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Chapter Six

2998

“Hi, Uncle Jack!”
“Hey, Kid!  Look at the size of you!” Jack Carter laughed.  “What are you feeding him on?” he called over to his brother.  “How old are you now, Joshua?”
“I’m almost 15, Sir.  I can apply for Academy Training next year.  I want to be a pilot like my dad and uncle!”  Joshua was tall for his age and had a shock of wavy fair hair.
“Well, work hard, lad, and you stand a good chance!”
“Yes, Sir, I will!” he said, then ran off to join some friends.
“So,” said Jack, turning to his brother, “when are you shipping out?”
“In two weeks’, time,” he answered.  “With the Solar Alignment due the turn of the Millenium, it’s making our journeys faster and more efficient.  You wait until it’s finished, Jack.  Pluto Alpha Base will be state of the art.  The first line of Star Fleet’s new defence structure”.
“The war is nearly over, Alex.  Are you still needing an escort through the system?”
“Only when going through Jupiter Quadrant.  Star Fleet Command guide us in automatically.  There are very few hijackings now.”
“Pluto!” said Jack.  “Can’t think of anywhere worse.  Well, I’d better be off.  Cadets can’t train themselves.  I’ll see you in a few months!”  Jack hugged and back slapped his brother.  “Keep em peeled, Alex!”

“Come in, Cadet!” called Captain Carter.  The door opened and a young, handsome cadet walked in and stood to attention.
“At ease, Cadet Hagen.”
“Thank you, Sir!”
“Have you any questions you would like to ask, about what happened earlier today?”
“I understand why you made me do it, Sir.  I was scared at first, I didn’t want to fire!” the young cadet replied.
“So, why did you fire, Cadet?”
“I fired because I trusted you, Sir?”
“Was that the only reason?”
“No, Sir.  I was mad, sir.  I wanted to prove to you that I’m not a coward, Sir!”
“Shiro, I just needed to push a few buttons.  You seemed to be having an off day.  Is there anything you’d like to talk about?”
“Anything at all, Sir?”
“Yes, Shiro.  Anything at all!”
“Erm…it’s been years now since my father’s disappearance.  We believe he is dead now and I worry about my mother.  Mother has told me to live my life and to follow my own path.  This is the path that I have chosen for myself!”
“And you thought that today it could have been all over!” Carter said.
“Yes, Sir!”  Shiro looked down at the floor.
“Shiro, I know things haven’t been easy for you, in the past.  You have some good friends here at the Academy.  Develop the sense of camaraderie and competition with them, one day you may be fighting side by side.” he said.
“Yes, Sir.”  Shiro agreed, nodding.
“Remember, Shiro.  Never give up. No one owes you anything in this life.  You must strive to work hard.  You need to know your goals, what you want and put all your energy and determination into achieving them!”
“I understand, Sir.  I’ll never give up!”  Carter got up from his chair and walked around the desk to his student.
“Work hard with me Shiro and I will give you all the support and encouragement to make sure you get there.  I see a lot of myself in you, son.  I will not let you down if you give me the very best you can give.  Is that a deal, Cadet Hagen?”
“It’s a deal, Sir!  I promise you; I will not let you down.”
“I will train you so that when it really comes down to the crunch, you will not falter.  Do you understand, Cadet?”
“Yes, Sir!  I will not falter, Sir!”  Carter put his hand on his student’s shoulder.
“I believe you, Shiro.  Now, do not ever be afraid to talk to me if you need to!”
“Thank you, Sir.  I will, Sir.”
“Very good, Cadet Hagen.  Dismissed!”

That evening, Carter was doing the final rounds, one hour before lights out. He walked past the firing range, and he could hear laser fire, hitting targets.  He walked in to see Cadets Hagen and Hercules standing side by side.  Carter stayed out of view, to watch and listen.
“You said the best of five, Hercules,” said Shiro.  “We are two apiece and this is the deciding round!”
“You won’t win this one, Shiro!” retorted Hercules.
“So, who goes first?” asked Shiro.
“I’ll set the bar.  Let’s see if you can beat this!”  Hercules fired five shots into the target.  Each one hit the inside line of the centre circle.
“Very nice!” said Shiro.  “Now it’s my turn.”  He set his target and took a deep breath.  Slowly exhaling, he lifted his sidearm and fired his five shots.  Every one of them hit dead centre.
“Darn it!” muttered Hercules.  “I’ll beat you next time!”
“Now, that’s what I call setting the bar!” said Shiro, taking down his target, signing his name on it and pinning it to the wall, with all the others, at the top.
Captain Carter quietly left the range from the way he came in, a broad smile plastered on his face.  “Good shooting, Cadet!” he said to himself.

Alex Carter was bringing his ship down towards the landing platform at the new Pluto Alpha Base.  He touched down with a sigh of relief.  Another successful run without the separatist Jovian Movement attacking commercial transports.  He sent an automated message back to Star Fleet Command to confirm he had landed safely.  He then made his way to the huge cargo bays of his ship.
“Pluto Alpha Base, this is Carter from the freighter Desert Orchid, ready to start unloading.”
“Acknowledged, Desert Orchid, stand by for automatic unloading procedures.”
There were no Star Fleet personnel on base yet, it was still under construction.  The build was almost complete, engineers were installing the underground launch bays for the fighter craft.  Technical staff were being sent out on the next transport to fit all the equipment for the control room.  Alex Carter was to take the very last shipment out, which included Star Fleet personnel and the Astro Fighter fleet.  
It would take two days to unload The Orchid, so Alex could use the time to relax before the long journey back home.  One more trip, he said to himself as he made his way back to the bridge.  He sat down in his chair, stretched, and yawned.  Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a blip on his radar screen.
“That’s strange, there should be nothing out here!” he said aloud to himself.  “I must be seeing things!”  He ran a detailed scan, and it drew a blank.  “Yup, it must be my imagination.”  He rose from his chair and made his short way to the galley area where he made himself a brew.  He didn’t get to see two more blips run across his radar screen.

Dr Claire Preston made her way to the Meeting Room at Moonbase.  She was to chair a meeting between Cassini and JMC with regards to a merger of operations with a new company, Nael Mining and Robotics.  The mines of the Jupiter Moons had been abandoned, and Nael had agreed to research other large moons of the Solar system.  A few bombings had been reported, but the war was going cold, with Star Fleet forces policing the Jovial System.
Dr James Wilder was incredibly pleased with how the meeting had progressed and was just as impressed with the presentation by Nael. 
“Well, I think, with EDF’s approval, we should be able to make a deal!” he concluded, after a few hours of talks.  “If that is it for today, hopefully we can get the ball rolling towards rebuilding our Solar System’s infrastructure and replenish our fuel and medication supplies”.  The meeting was adjourned, and a follow up scheduled for the next fortnight.
“That all went very well,” said Claire, to James as they left the room.
“It’s all down to EDF and Nael, now,” said James.  “I still have a few doubts, but we will see.  Are you OK, Claire?  You seem pre-occupied!”
“Would you excuse me, for a moment?” she asked.
“Of course.  I’ll find me a coffee, or something!” James said, looking around.
Claire had spotted Dr Benn Robinson walking through the concourse.
“Benn!” she called out.  She trotted over to catch up with him.  “Hello, Benn!” she tried again.
“Claire! Claire!  I’m so sorry, I was lost in thought.  Are you here for the meetings?” he asked.  “It’s so good to see you!”  He took both of her hands in his.
“Yes, I’m here until tomorrow, then back on the shuttle to Mars.”
“Look, Claire,” Benn said, “I’m running late.  May I take you for dinner tonight?  We can catch up then.  7pm OK?”
“Benn, that would be lovely!”
“Good.  Very good.  I’ll meet you here.”
“7pm, then!” Claire smiled.
Benn squeezed her hands.  “7pm, then!”  He turned and continued on his way.

“Benn, that was delicious!”  Claire straightened her cutlery onto her empty plate.  Benn topped up her glass with more wine.
“Cheers!” he replied, touching her glass with his.  “So, how are you doing, Claire?  Have you settled OK on Mars?”  She took a sip of her wine.
“It’s a lot more homely that Titan, that’s for sure!  I still have nightmares about the attack, Benn.  I can’t get it out of my mind!”
“Have you spoken to anyone about it?” he asked.
“I’m seeing a councillor on Base.  I cry, every time.”  Claire swirled her wine round her glass, then took another sip.
“That’s not a bad thing, as long as you feel you are getting help.”
“What about you, Benn?  Are you happy here?”  Benn lit his pipe.
“Yes, I am as content as I like to be.  I’ve been keeping busy, and I am working on some exciting projects, so yes, I’m happy.”
“I’m glad, Benn,” said Claire, “I’m glad it hasn’t been too much of a waste.”  Benn looked at her.
“I’ve always cared about you, Claire.  We’ve both seen a close friend go through a comparable situation; I couldn’t cause you any unnecessary pain by promising something I couldn’t give.”
“You mean your love,” she replied, looking at him.
“Love wasn’t the issue, Claire.  Long term commitment was!” he sighed.
“Oh, Benn!” she said.  “You are a good man, I have always cared for you, too!  We just wanted different things at the time.”  Claire took a drink, then ran her finger round the rim of her wine glass.  “I’ve enjoyed our evening, Benn.  I’m back again in a fortnight for round two of talks.  We can do the same again, maybe?”  Claire drained her glass.
“I would really like that.”  Benn drained his glass too.  He got up from his seat and walked over to Claire to hold her chair as she stood.  “Come on, I’ll escort you to your quarters”.  As they left the restaurant, Dr Benn held his arm out and Claire linked her arm through his.  They walked over to a window which overlooked the base.  Planet Earth was half covered in shadow.
“It’s so beautiful, Benn.  How long as it been since you were on Earth?” Claire asked.
“It’s been around ten years or so,” he replied.
“It’s about the same for me,” she said.  “Do you miss it?”
“I haven’t really thought about it; I am so used to being up here.  Maybe a few weeks on Earth would do me some good, then I wouldn’t want to come back,” he smiled.
“Well, if you ever want a travel companion, you know where to find me!”  They turned away from the window and walked the corridors of Moonbase, arm in arm, in relative silence.
“Well, Benn, this is me,” said Claire.  Benn turned to her and held her hands in his.
“May I?” he asked?  Claire laughed.  “You may,” she answered.  Benn leaned to her and kissed her cheek.
“Oh Benn, always the gentleman,” she said.  “Same again, in a couple of weeks?”
“I’d really like that, Claire.  Goodnight,” he smiled.  He carried on walking down the corridor.

