Fight or Flight

Gideon stood atop the grassy hill, his warm breath creating puffs of vapor in the thin, cool air of the world he now called home. The climb was more difficult each time he made it—especially in recent years—but the hill remained a special place for Gideon. Here he had proposed to his wife and probably conceived his eldest son, and here he could shed some of the duties and responsibilities he shouldered in his life below and really think. 

Tonight he came to the hill to make the biggest decision of his life.

Gideon looked to the west and found the Kreel hunter ship in the night sky, an ominous pinprick of light still doppler-shifted toward the ultraviolet by its remaining approach velocity. Only recently had it become visible to the naked eye—even Gideon’s less-than-perfect set—an indication that time was running out.

Turning slightly, he located and tracked a smaller point of light as an evacuation shuttle rose to meet the man-made moon in low orbit. Soon the shuttle would dock and another group of refugees would enter the moon and be put in cryosleep for the centuries-long journey to their new, if temporary, home.

 “Damn, I hate running,” he said to himself. “Is that all humanity can do, run?”

For the last 10,000 years or so, that is indeed all they had been able to do. Staying one step ahead of the deadly Kreel and their hunter ships by virtue of speed alone, humanity had scattered itself across the galaxy in an ever-expanding sphere. No one knew why the Kreel continued their pursuit with such single-mindedness, but it hardly mattered any more. When they came, humanity ran.

The lookouts had spotted the approaching Kreel ship almost a year earlier, a faint new star where none had been before, located on a line back to the world of Gideon’s birth almost 300 light-years away. The Kreel’s anti-matter-based propulsion system required months to decelerate the ship from high sub-light speeds, and the millions of small anti-matter explosions made it easy to spot. The same was true for the humans’ evacuation and colonization planetoids, or evacs, as they accelerated away from the doomed planet. Their trail of explosions made the Kreel’s tracking task almost trivial. 

Speed was the only thing humans had on their side, but speed was a strong ally when the distance between human-habitable worlds was often 200 light-years or more. The slightly-higher velocity permitted by the superior shielding in the evacs—and the radiation-tolerant human physiology—gave humanity a few precious decades of life at each new planet. Humanity used this time to grow in number, build additional evacs, and prepare to scatter and run again. 

They had no choice. The Kreel had demonstrated ten millennia ago on Earth that standing and fighting was a losing proposition. The Kreel had weapons and defenses humanity had no way of countering, and billions had died as a result. Only a handful of evac planetoids made it out of the solar system alive, trailed by a pack of eager Kreel hunter ships. Powerful radio transmitters broadcast chilling stories of the Kreel’s merciless hunting of humans on the planet until a final nuclear bombardment ended all transmissions and all hope.

Now it was happening again, just as it had forty-three times since his ancestors had fled Earth—a smaller replay of the same brutal and hopeless scenario. The choice seemed simple: run away and live, or stay, fight, and die. Gideon had been wrestling with this ‘simple’ decision for months.

A muffled noise startled him out of his thoughts. Turning, he saw his wife Ruth approaching up the path from town. Ruth was his first and only love, a kind and generous woman who had captured his heart four decades ago and held it, still. Some might call her plain, seeing only her broad face and prominent nose, but Gideon had always thought her the most beautiful woman on the planet. What she saw in the clumsy, bag-of-bones youth he had been, or the silver-haired, aches-and-pains man he had become, remained a mystery to him.  

“You didn’t have to come up, honey,” he said. “I was heading home soon.”

“I know. I’m not here to fetch you. I just—“ She paused, looked up and found the Kreel ship in the sky, and shuddered visibly. “They’re almost here, Gideon. What are we going to do? The kids are scared… I’m scared. We need to leave soon if we’re going to…”

Gideon took her hands in his and stood facing her, his eyes gazing deep in to hers. She desperately wanted to leave on the last evac ship, he knew, but she didn’t want to leave without him. The first five evacs were full and gone, already speeding toward their new homes hundreds of light-years away. The final evac would wait as long as possible, but it must leave the system before the Kreel arrived and destroyed everything within range of their missiles.

Out of a community of thirty thousand souls, only four thousand remained on the planet. Many of them were committed to staying and fighting—some because they felt there was a chance to win, and some because they were tired of running. Gideon and a thousand others were still on the fence, trying to decide.

