.  That path cost me my family.  I know that.”
“Your work built this ship.  This ship turned boys into men.  We all learnt the hard way what love, loyalty, loss and sacrifice truly meant.  So, in another way, I really need to thank you.  You haven’t lost your family.  You have me and Emma now, so please don’t stay away”.
“Shiro.  I am so proud of the man you have grown to be.  That is not down to me, or this ship.  It is all down to you”.  The Professor stood up and held his son.  “Thank you for accepting me back into your life as you have!”
“Come on, let’s go,” said Shiro.  “I want to get back to my wife”.  He guided his father towards the door.
“PPA!” called the Professor.  “You’re coming home with me!”
PPA rose up behind him and followed them both off the flight deck.


Captain Barry Hercules walked across the grounds of the EDF Star Fleet Academy.  A small group of cadets were about to tackle an assault course, another just setting off on a run.  Hercules smiled to himself as he approached a door with the EDF Eagle Insignia on it.  Underneath was a sign “Elite Space Pilot Training”.    He pushed the print recognition pad, and the door slid open.  He carried on down the corridor to another set of doors.  These opened to a large reception area where the civilian secretaries were stationed.  He nodded his hellos and walked over to Shiro’s office.
“He’s not there” one of the ladies stated and pointed over to a door on her left.  It was the Simulator Suite.  “Thanks” he said as he walked into his office that adjoined with Shiro’s.  He put his case down and tapped his screen.  The door knocked and Marie, his and Shiro’s PA, came in.
“Morning Captain” she said.
“Morning Marie.  How long as he been in there?” asked Hercules.
“Two hours.  He’s making sure all the new simulators are configured correctly.  Guns 1 through 5 are all aligned, he is working on the other bank now”.
“Thank you, Marie.” he said, getting up from his desk.  He walked over to the Simulator Suite.
“Hey, Shiro!  Where you at?” he called.
“I’m under here” Shiro called.  A pair of legs stuck out from under Gun 6.  “This bank is a few degrees off, I’m just finishing off the reconfiguration.  I’ve also rearranged the room; we have three more simulators coming in tomorrow.  Braincom and two X-Fighters.”
“Will we be ready for our first set of 4th years?” asked Barry.  “We’ve got two weeks”.
“We’ll be ready!” said Shiro.  “I, for one, can’t wait,” he smiled.  “Talking of which, how’s Donna doing, it can’t be long now, pal!”
“We’ve got 6 weeks before she blasts off!” Barry laughed.  “Twins, Shiro! Twins!”.
“You don’t do anything by halves, do you, Herc!” Shiro laughed.
“Go big or go home,” said Hercules.

The newly commissioned “2999 Thalian War” hangar at New Pearl Harbour Museum was welcoming its latest addition.  Huge double doors opened to the hum of a huge crawler unit carrying the unmistakable shape of X-Bomber positioned on her landing cradle.  Slowly she was brought into her hangar, to be positioned at the back of the building.  The crawler unit came to a halt and the hangar bay doors slid shut.  A set of four huge floodlights positioned at her wing tips shone brightly onto their new ward.  The crawler unit separated down the centre and dropped the cradle onto the floor.  It moved back and turned itself off for the night, its job done.

