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A child’s hand, pale, bloodied, severed, lies in the dirt, torn from the forearm by a bomb blast. Grit and dry earth cake the wound, as grey tassels of skin dance lightly in the breeze. Darkness is drawing in. More body parts lie scattered in the rubble. A few limp corpses are twisted over the mounds of concrete and steel. The broken buildings stand in silhouette against the blue sky; skeletal remains of a once prosperous citadel. Black smoke rises from the charred remains of a civilisation, dissipating into the ether, into the thickness of night that crawls in overhead. The first two stars are already out, glinting in that brilliant infinity, that gentle shroud caressing the boneyard landscape, cloaking the corpse of a city whose ruin announces the continued massacre of the planet’s inhabitants. The stench of death permeates the night, swept across the land by the restless wind, to reach the noses of the living, to tell them their fortune. The dead are dragged from the rubble, dug out from the destroyed buildings and carried to piles to await a proper funeral. Lost body parts tell of the fate befallen on their previous owners, revealing which flavour atrocity took that body part from them.

The emaciated survivors, starving now after years of malnutrition – walking skeletons, white-skinned, pale – cling onto life as their homeland decomposes around them. Death awaits them, forever patient, ready to take each one as they fall. A man picks up the remains of a dead child, carries her to be buried. A woman clings to her starving baby who’s too weak to cry, gasping for clean air, for survival. A bony child with shocking pale skin, drinks from a bowl a thin soup made with polluted water, the scum of industrial residue floating on the surface. The wind howls on behalf of the voiceless, who are now too weak to raise the faintest cry.

The Kalyptran enclave of Razil is almost destroyed now. The distant engines and bulldozers announce the next wave of assault from Polemi forces. Projectiles shriek overhead, leaving a trail of green cloud behind them. The projectiles fall; small capsules that come clanking down into the ruined streets, to bounce about the rubble. They signal for an immediate evacuation of the area before the imminent next round of Polemi bombardments. Disguised as humanitarianism, these warnings are psychological torture. The Polemi fighters are coming; anyone remaining will be slaughtered. But where can they go? The people here are purposefully trapped. They have nowhere to go, nowhere to escape to.

‘The ship won’t work!’

Of course it won’t work! The ship is made of wood! Sure, the engines and thrusters are repurposed from other ships – metal – but the outer shell, the body, the husk, is made entirely of wood! Captain Hyle has given it a name. He has named it the only name he can think of. He has named it The Nakba. He calls for his crew, calls for those lucky few who are able to join him and escape the genocide inflicted on them by the Polemis. He calls them to board the ship. They are leaving now. They have to leave now.

The ship won’t sail!

‘The ship will sail, and it will be used to find food! It will be used to resist!’

He named the ship The Catastrophe, but that is in reference to what the Polemis have done to the Kalyptran people. The name represents hope out of the catastrophe they have suffered. It is resistance! Fighting back. ‘This ship is our only hope. It will be our saviour.’

Hyle looks at his creation: a ship made of junk! It is simply beautiful in its ugliness. A ship made of parts scavenged from the few, measly scraps available to him. He holds a weighted fear on his bearded, emaciated face, fear for what is to come. His turquoise eyes burn bright beneath his heavy, bushy brow of thick, black hair; determined, angry, sunken, his features more hawk-like now. His breathing shudders as he thinks of his homeland, which he does not look at, refuses to look at, but which he vows to return to someday. I will return!

The ship won’t sail!

Kalpis brings some soup to his side – or the approximation of soup: a weak, grey water with a few drowning vegetables. Her eyes are pleading, her face is thin like the soup. Hyle waves her away, gently, willing to forgo his meal, for it to be given to someone else. She touches his arm, and pushes the bowl to him. ‘You will need it, eshgham ... Captain.’ She adds this recently, self-given title to her words to drive home her belief in him, and impress upon him his need to keep up his strength. It works. He nods, tries to smile but his face is too heavy. He takes the bowl in both hands and drinks it. Kalpis clings to his arm and rests her shaven head on his shoulder. As he downs his soup, she looks at his creation: The Nakba: The space ship made of wood! She would shed tears if her body could spare the water. Her husband constructed it entirely from scrap, from fallen aircraft parts, and from the only material available to him:

Wood!

It stands on three retractable legs, a rectangular shape, with an angular, tapering nose that has long, thin windows all around it, made from a mosaic of found pieces of glass. At the rear, a single thruster – a metal thruster – and four fins to the rear: one top, one bottom, and two each side. Repurposed tank turrets are positioned on the sides, able to fire guided rockets. It is a magnificent thing, an amazing achievement under these circumstances. The Nakba was built on site, under this protruding rock on this cliff edge. Without cover, it would have been detected and destroyed years ago.

A canister bounces off the cliff face and lands by Hyle’s feet. He picks it up and twists it. A projected image springs up three metres high. It shows a simple animation of a person running with bombs exploding behind them. The words, in Kalyptran, say:

Evacuate this area immediately! 
Terrorist activity has been detected and this area has been marked for heavy bombardment!
Hyle clenches his jaw. If he had strength, he would crush the canister underfoot. Razil is done for. It has ended. The final stages of the Polemi takeover are imminent. Soon Razil will belong to them and they will immediately build upon the rubble, upon the dead. He looks at Kalpis, her eyes still beautiful despite her malnourishment.