“Sam and Julia are staying,” he said. Samuel was Gideon’s eldest son, a tall, handsome man who had inherited his mother’s blond hair and blue eyes and his father’s stubbornness. He was a detective in the town’s small police force, and his petite, freckled wife Julia taught college mathematics and computer technology. They were both strong, determined people, and had no intention of leaving the only home they had ever known to start all over somewhere else. “They’re going to send their kids to the caves to hide with the others. We could do the same.”

“How do we know the Kreel won’t find them?” asked Ruth. “I’d be so worried about them… I just don’t know if I can do it, Gideon.”

Gideon drew her into his arms and held her close. “I’m so sorry to put you through this. It would be so… easy to just take you and the kids and go. I know why my parents ran, now, and I understand why the others are leaving… But something inside of me simply won’t do it.”

“Is this some macho going-out-with-honor thing?” she asked, trembling. “If it is, leave us out of it…”

“Oh, no, not at all, Ruth. I want to live, and I want you and the kids to live, but the thought of starting over on a new world at my age is… well… frightening. Besides, Sam and the others think we have a real chance to stop them. They’ve been planning to fight for a long time and have some powerful new weapons—better stuff than ever before. It’s not a forlorn hope.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, laying her head against his chest. “I didn’t mean what I said… You wouldn’t stay if it was hopeless. I trust you…”

The crushing weight of that trust, and the responsibility to choose for his family, were almost more than he could bear. He suddenly felt a connection—a kinship—with all of the other parents on all of the previous worlds who were forced to make this impossible choice. Why did so many of them decide to fight when it was so easy to run? 

Records indicated that brave men and women had stood their ground on many previous planets in this chain. Gideon’s grandfather had stayed on the last world with a few thousand tough and determined people. Twenty thousand others had fled using evacs built in the years available to them on the planet, Gideon’s parents and their son among them. Gideon wished his parents were still alive—he could surely use their advice—but they had died of cancer years ago, victims of the radiation absorbed during their high-speed flight. He wondered if his own body would fall victim to the same effects before too long.

Ruth shivered briefly in his embrace. “It’s getting late,” he said. “Let’s go home and get some rest… I can put off the speech for another few days.”

As they walked down the hill toward home, Gideon considered the town and countryside laid out before him the way a painter might step back and admire his single, life’s work. It was a smallish town in the center of a slowly-widening expanse of bio-engineered trees, grass, and crops capable of flourishing in the rich—if slightly alkaline—soil of this planet. No longer a plasteel-shelter refugee camp dependent on the evac ship for everything, fifty years of hard work and sacrifice had produced a vibrant, thriving community with schools, parks, hospitals, and playgrounds. The only flaw, in Gideon’s opinion, was the nature of most of the construction: people didn’t build anything to last.

Gideon and Ruth turned up the front walk to their home, a modest two-story prefab with a garden Ruth spent many hours tending and a real-wood porch Gideon had built himself last year despite the approaching threat. Breathing deeply, Gideon savored the damp, earthy smell of fallen leaves—the 40-year-old oak tree in the front yard was Ruth’s wedding gift to him—mixed with the delicate scents of late-blooming clematis and hollyhocks. He would truly miss all of this if they decided to leave. He knew that fleeing meant spending many years—the rest of his life, most likely—in a crude refugee camp on a new world, struggling daily to survive and provide for his family. Were the comforts and potential of this world worth fighting for? Worth dying for, if it came to that? 

Others believed they were, and Gideon was beginning to agree with them. 

A flicker of light in a second-floor window told him one of his children was reading in bed again, despite repeated warnings. Ruth saw it, too.

“Strong-willed, all of them,” she said, smiling. “Just like their father.”

“I suppose you’re right…” Gideon stopped and turned to face her. “Ruth, my love, please forgive me… I have to stay and fight. I see what we—all of us—have accomplished, and I just can’t run away… I guess I’m more like my grandfather than my father.” 

He paused for a moment, searching for the right words. “I’ll understand if you take the children and go. I know how frightened you are, and I can’t promise they’ll be safe here. But I’ll protect you, and them, with everything this old body has in it. Will you please stay with me?”

She nodded, tears flowing freely. He gently wiped them away and kissed her. A tender, soft kiss—like their first, decades ago, full of promise and hope for the future. 

“You’d better re-write that speech for the Council in the morning,” she said after a while. “A lot of people are trying to make the same decision—maybe you can help them see what you see.”