“Jack! Jack! Your visitors are here!” called Joanna.  Jack Carter had just lit a fire in the back yard of his quarters and around it, he arranged four chairs.  Next to his chair was a large ice bucket filled with bottles of beer.
“Thanks, Jo.  I’ll come and get them.  Enjoy your evening out!”  He walked over to her and kissed her cheek.  He walked down the driveway where an EDF car had pulled up.  “Come on round, boys!” he beckoned to his top three students.  “Pull up a chair!”  They all sat down.
“Thank you for inviting us to your home, Captain Carter,” said Barry Hercules, “I did think it was a wind up to start with.”
“Not at all,” said Carter, “I wanted to get to know you all properly, before your Finals.  You three have been the best cadets we have had in quite a while, I’m told.  With regards to the current leaderboard, there really isn’t much between you.  One of you is on to better my score!”
“I wonder who!” laughed John Lee.
“Here you go, boys!  Pass em round and relax for a few hours!”  Carter passed round the beer.
“Cheers!!”  They all clanked bottles and drank.
“So, other than your life in Star Fleet, what other interests have you boys got, starting with you, Lee!” asked Carter.
“Er…well…my culinary skills are quite exceptional,” he said.  “I like to experiment on my pals here, don’t I, boys!”
“You sure do, Lee,” said Shiro, “plus you have the driest sense of humour, ever!”
“Yeah, he’s the king of the one liner,” agreed Hercules, “he’s a comedian, alright!”
“Yes, I’ve heard,” said Carter, “you’ve made me laugh, under my breath, once or twice I must admit.  What about you, Hercules?”
“Well, I like to play my guitar, it’s a classical acoustic.  I would have brought it, but I guess I drive em all mad playing it at all hours.  I also enjoy MMA, don’t I, Shiro,” he nudged him playfully, “we often have a spar or two, don’t we, pal!”
“I’ve put you on your back once or twice, Hercules,” replied Shiro, “the bigger you are, the harder you fall!”  Hercules scowled; the others laughed.
“I like your competitive spirit,” said Carter, “long may it continue!” They sipped their beer.
“We all know you throw a deadly four-seamer, Shiro, what else are you into?”.  Carter looked at him.
“I played the drums as a kid,” he said, “but I’ve always wanted to drive a classic car.  A real internal combustion engine, just imagine, oil and gas, the feel and sound of the engine revving under your foot.  That would be something special.  It’s been 900 years since we produced fossil fuel on Earth.  Still…I just love flying.” he sipped his beer.
“Well, there’s something I’ve been tinkering with in that building, over there,” said Captain Carter.  “It’s an original Mk I Astrofighter, its over 100 years old!”
“No way!” said Hercules, “may we take a look, Sir?”
“Be my guest”, laughed Captain Carter, “go right ahead!”  Hercules and Lee got up to go and have a peek.  Shiro stayed where he was.
“Sir?” asked Shiro, as he watched the other two walk away.
“Yes, Shiro,” Carter answered.
“I’d…I’d like to thank you, Sir.  I felt lost until you came to the Academy.  The time I have spent with you has been, er, special.”  Shiro looked at his tutor.  “You are a hero to me, in more ways than one.  Thank you for being there for me.”
“Shiro, I respect that and thank you.  You have worked and studied hard, put the time in and more.  I could not have asked for any more from my star pupil.  The Finals are coming up, pour all that skill, determination and love into your work and you will outscore all that have come before you.  I truly believe that.  It has been my pleasure to train and guide you, Shiro.  Never, ever forget what I have told you.”
“No Sir, I’ll never forget!”.
“Good.  You have made me very proud, fighter!  Now, come and have a look at my project, before the car arrives to take you all back!”
“Yes, Sir!”  Carter put his arm across his pupil’s shoulder as they walked across the yard to join with Hercules and Lee.

Lying in bed that night, Jack Carter’s mind was in overdrive.  This just can’t be coincidence.  Saburo Hagen had designed the most powerful and advanced battleship ever built.  His son was the most gifted pilot Carter has ever seen, would he be destined to be at the helm of that ship?  Why did Professor Hagen disappear?  And Alex, his brother, his trips to Pluto.  State of the Art base. He kept thinking about that base.   None of this was making any sense to him.  He got up out of bed and got some water.  Walking back to bed, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror, half of his face was in shadow.  He took a sip of water and got back into bed.  Joanna was fast asleep.  He settled down and rested his head on his pillow.  Pluto, he thought and drifted off to sleep.

A week later, Alex Carter and The Desert Orchid had arrived back in Earth’s orbit.  He caught a shuttle back to HQ where he handed over his records and logs.  His next scheduled trip was back to Pluto, this was a few months away, and he would be hauling the last parts of equipment, the Astro Fighter fleet and Star Fleet crew.  He was looking over the proposed manifest when one of the Commercial Flight Analytical team came into the briefing room.
“Alex, can you come with me?” he asked, “there is an anomaly with one of your logs”.
“What do you mean?” Alex asked.
“Just come and have a look!”  Alex followed him into another room, and he was guided round to a console.  The analyst played back a radar scan.
“Did you see that?” he asked.
“Yes, I remember seeing a slight blink.  I ran a detailed scan…you see…there…and it drew a blank.”
“Just watch” the analyst said, “wait for it…there!” he paused the playback, “see that?”
“That’s another two contacts,” said Alex, “What are they?”
“I thought it was two at first, but look, it’s just one.  And by my calculations its travelling at Hyperspeed!”
“What?  It came from the other side of the Oort Cloud!  There’s nothing out there!”
“We must report this to Star Fleet Command!”
“No! Wait! Let me run this past my brother first.  He is a Captain in Star Fleet Command.”

Chapter Seven
3005
The Simulator Suite at Star Fleet Elite Pilot Training was a buzz of activity.  All ten simulators were at work, spinning and twisting round as cadets were flying the training courses.  The two Captains were up in the Control Room overlooking the floor, following their student’s progress.
“Cadet Johnson, tighten up, you’re falling out of formation,” called Captain Hercules.
“Yes, Sir!” came the reply.
“Enemy fighters will be coming into range,” advised Captain Hagen, “remember, when breaking formation, do not get into anyone else’s line of fire.  Stay close to your wingman.”
“Yes, Sir!” came the replies.
“Cadet Carter,” called Shiro, “you can lead the attack!”
“Yes, Captain!” replied Josh Carter.
Shiro looked across to Hercules.  “Send them in, Captain!”
“You betcha,” said Hercules, who then instructed the program to commence a full attack.
“Cadet Dolan, you’ve lost your wingman!” called Shiro, “regroup and fall in!”
“I know what I’m doing…” he replied.
“Dolan, you will be picked off…” called Shiro again.  Before he could finish, Dolan was hit, his simulator came to a stop and rotated back to its starting position.  The door flipped open, and Dolan came out with a scowl on his face.  He pulled off his helmet and kicked it across the room.
“Hey!” called Hercules.
“Let him stew!” said Shiro.  “We’ll call him in later, let’s concentrate on the rest of them.  I want to see how Carter handles this!”
One by one, cadets fell to the attack on the simulated battle, until two cadets were left standing.  The fair-haired Josh Carter and his wingman, a striking young cadet, Kerry Donovan.
“Look at these two!” said Hercules.
“I’ve had them paired up for a while,” said Shiro, “they remind me of me and you!” he smiled at Barry.  They both listened in to the radio chatter as they battled through the course.
“Nearly there, Kez!” called Carter, “I can see the end of the course!”
“There’s three left, Josh!” she replied, “you go left, and I’ll go right, then we’ll meet in the middle!”  They both hit their targets and headed to the final ship.
“You get him!” called Kerry.
“No, you!” called out Carter.
Just then, the enemy ship broke hard, and they both watched as they sped by.  Target locks sounded and they were both hit.  End of simulation.
“Darn!” said Hercules, resetting the program.  “Come on,” he said to Shiro as they both came down the stairs to go on to the training floor.  Two doors opened at the same time.
“I thought you had him!” yelled Kerry as she narrowed her green eyes at Carter as she shook out her tangled curls of auburn hair.
“I told you to fire!” shouted Josh.
“So why didn’t you fire?” asked Shiro, walking towards the pair.  “You both work well as a team but your hesitation cost you the battle.”
“Yes, sir!” they both said.
“It was a good attempt, though.  Watch the playback and we’ll try it again tomorrow.  That goes for all of you.  Good job, today!  Captain Hercules, you can dismiss the Cadets”.
“Yes Captain.  Cadets! Dismissed!  Cadet Dolan? Can you come here, please?” Dolan was sat on the floor, muttering to himself.
“Why?” he glowered at Captain Hercules.  Shiro was about to say something, but Hercules was already striding towards his cadet.
“Say that again, Cadet?” he growled.  Dolan jumped up to his feet.
“Er…” Dolan started going very red.
“My office!” said Hercules.  He looked across to Shiro, Shiro gave him a curt nod.  Hercules led Dolan out.  
Shiro looked across at another simulator that was still in full attack mode.  This was one of the X-Fighter simulators.  Shiro walked up to the Control Room to the monitor to have a watch.  “Looking good!” he said to himself, as the course was completed, and the simulator came to a stop.  Slowly it fell back to its starting position and the door opened.  Emma Hagen stepped out, took of her helmet and had a broad smile on her face.
“How did that look, Captain?” she called up to her husband.
“Not bad at all,” he replied, looking down.  “How did it feel?  Has your leg held up, OK?”  Emma was making her way up to the Control Room.
“Not so much as a twinge.”  She looked at Shiro.  “I think I’m ready!”
“OK! I’ll ask Hercules to sign you back on to Fighter Status.  You’ve had the medical all clear, so that’s that.  You’ve worked so hard through your recovery, I’m so proud of you, Em!”
“We’ll talk about it at home,” said Emma.  They both looked down when they heard a bellow from Barry’s office.
“Oh dear,” said Emma, “Dolan again?”
Shiro sighed.  “We’re not going to knock the confidence out of him, but he is so complacent.  It’s challenging but we are not giving up on him!”
“I know you can get through to him, you both can.”  Emma picked up her gear.  “See you at home, Captain!”  She saluted then blew him a kiss.  Shiro saluted, caught the kiss and patted his chest.  “See you at home, Commander,” he replied.