‘It’s time.’ He is shaking, his mouth drier than usual. His plan has finally come to fruition. He wishes it was not so, but it has. ‘It will fly. The Nakba will fly! It will sail! And we will find food, and medicine!’ Kalpis closes her eyes, too dry still. They are leaving Razil for good. ‘Gather the others. We must go now.’

The ship won’t sail!

The twenty-three other crew members wait nearby: several adults, several children. Those not lucky enough to come along – those not skilled enough, too weak, too ill – stand and watch with resignation. They wish the Nakba luck as they themselves await death, but they are heartened by their belief in Hyle and their belief in the Nakba. It will sail! Hyle wishes he could take them with him, but it took everything to build what he managed to build. If he can return with supplies, he will, but they all know there will be nothing to return to.

It’s over.

‘Let’s go.’

Hyle leads the way, walking towards the waiting ship. He walks underneath and pulls the hatch down, pulling down the gangplank for entry. He walks up it, the wood springy underfoot. The crew, all dressed like Hyle, in navy blue resistance spacesuits, say their final goodbyes to those who will be left behind, then one by one, part and follow their captain inside.

Low wooden support beams run like ribs across the ceiling. There is enough room to stand in this windowless box, but just barely. Each crew member walks down the central aisle before stepping left or right to each take a seat on one of the mismatched chairs. Having no anti-gravity tech, they all strap themselves in. Hyle and Kalpis sit at the front to pilot, their view ahead distorted through the fractured windows along the nose cone which towers over them like a cathedral arch. Kalyptra can be seen smoking and scarred, the fragmentation of the glass doing nothing to conceal the destruction.

Shirpa, a young, pretty, deathly pale woman, with a shaven-head sits just behind Hyle at an ageing, slow computer. This computer will provide sensor readouts. She boots it up using the operating system she created. It is a smooth boot, clean and swift, albeit an O.S. with basic looking graphics. All systems read O.K. The air quality outside is poor, but that is to be expected. It is always poor these days. She scowls a mock scowl before turning on the extractor to purify the ship’s air.

Nei-me, a virtual skeleton of a man, tall and looming, sits beside her controlling the guns. He checks the gun readout which is predictably running smoothly. These cannons are running on a Polemi operating system, with little that has been changed. There is not much that can go wrong. He moves them around a little, tests them for manoeuvrability and resets them to rest. For now, he has nothing else to do but be a passenger.

The rest of the crew comprise fighters and scout parties, or will do what they can, when they can. Hyle and Kalpis have no children aboard; their children were murdered long ago and they have not wanted to conceive in recent months. In fact, there are only two blood-related people on board: Kahlo and her daughter Tútfarangí.

Kalpis fires up the engine and the ship quivers, the wood groaning in agony as stresses are applied to it. A concerned look passes over everyone which is swiftly subdued by determination and faith. Hyle is unmoved, confident. He stares ahead at that fractured, scarred landscape, at the homeland he will never see again.

‘Ready for take off!’ he says. Kalpis clutches the steering wheel. ‘Let’s go!’

She pulls the wheel back and the ship lifts off its feet. So far so good. A roar emerges and swells, but it’s coming from outside the ship. It’s not the Nakba making this noise. The ship shudders as the sound draws closer to them. They know the sound well; it is the sound of Polemi Bombers, coming to carpet-bomb the area. Distant explosions are heard, gunfire. Some of the onlookers have already scattered, left for cover. The Nakba hovers and glides out from its hiding place and the onlookers back off to give it room. The sky is still bright. The Seleni moon that beams hot down upon them is blocked by a deathly, dark shadow that creeps over landscape. A Polemi Bomber crawls over them, a dark, bloated, mammoth of a ship, black, armed with missiles and lasercannons. Everything trembles from its growling engines.

Bombs spill from its belly, which drop to the surrounding area. They explode on impact, obliterating what is left of the standing structures, sending bricks and concrete and metal shards in all directions. Bodies are flung in the air, charred remains, blown to pieces. The onlookers stand firm, the bombs landing not far off. Smoke and debris is hurled their way.

The Nakba’s wooden legs retract, pulled in by crew members. The ship glides out into the open. More bombs drop, showering the ship with rocks and debris, which thump and crack against the wood and glass. Polemi Raiders come next: triangular jets in grey, streaking across the sky, firing lasers and rockets, picking off anything that moves. The Nakba hovers into position, and tilts towards the sky so it can blast off to space. The ship trembles, creaks. More bombs explode in bright flashes. The sky now is thick with smoke, a storm billowing black, accented with blood red curls in thick plumes. The onlookers raise two fingers in solidarity. Hyle looks out at them, tearful, but emboldened. He wants to cry. He smiles.

‘Avanti!’