* * *

Gideon was tired at the Council meeting the next morning, but the strength of his resolve gave him energy as he explained his decision to the remaining Council members. Many were surprised at the Mayor’s change of heart and his strong words and emotions. He spoke eloquently of the beauty of this world and all they had built together, and reminded everyone how difficult life would be on the new planet. 

“Mr. Chairman,” Gideon continued, “We have no way of knowing what happened to our loved ones who stayed on the last planet. They haven’t signaled us or sent a probe as they promised to do… And they were unable to destroy the Kreel ship or it wouldn’t be here now. But they tried, and I respect them for that.

“We were blessed with a very good world to colonize, this cycle; perhaps the best of the forty-three worlds so far in this branch of the evacuation. Our crops grow well here, water is abundant, and there are plenty of raw materials for construction—all factors that allowed us to spend resources researching new technology and building defenses. Simply put, this may be our best opportunity to turn and stand against the Kreel for many more generations.”

Gideon gestured toward Sam, standing to the side. “My son Samuel believes that our new weapons and defenses can defeat a single hunter ship, and I trust his judgment. Frankly, I’m tired of running, and I know many of you feel the same way. Search your heart and make your own decision. If you are staying to fight, meet here this evening to register and help organize our defense. Thank you.”

Samuel was clapping and cheering louder than anyone, but his contribution was nearly lost in the outpouring of support coming from the hundreds who had gathered to hear the speech. Gideon left the podium, held Ruth for a moment, and made his way over to Samuel, shaking hands and sharing brief words with many friends. 

Gideon was proud of his son in many ways, but never more so than today. Samuel and his wife were leaders in the organization that had researched new weapons, trained the militia, and convinced the Council to allocate resources to the construction of land- and space-based defenses over the last two decades. His foresight twenty years ago—and his dogged determination to stay and fight from the very beginning—had given them all a chance. 

“Go ahead, son, say it,” Gideon said as he reached Samuel. “You were right. It’s time to stand up and try to make a difference.”

“I’m glad you’ll be here with us, Dad, whatever happens,” said Samuel. He cracked a grin. “We’ve already done a lot of planning and preparing without you…”

“Which is why you are going to lead our defense force,” said Gideon, and then added before Samuel could object, “You’re the logical choice—intelligent, tough, a natural leader. You could have beaten me in the last election, you know.”

“Yeah, but I don’t like giving speeches,” said Samuel. “Okay, Dad, you win. Let’s pull some of my planning group together and prepare for tonight.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

* * *

Four weeks later they were ready. 

The last evac ship had broken orbit ten days earlier, giving it barely enough time to escape the system safely with the last of the people wanting to flee. Julia had copies of the computer core created and brought down to the surface before it left. The core contained a massive reference on physics, engineering, biology, and everything else the original Earth designers thought might be needed by the refugees once they found a home. Assuming they survived the next few weeks, the information would be invaluable.

Samuel kept three shuttles from the last evac ship and enough anti-matter to operate them for many years. One shuttle was in low orbit, docked at the orbital station, and Samuel planned to hide the other two at the bottom of a deep lake far from town to keep them safe. There was no thought of using them for escape—the only viable escape had left ten days ago, and everyone knew it.

Gideon, Ruth, Samuel, and Julia were sitting quietly together in the park while their kids played a variant of soccer with a large, soft ball. The youngest ones could use their hands, and the eldest kids were the slow-moving ‘goals’ in the game. The sounds of laughter and good-natured competition were bittersweet for Gideon, as Ruth and the kids would soon be joining the other children and their guardians in the caves on the other side of the planet. 

The caves were completely cut off from the community: no communication lines, no uplinks, no signs of a human presence whatsoever. Those hiding in the caves had no way to know what was happening, apart from what they saw in the sky and heard on the shortwave during the once-daily transmissions, until a shuttle came back for them. They had supplies for eighteen months in the caves, a copy of the core, and enough equipment to help them start over in the surrounding lands should the worst happen to the rest of the adults.

Gideon hoped fervently that it would not come to that.

“Samuel,” said Gideon, “can you explain the layered defenses for Ruth so she knows what to look for? My attempts seem to confuse more than help…”

“Absolutely,” said Samuel. “Well, Mom, it’s like this… We can’t be sure any one type of defense will stop them, so we created multiple ‘layers’ of defenses. The first layer consists of four hundred anti-matter mines strewn along the Kreel approach path. Very big warheads, proximity fuses, that sort of thing…”

“Can’t the Kreel simply avoid them?” Ruth asked.