“The scores aren’t looking bad at all,” said Shiro to Barry, in his office.  “All ten are on track to pass”.
“Dolan’s attitude is starting to grate on me,” said Hercules.  “He’s a loose cannon and unpredictable.  He soon back tracked when he had a stern talkin’ to, but that bad attitude will return!”
“I’m not giving up on him, Herc.  We just need to ramp up the pressure a little. Agreed?”
“Agreed!”
“Talking of scores…” Shiro passed Barry Emma’s results of her simulated flight.  “What do you think?”
Barry looked at them.  “Sorry Shiro, Hot Shot is back in action!  Are you OK with this?”
“Yeah!” he said, “I just think that she is holding something back.  There’s something in her eyes.”
“Like what?” Hercules asked.
“Something I can relate too!” he answered.
“Ah! Good luck with that.  Right, C’mon.  The cars outside.  And it’s your turn for breakfast tomorrow!”
“It is my turn, you’re right!” laughed Shiro.  “Let’s call it a day!”

Shiro and Hercules stepped out of the EDF car outside their staff quarters on base.
“Same time tomorrow, Eddy.  Night!”  called Shiro to their driver.  Eddy waved and moved off.  Shiro waved to Hercules then made his way in.  The apartment was empty, so he made his way out to the rear terrace.  Emma was sat on a lounger with a couple of bottles of 0%.  
“Shiro, can we talk?” she asked.  She passed him a bottle.
“Anytime!  What’s wrong?” he replied.
“Commander Crow has been in contact.  Hercules has reinstated my flight status.  I’ve got the weekend.  I fly back out to Moonbase on Monday!”.
“That’s good news!  It’s what you want, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is.  I was also expecting a hearing into what happened.  With Oliver Burrows.  It’s happening behind closed doors, Shiro.  They don’t want me to attend the hearing!”  Shiro looked at her.
“Go on…” he urged.
“I just need some closure!  I’m angry, Shiro! I’m angry that I was forced to kill someone!  I’m also angry that I’m not going to the get the chance to have my say!”  Emma stood up.  “I don’t think that’s fair!”
“Emma, you acted in Self Defence.  There isn’t an argument for you to answer.  They are just protecting you, can’t you see that?”
“I don’t need anyone’s protection!” she shouted.  “I need someone to tell me what I did was right!”  She started pacing with her fists clenched.
“Darn it, Emma!!  He was hell bent on killing you!!  You got to him first.  It’s all on record.  They have studied all the logs. Stop beating yourself up, it’s not going to help!”  Shiro stood up to face her.
“And I suppose you would know all about that, wouldn’t you!” Emma snapped.
“Yes!!  I would!”  Shiro shouted back.  A flash of pain ran across his face.  “You know I would!!  You, of all people!” Shiro glared at her with an expression utter disbelief.
“Oh, Shiro!  I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry!”  Emma put her hand across her mouth and took two steps away from him.  “I didn’t think…I’m too wrapped up in my own self-doubt.”
“Emma, I can’t clear your conscience for you.  You need to have some faith in yourself!  The guy had been traumatised, there was support for him, but he was far too gone to be helped.”  His face softened.
Emma nodded, “Burrows ended up another victim of the Imperial Alliance, didn’t he!” she said, quietly.
“Yes, he did.  You were nearly one, too.  Emma, when you were on life support, I had faith in you and everyone around me.  I knew you were going to be OK, even when you were fighting for your life.  I had faith in you, Em, I could feel it.  I held your mother as she wept, she spent hours, days, terrified that you were going to die.  Maddie asked me where I get my strength from.”  Shiro walked towards Emma.  “You are a fighter.  You are my strength.  I hope to think that I am yours!”
“You are, Shiro!  You were up there, flying with me, fighting with me. I heard your voice inside my head.  I am a fighter because you’re the one who taught me, remember.?” Emma looked at the floor.  “I’m sorry!  I think I might have a little making up to do!” Emma sheepishly walked into Shiro’s arms.

“Emma are you ready?” called Shiro.
“Coming!”  Emma walked into the kitchen area to their table.  Shiro was sat at the end flanked either side by two highchairs.  Sophie and Daniel Hercules were smearing pancakes and fruit up their happy little faces.
“Gosh sakes! Do they ever eat anything or just wear it!” laughed Shiro. “C ’mere!” He wiped Sophie’s face with a cloth and gave her a piece of melon.  She sucked at it then slapped it up her cheek.  Emma laughed and grabbed a plate.
“Well, I have two days, then I’m back at Moonbase.  I’ve had a chat with Lt Todd, he’s been a diamond.  My X-Fighter is up and running so it’s full speed ahead.  I am so ready!”
“That’s my girl!” said Shiro.
“You’re made of tough stuff, Hot Shot,” said Barry.  “Plus, under the care of my beautiful wife here, there was never a worry, was there, Hun?”
“Er…there was for a while!” said Donna.  “We got your back, though Em!” She winked at Emma.  “Boys, the car’s here!”
“Right!  Gotta go!” said Shiro.  He blew a raspberry on both twin’s heads, which sent them both into fits of giggles.
“Yeah, Hagen! That’s right! Whip ‘em up to a frenzy, then run!” said Donna waving the captains goodbye.
“Em, I have something for you,” Donna said when they had gone.
“What is it?”  Donna passed Emma an envelope.
“I kept it when you were in hospital, it was in a bouquet of flowers in your room.”   Emma opened the envelope and pulled out a handwritten note.
“Oh my God, it’s from his wife!”  Emma sat down at the table to read.  “She is really concerned about me…she is so sorry this has happened…she was filing for divorce!”  Emma looked up at Donna, the carried-on reading.  “She tried to help him, along with others in Star Fleet, but he was too out of reach…they held a service for him…and she wishes me a speedy recovery!”  She passed the letter over to Donna and went and sat next to the twins.
“All I’ve ever wanted to be is a fighter pilot, you know?”  She looked at Donna.  “Then I watch Shiro with the twins, he is absolutely smitten.  I think maybe, I want the best of both worlds?”
“Good for you, Hun!” said Donna.  “And I hope this letter helps you find some inner peace!”

The two captains made their way to the office while the cadets were in the main dining area.  Marie followed them in.
“Morning, Captains.  Your schedules are on your pads when ready and yesterdays’ results have been officially posted.  Coffee is on your desk!”
“Thank you, Marie,” said Hercules.  Shiro gave her a smile. “Thank you, Marie!”  She gave them a nod and a smile then left the office.

Josh Carter and Kerry Donovan where last into the mess hall.  They filled their trays and sat at the end of the table.
“Where have you two been?” sneered Jason Dolan, with an ugly look on his face. “Sucking up to the captains?”
“What did you just say?” asked Josh.
“You heard!  Or putting in a call to your Aunty in HQ?  Yeah, we know!!” he started laughing at Carter.
“Who’s put a coin in your slot today, Dolan?” asked Kerry.  Dolan glared at her but carried on at Carter.
“How is the family, Carter?  Families, eh? It’s funny don’t you think?  The captain’s dad did a runner, and he got to fly X-Bomber!”  The room went deadly quiet, a few cadets put their heads in their hands.  “And your uncle did a runner too, didn’t he, and you landed a cushy number here!”
“Don’t ever mention my uncle!” shouted Josh, getting up and pushing his chair away in anger.
“Why, what you gonna do?”  Dolan walked up to Carter and stared him in the eye.  “Do a runner, too?”  Josh grabbed him and they both rolled over the table, fighting.

“Yes!!” said Shiro, “Josh Carter has come good again!  Even Dolan, even after messing up the flight, has come in third!”
“Maybe we are getting through to him finally,” said Barry.  The door knocked and in rushed Marie.  “Sorry to interrupt, Captains.  Something is going on in the mess hall!”
“Come on, Hercules!”  They walked down the hall, then they could here shouts.  Walking into the mess hall, tables had been strewn aside, and two cadets were fiercely trading blows.  Kerry Donovan was doing everything she could to break them up, then she was caught in the face with a right hook from Dolan.
“Right, OK, break it up, NOW!” shouted Shiro.  Hercules went to attend to Kerry, who had a split lip.  She was holding her hand to her face.  “I was trying to get him off Carter, Sir.  He has been on at him all morning!”  She looked at the blood in her hands.
“You Liar!!” Dolan charged at Kerry.  Shiro side stepped and got between them.  Dolan was tall for his age and was a good three inches over Shiro’s 5’10”.  He threw a punch at Shiro, which Shiro dodged.  Shiro grabbed him in an armlock, took his legs from under him, lowered and pinned him face down on the floor.
“Calm down,” said Shiro, quietly to Dolan.  Dolan fought him back and was struggling to get up.  “It will only hurt more if you fight me,” said Shiro, “calm down, now!”  He felt Dolan relax under his grip.
“I’m going to stand you up now.  Nod to me if you are going to behave!”  Dolan nodded.  In a swift move, Shiro got him off the floor and into a standing position, still with his arm locked behind his back.  The other cadets watched in silence and admiration.
“Are you cool?  Can I let you go now, Cadet?” asked Shiro.
“Yes!” snapped Dolan.
“Yes WHAT!!” thundered Shiro.  His voice echoed around the room.  Then the silence was deafening. Hercules had his mouth open in shock.  He made his way over to Shiro’s side.
“Yes! SIR!”  Dolan replied, sarcastically.
“My Office, NOW!” Shiro raged. “Captain Hercules?  Get this mess tidied up, take Donovan to Medical, then meet me in our office!”  Shiro frogmarched Dolan out, still in an armlock.
“Yes, Captain Hagen!” Hercules replied.  He turned to his cadets.  “You heard the captain, get busy, cadets.  Come on Donovan, let’s get that lip fixed.”  The cadets got busy in complete silence.
Marie stood open mouthed as she watched Captain Hagen march Dolan into his office.  The door slid shut behind them.  Dolan’s face was as red as fire and angry tears were in his eyes.
“Right!  Ready when you are.  Start talkin’!” Shiro growled.
“Permission to speak freely, Sir!”
“Be my guest!” replied Shiro, calming himself down.
“Carter got wound up, because we all know that he only got in here because of his aunt in HQ got him in!”
“Is that so, Cadet!” said Shiro.  There was a knock, and the door slid open.  Barry Hercules entered and sat at the end of the desk, next to Shiro, listening.
“Do carry on, Cadet, said Shiro.  “Don’t be shy!”
“It’s like you only got to fly X-Bomber, because your father designed it!  Sir!” Dolan sneered.  Hercules stood up.
“You obviously haven’t done your homework, Cadet.  Every cadet score ever posted, is on the board, for everyone to see,” replied Shiro.  “Every cadet’s results.  This is Star Fleet Elite Pilot Training.  This team is to be the best we have, so we can build a squadron of fighters, to protect our Solar System. To preserve a lasting peace.  A team built on trust, hard work and respect, about having each other’s back when we are in trouble.”  Shiro picked up the scores from yesterdays’ trials and threw them at him.
“There’s your score, Cadet!  But you know what?  I don’t like your attitude. I couldn’t trust you to have my back, or anyone else’s!  There’s the door.  I suggest you use it.  I can’t help you!”  Shiro stared at him.  Dolan was 6’1” and still Hercules towered over him as he made his way over.
“Come on, son, time to leave.  Let’s call it day, eh?”
“NO SIR!  I don’t want to leave, Sir!” Dolan cried.
“WHY?” shouted Shiro.  “TELL ME WHY!”
“I wanted to be the best, Sir!  I’m just jealous, Sir!”
“Jealous!” Shiro looked at Hercules. “Jealous of what?”  Shiro lowered his voice, he felt he may finally be getting through to him.
“Carter and Donovan are your favourites.  Everyone knows it.  They also think the world of you both, Sir.  I want that too, Sir!”  
“Why do you think that is, Cadet?” Shiro asked quietly.
Dolan looked at the floor.
“Cadet Dolan!  I’m going to give you six weeks!” Shiro looked at Barry.  Barry nodded and backed off slightly.  “Prove to us how much you want this, work with your fellow cadets, win their trust and concentrate on your skills.  Anymore incidents from you, Dolan, you are out.  Do you understand me?”
“Yes, sir.  I’m sorry for what I said earlier, sir!”
“Apology accepted!” said Shiro.  “One last thing!”
“Yes, Sir?” asked Dolan.
“I meant every word I have said about you.  Change my mind.  Now, get out!”  Shiro pointed to the door.