The Nakba fires its thruster. An explosion of plasma flame spits from the rear. The ship is rocketed forward, blasted upward, up into the sky, up towards space. It turns steeply upward, quaking as it is propelled upward. The crew are pushed back into their seats. They have no choice now but to await their fates. Their lives are in the Nakba’s hands now.

The Raiders notice the ship! They U-turn in the sky, double back to attack, firing lasers, swooping past it and circling back again. Hyle looks ahead, believing in his wife’s skills. Kalpis steers the ship into the sky. They just need to sail through a clean path to get this crate past the Polemi ships and into space. The crew are tense. The fear they will be blown to pieces any moment is all too real, and all they can do is set their minds determinedly on their journey skyward. Lasers bat against the ship. Kalpis swerves to dodge them, steers back on course. She steers through the sky garbage, towards a crack of blue in the smog.

The Polemi rockets are too slow, they miss by miles! Their guidance systems do not seem to work on the Nakba, and the missiles spin out of control and career down into the ruins of the citadel, throwing more debris into the air. Lasers hit their mark, but again their aim is poor. Lasers sweep though the sky and cut across the ship’s path, streaking over the ship, grazing the wood, burning it, scorching black crevasses across the outer shell. The ship is jolted, blasted off course, but Kalpis steers straight again. The lasers burn but they do not stop the Nakba!

Soon the Nakba is too high for them. The lasers feebly  droop in a limp arc, flaccid, useless. The Raiders cannot match their speed. The wooden ship sails free of their reach, continues skyward, through the thick black clouds. It shudders, climbing higher, shaking furiously as it flies blind, then breaks free into the clear blue sky, the wide vista opening up to them. The genocide is left behind them, the Polemi aircraft that have followed them are too slow to keep up. They diminish into tiny dots below them. No aircraft can follow them now. The Nakba climbs higher, into the darkening sky, into the outer atmosphere of Kalyptra.

The crew all brace themselves for the ship to disintegrate. The thinning pressure makes the vessel shriek unnervingly. The sky turns from blue to black as they tear themselves from the oppressive grip of gravity, breakaway into freedom, into space. The wood sings in agony, trembling, as pressure and heat manipulate the structure. But the structure holds. The Nakba screams as it gains the highest altitude, then bursts free from the planet’s atmosphere! They are free, sailing cleanly into space.

They are in space.

The ship will sail, it seems! The ship has sailed. The crew breathe again, sighing a collective sigh, and they yelp and whoop in exhilaration, knowing that Hyle’s creation works, knowing now they always knew it would work. They are free, and they are pirates now, pirates sailing open space ...
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The delicacy of their situation hits them. There is no time to relax. The Nakba broke free of gravity’s pull, and they are now in space, their bodies hovering in weightlessness, held in their seats by the safety belts. Space can be seen, fractured, through the nose cone windows, deep, infinite, mysterious. They must act quick if they are to live. They need need food and supplies. They had nothing to bring with them. They need to eat. Shirpa searches the area for other ships. There is nothing currently, nothing heading their way. She pulls her face into a mock scowl, baring her teeth. She searches ...

Time passes. A thin depression creeps over everyone, aggravated my their malnutrition. They look to Captain Hyle, look to him for direction, but they know all they can do is to raid another ship. They know they cannot be choosy, that they might willingly attack the first vessel if they have to, any vessel, they come across. They are too starved, too desperate to allow strict ethics to guide them now. Hyle looks out of the front windows, at the eternity of space, pleading for a miracle, hoping some improbable occurrence will deliver an easy and deserving target, and not some innocent potential friend. Their ship has no shields, no meaningful weapons, and is low on fuel. This was foolish! he  thinks. The futility of their campaign slaps him with a weighty fist. He was stupid to try this!; too desperate! This ship is no match for anything!; not even the weakest of passenger vessels! What deserving target exists? What chance do they even have of success?

‘H – class vessel,’ reports Shirpa, her voice weak as she strains to speak. ‘X, mi-six-two-seven; y, mi-nine-four-three; z, one-one-nine-eight.’

They must try!

‘Let’s come about,’ say Hyle. He nods to Kalpis to turn the ship. ‘Can we tell what it is?’

‘We can’t tackle an H – class,’ says Nei-me, his voice deep and powerful despite his malnutrition , despite his weediness.

The Nakba turns and slowly, very slowly, the oncoming ship slips into view, just a tiny speck of white miles away. Hyle peers out the window, at the fractured view beyond the small panes. His piercing eyes under his heavy brow search the tiny dot for identifying features.

‘We won’t last against any ship in a fight!’ Hyle suppresses defeat, staves anger. He keeps his eyes on the ship which is moving at patrol speed. It’s larger now. In a few minutes it will be close by. ‘But true, we definitely can’t take on an H – class.’

They hover over their seats with a tense feeling of futility. All they can do is wait for it to get close so they can see what kind of ship it is.

Minutes pass. The ship is still miles away, but getting closer.

‘It’s a Naito Carrier,’ says Hyle. ‘We can’t outrun it if we are to conserve fuel. Let’s make an effort to keep out of its way. With all hope, they won’t see us.’

Kalpis takes the Nakba around and sails steadily from the Carrier’s trajectory, but they can only move slow and the Carrier is soon on them.