Samuel glanced at Julia, who answered for him. “If they see the mines, yes. But we’ve developed new anti-detection systems—based on old research I found in the core a few years ago—that should keep them hidden until the Kreel ship comes in range. That’s our hope, anyways.”

“We don’t know if they will work, though,” continued Samuel, “so we also built traditional anti-matter missiles. Thousands of them. Most are installed on the orbital station, but quite a few are coasting out toward the Kreel in stealth mode. The orbital missiles will hit in a massive, high-velocity swarm, and the stealth missiles will attack from point-blank range. We believe that one or the other will get through and destroy the hunter ship.”

“Didn’t Earth have missiles?”

“Yes, but not as good as these, and not as many per ship. They also hesitated, at first, and didn’t fire everything at once. They didn’t understand what the Kreel’s approach represented until it was too late.”

The group was quiet for a moment. “What if those fail, too?” Ruth asked.

“More layers. Once in orbit, the hunter ship will send down attack shuttles full of hunters. We’ve got six air-defense centers circling the town, each containing short-range anti-ship missiles and powerful particle-beam and laser weapons. Not enough to destroy the hunter ship, but plenty to knock out the shuttles.”

Samuel turned to watch the children play. “If those fail, it will be up to the militia. We’ll fight to the last.”

“I know you will, my dear Sam,” said Ruth, laying her hand on his shoulder. “You’ve done your very best, and we’ll have to hope and pray that it’s enough.” 

* * *

The artificial intelligence in the heart of the Kreel hunter ship, like the ship itself, was built for a single purpose: the hunt. The Kreel who designed the hunter ships had no interest in anything beyond the tracking and running to ground of challenging prey. For a long time—a very long time—that prey had been the remnants of the bipedal race calling themselves Humans. When their home world was first detected, the Kreel given the honor of hunting the humans had sworn to exterminate them before returning home. An Oath they may now regret, but an Oath nevertheless. 

The ship completed its primary deceleration with a final flurry of anti-matter explosions and entered the outer limits of the system believed to contain humans. Sensors came to life, seeking for and then finding evidence of human existence. Signals were sent to various subsystems to prepare for combat: defensive screens were energized, missile tubes cleared and prepared with their first salvos, and the 50,000 cryogenic sleep capsules were told to wake their sleeping hunters. Humans were still in-system—the hunt was on!

* * *

“How will we know if the anti-matter mines destroy the ship?” asked Gideon. He was in the main command bunker along with Samuel, Julia, and a handful of command personnel and communication specialists.

“The mines are large enough to register when they detonate, and we’ll see a huge secondary explosion if the ship’s anti-matter containment fails. As to when we will know…” Samuel looked at Julia, who checked her display. 

“The ship reached the outer limits of the minefield two hours ago, and it’s about two light-hours away, so we should start seeing results very soon,” she said.

The whole room watched the images coming from the sensitive optical devices on the orbital station. The Kreel ship was impossible to see—black against black—except when lit by the small flashes of drones and probes maneuvering around it. So far there was no sign that the ship had detected the mines.

Suddenly a brilliant white flash filled the screen, overloading the display. Gideon squinted against the piercing light and waited for the automatic controls to reduce the gain. As the mine’s explosion faded, small secondary explosions could be seen on the side of the Kreel ship. Cheers and messages of relief filled the communication channels, although Samuel and Julia were strangely quiet.

“Their containment hasn’t failed,” said Julia.   

“Yeah, I see that,” replied Samuel. “How serious does the damage look?”

Before she could answer, another brilliant explosion filled the screen, and another, and then hundreds more in rapid succession.

“What’s going on?! Did the ship explode?” asked Gideon. 

Julia watched the display carefully as the last of the explosions died away, her expression changing from hope to disappointment. The Kreel ship was still there, its drones and probes now reduced in number and ranging further from the ship itself. “They swept the minefield, Gideon. The first one surprised them, but they reacted awfully fast…”

“Maybe we slowed ‘em down a little, though, don’t you think?” said Gideon.

Samuel didn’t look confident. “Maybe. Julia, how long before they reach the stealth missiles?”

“They already have. We’ll be able to see what happened in another hour or so.”