The following morning, the captains were back in their office.  “This is going to be tough, I’m not going to like it, but it may finally prove my point,” said Shiro.
“What have you got up your sleeve, Shiro?” asked Hercules.
“Some harsh reality, that Cadet Dolan just might take on board!”
“Ok, Shiro.  I’ll follow your lead!”   They walked out to the training floor.
“Line em up, Herc!” he said quietly.
“Attention on Deck!” called Captain Hercules.  Ten cadets stood in line.
“Morning, Cadets! Today, I’m shaking things up a bit.  I think some of you are a little too comfortable.  So far, I have a definite team in Carter and Donovan.  Congratulations!”  Shiro nodded to both.  
“Now, I am going to pick a pilot, and I want a volunteer for wingman!”  Shiro started to walk down the line.  “So, Dolan is my pilot, who is going to be his wingman?”  Shiro stopped at Dolan and looked at him.  Then he carried on walking.  “It’s awfully quiet!  I’ll ask again, who will fly Dolan’s wing?  Have I got to choose?”   There was still silence.
“If I don’t get a wingman for Dolan, it means that I have to bump off another cadet, because you can’t fly without a wingman.”  He walked back to Dolan again. “Can you, Cadet?” he asked.
“No, Sir!” replied Dolan.  Again, tears were forming in his eyes.  There was an awkward period of silence. Then, “I’ll be his wingman, Sir!”  Cadet Carey Johnson stood forward.
“Very well, Cadet Johnson, you have Dolan’s wing!”  Shiro saw the relief in Dolan’s face and the atmosphere in the Simulator Suite became a lot less tense.  Captain Hercules paired the rest of the pilots up.  Shiro walked up to Barry.  “Phew!” he said under his breath, “fair play to Cadet Johnson, he took one for the team!”.  Barry nodded and muttered “That was a tough point you made there, this will come good, I’m sure!” 
Shiro turned back to his students.  
“Places then, Cadets.  We’ll run yesterdays’ test from the top.  Good Luck!” he called.
That afternoon, Marie tapped the office door.  “Captains, Cadet Dolan has asked to see you.”  Hercules got up.  “I’ll leave you to it.”  Shiro nodded to Barry.  “Show him in please, Marie.”
Shiro stood up from his deck.  Dolan walked in, stood to attention and saluted.  Shiro returned the salute.
“At ease, cadet.  What can I do for you?”
“Sir, I’m here asking for you to accept my apology, Captain Hagen.  It wasn’t just for the fight; I was disrespectful and out of order.  I let myself down and my team.  I’m sorry, Sir!”
“Cadet, that took some guts.  I accepted your apology yesterday and what I said yesterday still stands.  You have six weeks.  Your work today has stepped you up a few notches.  You will earn my trust by working hard, forge your relationships with your fellow cadets and earn their trust too.  You have some work to do, to get your fellow cadets onside. Your lives will be in each other’s hands when you are out there, you will come to understand that.  Is there anything else I can do for you?”
“No, Sir.  Thank you, Sir!”
“Very well, thank you Cadet.  Dismissed!”

After a few months of being back at Moonbase, Lt Commander Hagen and Lt Todd had had a breakthrough with the X-Fighters.  Now that Thalian technology had been banned, they finally had their fighters running beautifully.  Today was the day they were running Emma’s course for the first time.
“Morning, Commander!  You have a sparkle in your eyes today!  I wonder why?” laughed Todd.
“I can’t wait!  If this goes well today, we can start building the squadron from scratch!”
“Good morning!” called the Deck Supervisor, hands out.
“There you go!” said Emma, “don’t you just love Mondays!”
After two hours of flying and two attempts at the course, they landed their ships back at base.
“You beat me by 20 points, Commander!” laughed Todd.  “You have set the score to beat.”
“That is how I intend it to stay.  I just need to keep Shiro off the course!” she replied.  “That was so much fun but wow, I’m tired.”  The Deck Supervisor came over to them.
“Commander, Dr Hanson would like to see you,” he said quietly.
“Ok!  I’ll pop over.”  She turned to Todd.  “Nice job, same time tomorrow?”
“You betcha!” he replied.

Emma knocked on the door to Dr Hanson’s office.  “Come in!” he called, and the door slid open.  “Ah, Commander Hagen, take a seat.  You are looking very well, I must say.  You’ve put the weight back on you lost?”
“Yes, Dr.  I feel fitter than I ever have,” she replied.
“Are you still taking your supplements?”
“Every day, Dr.” she said.  “I feel great, I really do.”
“Good, good.  Now I can offer you my congratulations, Commander!”
Emma started to smile. “Do you mean…?”
“Yes, early days.  We estimate you are at three weeks.  Take things steady and we’ll see you in 9 weeks’ time.  It also means I’m revoking your fighter pilot status for the duration and six months after.  It’s effective immediately, Commander.  However, Commander Crow wants to see you.”
Emma walked out of his office with the biggest smile on her face.
She stood outside waiting for Crow to call her in.  The door slid open, and she entered and saluted.
“Hello Commander.  I hear congratulations are in order!”
“Yes, Sir, thank you.  Planned, but we’re surprised it had happened so quickly, especially after my trauma.”
“Your fighter pilot status has been revoked, you do know that, Commander,” he said gently.
“Yes, Sir, I realise that!”
“You can still pilot a cruiser, though.  Would you walk with me?”  He gestured Emma through a side door.  They walked through the meeting room.  Emma’s heart started beating faster when she realised where they were going.  They walked to the doors of X-Bomber’s hangar.
“Don’t tell me, Sir!” said Emma, a little excited.
“Yes, here she is…”
The doors opened and X-B MkII was having the final touches applied, she was built.
“She is slightly smaller than the original, but the same configuration.  She is just as powerful.  Test flights start in two weeks, think you can handle that before your new arrival?”
“I don’t know what to say, Sir!  Thank you!”  Emma turned and looked at her ship.  There was more red paintwork than the original and halfway down the flank was the EDF Eagle.
“She’s beautiful.  She really is!”
“There is a catch!” said Commander Crow.
“Oh! OK?”
“There is a clause in our trainers’ contracts.  There will be a six-month secondment when the 5th year Cadets graduate.  Hagen and Hercules will take over your training schedule with your squadron until you return.  How do you feel about that?”
Emma nodded.  “I understand, Sir.  Yes, I’m happy.”  She took a deep breath.  “I get to fly X-Bomber again!” she thought to herself.  “Thank you, Sir!” she said out loud.

Chapter Eight
2999
Captain Carter sat at the meeting table, nursing a cup of coffee.  He got up and stood at the window overlooking the base.  It never failed to amaze him, the sheer beauty of it.  Beautiful, but in that moment, so fragile.  It wasn’t very often he viewed Planet Earth from Moonbase.  The door opened behind him and turned him from his thoughts.  “Dr Benn!! Hello, my old friend!”  The two men shook hands heartily.
“Jack!  It’s so good to see you again.  General Kyle told me he was sending you up.   I’m so glad that you could come!”
“Thank you, Benn.  General Kyle sent me to see you about the X-Project and to talk to you about crew.”
“Yes, that’s right.  We are still at least six months away from completion.  Come on, I’ll show you aboard while we talk.  Follow me, please.”  Benn took him through to the hangar.
“Well, there she is!” Dr Benn said.
Carter whistled though his teeth.  “Well, isn’t that a sight for sore eyes!”  He nodded to Benn enthusiastically.
“Come on, take a look inside,” said Benn.  Workmen where everywhere, installing panels and organising wiring.
“The bridge isn’t installed yet, we are working back to front,” he said, guiding Carter around various engineers.
“The Engine Room,” he said.  “This main compartment splits into two from here, for the port and starboard main engine burners.  They are the most powerful ever built.”
“We could have done with this a year ago!” said Carter.
“Well, we are finally at peace now, X-Project is to make sure it stays this way.”
“What do you need, Dr Benn?”
“Ideally? I need 5.  Realistically, I need 3 good pilots.  Once she is ready, I want to run at least one month of tests before putting her into service.  I just need the right pilots.”
“I can help you there, Dr Benn.  I’m not naming names yet, when I return it will be time for the finals.  I have a few in mind, I’ll let General Kyle know the results, when I have them.”  Carter ran his hand over the panels as he walked.
“What are your plans after the finals are over?” asked Dr Benn.
“There’s always a six-month secondment for trainers.  That will be for General Kyle to decide.  I want to catch up with my brother, then…we’ll see!”  He nodded to himself.  “Well, Dr Benn…I don’t want to keep you.  A shuttle will be taking me back soon, so I’d better be on my way.  It was so good to see you again.  Look after yourself.”
“Same to you, Captain Carter.  Don’t forget, I need 5, but a good 3 will do!”
“Trust me, Dr Benn!”  he smiled.  They back slapped each other, and Carter left for his flight back to Earth.