‘Closing!’ says Shirpa. ‘It’s on us!’ She scowls, eyes bulging.

The Carrier streaks into view, a hulking mass of a ship. Within seconds it is beside them.

‘Shit!’ The Nakba crew cower as the carrier sails silently past, its dark presence blotting out everything as it shoots across their view of space. Windows and metal undulations skim past them. Bolts and fins and aerials zip past.

‘Get ready to fire!’ commands Hyle.

‘Our weapons won’t make a dint!’ says Nei-me.

‘But we might have to engage them if they choose to investigate ... It’s ... all we have.’ For the first time, Hyle sounds weak, at a loss. A terror seizes his face. He unclips his belt and uses the supporting beams to climb closer to the windows to observe. The carrier is huge, studded with lights and windows from hundreds of decks. From this angle it looks like one huge tower block; a rectangular block of a ship, drifting, with no signs of life.

‘They haven’t seen us ...’ Hyle double checks this way and that for fighters. ‘At least, they are showing no signs of that ... Move closer!’

‘Closer?!’

The Carrier rockets through space above them as Kalpis steers to fly alongside it. Not matching its speed, the Carrier continues to zip past, gently pulling away from them. They edge closer to the ship, closer still, but careful not to collide with any protruding parts. An observation tower comes ploughing into them from behind. Kalpis swerves, slipping aside cleanly as it skims past them.

‘Watch out for that!’ says Hyle and Kalpis glares at him for his futile order. ‘Take use as close as we can get!’

Kalpis turns the Nakba’s belly to the carrier. Hyle watches keenly. There is still no sign of action from Naito.

‘This is it!’ he says to himself, giddy with excitement. ‘They can’t see us! We’re too small fry for them! Fire the harpoon!’

‘Now?’ says Kalpis.

‘Yes! Now!’ Hyle grins. ‘What do we have to lose? We wait for another chance, we will die! Match their speed and land on the surface.’ He turns to Nei-me. ‘Fire the harpoon!’

Nei-me nods, unclips his belt and floats upward. There is an excitement that has infected the crew. They have withstood the evillest attacks from the Polemi settlers. Their mission now is suicidal – ridiculous! – but it’s nothing compared to what they have lived through! Nei-me swings across the overhead beams to the back of the ship where a harpoon is positioned which is pointing out of the underside of the vessel. He steadies the gun while Kalpis picks up speed, using most of their fuel. She takes the Nakba close to the Carrier wall, and with a light joint, lands onto it.

Nei-me fires the harpoon. The dart pierces the armour of the carrier, ripping a significant hole. The dart splits into shards that grip around the sides of the hole as a plastic tube inflates. A perfectly air-sealed tunnel now leads back into the Nakba. Nei-me slides open a hatch to reveal a passage between the two ships. Two extractor fans on the Nakba side rattle away, exchanging air between the two ships.

‘Let’s go!’ Hyle clambers across the supporting beams and reaches the tunnel. ‘And don’t forget to find fuel!’ He pushes himself feet-first into the tube, and slips out of sight. The other members of the raid team unclip themselves, grab weapons, and swing across to follow him.

Hyle spills out the wall of a storeroom. He drops to the floor and rolls. The others fall in with him, stumbling into him. They get to their feet and look around. Petra, a teenage girl, shaven-headed, with a scar running diagonally across her face, hands Hyle one of the laser-rifles she is carrying.

‘Check these boxes,’ says Hyle to two young Kalyptran men called Gasson and Lathe, who nod in acknowledgement. Gasson has a round head and a mean expression. Lathe is handsome, well-built, in a vest. ‘These look like plasma batteries for N.D.F. cyborgs,’ says Hyle. ‘Take as many as we can store. They will fuel us for weeks!’ He gestures to Petra and to Shem who stands beside her: a tall, well-built woman, shaven-headed, holding two handguns. ‘Come! We will find food!’

Hyle almost dances to the door in a manic passion. He finds it unlocked – good! – and peers out. The corridor is a hexagonal-shaped tunnel, with clean, polished floors and blank grey walls. It is empty, quiet. A few screens on the wall display data. What am I doing here? he thinks. He cautiously steps out. The raid party are all wearing digi-masks so they have no fear their faces will be caught on C.C.T.V., but of course, their presence will be detected. Petra peers out, checking for troops, before pushing past Hyle and running over to a computer terminal. She touches the screen and navigates through pages of information. There is a local map, showing the store rooms and what they contain.

‘It’s almost inviting us to steal!’ she says.

‘Naito aren’t boarded often,’ says Hyle, If at all, he thinks. If ever! They could be the first to ever board a Naito ship and Hyle clutches his chest as his heart starts throbbing with a mix of fear and excitement.

‘Food supplies end of corridor.’ Petra points in the direction they need to go. ‘They probably know we’re here.’

‘They know we’re here!’ says Hyle.

They waste no time and run straight for the food stores, Shem following. The corridor is still absent of Naito troops. The windows reveal nothing but space: blackness speckled with infinite stars. There is a calm stillness about their raid. It’s troubling.