Chapter Four
2997

Space War III had been officially declared by Earth Defence Forces.  The Cassini delegation had arrived for talks and to inspect the cargo containing smuggled weapons.  Damian Barratt’s men had got to the cargo before Star Fleet Officers arrived and got their hands on the contraband.  By the time of the inspection, all was as it should be according to the Cargo Manifest.  It was a bitter blow for EDF as they had to finally admit to war.
Damian Barratt sat across from Julian Mendes with a sneer for a smile on his face.  Britt had entered the room and whispered something in his ear.  The sneer became a broad smile.
“I think it’s time for you to acknowledge defeat, Mr Mendes,” said Barratt.  “I have two ships that have set off from the far side of Europa.  They will land and take Europa Plant by force, unless you hand over all control of JMC to me.  There will be bloodshed if you resist.”
Star Fleet will intercept those ships before they get here,” said Mendes.  “You will not get away with this!”
“Mr Barratt, can you guarantee the re supply of our Cassini Installations, if or when you take control?  We need a peaceful resolution to the awful mess.  Men do not need to die!” pleaded Dr James Wilder.  “We know you have taken in more weapons smuggled from Mars.  You don’t need weapons to produce fuel and medication”.
“I need weapons to keep control, Dr Wilder,” said Barratt.
“Where do you think this will all lead?  Do you really think EDF will just roll over and let you take control?  You are holding the Solar System to ransom, and it will not be tolerated!” retorted Dr Wilder.
Flying just out of sensor range of the Jupiter Moons, Captain Carter and his Ocean Fleet were in formation and at Red Alert.
“Ground Force, take up station outside the meeting room, take out Barratt’s security force and stand by!” Carter instructed.  Carter could hear everything that was going on in the meeting room, James Wilder was wired.   As soon as the meeting was over, the Ocean Fleet was to escort the Cassini delegation back to the relative safety of Titan.
“No resistance met, Captain Carter.  We are standing by!” stated one of his soldiers.
Julian Mendes stood up from his chair.  “I will not be bullied into handing over this facility, or any other, to terrorists!!  I have offered what I can.  Take it or leave it.  You bring on your ships.  I have Earth Defence Forces on my side, they will defend the Solar System from tyrants like you!”  He slammed both hands down on the table and glared across at Barratt.  “Do not threaten me with bloodshed.  Wether you take JMC or not, bloodshed is what you want!”
During this heated discussion, Dr James Wilder’s hidden earpiece buzzed to the voice of Captain Carter.  “Dr Wilder, slowly stand up and see if you can leave the room.  If not, find somewhere to hide.  We are about to storm the Boardroom!  I have men who will escort you back to your ship.  Stand by!  Carter out!”
James Wilder stood up. “Gentlemen, if I may be excused…”
“Sit DOWN!” growled Damian Barratt.  Britt moved from Barratt’s side and made his way over to Dr Wilder.  “You are going nowhere!!”  Britt pulled out a gun.
“My God! You brought a gun into a diplomatic meeting!” cried Julian Mendes.
“That’s our Cue!” shouted Captain Carter.  “Go Go Go!!”
The Boardroom doors blasted open, and four troops ran in.  Britt opened fire on Dr Wilder and he hit was hit in the shoulder and torso and fell under the table.  A soldier took aim, and Britt was taken out with a single shot.  Two soldiers dived under the table and grabbed Dr Wilder and made their retreat from the room.  Julian Mendes ran out of the room as soon as he could.  Damian Barratt made a run to Britt’s body and took the gun from his dead enforcer’s hand.  He fired and hit an officer, then laid down covering fire.  Barratt manged to shoot his way to the door.  As he managed to get out into the corridor a laser bolt sped passed his head.  He returned fire and hit another officer in the leg.  Two of Barratt’s men pulled him out and ran him back to the safety of the mine.
“Report!!”  called Captain Carter from his fighter.
“We’ve got Dr Wilder out, Captain.  He’s been shot but he is mobile.  I have one man down and one injured sir.  We are on the transport now, Captain!”
“What about Barratt!” asked Carter.
“He got away, Captain.  But we took out Britt!”
“Very well.  We will rendezvous once you have taken off.  Don’t leave anyone behind!  I’ll see you back on Titan!”
Ocean Fleet were circulating around the vicinity of the plant.  “I’ve got eyes on Dr Wilder’s transport,” said Carter.  “Ocean 4 and 5, fly on ahead and keep our flight path clear.  2 and 3, you’re with me!”  The transport flew ahead, and Carter and his support ships kept it covered from the rear.  They managed to reach Titan without incident.

“Report, Captain Carter!” requested Commander Mason from Mars Base.
“We are back on Titan for now,” he replied.  “Preparations are being made to transfer Cassini production to Mars.  The main installations and labs are portable, so a suitable site has been located to the south of Olympus Mons.”
“How is Dr Wilder?” asked Mason.
“He is recovering, he is in the medical wing under observation,” Carter answered.  “I am about to launch with Ocean Fleet to escort another transfer ship to Mars.”
“Then I won’t keep you, Captain!”
“Very good, Sir!  Carter out!”

“Hello James, how are you feeling?”  Claire Preston had called in to see her colleague before preparing for her transfer to Mars.
“I feel OK, they won’t let me out yet!”  he said, pointing at the medical staff outside the doors.  “Are you ready to leave?  I’ve heard we are transferring all production to Mars!”
“Star Fleet Command have given us all clear to depart.  Transports are already being escorted out of the system,” she said.
“I will be one of the last ones out by the looks of things,” he replied, “plus I want to shut down my own lab myself!”  He closed his eyes for a little rest, then a doctor came running in just as alarms started to sound.  “We are under attack; missiles have been launched.  Hurry to the bunker!!”  Lights started flickering and explosions started rocking the building.
“Oh God!” screamed Claire, “Come on, James!”  She pulled him out of bed, and they made their way down the corridors.  Another explosion ripped through the building and Claire screamed again as glass exploded around them.
“We need to get to the evacuation area; we need to get out of here!!”  Claire was dragging James along with all the strength she had.  “Quick, there’s the shuttle that goes to the bunker on Tethys.  We must get onboard!!”  Suddenly, the main Emergency Evacuation Alarm started blaring.  “Oh God, there’s a breach!!”  She managed to run them up the ramp of the shuttle.  There were others, including medical staff and patients, already on board.
“We’re taking off!” shouted the pilot.  “Hold On!!”  The ramp had just closed into position as the shuttle began to move.  Claire settled Dr Wilder on the floor against a bulkhead than ran into the cockpit.  They had gained altitude, and the pilot adjusted their heading towards Tethys.  Claire watched in horror as she saw two more missiles hit the lab.  Clusters of explosions were set off; she watched as the labs then imploded as they decompressed.  Then, from across their bow, five EDF fighters flew in front of them and started firing back.  Claire followed the trajectory of the laser fire and saw a freighter type vehicle from which fired the missiles, get hit amid ships.  It split down the middle and the two halves burnt for a little then went dark in the vacuum.  Coming up from behind the wreckage came another ship, very battered looking, but firing heavily at the EDF fighters.  They were too fast and too agile as they came about for their counterattack.  The second ship had no chance, and it was disintegrated within seconds.  Claire stood and watched, open mouthed with silent tears streaming down her face at the sheer horror of it all.  
The shuttle was making its way over Tethys’ icy terrain and the pilot announced that they could see the landing site.  A minute later, they had landed, and the platform was lowered underground.  The huge doors closed above their heads.