A young Lieutenant was walking through the grounds of Star Fleet Training School.  It was the last day of the Finals and most of the cadets has faced their trials and were waiting for the last one out.  Nine faces were looking at the timer on the wall as it was set to 0.  The small crowd hushed up as the seconds started counting.  The sound of laser fire hitting targets could be heard through the silence.  He watched a tall cadet counting on his fingers every time a target was hit and looking intently at the clock.  A buzzer went off, the clock stopped and the door to the exit of the test area opened.
“He beat you by 3 seconds, Hercules!” he heard a voice say.  He spotted Captain Carter coming out with a young cadet with a proud and triumphant expression on his face.  He let Captain Carter finish talking and watched as Carter finished briefing his student.  He had his hand on his shoulder and was having a deep conversation, the Lt felt he really didn’t want to disturb.  The captain gave his student a back slap, then Carter spotted him, waiting.
“Yes, Sir.  Thank you, Sir!” he heard the cadet say, then saw Captain Carter making his way over.	
“Sorry, Captain!  General Kyle wants to see you.”
“OK, Lieutenant, lead the way!”  Carter looked over his shoulder and saw Shiro Hagen get swamped by his fellow students in celebration.  He smiled to himself with pride.	

“General Kyle, you wanted to see me?” asked Captain Carter.
“Yes, come and sit!” he replied.  “I have looked at the data you have sent me.  Is this really what you want?  I need you to be sure!”
“It is for six months, General.  I can make sure the base is set up correctly and organise Pluto Command, then I’ll hand it over.”
“It must be you, Carter?  No one else?”
“I don’t trust anyone else, General.  There’s something in my gut; I can feel it.  Those signals came from the Thalian Zone.  You know it, I know it.  Maybe even Hagen knew before he disappeared.  You know I’m right!”
“Talking of Hagens,” said Kyle, “his son!”
“He turned out the perfect score.  5 Star Triple A, all the way.  He beat my score overall by 30 points!!  He’s the real deal, General, I couldn’t be prouder of him if he was my own!”
“I’ll recommend him for X-Project then.  The other two?  I can only spare another two!”
“Barry Hercules and John Lee.  Another two exceptional young pilots.”
“Well.  That’s that, then!” said General Kyle.  “And you?”
“I’ll ship out on the Desert Orchid with the rest of the staff tomorrow!”.
“And Lt Carter?” the general asked.
“Look after her for me, General.  It will be tough for her, but she will be strong and will perform her duties, as she always does.  It’s just for six months!”
“So be it!” said General Kyle.  “Godspeed Carter and good luck!”

Jack Carter put the last of his bags by the door, ready for the driver to take him to the spaceport to rendezvous with the Desert Orchid.  He took a deep breath, then made his way to the bedroom.  It was dark but he could see Joanna’s body, under the covers, racked with sobs as she cried into her pillow.
“Joanna! Please!” he said softly.
“No!  No, Jack!” she sobbed.  “General Kyle didn’t order you to go, you asked him.  You asked him!”
“Six months, Joanna!  Six months, then I’ll resign.  I’ll come home and that will be that!”
“Don’t lie to me, Jack!  You are Star Fleet through and through, and you know it!”
“Jo, I just don’t trust anyone else to go.  I’m so sorry!”
 Joanna sat up and tried to dry her eyes.  “Jack, you are an honourable and courageous man, those cadets of yours, they idolise you.  I could see it in their eyes when I met them.  And I love you, more than anything!”  Jack laid down beside her and held her close.  “I can’t bear to think of you so far away, it’s so cold and lonely out there.  Is it worth it, just for six months!  Promise me, just six months!”
“I promise.  Six months. I love you too, Joanna!”
“Then, show me!  And come home, safe!”

Three months later, the Space Pilot Common Room at EDF Headquarters was deadly quiet.  Whispers and rumours were going round the room, that their new Pluto Alpha Base was under an alien attack.  Uniformed officers from Star Fleet Command were approaching pilots, having a quiet word, passing them orders and wishing them luck.  Then, General Kyle’s No 2 walked into the room.
“Space Pilots Hagen, Hercules and Lee?” he called.
“Here, Sir!”  Three young pilots made their way over to him.
“Ahem!” he cleared his throat. “Grab you gear and come with me!” he said.
“Now, Sir?”
“Yes!  Now! You are on the next shuttle out to Moonbase.  Hurry up, now.  They’ve made some room for you in the cargo hold.”
“The cargo hold?” a tall pilot exclaimed.  No 2 craned his neck to look up at Space Pilot Hercules.
“Oh, I do apologise, Space Pilot!  All the 1st Class seats are taken!!  Get a move on!  Now!”
“Yes, Sir!” they replied.

A few hours later, General Kyle was pacing the Control Room.  A door opened and in walked Lt Joanna Carter, reporting for duty.  Kyle nodded to his No 1, then went into his office.  A few moments later, there was a knock.  No 1 entered.  “Lt Carter for you, sir!”
“Thank you, No 1!”
Joanna Carter walked in, she looked totally shattered and had bloodshot red raw eyes.  She ran her fingers through her hair, then stood at attention.
“At ease, Lt!”  general Kyle walked round to her.
“Lt!  Pluto Alpha Base has fallen, Joanna.  We hold little hope of any survivors.  I am so sorry, I’m granting you a Leave of Absence.”  He touched her arm, offering some comfort.  Joanna took his hand in appreciation.
“Thank you General, but I’m not leaving my post, Sir!” she said, as tears started to fall down her face. “I believe that Jack would have fought until his last breath.  I intent to stand and do the same, in his memory!”
General Kyle looked at her and nodded.  “Then, tend to your post, Lt Carter.  The alien invaders are on their way!”

Dr Claire Preston sat in the canteen with Dr James Wilder, moving her breakfast from one side of the plate to the other.
“Claire, you’ve hardly touched anything,” said James. “I’m sorry that the new base commander won’t let any civilian cruiser leave for Mars until the alien threat is dealt with.”
“I know.  I’ve got things on my mind,” she replied, “I’ve been in touch with the Olympus Facility, all is running smoothly at the lab.  Shipments are waiting for the clearance to leave.”
“You’re worried about your friend!” he said, reaching over to touch her hand.
“Of course I am!” Claire replied.  “It was hard enough for us when Saburo disappeared, I’ve lost Benn once.  I couldn’t go through it again.”  She looked as she saw a few people walk over to a window.
“Look!!” a man pointed.  “It’s X-Bomber.  It’s come back!”
“Excuse me, James, just for a second?” she asked.
“Of course!” he stood up from his seat.
Claire walked over onto the main concourse and made her way over to the reception area.
“Can I help you?”
“Er…yes!  Can you get a message over to Dr Benn Robinson, for me please?  Just to ask if he can spare me a moment, later today?”
“Of course.  It’s Dr Preston, isn’t it?”
“Yes…thank you!”
“We will come back to you,” the secretary smiled and continued with her work.
Claire went back to join James.
“I’ve filled your cup.  It looks like coffee will have to get you through the day!” he said.  Claire picked up her cutlery and managed to finish her plate.  They sat and drank their coffee in silence.  James was about to speak when another secretary approached the table.  He passed a note to James and a note to Claire.
“Commander Crow is authorising civilian transport from 7am Moonbase time, tomorrow,” he said.  “It’s great, Claire, we can get on the first ship out!”
Claire opened her note “Dinner! Tonight! Same place, same time.  Benn xx”.

Claire Preston sat at their usual table, overlooking the base.  She took a sip of water and was contemplating leaving when a hand touched her shoulder.
“I’m so sorry to keep you waiting, Claire!”  She stood up and Dr Benn embraced her and kissed her cheek.
“Benn, you look tired!  I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked you to come.  Are you OK?  This Imperial Alliance threat has all come as a terrible shock!”
“Yes!” said Dr Benn.  “Hopefully though, the danger may have passed for now.  Have you ordered?”
“I’ve took the liberty of ordering two mixed salads, if that’s OK?”
“Perfect!”  He poured a glass of water.
“Benn, I’m going back to Mars tomorrow.  We are on the first cruiser back.”  A waiter brought their salads over.  “Same wine as usual, Dr Benn?”
“Not tonight, thank you.  Water will be fine.”
Benn looked at Claire.  “What time is your flight?”
“7.30am Moonbase time.  Benn, are you OK?”
“We launch at 6am tomorrow morning!”
“OK?”  Claire looked concerned.  She reached across the table and touched his arm.  He smiled and they both tucked in to their dinner.
“I can’t discuss the mission, Claire.  All I can say is I don’t know where it will take us, or how long we will be.  I was late because we were loading up with as much as we can take provisions wise.  The crew are resting up.  Talking of which, Saburo’s son is on my crew.”
“Saburo Hagen’s son?” she asked.
“Yes.  Shiro.  He’s a little raw, but very brave and a very skilled pilot.  So are the other two.  They are all up for it, so I’m very fortunate.”  They finished their meals and Claire called for the bill.  “My turn!” she said.
“Come with me,” said Benn, “I have a little surprise!”  They linked arms again and Benn walked Claire to his Moonbase quarters.  “Remember that weekend at that convention in Switzerland?” he asked.  “I make it around 15 years ago?”
“Ha, yes!  That storm?  The white-out!  We were stuck in a chalet with no power, plenty of wine and a roaring fire and that huge blanket!”  She started laughing.
The door slid open, and a large projection of an open fire was playing against the wall.  A couch had been placed in front, draped in a huge thick blanket.
“I won’t ask you to wait for me, Claire.  That would be unfair of me.  I would ask, however, if you would spend a few hours with an old friend?”
“Benn, you are such a romantic!” she said.  “Of course I would!”  They sat together on the couch, Benn put his arm around her shoulder, then wrapped them both up in the blanket.  They held each other as they watched the flames dance across the wall.
A few hours later, Claire woke up.  They had both dozed off.  “Benn…Benn! It’s gone 11. I’d better go, and you need some sleep!”
“I’m sorry, Claire, and you’re right.  I’d better make my way back to the ship.”  Claire got up to leave.
“Benn?  You know I am not good at this and I’m not going to say it.”  She leaned into him and gave him a tender kiss.  “Thank you for being there, when I needed you.  Thank you for being my friend.”  Benn held her, then returned the kiss.
“I’ll aways be your friend, Claire.  Do you want me to walk you back?”
“No, it’s fine.  Goodnight, Benn.”  She looked at him and smiled.
“Goodnight, Claire.”  Benn stood at the door and watched her walk away.  Claire didn’t look back.