They arrive at the food storage of this sector, the door marked by a three digit code.

‘Naito troops will be here soon,’ says Hyle, his heart beating fiercely. He feels like he’s having a heart attack. ‘Be quick. Take the first food you see and leave!’

Shem takes out explosives from her backpack, but she touches the door release to find it unlocked. The door swings open. They enter, guns pointed to the room, and the lights softly fade on and brighten. There is no one around, just cardboard boxes with strange markings in the Naito language stacked high on every shelf. They breathe deeply, already exhausted.

That wasn’t the smoothest entry, thinks Hyle. None of this has been smooth. If soldiers had been here, we’d be crawling on all-fours searching for our heads!

‘Take anything!’ says Hyle. ‘Don’t take two of the same box until we know what’s in them! Let’s go!’

They grab two boxes each, except Shem who carries three, and they head back out to the boarding tube.

A clatter of heavy boots drums against the flooring, signalling the coming of N.D.F. troops. Hyle and the other runs as fast as they can, exhausted, and hindered by the boxes they carry. They make little ground before the fully armoured cyborgs in black and navy blue appear down the corridor, running towards them, guns raised.

They fire.

Bullets and lasers zip past the Kalyptrans, causing them to drop their boxes and dive sideways for cover. Laserfire streaks past them. One box is blasted, spilling rice everywhere. The waste of food is traumatic.

‘What so we do?’ Shrieks Shem, fitting her body as much as she can behind a computer terminal.

Hyle and Petra are further back, crammed behind some square supporting column. Hyle sticks his head out and nearly gets it taken off by a rain of bullets. Shit! I won’t do that again in a hurry!

The N.D.F. troops are moving towards them, their robot bodies whining as they walk. Seeing no choice, Hyle thinks quick. He fires back a few aimless shots. The storeroom door they originally came through is just ahead, between them and the firing troops.

‘We’ll have to run into the fire! We wait, they’ll be on us!’

He can see Petra’s terrified face. Shem just up ahead is almost alarmed. ‘We’ll be killed,’ she says.

‘It’s all we can do,’ says Hyle. ‘If we wait we’ll all die. If we run, maybe one of us will get back to the Nakba.’

Shem fires at the troops. She hits one square in the middle of his helmeted face, which floors him with a heavy crash. His helmet fizzes with some electrical fault. It was a lucky shot.

Hyle and Petra fire at the troops, but they hit nothing, do nothing. The troops walk forward undeterred, firing relentlessly.

‘We’re trapped!’ screams Shem.

‘I’ll go out!’ says Hyle, and he prepares himself to run at them, guns blazing. ‘You two run for the door!’ He breathes deeply, terrified. He barely has the energy. They were foolish to do this. They were foolish to even take off in the Nakba in the first place. They were foolish to think the Nakba could save them.

He is about to leave when Gasson jumps out from the storeroom door, screaming with rage. He fires at the troops, knocking two down at close range, then lobs a Polemi grenade at them. A laser hits him and rips a gaping hole through his chest, bursting the top of his body in two flapping halves, splattering blood and burnt organs in a flower across the walls and ceiling. The troops keep shooting, tearing what remains of him into shreds. Hyle keeps under cover, flinching in fear as bullets fly around him.

Gasson!

The grenade rolls under the troops’ feet. They stop and turn to run. Two of them raise their energy shields but all of them take the full blast of the nasty Polemi-made grenade, which rocks the corridor and threatens to burst a hole in the ship’s wall. The troops are covered in phosphorus plasma, a liquid that sticks and burns in a bright pale blue. The corridor is ablaze with white fire. The N.D.F. troops can be seen  flailing as they scream in pain.

Seeing their opportunity, Hyle grabs a food box and runs. ‘Go!’

Shem and Petra do the same. They step over the mess that once was Gasson and crash into the storeroom door. They scramble inside, Shem dropping one of her boxes along the way. They run to the tube, throwing the boxes down it, into the Nakba. Lathe and Petra climb in in after the boxes.

Hyle gestures for Shem to go next while he waits, gun raised, defending their escape. Another explosion rips open the storeroom door and Hyle and Shem dive for cover as orange flames lick over them. The troops fire blindly through the fog, some still on fire, the blue flames piercing the smoke.

Hyle aims his rifle and fires, hitting one troop in the chest and flooring him. Shem unloads both handguns at the N.D.F., doing nothing, hitting nothing. Out of ammo, they are trapped. They look at each other.

Shem notices she is hiding behind a shelving unit that is not fixed to the wall. She yells for Hyle to run while she lifts one side of the shelving. The shelving begins to teeter. A laser blast tears her shoulder and she screams as blood vomits from the wound. With all her effort, she pushes the shelving over, sending all the plasma batteries falling towards the troops.

Hyle dives into the tube and escapes. The troop fire into the batteries, which withstand many hits, but finally explode, engulfing the room in green liquid fire.

Shem also dives for the tube as a chain reaction about the room engulfs all the batteries. She escapes in time, hot green snakes whipping at her feet.