“Captain Carter, two freighters are coming in hot over Europa!”
“I see them, Ocean 6!  Carry on ahead and escort this shipment to Mars.  Ocean 2 to 5, you’re with me!  Break formation and follow me!”
“Yes, Sir!” came the replies.
Carter and his four other pilots did a U-turn and fired up their engines to race back from where they came.
“Captain!  Missiles fired! I repeat, missiles fired!”
“Damn it, we are too far away to intercept.  Full burn, come on.”  Carter, once again, pushed his ship to the max.  He watched in helpless horror as he saw flashes of light erupt from Titan’s surface.
“Sir, another wave of torpedoes!  We still haven’t got a firing solution, Sir.  We are still too far away!  Can you get a lock on that freighter, Sir?”
“I’m locking on now.  Look, a craft is taking off.  We’ll fly in to protect its escape and take on those two ships head on!”
“We’re on your tail, Sir!” called Ocean 2.
Going as fast as they could, they flew in formation to get into the fight.
“Straight across that transport’s bow, get clear, then fire!” commanded Carter.  “Concentrate all fire power at the weakest point of that freighter.  My scanner says right in the middle…Now…Fire!”  Carter’s fleet let loose in the first attack, and they watched the first ship break up.  Carter barrel rolled his fighter.  “Break, regroup, we go in for the next one!”
The second ship opened some heavy fire, but they were way too fast for the shots to hit.  “Fire” called Carter.  The second ship was older and easier to destroy.
“Sky is clear, Sir” called Ocean 2.
“Get to Tethys, make sure that shuttle lands safe,” Carter ordered, “we’ll regroup and decide our next move!”
Carter made sure all craft had landed then brought his own ship in.  “That was way too close” he thought to himself.

Dr James Wilder sat down on the floor of the bunker on Tethys.  “Do we know who made it out?” he asked.
“Half the Plant has been destroyed, the other half is on its way to Mars,” said Dr Claire Preston.  “Casualties are light, but we have lost eight staff, they are unaccounted for.  There is hardly any wreckage, I doubt that they are still alive.  Star Fleet are sending in a team to check; they are leaving no stone unturned.  There just may be a slim chance there may be survivors.  Once they come back, we are being escorted off this ice block!”.
James looked at the floor. “I can’t believe it has come to this,” he said sadly.
“We are making a run for it to Mars tomorrow, James.  We’ll have a fighter escort.  Then we will be miles away from this war.  Just hold on a little longer, James.  You did all that you could.  You tried to come to a peaceful resolution, men like Damian Barratt do not want peace.  You just can’t compete with men like that, James.”  She linked her arm though his and tried to comfort him.  “Damian Barratt is Star Fleet’s problem now.”

“How is it all going down on Mars?” asked Carter to his wife.  “Are you all coping with the staff coming in from Titan?”
“The labs are setting up quite quickly,” she replied.  “People are still nervous, but they are safe here, they will get used to it.”
“Tethys survivors will be arriving tomorrow, Joanna.  I’m going back to Europa.  This is the last one, then I’m done.  We are evacuating anyone who wants to come back to Earth.  That includes any of Barratt’s men who hand over arms!”
“Jack, please be careful.  We are so close to going home!”
“The transport is ready to go so we will be in and out as soon as possible.  Julian Mendes has got all his staff ready for evacuation.  Everyone will be scanned before boarding so we shouldn’t have to worry about sabotage.  Don’t worry my love, it will be over soon.”
“I hope you’re right, Jack.  Stay safe, darling.”  Joanna cut the call and left her quarters.  She made her way to the Control Room.
“Commander Mason?” she called.
“Yes, Lt Carter.” He replied.
“How long do you think Mars will stay locked down?  We are taking in survivors now.  I was wondering when I can transfer to the Control Room at Headquarters,” she asked.
“Lt, I don’t know when I can release you for transfer yet.  I do understand that you want to move, but you are needed here.  I am sorry.  Attend to your duties to the best of your abilities, that is all I ask!”
“Of course.  Yes, Sir!”