Gideon rubbed his temples. “A helluva way to fight a war…”

Seventy-five minutes later it became obvious that the stealth missiles, too, had failed. The Kreel were now aware of the humans’ stealth capabilities and used their drones mercilessly to detect the missiles and draw fire. A few missiles penetrated the screen of drones and exploded near the ship, overwhelming its shields locally, but the damage was not severe. The Kreel continued their approach without pause.

Samuel was sitting alone, his bowed head in his hands. Gideon sensed that he was beginning to lose faith in himself and the preparations he had made, something the community could ill afford at this critical stage.

“Now I see why layers are important,” said Gideon. “Plenty of firepower left, it seems to me… Right, son?”

Samuel looked up and saw Gideon’s expression. It was the same ‘get-back-in-there-and-hit-one’ face he had used many times to encourage Sam in sports or business or love.

“Right, son?” he repeated.

“Of course. I’m just… tired, I guess. Julia, when will the Kreel be in range of the orbital missiles?”

“Well… They’re still two light-hours out, missile range is about 45 light-minutes, closing at one percent… It’ll be almost five days.”

“Five days!?” sputtered Gideon. “A helluva way to fight a war!” 

* * *

Gideon considered the crew of the orbital station incredibly brave. They waited with systems powered down, trying to avoid detection, until the Kreel ship was less than 45 light-minutes away. Systems were quickly powered up, target lock was achieved, and over three thousand anti-matter missiles were sent accelerating toward the Kreel ship at 500g’s. At that acceleration they would reach nearly thirty percent of the speed of light before closing, giving them a good chance of penetrating the ship’s defenses.

Assuming the Kreel fired back as soon as their sensors detected the missile launch, the crew had at least 90 minutes to board the shuttle, de-orbit, re-enter the atmosphere, land, and hide the shuttle. Sufficient, but cutting it close. Gideon saw the shuttle detach itself from the station and begin its descent. So far, so good…

Everyone groaned a few minutes later as hundreds of small lights were seen leaving the Kreel ship and streaking toward the planet. The Kreel had apparently fired their first salvo of missiles in self-guidance mode long before sensors had pinpointed specific targets. The missiles were already a third of the way to the de-orbiting shuttle by the time the light of their launch and acceleration reached the human observers. 

When the shuttle pilot saw it was hopeless, she altered trajectory to keep the missiles away from the populated area. Thirty minutes later, after she and the other crew members finished broadcasting a brief message of farewell, the crew became the center of a massive anti-matter explosion as a hundred missiles found them just inside the atmosphere. Similar explosions a few seconds later vaporized the orbital station and its dockyards and manufacturing facilities built over the last fifty years. 

“Damn,” said Samuel quietly as he watched the last of the explosions. “I knew Sarah and the others. They were good people…”

Gideon could see Samuel’s hands shaking badly as he wiped them on his sleeves. Before he could find the right words to comfort or encourage his son, Julia turned to Samuel and said evenly, despite the tears in her eyes, “Sarah was my friend, too, you know. Don’t lose it, Sam, and don’t you dare let the others see you like this… We’re all dead if we don’t stay focused and keep calm.”

“You’re doing your best, son,” added Gideon. “Just keep punching back.”

“I’ll try,” he replied after a moment. “Julia, can you give me a force-wide push, please?”

“You’re on,” said Julia, after hitting a few keys on her console.

“This is Command to all defense forces. Our missiles are away, but we lost the shuttle with all hands. They died defending us, and we’ll mourn the loss and, um, honor them as heroes, when we can. We’ll be able to tell if their missiles did any good in about six hours. Don’t lose heart, people. This isn’t over yet.”

Samuel and Julia left the bunker together soon thereafter. Gideon knew his son needed to ‘lose it’, if only for a few minutes, somewhere away from the others. Julia would hold him and share her strength with him. Gideon envied Sam his Julia, for Ruth was far away, and Gideon was alone with his own pain and doubt.

* * *

Five hours later everyone was back in the bunker watching the display screen and trying to make sense of what they were seeing. Although the orbital instruments were gone, destroyed by the Kreel missiles, large ground-based telescopes provided real-time images of the ship. 

The Kreel were reacting to the human missile launch like a hive struck by a child’s rock. At least twenty thousand drones were now in formation around the ship, all of them darting, flashing, and projecting false electronic signatures. The ship itself was nearly impossible to pick out within the cloud of drones.