She finds herself floating inside the Nakba. Her blood floats around in shiny red spheres. Petra is on hand to see to her wound. Hyle is clinging on the overhead beam, pulling himself to the front of the ship.  No one asks where Gasson is.

Nei-me pulls back the tube with a snap and closes the hatch.

‘Let’s go!’ shouts Hyle.

Kalpis breaks the Nakba away from the Carrier, leaving a gaping hole in the Carrier wall. As they sail cleanly away, debris and boxes are blown out into space. A couple of dead troops, burnt and bloody, get jammed in the hole, their bodies breaking before they are blown out into space in pieces.

Hyle climbs to the cockpit to copilot. ‘Get ready for cannon fire! Hold tight!’ A vein bulges in his forehead. He looks deathly pale. If only the Nakba had more weapons so they could defend themselves.

Kalpis burns most of their remaining energy to increase the distance between them and the Carrier. The Nakba rockets away but their tanks are low and the ship can only muster a moderate speed. They are easy targets ...

But no cannon fire comes. Hyle and Kalpis look at each other.

‘Shirpa?’ He looks at his tech officer for answers. Shirpa just shrugs and pulls a face. She doesn’t know.

‘I don’t think they can detect us!’ shouts Hyle with amazement. A sudden energy grips him. ‘They can’t see us!’

‘Fighters moving in!’ says Shirpa.

‘Shit!’

Grey ball-like Fighters, studded with lights, race towards the Nakba. A C-shaped bracket with a single thruster is clamped around the ball section of each ship, which freely pivots for excellent manoeuvrability. More ships are dispatched from the Carrier and they race toward the Nakba, firing lasers.

The lasers streak into the Nakba and fire past them, across their paths, but their aim is erratic. Through the cone windows they can see the lasers shoot off into space.

‘The fighters can’t lock on us either!’ says Hyle, elated. He laughs deeply.

‘Yes, but they’re still firing at us!’ says Shirpa in a panic.

The Fighters fly past, around them, but they are unable to pinpoint their location, and the usually agile Naito ships move in uncharacteristic wide arcs, finding it hard to track the ship made of wood.

Kalpis burns off what fuel they have left. The Nakba sails far from the Carrier and makes quick distance from the group of Fighters. The Fighters give chase, still firing and missing, but soon they are being taken too far from mother ship. They eventually drop their pursuit and head back to dock. Space is much too big for hunting shadows.

‘We’ll continue to make distance,’ says Hyle. ‘Nei-me, when you have a moment, fit up some of those batteries to our power unit.’ He floats, looking out the cone windows and doesn’t turn round. He feels exhausted, like he might vomit. The loss of his crew member seizes his body.

‘We lost Gasson today.’

Too weak, too consumed with loss and slaughter to cry, the Nakba crew take a moment of quiet contemplation to think of their dead friend: a hero.

‘Look at what food we have,’ says Hyle, his voice breaking. He tries to look strong, to be positive, but he’s seen too much slaughter in his lifetime. ‘He gave up his life so we could escape with what we took. He saved us. You should all know that. Without his bravery, we’d all be dead. Cook some food! We will eat in his honour!’

Their happiness is tainted, but the Nakba crew cannot hold in their delight. They all bid Gasson goodbye. Kahlo and Tútfarangí unclip themselves and pull themselves over to the back where the loot has been caged. They take out a couple of boxes and, gripping them between their thighs, open them to see what’s inside. Hyle, exhausted, pulls himself into his seat and clips himself in.

Kalpis smiles at him, hugs his arm. He was right: The ship did sail! And the Nakba sails still, sails on, victorious.

But Hyle thinks: We cannot lose a crew member with every raid! We must do better!
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Chapter 3
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The rumbling of distant bombs rips across the skyline, disrupting the placidity of the Entosis Municipal Garden, deep in Polemikos. The grumbling rolls across the clear sky like a storm moving their way, threatening to spoil the peace and sunshine. The explosions are a repeated reminder of the of the war being waged, of the sacrifices the Polemi planetzens make for their homeland.

Dolli grips her father’s hand. Although she does not show it, Fen Aedes can tell his daughter is scared. He looks down at her wavy, blonde hair, grey-looking in the blue morning light; at her short body and her bare feet in flip-flops, padding the gravel path they walk on.

‘It’s only thunder, Do-do. It’s the good kind that protects us.’

She looks up at him through her green, star-shaped sunglasses, still very fearful. He stops and crouches beside her. The blueish light makes her skin look almost white – as it does his own, like porcelain. He loves her so dearly. He will do anything for her.

‘Look! This is a new thing we’re doing.’

He arches the fingers on both hands and brings his hands together to touch at the nails. Then with the thumbs lowered and pressed together, his hands form a heart shape.

‘See? It’s a heart.’

Dolli frowns at the shape, trying to understand it, then smiles at the recognition. ‘How? ...’ She tries it herself but gets her hands twisted.

‘Here.’ Aedes gently places her hands into the same position then puts his own back into the heart gesture. They hold them out to each other for a moment, then Aedes moves his heart forward to connect with Dolli’s.