The transporter was taking on board passengers, ready to evacuate JMC.  Eight Ocean Fleet fighters were already out patrolling the area.
“Are you ready to board, Mr Mendes?” asked Captain Carter.
“I think so,” he replied.  “Is everyone else on board?”
“We have twenty or so to go through our security check, then we will be ready to take off.” said Captain Carter.  “Go to your seat, they will be right behind you!”  Static then came through on his headset.  “This is Carter…say again!”
“We’ve got a crowd running up towards the transport, they are being gunned down by Damian Barratt!  Orders!!” shouted one of his soldiers.
“Give the oncoming crowd covering fire!  Get them to the Security Check Point, I’m coming to meet you!”  Carter went running towards the Security Check.  Men were shouting and ducking for cover.  It was bedlam.
“Get back here, you bastards!!” shouted Barratt.  “I’ll kill the whole damn lot of you.  Get back here!”
“Barratt, it’s over, drop the gun!” yelled Carter.
“No chance!!  I want my men back here, now!!” he yelled back.
Carter didn’t have a clear shot, Barratt was taking cover behind a bulkhead, firing wild shots into nowhere.
“Drop it, Barratt!  Drop it, now!” demanded Carter.  He gestured towards the retreating workforce to come forward, as he strode right through the middle of them, towards Barratt.
“Captain!!  What are you doing.  He’s got a shot!!  Captain Carter, come in!!  Captain Carter!!”  His soldier was nearly screaming in his distress, through Carter’s earpiece.
“Get to the Security Check,” Carter instructed the workforce.
“Hey, Mr Captain, Sir!!” shouted Barratt at Carter, then he raised his gun and fired.  The bolt flew past Carter’s left temple.  Without a single flinch, Carter carried on walking, raised his gun and fired.  The shot hit Damian Barratt right between his eyes.
“Woohoo!!!”  A shout came across his headset.  “You got him, Captain!!”  Shouts and cheers started ringing out around him.  One of his soldiers came running out to meet him.
“That was a shot in a million, Sir!” he said, grabbing his hand and shaking it.
“It needed to be,” replied Captain Carter.  “He nearly took out my shades!!”

“Congratulations, Carter!” said Commander Mason, back on Mars. 
“It’s not over yet,” said Carter.  “There are still some out there sympathetic to Barratt’s cause and bombing the smaller mines.”
“We are sending in troops to try and calm the situation; it could take another six months to bring this war to an end!” stated Commander Mason.  “It has been costly in lives and costly in resources.  Fuel and medication are at an all-time low.  Time is on our side, though.  Anyway, you have the clearance to leave.  Lt Carter is joining General Kyle’s team at EDF HQ and your position at the Defence Academy is assured.  You are taking on the 4th year draft of Cadets I believe.”
“Yes, Sir!”
“Well Captain Carter,” he said, standing up.  “It has been a pleasure serving with a true Star Fleet hero.  All the best to you and your wife!”  Both men saluted.

“Cadets!!  Attention on Deck!”
The buzz of chatter fell silent as 30 3rd Year Academy Cadets stood at attention.
“This is the call for the 4th Year Cut.  If I call your name, you are through to the Defence Academy Star Fleet Training School.  The rest of you, back to basic training.  If I call your name, step forward.  Andrews, Collins, Evans, Hagen, Hercules, Jenkins, Lee, Patel, Shah, and Willis.  Congratulations, my office.  The rest of you, fall out!!”
“Well, Ladies and Gentlemen.  Enjoy your break.  In four weeks, you 10 will be trained to your limits.  If you want to be the best, then you will be trained by the best.  You’ve got Captain Jack Carter!  Are you up to the challenge?”  Ten voices called out in unison.
“Sir, Yes Sir!!”

Chapter Five
3004

“Commander Hagen, may I come in?”  Emma was in an office inside the X-Fighter hangar, looking over some engine schematics.
“Yeah, come in!” she called out.
“Ma’am!  I’m Lt Dominic Todd.  I’ve been assigned to be your wingman.”
“Please don’t call me Ma’am.  I’m not your grandma!  It’s just Commander Hagen”
“Yes…er…Commander.”
“So, what’s your story?” she asked.  “I wasn’t expecting you till next week.  Do you want to be a test pilot that much?”
“I served with the Ocean Fleet during the Thalian Invasion.  I suppose we were the lucky ones; we intercepted that FG of theirs.  All the other ships that encountered that Battlecruiser was destroyed.  Other than X-Bomber, of course.”
“What’s your flight rating, Lt?” she asked.  “I’m only asking as I didn’t choose you personally, you came highly recommended!”
“Five Star, A Rated, Commander.”
“Ok, that’s good enough,” she said.
“Good enough?  May I ask yours, Commander?” he asked.  “Seeing as you are a lot younger.”  Emma turned to face him, puzzled.
“Lt, Firstly I may be younger than you, but I do outrank you.  Secondly, I have been trained by the best there is, do not let my age, or sex, deceive you!”
“I’m sorry, I meant no offence, Commander!”
“I’m Five Star, Double A rated.  There have only ever been two Five Star, Triple A rated pilots in Star Fleet.  I was trained by one, he was trained by the other.”
“I understand,” he said.
“Look, Dominic…”
“Call me Dom, it’s easier,” he said.
“Look, Dom!  I appreciate your help.  I cannot fly without a wingman.  I need to get to know you and then to trust you.  This is not the time to fool about.  I flew with the first X-Fighter wing.  I was the only survivor, after mopping up the remnants of the Thalian War.  Research the data and study all the files.  Come back to me if you really want to be part of this project.”
“I already have, Commander Hagen.  I want to work with you as I have been assigned.  It is a challenge I am willing to take,” he said.
“Well then, Lt Dominic Todd, welcome to my wing!!”.  He saluted and shook Emma’s hand.  “Come on then, Lt Dom!!”  Emma smiled, “let’s go take a look.”  She took him through to the hangar.  “EDF have started rebuilding the X-Fighter Fleet.  So far, we have these two.  We need to test these again, before we start mass production.  We are training the best students we have, to be pilots of these ships.  We want to build a squadron that will protect this Solar System.  We are the peacemakers of the future.”
“I will need to take some simulated flights before I take one out, Commander.  I insist on that!” he said.
“I can arrange that; you will need to go to Star Fleet Training School at HQ!” Emma said.  “Or it’s the real deal here.  It’s your call.  We are test pilots, after all.  These two ships are our simulators!”.  Lt Todd nodded.
“We’ll learn from our mistakes and malfunctions, and we will put them right!” said Emma.  “I have designed a test course that will push ship and pilot to the limit.  When we are happy with our birds, we can try the course,” she said.
“I’ll be very proud to be a part of this, Commander!!”.