It must have been in the early hours when Claire woke up with a start, to alarms sounding.  She screamed out. At first, she thought they were under attack, then she heard the call for X-Bomber’s crew to report to their posts.  She got out of bed and pulled on some joggers and threw on a robe.  She made her way outside her room.  Others were coming out of theirs.
“What’s going on?” she asked someone walking by.
“X-Bomber’s launching!!  Come, you can see the bunker from over here!!”
In the distance, she could see X-Bomber rising out of a crater.  It turned slowly, then it started heading straight in their direction.  It crossed over the base.  Claire ran with other people to an opposite window.  She watched it as it passed by.  She held her hands against the window and closed her eyes in silent prayer.  As she opened them, the engines went on full burn and X-Bomber sped off on her way.

Chapter Nine
3006

An EDF shuttle took off from the spaceport at HQ and headed for a low altitude orbit of the Earth.  On board, ten nervous cadets were preparing for their Finals.  The two captains were talking to the pilots in the cockpit.
Kerry Donovan tied back her tangled mass of auburn curls into a ponytail, gave it a quick braid and tied it up.  Then she shook it loose again.
“Kez, you’ve done that ten times already!” said Jack Carter.  “Just tie it up and leave it!”
“You know I play with my hair when I’m nervous!” she said.
Further down the shuttle bay, Carey Johnson was rocking back and forth on his hands.  Jason Dolan sat next to him, trying to calm him down.
“Come on, man.  We get today over and done with, then its full speed ahead for the Finals.  Don’t let them see you’re scared!”  he patted his arm.  They felt the engines cut and the shuttle came to a stop.
“I feel sick!” said Cadet Johnson.
The captains came out of the cockpit.
“Right!  Listen up!” called Captain Hercules.  “Everything we have done up to this point has been simulated.  Today, things get very real.  Listen to what we say to you.  You all have two attempts today.  If you fail, that’s it.  Welcome to Crunch Time!  Captain Hagen!”
“I know there are a lot of nerves in here, today!  You are all perfectly safe, if you follow these rules!”  Captain Hagen walked up and down the bay.  “You never suit up alone.  You and your wingman check each other’s suits.  Check your gauges and never, ever, enter an airlock of a ship without a suit.  Any questions?”
The bay was silent.
“OK!  Go grab your suits!”  All the cadets got up except for Cadet Johnson.
“Come on, man!  The captain’s got his eye on you!” said Dolan.
Shiro walked over.  “Is everything OK over here?”
“Johnsons’ nervous, Sir!  I’ve got his back, though!” said Dolan.  Shiro looked at Dolan and smiled.
“OK, that’s good.  Carry on, Cadet!”  Shiro carried on with the briefing.  “This Next Gen Environmental Suit is designed to go over your flight suit.  Once your helmet is secured, your suit will deliver a temperature of 22 degrees, air pressure less than half you are used to, and you will be breathing pure oxygen. That is only in a vacuum situation such as today.  In a flight situation, your suit will be tied into the standard life support system of the ship.  The suit kicks in if you open the cockpit, or there is a hull breach.”  Shiro climbed into his suit, Hercules came over and secured his helmet with a click.
“OK, in your pairs!” called Hercules.  Shiro helped him with his helmet.  Shiro looked over at Johnson and could see that he was falling to pieces.  Shiro nudged Hercules.
“Cadet Johnson!” called Shiro, going back over to him.
“I…I can’t do it, sir!”
Shiro sat down next to him.  “Cadet.  Nothing will happen to you, if you follow procedures and watch over each other.  Come on, I’ll help you!”  Dolan came and sat the other side of him.
“Carey, I’ve got you!”  He lowered his voice.  “You had my back when no one wanted to work with me.  I won’t ever forget that.  I’ve got you!”  Dolan helped him pull on his suit.  Carey then helped Jason get into his.
“OK!” called Shiro.  “Helmets on and lock into position.  Check that you are secure, then check your wingman.”  Shiro nodded to Hercules.
“Thumbs up, everyone, when helmets are secure, and you are all good to go!” said Hercules.
Ten sets of thumbs went up.  Shiro and Hercules checked each other, then they checked over their cadets.  Hercules signalled to the pilots.  The cockpit door closed and locked.  Shiro walked over to Cadet Johnson and sat next to him again.
“How are you doing, Cadet?” he asked over the comms.
“I can’t do it, Sir!” he said.
“You are doing well.  You’re not panicking, you are both working together.  Isn’t that so, Cadet Dolan?”  Shiro looked at Jason.
“Yes, Sir, he’s doing just fine!”  Jason looked at Carey.  “Stand up, Carey.  Let me show you something!”  Carey stood up.  “Carey, the bay has already been depressurised.  Slowly, turn to your left!”  Carey had been looking at the floor and had not even noticed, that the stern door had been dropped, and a platform had been extended out into space.
“Oh my God! Oh my God!” cried Johnson.
“Hey! Hey! Look at me!” said Dolan.  “It’s fine.  You’re fine.  Come and take my hand!”  Dolan looked at Shiro.  Shiro gave him a nod.  Dolan led Johnson out to the platform.  Shiro was right behind them, attaching cables.  “Look at that, Carey!” said Dolan.
“Its…its beautiful!” said Johnson.
“OK, you are both tethered to each other and to the shuttle,” said Shiro.  “When you are both ready…just step off.  Five minutes, then I want you back in!”
“We can do this!” said Dolan.  “1…2…3…”  Johnson closed his eyes and stepped off.

The shuttle touched down back at base.
“Great work today, Cadets!” said Captain Hercules.  “Get your suits stowed away and then fall out.  We will see you in the morning for a debrief, then we will prepare the schedule for the Finals.  Dismissed!”
“Cadet Dolan?” called Shiro.  “Will you walk with me for a moment?”
“Yes Sir!”
“You have really impressed me today.  That was in the true spirit of what I expect from my students.  I knew you had it in you, Jason.  Just keep it going, you were showing a great leadership quality earlier.”
“Thank you, Sir, I will.  And Sir?”
Yes?”
“Thank you for giving me that chance.  I will never forget it!”
Shiro nodded and smiled.  “Keep doing what you are doing!”
“Yes, Sir!”  Jason Dolan walked away, smiling.

Walking steadily across the surface of the Moon, two Dia-Z Mecha were making their way back to Moonbase.  As they moved across the terrain, various targets popped up from underground.
“You take the left; I’ll take the right!” said Commander Hagen to Lt Todd.
“On it, Skip!” he replied.
“Use Laser Cannons, single shot on each target.  Whoever gets the most, wins!” she called.
“What’s the prize, Momma?” Todd asked, laughing.
“The loser buys dinner!” she replied.  “Bullseye baby!!”  Emma hit a target dead centre.  She carried on striding her Dia-Z through the course.
“I’m putting mine through its paces!” called out Todd.  Instead of firing, he started punching and kicking his way through the maze of targets.
“OK, OK, show off!” said Emma.  “Don’t get too far ahead, we need to keep up!”
“Don’t worry, I’ll wait for you.  C’mon, slow coach!”
“We’re coming!” laughed Emma as she carried on walking back to base.
“Welcome back, you guys!” called Lt John Lee, over their headsets.  “Secure your units and report to Commander Crow!”
“Acknowledged!” said Emma.

Emma knocked on the Commander’s door, then she looked across to Dom.
“Come in!” called the Commander.
They both walked in and saluted.
“Well, you two!  You have worked well getting the X-Fighter and Dia-Z fleet up to scratch.  We are now well ahead of schedule.  Which is a good thing, as your leave starts tomorrow, Commander!”
“Yes Sir, thank you!” replied Emma.
“Before you go, I have something for you both!”  He stood up.
“I am promoting you to the rank of Captain, Hagen.  Todd, you are promoted to Lt Commander.  Congratulations to you both.”  He shook both their hands.
“Todd, you are seconded to Ocean Fleet until Captain Hagen is back on duty.”
“Yes Sir!”
“OK then!  All the best, Emma.  I hope all goes well and we’ll see you soon!”
“Thank you, Sir!” said Emma, beaming proudly.
“Have you got everything?” asked John Lee, helping Emma with a bag.
“Yes, I travel light, thanks Johnny,” she replied.  “Shiro has everything sorted back home, so I think we’re ready!”
“We’re going to miss you, Em,” he said.  “We have some leave coming up, so we’ll come and visit.”
“You’d better!” she laughed as she gave him a hug, then boarded the shuttle.  “Love to Laura!”

Two weeks later, on a sunny day in early March, Emma gave birth to a baby girl.  They named her Mia Annalee.  They both cried joyful tears when Mia was handed over, cleaned and wrapped in blankets.
“Five years ago, we were both fighting our way off a Battlecruiser.  Four years ago, we made it back from Gelma II,” said Shiro.  “Now we’re parents!  She’s beautiful, Emma.  This is what we were fighting for.  I’m just so overwhelmed.  Well done, my love!”  Shiro dabbed Emma’s brow with a cloth and kissed her.
There was a knock on the door and a young doctor walked in.
“Sorry to disturb!  All has gone very well with the delivery, Emma.  If we can get you feeding baby, you’ll be able to go home in a few hours.”
“Wonderful!  Thank you!” said Shiro looking up.  A flash of recognition crossed his face.  “Carlie?  Carlie Harris?”
“Yes, Captain.  Its Dr Harris now.  I didn’t know if you’d recognise me.  I’ve had a slight change in vocation, as you can see!  I’ll leave you to it and I’ll swing by before you go.  I can see Mommy’s a natural and baby is feeding.  Congratulations to you both.”  She smiled and left the room to leave the new family to enjoy their first tender moments together in private.

“Attention on Deck!” called Captain Hercules.  “Todays the day, Cadets!  You all know the drill, you have practiced for two weeks.  This flight today will give you your Pilot Rating.  Five Star A will get you into X-squadron.  Captain Hagen?”
“Remember your training.  Everything you have learned should all fall into place.  I wish you all the best of luck, give it all that you have got!”
“Yes, Sir!” they all replied.
In the control room, Shiro and Barry paced up and down, watching the monitors and following their cadet’s progress.  One by one, they overtook the threshold to pass.  Finally, all ten simulators fell to a standstill.  The cadets came out of their pods, removed their helmets and stood to attention.
“Congratulations, Cadets!  You have all passed!” said Shiro.  “I am very proud of you all.  We will have the final scores posted by the end of the week, but for now, we will have a celebration this evening at my quarters.  You will also get to officially meet your new CO, Captain Emma Hagen!”  Cheers rang out as cadets and their trainers congratulated each other with handshakes and high fives.