‘This is how we show to the galaxies we are built on love. This is how we show to each other we are here for each other and won’t let anything happen to our kind. It’s how we show our enemies Polemikos is built on love.’

‘It’s love,’ says Dolli. ‘A love heart.’

‘Yes,’ says Aedes. ‘It’s love.’

Not far off, Scolex head Naipalm Reed sits on a bench, watching him with a faint smile. Aedes forgets his daughter, feeling an overwhelming sense of duty, and he stands. He pats her on the back and points to the play park a few metres away. A few kids are playing happily.

‘You go and play on the swings. Daddy needs to speak to his boss.’ Dolli runs off and Aedes walks towards Reed, feeling an increasing determined need to crush the enemy. The presence of Reed somehow draws his patriotism to the surface like a magnet. Reed’s wide figure, in his dark, embroidered suit looks somehow inappropriate beside the gay, blossoming trees and ornate sculptures. He sits like a dark entity, serious, flanked by large, flower-filled terracotta bowls. Aedes, in his loose white shirt and thin blond hair, feels almost ghost-like as he nears him. Then again, being a Scolex agent, is he not a ghost?

‘Beautiful morning to be with your family.’ Reed’s tired eyes glint with fondness, his voice deep and commanding, rivalling the thunder in its compelling intensity.

‘It is,’ says Aedes, like Reed, choosing to ignore the sounds of war. Yet, they are there; relentless, constant. He sits beside Reed and takes in the park vista. Dolli is swinging gently with some other small children in the play area. This section of the park is divided by paths, which cut through at right angles, guiding pedestrians around large floral gardens, adorned with ornate fountains and vast sculptural goblets of flowers and foliage. All of this is tinted faintly blue by the Polemikos sunlight, filtered through the atmosphere. It is truly a beautiful spectacle, and yet not one of these plants is indigenous.

The Polemi Raiders streak overhead in a sudden roar, on their way to join the bombing campaign. Aedes watches, stirred with passion as they, within seconds, become tiny specks on the horizon.

Reed sees the patriotism in Aedes’ gaze. ‘Our fleet!’ His attitude changes. ‘We’ve been having reports of attacks on Naito vessels.’

Aedes stiffens. This is clearly something of deep concern. ‘O?’

‘Naito are being cagey, but there have been raids on several ships. Supplies taken: weapons, food, fuel.’

‘Pirates?’ Aedes is amazed. Pirates in this day and age! And against Naito!

‘It seems so, but nothing confirmed.’

‘So what do we know?’

‘That’s about it. They attack by cutting though the vessel shell, but nobody knows how, or who they are.’

‘Where have these attacks been made?’

Reed points to the sky. ‘This system.’

‘You think Kalyptran?’

He shrugs. ‘Anything is possible. Or Bárán perhaps. The main thing is: Keep an eye and ear out for anything connected to it. We need to be as prepared as we possibly can.’

Aedes nods, frowning with concentration. This has to be Kalyptran if it’s in their space. ‘I can feel it,’ he says. ‘Stealing food? It’s got to be mutzam. This will get bigger, I can tell. It will become a major concern for Polemikos.’

Reed smiles. ‘Possibly.’

‘I know it.’

‘Well, bear this information in mind and try to find out more about it.’

‘Understood. I will find out who these pirates are and what it means for us.’

‘I’ll let you get back to your day.’ He gestures to Dolli on the swings. ‘I think your daughter needs a push.’

‘Duty comes first!’ says Aedes, smiling. He rises and throws his fist down by his side in a salute. ‘Good day, sir.’

Reed just nods, smiling. He watches Aedes join his daughter at the swings.

The three Raiders jet across the purplish sky on their way to join the thunder that cracks and rumbles over the landscape. The sound of the bombing reaches the ears of the inhabitants of the farming village, Cylix. The hot morning sun blazes down on the dry, sizzling village square, casting long and deep shadows across the gravel earth. The insects buzz in the outlying tufts of dry grass. The thirty-eight main dwellings of the village horseshoe around the square: tall, flat-roofed stone-and-clay buildings, cracked and dusty, but solid, with vines of flowers or fruit climbing their broken walls, bridging the cracks, holding them together. Vegetable rows surround each home, with buckets and dusty boxes stacked towards the rear. A burnt-out carcass of some kind of vehicle rusts in the heat just outside the village.

Zephr emerges from his home and steps out into the hot sun. Like everything around here, he looks older, more weathered than he really is, with hardened, wrinkled skin, lean but strong. He barely reacts to the Raiders, which are two miles away now, screaming into the horizon. So used is he to the perpetual threat of war, these sudden assaults on the senses elicit little response now. He carries a basket to his robot waggon parked in the middle of the square. Its shadow is almost black like oil over the pale, cracked ground. He shoves the last heavy basket onto the back, beside the other empty baskets there, and leans on one of the huge, dirty-clogged tyres which stands almost as tall as he. He lifts his dirty, loose T-shirt to mop the sweat off his face. It’s already sweltering.

Two of his workers, Geron and Kartemis, shaded under their wide hats, sit up front, waiting in the heat, restricting movement while they mentally keep cool. With their spindly, weathered bodies, they look as old as the land itself, as decrepit and worn out as the buildings, as burnt out as the farming equipment. But they’re tough.