Sitting in her quarters, Emma put a call request through on her desk monitor.  The EDF Eagle came up as the call connected then the face of her husband appeared on the screen.
“Hi, Captain Hagen,” Emma said smiling.
“Hey, Lt Commander Hagen,” he replied.  “How are things on the Moon?”
“Oh, you know!!  Cold.  Quiet.  Husband-less!” she said.  “But I do have two things to be excited about!”
“Oh yeah?  Go on, spill!!”
“I’ve been assigned a new wingman.  Lt Dominic Todd, he’s Ex Ocean Fleet.  We are making our first test flight out in the morning.  I wish I was flying with you, though!”
“Well, you know…” he shrugged then laughed.
“Secondly, John Lee is joining me for dinner tonight.  He’s bringing me over his home-made Veggie Ramen to share.  I know, I know!! It will make you insanely jealous!!” she laughed.
“I’m on my way,” he smiled.  “Keep me a dish”.
“What are you up to?” she asked.
“Bed.  We’ve got a lovely 10K run with our cadets first thing tomorrow.  Hercules is already looking green at the thought!” he said smiling.
“Ah baby, I’ll be home in two days.  I’ll soon loosen any tight knots you may have after your run!” Emma said with a glint in her eyes.
“You can loosen my knots, any time!” he whispered.  “I love you, Em!”
“I love you, Shiro.  I’ll be home Friday Night!  And send my love to Donna and the twins!”