Two EDF cars pulled up and ten happy cadets piled out.  They were met by Barry Hercules.  “Come on round, guys!”.  They followed him round to the back yard.  “We are off duty, so relax and have fun!”
“Thank you, Sir!” the replied.
They walked round to see Shiro was helping Daniel pitch a ball to his sister, who was struggling to hold her bat.  “Come on, guys, let’s play some ball!” called Dolan, rushing over to help Sophie.
“Isn’t that John Lee, at the grill?” asked Kerry to Carey Johnson.
“Yes, it is!” said a lady with two neat blonde braids, “and I’m his fiancée, Laura,” she said smiling.  “Come on over, I’ll introduce you!”.  Carey looked at Lee, awestruck and made his way over. 
Emma came out of the house, holding Mia, and sat down in a chair.  Kerry made her way over to her.
“Captain, I’m Cadet Kerry Donovan.  It’s a pleasure to meet you!” she said quietly.
“Congratulations, Cadet.  I’m looking forward to having you on my team.  Shiro says you will keep me on my toes!” she smiled at her.
“Thank you!  Is that Mia?  Oh, she’s beautiful!”
“Yes, thank you.  Would you like to hold her?”  Kerry sat down next to Emma.
“May I?” Emma passed Mia over to Kerry.  Kerry didn’t put her down all evening.

Shiro and Barry were deep in conversation when Joshua Carter approached them.
“Hi Joshua,” said Shiro.  “Having a good night?”
“Yes, thank you, Sir.  Er…I wanted to thank you, both, for everything.  I couldn’t have done it without you!”
“You did it yourself!” said Barry.  “We couldn’t have asked for a better student!”
“Agreed!” said Shiro.  “We are very proud of you, Josh.”
“My Uncle Jack trained you both, didn’t he?” asked Joshua.
“Yes.  He did!” said Shiro looking at him.  Hercules looked at Shiro.
“Sir?  Do you know what happened to my Uncle Jack?  I know you all tore Pluto Base apart looking for him, my dad told me.”  Josh shuffled his feet and looked at the floor.
“Shiro?” Hercules looked at Shiro, concerned.
“It’s Ok, Barry.” said Shiro.  “Come with me, Joshua.” Shiro ushered Josh down to the bottom of the garden.  Barry made his way over to John.
“What’s going on, Barry?” asked John.
“Shiro is spillin’ the beans to Joshua, about Carter!” replied Barry.  They both watched as the two men talked.  Emma walked over to Barry and John.
“Is everything OK, over here?” she asked.  She looked over to where Shiro was talking to Josh.  She watched as Josh started pacing from one side to another, with his hands over his ears.  She heard him say… “No!  Not my Uncle Jack!!”
“Oh, no!” she whispered and started to walk towards them.  Barry touched her arm.
“No, Emma.  Leave it to Shiro.”  Barry put his arms around her as they both heard Joshua start to sob.

Shiro held Joshua by the shoulders as he cried.  
“It was decided by Star Fleet Command to keep this classified, to protect his memory, not to protect me.  I’ve had to live with this every day of my life, since.  Josh, I keep fighting and keep living my life the best I can, in his honour.  I loved him!”
Joshua looked at Shiro.  “You are as much a hero to me, as he was to you.  Thank you for your honesty, what you have told me will stay here.  With my family.  I…love you, Captain!”  He moved into hug Shiro.  Shiro held him and looked up to the sky.  Once again, another tear for Captain Carter ran down his cheek.  He took a deep breath.
“C’mon!  Today is for celebration, not sadness!” he looked at Josh.  “Let’s get back!”  Josh nodded and smiled.  “Yes, Sir!” he said, wiping his face.

Emma Hagen woke up and reached over to Shiro’s side of the bed and realised he was already up.  She peered into Mia’s crib, which was empty.  She threw on a shirt of Shiro’s and walked into the kitchen.  The bottle warmer had been used, so she poured a coffee and went out to the rear terrace, where she could hear Shiro singing softly.  It was a warm, early morning in early August.  She leant up against the wall sipping her coffee, quietly watching and listening.
Shiro was in his flight suit with a cloth over his shoulder, giving Mia her morning feed.  Hazel eyes gazed into his, as he stroked her cheek with his little finger as he held her bottle.  “Whoops!” he said, as she dribbled a bit of milk.  He sat her up and she hiccupped.   “Good girl.  You wonna finish this last bit, huh?”  He offered her the rest of the bottle and continued rocking her and carried on humming.  “Look, here’s Momma!”
“Morning!  You two were having a moment, I didn’t want to butt in!” smiled Emma. “You were too busy singing about throwing curtains!”  Shiro laughed.
“Well, it’s a beautiful day, we woke up early, plus I thought you could use a lie in!” Shiro winked at Emma, and she giggled.  “Plus, I’m excited to by flying an X-Fighter later today.”
“I bet you are!” said Emma, picking Mia up.  “Shiro, the car’s here!”.
“Right! C’mere, my girls!”  He gave them both a kiss then went out to meet Hercules.
“Look after my squad!” she called.  “And keep your ass off my course!  I’ll know!!  I’ll see you at Moonbase in two days.  Don’t forget, were testing X-B!”

On the Moon’s dark side, Captain Emma Hagen’s course was laid out, with targets to hit and challenging manoeuvres to be performed.  The top four would be on a crew rotation for X-Bomber, the rest would make up the X-Squadron.  Shiro and Barry were holding station as their pilots took the test.  As expected, Carter and Donovan took the top two places, with Dolan and Johnson taking the other two spots.
“Captains are you going to fly the test?” called a triumphant Josh Carter.
“Captain Hercules can, I’m banned!” laughed Shiro.
“Hell, yeah!” called Hercules.  “Why not!” He began his run.  As usual, he aced the course and beat Josh Carter’s score but missed out on Emma’s.  “C’mon, Shiro.  Don’t be a chicken!” he yelled.  The other pilots started calling out encouragement to Shiro.
Never to turn down a challenge, Shiro set off on the course.  Hercules sat in his cockpit, shaking his head.  “Shiro!” he laughed.  “Your wife is so going to kill you; you’ve shaved 5 points off her score!”
“Don’t tell her!!”  Shiro laughed.  “Please!! Don’t tell her!”
“It’s gonna cost ya!” yelled Hercules.  “Big time, pal!”

The squadron had one last test patrol before it would be declared fully operational.  The X-Fighter squad was commanded by Shiro and Hercules before passing Command over to Emma on X-B, once the test was complete.
Emma launched X-B from Moonbase and steadily took her over the base and out into space to rendezvous with her fleet.
“X-Bomber, this is Moonbase!” called John Lee.
“Go ahead, Moonbase!” replied Carey Johnson on Comms.
“You are all clear for Mars Quadrant, course laid in!”
“Thank you, Moonbase”.
Emma looked across to Commander Todd.  “You have the helm, Dom.  Dolan, weapons check, please!”.
“Yes, Captain.  Bringing up the main shield, power transferred from main engines.”
“All systems are green, Captain!” reported PPA.
“Ok, then!” said Emma with a look of contentment on her face. “X-Bomber to X-1, do you copy?”
“Loud and Clear!” replied Shiro.
“Once we are clear of Mars, I want to test the main shield.  Can you fire short burst of laser fire across the hull?”
“Acknowledged!  Let’s get going!  X-Squadron, full Quantum speed to upper Mars Quadrant.  Go!!”  The X-Fighter fleet followed Shiro in formation with X-B MkII following behind.
“OK!  All Stop!” called Emma.  “Dolan, raise shields”.
“Shield is up, Captain!”
“OK!  Shiro? Flying in formation, fire your lasers at the test areas on our shield, I want to see what she can take!”
“All received!  Hercules? On my left, Carter? Take my right.  In turn, take a shot at X-Bomber, then fall back.  X-5 and 6 to the left, 7 & 8, to the right.  Ok, let’s go!”
One by one, the X-Fighters fired their lasers on X-Bomber, testing its shields.
“Shield is holding, but we are getting bounced around quite a bit!” said Emma.
“It’s looking good from out here, Emma.  There’s no damage!” reported Shiro.
“Stand By!” ordered Emma.  “Carey, patch me through to Shiro and Hercules!”
“Your through, Captain!” he said.
“Shiro? Herc?  We’ve been called on a Mission.  Star Fleet Command have intercepted a signal from Sargasso!”
“What?” Shiro exclaimed.
“It’s not a normal spike, Shiro.  It’s a kind of tear in space time!  We’ve been ordered to investigate!”
“Captain, if we are going on mission, it’s your Command!” said Shiro.
“Understood, Shiro.  All ships, Hyperspeed to Jupiter Quadrant.  X-Squadron, fall back behind X-Bomber!”
“Received!  Fall back, Guys!” called Shiro.

