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Sandra Ramirez sat hunched in the cockpit of her Nova interceptor, the hum of the engines thrumming through her bones. Distant tremors reverberated along the carrier’s hull as other fighters powered up. In the cramped space, lit only by the cold glow of instrument panels, Ramirez’s breath came quick and shallow. She flexed her gloved fingers around the control stick, willing herself steady. Outside the canopy, the flight deck bustled with activity—deck crews in orange suits darting like bees, guiding the Novas into launch positions. Metal clanged on metal; warning lights strobed along the hangar bay doors. It was the charged calm before the storm. Ramirez’s earpiece pierced. “All Viper Squadron pilots, report ready,” came the measured voice of Commander Dhawan from the bridge. “Viper One, ready,” she responded, voice admirably level. Around her, one by one, her pilots affirmed their readiness: Viper Two, Viper Three... a chorus of resolve. There were twelve of them poised to launch—twelve slender finger-like fighters armed to the teeth. She was their leader, callsign Viper One, and this was her first real taste of war. Ramirez inhaled deeply, tasting the recycled air. She tried to ignore the way her heart drummed against her ribcage. This is it, she thought. All the years of training, the endless simulations, had led to this moment. Yet nothing could train away the chill in her blood. Only weeks ago, open war had been unthinkable. Now she was about to hurl herself straight into its jaws. Her eyes flicked to a small holo-display taped beside her primary console. A rotating image glimmered—her daughter’s face, gap-toothed smile framed by dark curls. Violetta. Ramirez felt a pinch in her chest. Mum, when are you coming home? The memory of her little girl’s voice whispered in her mind. She had promised to be back on leave next month. That promise was dust now. War had erupted out of nowhere, and every able pilot was called to the front. I’m doing this for her, she reminded herself. For Violetta’s future. For all of humanity’s children. If that meant striking first, she would strike hard—her conscience would just have to bear it. 

To the front

A sudden series of loud clanks reverberated through the deck. The massive hangar doors were opening, revealing a slice of star-flecked darkness beyond. In the distance, a pale blue planet hung like a jewel. Ramirez’s stomach tightened. Beyond that planet lay their target. The Xenari supply convoy was only a short FTL jump away now, skirting the Di Pauli asteroid belt where it would be vulnerable. Intelligence said the convoy carried fuel and munitions vital to the Xenari fleet. Taking it out would slow the alien advance, buying humanity precious time. It was a critical first strike—and she was going to lead it. She thought of the Emperor’s address that had played throughout the fleet hours earlier. His voice had boomed with righteous fury over every comm channel: “Today we deliver justice for the innocent! The Xenari struck our people without warning—now we strike back!” At the mention of the Xenari’s alleged atrocity, crews around Ramirez had roared in approval, weapons raised. She remembered standing at attention in the briefing hall, her grey flight suit still smelling of disinfectant, and feeling out of sync with the jubilant anger around her. It wasn’t that she didn’t feel anger—she did. The images from Outpost still festered in her mind: charred buildings under a burnt-orange sky, lifeless bodies laid out in rows covered by soot-stained sheets, and over it all the keening wail of survivors mourning. Among those dead had been the one they called the Ancient, the spiritual leader of the Celestials. Ramirez could still see his kindly face from old newsreels, now lifeless on a stretcher. The outrage had been immediate and universal. To strike at a holy figure during a peaceful visit—it was unthinkable. Unforgivable. The Emperor had seized on that outrage, condemning the Xenari as barbaric monsters. In one fiery speech he managed to unite the fractious colonies of humanity into a single purpose: retaliation.