Emma zipped up her flight suit and looked in the mirror.  Lt Commander E Hagen was embroidered on her left shoulder underneath was the EDF Eagle.  She ran her fingers over her 5 Stars and Double A rank.  She smiled to herself and turned to leave her quarters.
“Good morning, Lt!” she said as she strode into the hangar.
“Morning, Commander!” Lt Todd replied.
“Good morning, both!” said the deck supervisor holding out both his hands.
“There you go,” said Emma handing over a little sample bottle.  “Dip test, as required.  I’ve missed these!” she laughed.  Lt Todd handed his over too.
“Well, shall we?” said Emma.  Trying to be as professional as ever, she was finding it hard to control her excitement to fly again.  More than anything, she had loved flying in formation with Shiro.  She had pushed herself to try to better him and was convinced she would earn herself that final A rating.  Nothing wrong with a little marital competition.  They walked past a door which led to X-Bomber’s hangar, but it was locked and coned off.
“Don’t worry, said the Supervisor, “The X-B Mk II will be housed in there,” he said.  “You know you are slated to be its Commander.  It just wouldn’t be an X-Bomber without a Hagen at the helm!” he smiled.  Her returning smile nearly knocked him off his feet.  “You got that right!” she replied.  Lt Todd glared at Emma then followed, scowling to himself.
Emma climbed into her environmental suit.  She looked across at Lt Todd and walked over.  “Turn round,” she said as she clicked his helmet into place.  “Looking good,” she said.  She turned as he did the same and Todd gave her a thumbs up.
“Showtime” he said.  “So, just so we are on the same page.  I have more flight experience.  It seems, though, you have more combat experience.  You are my CO, but a bit of my advice wouldn’t go amiss,” said Todd, “if I have some to give.”
Emma smiled to herself.  “Duly noted Lt.  Let’s go.”  She climbed aboard her X-Fighter.  “Come to Momma!” she whispered running her fingers over the front panel.  “OK, Lt Todd.  We’re off!”.
“I’m right with you.” He replied.
Emma started her engine and performed a vertical take-off.  “Follow me,” she instructed.  “We have a manual vertical launch for now”.  Slowly and gracefully, Emma took her X-Fighter up and out of the bay.  She cleared a few lunar mountains then gave her a little more speed.  “I don’t want to push the engines on their first test,” she said.  “I want a few lunar orbits, including a few barrel rolls and some 180 degree turns.  That’s it for now. 2 hours tops then we go back in and analyse the data.  Understood?”
“Loud and clear!”
“OK.  Lunar orbit, half quantum speed.  Let’s see how they handle it” she called.  She urged her fighter to speed and held course.  The stick felt sure and steady in her fingers.  “How does it feel to you, Lt?” she asked.
“I’m feeling a bit of chop but nothing…hold on…I’m losing my engine…I have a malfunction!”
“Stand by, I’ll flip behind you and have a look!”
“Engine has gone; it’s a dead stick!” he called.
“Ok, Lt!  You’ll need to glide her in!”
“I can’t slow down!” he cried out.
“Fire your retros!” she called.  “You need to slow down!”
“I’ve got no retros!” he shouted.  “I’ve got no power at all, and I can’t control my velocity.  My only choice is to ditch!”
“Bloody Hell!” cried Emma.  “Send out a Mayday to Base!”
“Mayday! Mayday! Mayday!  X-2 coming in hot!” he cried.  
“I’m right behind you, Todd!  Try and keep her as straight as you can!”
“I’ve got no control, Commander!” he said.  “I’m the hands of Issac Newton now!!  I’m coming in…”
His craft hit the Moon’s surface hard.  Moondust flew up in every direction, he bounced up then down again.
“I’ve got you!” shouted Emma.  “It doesn’t look too bad from here, just relax and try not to tense up!”
“That’s easy for you to say!” he called out as he bounced along the lunar surface.  “I’m slowing down now.”  His skid was starting to slow.
“There you go, it wasn’t so bad…Oh!” said Emma, surprised.  The rear port wing dug a little too deep into the Moon’s terrain and turned the ship 90 degrees, then it flipped upside down.
“Damn it!” cried Todd as he came to a stop.
“Are you OK, Lt?” asked Emma.
“Oh, just fine and dandy!” he answered sarcastically.
Emma landed her fighter down beside him.  “Don’t move,” she laughed.  “Support is on its way; you have crashed not far from Moonbase.”
“Lt Commander Hagen, this is Moonbase.  Help is on its way; we are locked on to your position!” advised Lt John Lee.
“Thank you, Lee.  Dinner is on me, tonight!”
“Too right it is!” Lee replied, “Moonbase standing by!”
“Please hurry them up,” asked Emma. “I don’t want my new wingman hanging around!”
“Very funny!” cursed Lt Todd.
Emma watched as Lt Todd boarded the crane that lifted his X-Fighter from the surface.  She lifted her ship of the ground and slowly flew her ship back into the hanger at Moonbase.  She powered down.  “Good girl!” she whispered to her ship.  She climbed down and met up with Lt Todd.
“So much for that extra flight experience!” she laughed as she punched his shoulder in jest.
Lt Todd turned on her.  “Glad you find it so funny!  I could have been killed!” he snapped.
“Hey!” she snapped back.  “We can die at any moment, up here!” she said.  “You need to develop a sense of humour.  Mine’s a killer!!”  She winked at him.  “Same time tomorrow?”  She turned and walked away.  He glared at her open mouthed.

“Mmm!!  This is so good!” said John Lee.  “Your cooking is getting better than mine, now!”
“It’s Mac n Cheese, John.  It’s not a lab grown Porterhouse!” she laughed.  “Anyway, Shiro hates it.  It’s my choice of comfort food when he’s away!”
“All the more for me, then,” he said.  “How are you both coping, being apart so much?”
“We manage, it’s hard but we have our duties, it’s all part of being in service. He runs a very busy training program.   Plus, we have our friends!”  She patted John’s hand.  “He calls in on the twins, he adores Sophie and Daniel.  I can’t wait to see them, too!  I’m scheduled to go home tomorrow night, after testing!”
“Err…I’ve…err…met someone!” John Lee stammered.
“Oh Johnny, that’s great!” she said, delighted.
“Her name is Laura; she is a civilian here on Base.  Early days, but I really like her, and she likes me!  Don’t tell those two, I’ll tell ‘em when I see ‘em!” he said, going bright red.
“My lips are sealed” she smiled at him, as she dished out seconds.

An angry Lieutenant paced around his quarters, scowling.  He just didn’t understand.  He was in his late 30s; he couldn’t get over the embarrassment he had suffered having being part of the fleet that had intercepted the Alliance’s FG ruse.   He didn’t get the promotion he was expecting.  Then Star Fleet had a problem with his psychological evaluation. He had not been allowed to fight during the final battles against the Alliance. He has dreams of firing on something solid, not just holographic, every time he flew.  He has dreams of explosions and fire almost every night.  He told them during his sessions and then they put him on medication!  Taking his wings away, how dare they!  Then, to make matters worse, they are putting their new Elite Forces in the hands of a girl!  Insanely beautiful mind, but half his age nearly and it just wasn’t fair.  He wanted glory.  Lt Commander Emma Hagen was going to give it to him.  “I’ll teach her to laugh at me!!” he said to himself.