‘Where’s Syllepsis?’ Zephr looks about for his third helper. It annoys him to be delayed. It is time for work, before the sun get unbearable. ‘Syllepsis! Come on!’

The weedy figure of Syllepsis runs from his home. He throws on a straw hat and hurries to join the others on the waggon.

‘I’ve been ready ages!’ he says, his voice light and whiny. ‘If I waited for you on the waggon, I’d be a prune like these two!’

‘Enough of your cheek!’ growls Zephr, but Geron and Kartemis are both laughing and they encourage Syllepsis to strip his top off and give his skinny body some sun.

‘There’s nothing wrong with keeping moisturised!’ says Syllepsis, covering his arms with his sleeves.

‘O.K.,’ calls Zephr. ‘Are we ready?’

‘Daddy!’

Zephr turns to see his daughter, Melia, running up to him. His wife Daphne stands in the shade of the house doorway.

‘You forgot your hat,’ says Melia, looking up at him with her bright face as she hands it to him. He strokes her face as he takes his hat and puts it on.

‘Mustn’t forget this,’ he says.

‘Can I come too?’ Melia looks at the waggon of empty baskets, with the three men seated up front, heads bowed.

Zephr hesitates but decides with a certainty. ‘Of course!’ She smiles as he lifts her onto the waggon, to sit next to Syllepsis. Syllepsis prods her on the nose and makes her laugh.

‘Are we going now?’ says Syllepsis, fanning himself with his hat. ‘I’m melting!’ He ties his longish brown hair into a pigtail.

‘Yes, we’re going!’ says Zephr, climbing up and causing the waggon to bounce and rock. The waggon immediately moves and drives carefully from the village square as Zephr takes his seat. The air feels good as it rushes over their sweaty faces, even at this slow speed. The vehicle trundles over the bumpy terrain, out of Cylix village and onto the surrounding land where it picks up speed.

The vista opens to reveal the surrounding hills, tall and rugged, dotted with shrubs and wiry trees. But this natural beauty is interrupted by the Polemi settlement overlooking the village. As they move, the settlement is revealed in all its immensity, imposing, oppressive, high on the valley hill. It is the beginning of a citadel, only a year or so old, still under construction. A huge banner is strung across two particularly large buildings: a banner showing a pair of hands forming a heart gesture, a symbol of the compassion Polemis have. The cold, lifeless structures watch down on the waggon as it trundles along, each black window an eye of surveillance. Zephr and his farmhands continue onward, ignoring the hard-to-miss settlement, each hoping their distance from it will lessen its imposition. But, as always, the citadel only seems to get bigger the further they are from it, forever present, it’s immensity increasing with distance, and its ever watching black eyes follow them along their route. They drive up a hill.

The waggon comes to a stop at the checkpoint: a gateway in the middle of a long steel fence that runs for miles in both directions, cutting the villagers off from their place of work. Two armed Polemi soldiers stand shit-staring at Zephr and his waggon. Zephr attempts to get down but one soldier orders him to stay put. The soldiers slowly approach the vehicle. The woman soldier talks to Zephr while the man soldier inspects the baskets on the back.

‘I.D.,’ demands the woman soldier. Zephr holds out his palm device and the soldier scans it with her device. Each of Zephr’s workers have their devices scanned and the soldier reads each I.D. with a pissed of look on her face.

After several minutes, she waves the waggon on, and the man soldier opens the gates. The two soldiers watch as the waggon trundles through. They continue to stare as the waggon continues onward up the hill.

The settlement gleams white across the valley, shining in the hot sun. Cylix village can be seen below, dwarfed and insignificant in comparison. The waggon comes to a stop in the shade of an orchard of eudemon trees and Zephr and his team leap out to get to work. The eudemons are thick with blueish leaves, their circular, plate-like branch formations reach horizontally out from tall, straight trunks. Dangling from the branches, brilliant red eudemon fruit, like blood drops, pear-shaped and swollen. Perfectly ripe, they shine in the hot blue sun.

‘It’s a good harvest this year,’ says Geron, tugging at a basket on the waggon but needing Syllepsis to help him take it off.

‘Wait until we’ve picked them,’ says Zephr, his stern face, shaded under his wide hat. He cannot help mentally agreeing with Geron: this is a great crop, but he has worked all his life and seen failure too many times to be easily optimistic.

‘I don’t need to pick them to know,’ says Geron matter-of-factly, and Zephr nods, a slight smile invading his features. After all, Geron has many more years of experience. Of course, he knows!

‘Let’s go!’

Kartemis brings down the A-shaped ladders from the waggon and several of the baskets are laid on the ground. The team get to work picking the fruit. Melia walks over to two standing sacks, almost as tall as her. ‘What are these?’

Zephr runs over to her and holds her gently back. ‘Be careful. These sacks contain eudemon seeds. They’re quite sharp. They will give you a nasty cut.’

Melia backs off.

‘Let me show you.’ Zephr unties one sack, careful not to let it fall open. He pulls out a single seed and holds
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