Ramirez had felt horror at the outpost’s destruction, yes, but also a seed of doubt. It was all too convenient. The clear holo-images of Xenari energy signatures lingering at the blast site, the single Xenari weapon fragment found clutched in the Ancient’s scorched hand... it all fit together a little too neatly. As if arranged. Ramirez had never believed the Xenari—cunning and prideful as they were—would stoop to slaughtering a beloved religious leader in cold blood. It wasn’t their style; open war was one thing, but a perfidious massacre of innocents? She frowned at the thought. Others had whispered the same misgivings in quiet corners of the ship. Maybe someone wants this war. But those whispers were drowned out by the thunder of war drums. Perhaps the truth no longer mattered. Whether by genuine Xenari treachery or some dark deception, the war was here now. And she was here, geared up to kill on command. A flicker on her console indicated an incoming tight-beam transmission. “Viper One, this is Control. Jump coordinates locked. Prepare for FTL insertion in T-minus 60 seconds.” “Roger that, Control,” Ramirez replied. Her mouth was dry. She reached to her side and pulled her helmet visor down over her face. The HUD flickered to life across her vision, data flowing. Her squadron’s status icons winked green one after another. They were all just as ready as they’d ever be. “Looks like they’ve finally let us off the leash.” The voice belonged to Ensign Matteo “Splinter” Salazar—Viper Four—speaking on the squadron’s private channel. He tried to sound cocky, but Ramirez caught the tremor beneath. He’s young, she thought. Younger even than she had been when she first signed up. Salazar was barely twenty and hungry to prove himself. She hoped the bravado would carry him through the fear. “Cut the chatter,” Lieutenant Aruna Prakash—Viper Two—interjected firmly. Ramirez was grateful; as second-in-command, Prakash kept a cool head and enforced discipline. Exactly what Ramirez needed at her side. She allowed herself one deep breath, taking in every sensation: the seat vibrations, the faint scent of machine oil, the taste of adrenaline on her tongue. “Vipers,” she said over the squadron channel, “trust your training. Stay with your wingman. And remember: our objective is the transports. Hit them fast, hit them hard, then get out. We’re not here to play hero, we’re here to cripple the Xenari’s supply lines. Understood?” A round of “Yes, Captain!” answered her. Though technically only a Commander at this point in her career, Ramirez was “Captain” to her pilots in the field. The title felt heavy with responsibility. Twelve lives awaited her orders. She caught a glimpse of the carrier’s Captain, Elias Kovacs, watching from the observation deck above the hangar. He stood with arms clasped behind his back, posture rigid. He gave Ramirez a single, grave nod. She returned it. Then the final countdown began to echo over the hangar loudspeakers: “FTL in 5... 4... 3... 2... 1... Launch!” With a stomach-lurching jolt, Ramirez’s fighter shot forward. The stars beyond the hangar stretched into bright lines as the carrier’s FTL drive engaged, flinging the ship and its compliment of fighters across the light-years in an instant.

Into the Jaws of War

Starlines collapsed back into pinpoints as the strike force dropped out of FTL. Immediately, Ramirez’s cockpit flared with red threat indicators. Ahead lay a broad expanse of space dominated by the hulking silhouettes of Xenari vessels. The enemy convoy was just where intelligence predicted: drifting near the pale rings of a gas giant, preparing for a routine refuelling stop. Ramirez’s eyes darted across the scene. There—a cluster of five massive transport ships, bristling with cargo containers. Each was flanked by a few smaller escort frigates. The Xenari had guards, then, but not many. They clearly hadn’t expected to be attacked here, so deep beyond the official border. They will now, Ramirez thought grimly. We’re the spark about to set their world on fire. “Targets in sight,” Prakash reported. “Convoy at bearing 273-mark-18. Multiple heat signatures—escort craft are powering weapons.” Ramirez clicked her comm twice in acknowledgment and pushed her throttle forward. The Viper Squadron arrowed ahead of the human carrier, which hung back at a safe distance with its cloak engaged. Surprise was their only advantage. They had to strike before the Xenari could regroup. Before her, the nearest Xenari escort frigate loomed, angular and black against the starlight. Its forward section split into a pair of wing-like prongs, vaguely reminiscent of an inverted hammerhead shark. In the centre of the alien ship’s hull, nested between those prongs, a sphere of crackling blue energy pulsed like a glowing heart. Ramirez felt a stab of
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