The damage to Todd’s X-Fighter was purely cosmetic and overnight all damage had been repaired and the engine fault corrected.
“OK, Lt.  We will try again, the same speeds and manoeuvres as yesterday,” said Emma.  “How are you feeling?  Does this sound good, Lt?”
“I’m feeling great, Commander!” he replied.  “It all sounds very good.  Are we testing lasers later?”
“Once I am happy, we may.  We’ll see.  OK, taking off!”  Emma lifted off with Todd not far behind.  “Gentle with the engine,” she instructed.  “You pushed her too hard yesterday, take it easy on the throttle!”  They flew again over the Lunar landscape in formation.  “Ok, move it up into a higher lunar orbit,” she said.  “Half Quantum, no faster.  We’ll try a few rolls, then we’ll do some tight turns, so expect some G’s”.  Emma noticed she had given two instructions and had no answer, which she thought was strange.
“Lt!” called Emma, “you are very quiet today!  Everything Ok?”
“Yes, Ma’am!” he replied.  Emma rolled her eyes.  She was just not very sure about him.
“Ok, just follow me!”  She made a few manoeuvrers, and she was really pleased with her ships progress.  “Doing well, baby!” she whispered. 
 “Lt, back off, you are a little too close”.  She was met with silence.  “Lieutenant!!  I said you are a….”
“I heard you, Commander!” he snapped.
“Right, what’s eating at you?  You want to turn back?” she asked.
“Nothing, and no, let’s get on with it!” he replied.
Emma bit her tongue but she was starting to feel a little on edge, something was off.  She thought back to her training.  “I’ll tell you what he told me,” Shiro had said to her once, “Follow your gut instincts!  Listen to them!”  Emma was listening, alright.  

“Excuse me, Sir!  Can I help you?” called the Deck Manager back on Moonbase.
“Yes, I’m looking for Lt Commander Hagen.  I am to report to her, here, on Monday, but I wanted to meet her first!”  He handed over his orders.
“She is out on manoeuvres.  She’s due back in a few hours.  You can come back later, if you’d like?”
“How can she be out on manoeuvres.  You can’t fly without a wingman, its standard procedure!”  The Deck Manager looked puzzled.
“She is with her wingman, Lt Dominic Todd!”
“That’s impossible!!  I’m Lt Dominic Todd.  I’ve been assigned as her new wingman!!”
The Deck Manager looked over the orders passed to him, looked at the Lt, then ran to his control room.  Todd ran behind him.

“I’m ready to start the live firing test, Commander Hagen!” called “Lt Todd”.
“I’m not!  Stand by!” she ordered.  Then, her screen lit up with an emergency text.
DO NOT RESPOND TO THIS MSG VERBALLY.  RETURN TO MOONBASE.  YOU ARE IN DANGER. YOUR WINGMAN IS AN IMPOSTER.  REPEAT.  RETURN TO MOONBASE.
“What the Hell?!” Emma thought to herself.  “Keep calm, Emma, just keep calm!!”
“My weapons are coming online, Commander!” “Todd” called out.
“Stand by, Lieutenant, that is an order!”  she commanded.  “We haven’t completed our manoeuvres yet.  Let’s get them done, then we can get blasting!!  How does that sound?”  she was trying to keep her voice as calm as possible.  Another text came across her screen.
WE CAN HEAR EVERYTHING, THE FLIGHT IS BEING RECORDED AND MONITORED BY CMDR CROW.  BRING YOUR SHIP HOME. JL OUT.
“Here we go, all or nothing!  Come on, girl!”  Emma used her thrusters and flipped her X-Fighter 180 degrees to go back the way they had just come.  Todd’s ship flew straight past her.  Firing her engines she knew she had the head start to get back to base.
“Nice flying, Commander.  You think you are pretty good, don’t you!”  He turned his ship to chase her back in.  “How do you fancy a good laugh now!”
In Emma’s cockpit, the Target Lock alarm sounded.  She gritted her teeth and took her ship into a nosedive towards the Moon’s surface.  Todd started firing.
“What the Hell are you doing?” she yelled at him.
“What it looks like” he said, “I’m having a right ole time!!” he giggled insanely, giving chase.
Emma took her ship in and out of some mountains and headed for a large crater.  Laser fire was hitting the ground around her.
“OK, OK.  I get you!!  Stop firing!” she called out
“Oh no, this is way too much fun!” he screamed back.
Emma continued with evasive manoeuvres that she and Shiro had practiced repeatedly, in training.  She saw Moonbase was coming into range.  She knew it was now or never; she was worried that Moonbase could be hit too.
“Whoever you are, if I get a shot, you are going down!” she yelled.  “This is my only warning!”  She tried another 180 degrees turn but this time he expected it and fired.  Her ship was hit at the side, shrapnel flew into the cockpit and pierced into her left calf.  Decompression alarms sounded instantly.   She let out a scream but keeping her wits about her, she completed her move, then she came up right behind him.
“I warned you!” she yelled and opened fire.  She saw his ship turn into a fire ball as she flew by.  Then warning alarms sounded as her engine started to fail.  She was losing power.  “Moonbase, I’m hit and I’m coming in hot.  Raise the nets, I’m preparing for a crash landing!”  She was struggling to keep her craft straight, her leg felt like it was burning.  The hangar was in sight, she lined her X-Fighter up the best she could and flipped her failing engine into reverse thrust.  She flew in and the nets grabbed her ship.  It broke through two, the third slowed her but she hit the back wall and spun to a stop.  Emma felt a burning flash through her chest and a bang to her head, then all went black.