The fleet arrived in their quadrant and all scanners were clear.  Sargasso was quiet and invisible.
“I can’t see anything, Captain!” reported Johnson.
“Dolan, power to main shield,” asked Emma.
“Main shield is ready, Captain!” he reported back.
“Shiro, Hercules!  Break formation and run a sweep of the area, please!” requested Emma.
“Yes, Ma’am!” replied Shiro.  “Hercules?  Heads up!”
“Sure thing…Shiro! Look!”
“Oh my God!” exclaimed Shiro.  A wormhole type of anomaly was starting to open in front of them.  Inside were three Alliance Dronecraft.
“X-Bomber, there is an Imperial Alliance Fleet emerging from the wormhole.  Carter, Donovan, take up position on our flank.  Do not let anything through.  Raise shields.  Torpedo and Laser fire authorised.  Stand By!” ordered Shiro.
“Shiro?” called Emma.  “What do you need?”
“Everything we have, Captain!” he replied.
“Dolan? Johnson?  You’re up!  Dai-Z!” she commanded over to Carey and Jason.
“On it, Captain!” They both rushed off the bridge to get suited up before getting in their docking chairs.  “Dai-Z, both launching!”
“Shiro, they are launching Imperial Fighters!” called Hercules.  PPA came across on the Comms.  “There are no life signs aboard, these are automated craft!”
“What’s going on?  Are these holograms again?” asked Hercules.
“We’ll find out soon enough!” answered Shiro.  “Carter, Donovan.  Are you both ready?”
“Yes, we’re ready!”  Imperial fighters started pouring out of the wormhole.
“Fire, weapons free!” called out Shiro.  “Stay with your wing!  Remember your training!”  The dog fighting began.  One by one, the Imperial fighters fell under the fire of the X-Squadron.
“Shiro!  This is way too easy!” called Hercules.  “I smell a rat!”
“Yeah!” Shiro agreed.  “Fall back behind X-Bomber.  Captain? Can you take out the Drones with Laser Blast?”
“Stand By!  Commander Todd, Laser Blast!  Target the Drones!”
“Laser Blast online!” he replied.  X-Bomber’s neck started to rise, and the twin cannons came into position.
“All clear out here!” called Shiro.  “Fire when ready!”
“Firing!” called Todd.  Two beams of laser fire flew from the cannons directly on to their targets.
“Oh yeah!” cried Hercules.  “You got ‘em!”
Meanwhile, the two Dai-Z were going one to one with a couple of Imperial fighters.  They both took a couple of hits, which had no effect.  They fired and the Imperial fighters were blown to bits.
“Look!” shouted Hercules.  “The other Drone is retreating!”
“Where to?” asked Shiro.  He urged his X-Fighter forward to the glistening hole in space, to get a closer look.
“Shiro!  Stay back!” warned Hercules.
“It’s OK, Herc.  There’s nothing there!  My scanners are…stand by!”
PPA came over on the Comms.  “Shiro, we are getting a massive reading from that anomaly!”
“You’re not kidding!  I’m counting another 10 Dronecraft.  PPA!  You opened a wormhole before.  Can you close this one?”
“Stand by, Shiro!” he bleeped.  “Yes! Yes! I can alter X-Impulse’s frequency and reverse the flow of the wormhole!!”
“The Tin Can comes good!” shouted Hercules.  “All craft, get clear of X -Bomber!”
“Frequency is confirmed, Captain!” reported PPA.
“Todd?” Emma looked across at him.  “X-Impulse, on my mark…Fire!”
A powerful beam was fired from X-Bomber, and the hole started slowly closing.
“Faster, Captain!  They’re closing in!” shouted Shiro.
“We’re losing power, Shiro!  We need to recharge the shield!”
“OK!  Make it fast.  I’ll take up position to hold them off!”  Shiro moved his fighter forward, careful to keep out of X-Impulse’s fire.
“Now’s a good time, my love…Oh No!!  Hercules!  Take the squadron and fall back!  Fall back!! NOW!!”
“Shiro…Shiro!” Called Hercules.
“Please, Herc!!  Get Back!!” he pleaded.  “Emma?”  Target Lock Alarms sounded on his console.
Rising from below and moving slowly up into view of the shrinking wormhole, the gigantic form of an Imperial Battlecruiser came into almost point-blank range of Shiro’s X-Fighter.  A Delta Laser was coming into position, ready to fire. 
Three things happened simultaneously.
With a huge roar, Shiro fired everything he had at the Delta Laser.  The Battlecruiser let fly three bolts of fire from the Delta Laser, which hit Shiro’s cockpit, blowing his fighter backwards away from the wormhole.  Shiro’s laser fire hit the Battlecruiser, destroying the Delta Laser.  Shiro’s ship was then bathed in a white light.
“Shiro…Oh Shiro!  Take my Hand!”
“Lamia!”
“Take my hand, Shiro!”
Lamia came into Shiro’s view just as the Battlecruiser in front of him fired.  He was aware of Hercules screaming at him to move, but he took his hand of his stick.  He reached out and took Lamia’s hands.  He last thoughts were of his wife and daughter, he was flooded with a wave of love, then became engulfed in light.
“X-Impulse fully charged!” shouted Commander Todd.  “Firing!”  The beam hit the Battlecruiser, but it still was closing the hole.  Part of the Battlecruiser’s nose had already passed through.  It was sliced from the main part of the ship as the hole closed around it, then finally exploded into a million pieces.  
All went calm and quiet.
“Shiro…come in…Shiro…Come In!” called Hercules.  He flew his fighter and pulled up to the left of Shiro’s.  The cockpit had been blown away.
“He must have bailed!!  Shiro…Come in…Darn it, Shiro!  Please…come in!  PPA!  Get a fix on Shiro’s beacon from his suit!”
“It’s flatlined, Hercules.  There’s no other reading!!” he replied, sadly.
Hercules squeezed his eyes shut as he heard Josh Carter’s heartbreaking calls for his tutor.  He punched his console, then banged his head repeatedly against the back of his helmet.
“Dai-Z” called Emma.  “Recover that fighter and bring it on board into the shuttle bay.  Commander Todd, PPA, you have the bridge!”  She left the flight deck and waited for the door to slide shut.  With Shiro’s battle cry still echoing around her head, panic took over her, as she fought for her breath.  Clutching her chest, she made her way to her quarters.  She laid on her bed and put a pillow over her head.  Only then, did she start screaming.
Ten minutes later, fully composed, Captain Emma Hagen returned to her flight deck.  Her crew stood to attention.
“Commander, set course for Moonbase, Hyperspeed.  Send all logs to Star Fleet Command for analysis.  Please report Captain Shiro Hagen as missing, all other pilots are accounted for.”  She nodded to Dolan and Johnson and noticed their tear-stained faces.
“Captain, is there any..!”
“No, thank you!” she interrupted.  “Let’s just get our squadron home!”  She sat down in her command chair.
“Hyperspeed, Commander Todd!  Steady as she goes.  Captain Hercules?” she called over the comms.
In a barely audible whisper, he replied “Here!”
“Bring our fighters home, Captain!”.

EPILOGUE

Annalee Hagen sat on the porch of her new home, overlooking EDF HQ with Mia sitting on her lap.  Professor Hagen came and sat beside her.  “It took losing our son to finally bring us together,” she said as she gazed at Mia “She has his eyes,” she said, “and yours!”
“Anna, after everything we have gone though and the experiences, we have all shared, I truly believe Shiro is still with us.  I have faith in him and in Lamia.  I know, in my heart, he is with her.  She will guide him back to his family.  Star Fleet, sadly, have stated on record that he was killed in action, but I don’t agree.  Neither do his friends, Barry Hercules and John Lee.  As for Emma, she has her reservations with regards to Lamia, but she believes in Shiro, and she remains strong for her family.  All we can do is support her the best we can.”
“Then, there is hope?” she asked.  Saburo nodded and smiled a sad smile.   He took her hand.  “We’ll always have hope, Anna.” 
Annalee rocked Mia.  A tear ran down her face.  “Our son!” she whispered.
“I know!” he answered and put his arm around her.
 “I have also had word from Dr Claire Preston.  She has been accepted into a research programme on the Planet Callinean.  She wanted to be closer to Dr Benn’s resting place, so she left on the Robinson, along with some others she worked with.  They arrived safely on Molphane, but she didn’t want to stay, so she carried on her journey.”
Annalee nodded.  “Everything sems to have moved full circle, Saburo.” she said as she held Mia close.

It was her first day back, Captain Emma Hagen took a deep breath before walking into her new briefing room next to X-B MkII’s hangar, at Moonbase.  10 eager Space Pilots were waiting with Commander Todd.  She walked in and they all stood to attention.
“Morning, X Squadron!” she said. “Morning, Captain!” they all replied.  Commander Todd gestured to Emma to look behind her.  Above the View Screen Panel behind her podium, a large picture of the original X-Bomber bridge crew had been hung.
“I knew you would have something up your sleeve, Commander!” she said, trying not to smile.
Turning to her new squadron, she asked them to sit.  “I know he would have something inspirational to say to you all.  All I can say is this.  He trained us all to be fighters and he taught us to have faith in each other.  He was the best of us.  He was taken from us by an enemy that just keeps on coming back.  And we will just keep right on fighting back, fighting with that fierce determination that he had, to defend all the things that are good in this universe.  We will stay true to him if we stay true to each other.  You are the legacy that he helped build, to ensure a lasting peace.”  Emma nodded to her squadron.
“Yes, Captain!” they all replied. 
“Captain, we have something else!” said Space Pilot Dolan.  Next to the door leading out to the Launch Bay, a piece of cloth was hanging on the wall.  He took the cloth off to reveal a picture of Captain Shiro Hagen, in dress uniform, taken on the day his students graduated.
“Are you lot trying to kill me?” she asked.  “Thank you.  Thank you, all of you!”  She nodded to Commander Todd, to carry on the briefing.
“From now on, we are on Daily Patrol.  Look at the rota so you know what ships you are flying; X-B will be on a four-crew weekly rota.  8 will by flying X-Fighters.  Dolan and Johnson, you are with me and Captain Hagen on X-B this week.  To your ships, dismissed.”
Emma hung back while her crew grabbed their gear and one by one made their way to the door.  Joshua Carter was the first one there.  He stood at Shiro’s picture.
“Shiro!” he said and touched it as he passed.
“Shiro!” said Dolan and touched it as he passed.  One by one, X Squadron said his name and touched his picture as they made their way to their ships.
Commander Todd walked up to Emma’s side.  “We’ll honour him every day and we will always have your back.  We’ll get them, Emma.” he said.
“He’s not dead, Dom.  I know it, I can feel it.  I’ve been here before.  He had faith in me when I was badly injured, I have faith in him that wherever he is, he is fighting to get back to us!”  she smiled at Todd.  Todd touched Shiro’s picture as he left the room.  Emma stood looking at him for a few extra seconds.  She kissed her fingers and placed them on his face. “Shiro!” she whispered.


Barry and Donna Hercules were walking hand in hand around the perimeter of EDF HQ, the twins were running around their feet, laughing and playing with a ball.  They made their way over to Dai-X, where Shiro’s stone had been placed. Waiting for them was John and Laura Lee.  Donna and Laura hung back with the children, while Barry and John made their way over.
Shiro’s stone read:
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In Loving Memory
SHIRO SABURO HAGEN (27)
CAPTAIN 
STAR FLEET COMMAND
6th September 2978 – 4th August 3006
“Always Trust Your Instincts”

Barry sat down in front of it cross legged and got out a bottle and three shot glasses.  He poured and left one on Shiro’s stone and passed one up to John.  “Darn it, Shiro!  I just can’t get my head around it, old pal!” he said.  There were two other stones either side of Shiro’s, that were blank.  “At least we know where we are going when it’s our turn.  At his side, as always!” He looked up at John, who was weeping.  Barry drained his shot of bourbon.  “Well, my friend. Same time, next week!”  He got up, patted John on the shoulder and walked back to his family.
Five minutes into the walk back, Barry Hercules took a last glimpse over his shoulder at Dai-X.  He watched, open mouthed, as an amber glow was coming from Braincom’s eyes and he could hear a steady roar building, then it stopped, and the eyes went dark again.  “I knew it…I darn well knew it!” he said.  “Thank you, Lamia.”

THE END…?
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