“How the Hell did he get on this Base?!” yelled Commander Crow.  “Who the Hell was this guy?  I want answers!! NOW!!”  Lt Todd and the base’s new Doctor, Dr Hanson, stood opposite the desk.
“His name was Lt Oliver Burrows.  He was Medically Discharged from Star Fleet about a month ago.  He knew I had got the post here, he also knew I was on leave for a week with my family before coming to Moonbase!  I had no idea how ill he was, or how he had copied my ID!”  reported Lt Todd.  “He must have stopped taking his medication, that is why it didn’t register during procedural dip testing.”
“Dr Hanson, what is Commander Hagen’s current condition?” he asked, shaking his head.
“She is critical, but stable, sir.  She sustained internal bleeding which we have managed to control.  She has a concussion and a punctured lung.  She has also lost a lot of blood due to shrapnel in her leg.  She is on a ventilator under sedation.  It is the quickest and most comfortable way for her to recover from these injuries.”
“Prognosis?” the Commander.
“The next week or so is touch and go, but I expect a full recovery in the next six weeks.  If all goes well, sir!” Dr Hanson reported.
“Very well, keep me informed.  Is Captain Hagen on his way?”
“Yes, Sir!  He is with Dr Hercules and the Commander’s mother.  They are taking her to the Hospital at HQ under Dr Hercules’ care.  She will be made stable for transport.”  Commander Crow nodded.
“What of Burrows?”
“His body was recovered and is in the mortuary.  His family are taking ownership in the next few days”.
“What a mess!” said Commander Crow.  “What a Goddamn mess!”

Emma first became vaguely aware of a stroking sensation moving up and down her arm, then her hand being gently squeezed.  She was aware of pressure in her throat as she tried to swallow, and she couldn’t move her tongue.  A sense of panic grabbed her.  Then she felt a lovely stroking sensation on her cheek that calmed her down.  She tried to open her eyes and move her head and then she felt the collar under her chin.   She realised that she couldn’t move, so slowly she let herself fall back into darkness.
She woke again, this time to the sound of birdsong.  She was aware of curtains swishing gently in a breeze.  She tried to open her eyes again.  She felt that lovely stroking sensation again, against her cheek.  She raised her hand up and felt a touch.
“Shh! Easy!” Emma recognised the soft voice.  She couldn’t feel the pressure in her throat like she had before, so she tried to talk, but again nothing came out.
“It’s Ok! Don’t try to talk!”  Emma felt her hair being stroked and the feel of soft lips against her forehead.  “You’re safe now, Em!” the voice said.  “Just rest.  You’re going to be OK, my love”.
“Shiro…” she croaked.  “How long…”
“It’s OK!  Just rest,” he said gently.
“I can’t see you…”
 “I’m here.  I’m not going anywhere.  Just rest.  I’m right here, OK?”
“Shiro?”
“Uh huh?” he replied, stroking her hair.
“Did I get him?” she whispered.
“You got him, Em,” he replied.
“Uh huh!” she replied.  Slowly she tried to open her eyes again.  She blinked a few times and raised her hand again.  Shiro took it and raised it up to his lips, kissing her fingers.  She turned her head to face him and slowly he came into focus.  She touched his face.
“How long have I been here?” she managed to say.
“Two weeks,” he said smiling at her.
“I’m so sorry baby,” she said, a tear rolling down her face.  “I didn’t check; I didn’t check!!”
Shiro wiped her tear away.  “We’ll concentrate on your recovery first, then we can get answers.  Can you remember anything?  Anything at all?”
“I remember being hit and I remember firing.  Then nothing”.  Emma felt like a little strength was returning, so she tried to sit up.  Then a wave of dizziness hit her, and she fell back into the pillow.
“I’ve got you, Em.  Please, just rest!”  Shiro moved over onto the bed next to her and held her.  Emma rested her head against his chest, it felt good to be in his arms.  The door knocked.  In walked Emma’s mother.
“She’s awake, Maddie!” said Shiro.
“Oh, my darling girl!  Thank God!”  She kissed her daughter, then kissed Shiro’s cheek.  She looked down at Emma.  “Thank God!” she said, crying.

INTERLUDE

“Lamia.  The time has come!”  Lamia was summoned up to the Great Skull.  “We are ready to name a successor to Halley.  His time with us is at an end”.
“What will happen to him?” she asked.
“He will go on and join his ancestors, your family, from Esper.  He will be at Eternal Peace with them”.
“What of me?” Lamia asked.
“Your work is not finished.  We have chosen a successor to help and guide you further.  Another, that has been touched by the light of Halley and the Great Skull.  We have chosen your Star Fleet Champion, Captain Shiro Hagen.”
“No!  Please,” she begged.  “He has a life.  I promised him!!”
“You cannot be alone!  It is the Will of the Universe!”
“Then at least, let it be at the end of his natural life.  I owe him that much, for all he sacrificed for me!”
“The Milky Way will soon be at great peril.  You will need his strength and spirit!  There are forces at play that we cannot control.”
“But does it mean I have to take him away from his life?  No, I can’t do it!”  
“Lamia!  Our choice is made.  We let you go back once, now it is time to do your duty once again!”

……TO BE CONTINUED….
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