“Incredible,” murmured Julia. “They created all of those ECM drones in three hours.”

“Will our missiles get through and hit the ship?” asked Samuel. “Can they track it through the interference?”

“I don’t know. I think at least some will hit—by accident if nothing else. But not very many, by the looks of it.” 

The group continued to watch the cloud of drones grow larger and more animated as the intercept time approached. The cloud suddenly split into multiple smaller clouds, then split again and again, until there were over a hundred separate clouds moving slowly apart. The ship was in one of them, but it was impossible to tell which one.

“Tricky bastards,” muttered Gideon.

Just before impact, a new swarm of smaller missiles emerged from one of the clouds, streaking ahead to intercept the human missiles smart enough—or lucky enough—to have chosen that cloud as their target. Missiles began to arrive and the screen became a field of solid white as thousands of missiles, anti-missiles, and drones converted matter to energy and consumed themselves in an orgy of destruction. 

Within five minutes, the last of the human missiles had expended themselves in the conflagration, and all was dark again… Or nearly so. The only light came from a small group of drones surrounding the Kreel ship, still intact.

“Did any missiles get through?” asked Samuel.

“It’s hard to tell,” replied Julia. “I do see some damage near the nose, but nothing that will stop them. Their ECM was much better than we anticipated…”

The room was hushed as everyone processed this latest failure. “How long before they enter orbit?” Samuel finally asked, his hand moving to rest on his holstered sidearm.

“Another four or five days, depending on their final decel profile.”

“Okay… Well… Let everyone know what happened and have people get some rest. No unnecessary movement outside and keep the comm chatter to a minimum. They’re going to start looking for us; let’s not make it easy for them.”

Gideon knew it was important for those in the town to lay low, but it was even more important that the Kreel didn’t find the children. The way things were headed, Ruth and the others were going to be the only humans alive on this planet in less than a week. 

* * *

“What the heck are they doing up there?” asked Gideon. 

The bunker had more occupants than before, and everyone was watching the video feed coming from the telescope on the other side of town. The Kreel hunter ship had been in orbit for two weeks with no sign of attack shuttles or other hostile activity. During that time, hundreds of small ships were observed flying between the Kreel ship and the wreckage of the orbital station, and additional drones and small ships were seen heading toward the outer planets in the system. No one understood why this activity was taking place, or why the attack on the planet-bound humans had not begun.

“Hey! Something moved on the side of the hunter ship!” exclaimed one of the nearby men. Everyone watched, stunned, as a huge elongated mass detached itself from the side of the hunter ship and accelerated slowly away. The new mass was perhaps one-third the size of the hunter ship in all dimensions, but lacked the symmetry and completed look of the larger ship.

“Are they going to come down and attack us with that?” cried someone. “It must be a mile long!” 

“Easy, people,” said Samuel. “It doesn’t seem to be de-orbiting, just moving away from the hunter ship. Julia, can the core tell us anything about it?”

“Umm… I don’t think so. This never happened on Earth,” she replied. “I know this is going to sound strange, but it looks like a small version of the hunter ship, almost like a child...”

“A child? You think their ship is alive?”

Julia watched the video carefully and thought for a moment. “I guess not. Maybe they create new ships, or at least the core of them, inside some sort of hold on the side of the old ship. No need to build a separate shipyard the way we do… And it looks like they’re using the wreckage of the station as raw material.”

Everyone watched as the now-recognizable core of a new hunter ship took its position just ahead of the original hunter ship. Thousands of small drones and ships could be seen cycling between the wreckage, the new ship, and the old ship. The video feed wasn’t clear enough to see actual progress, but Gideon knew in his gut that the new ship was being completed before his eyes.

“I suppose they’ll have to stay here long enough to make five new hunter ships,” Samuel said quietly. “They need six to follow our six outbound evacs.”

“Is that it?” Julia asked. “Are they going to leave us alone down here?”

No one answered her.

* * *

The Kreel ship, tenaciously following its core programming and preset priorities, was finally authorized to begin preparations for the planet-side hunt. The ship announced the time for the first planet-bound departure on the ship-wide communication system and began preparing the attack shuttles. Not all hunters could participate in the first wave—there were too few shuttles. Gambling or personal combat were the methods of choice between hunters to decide who went first and who waited for the later waves. The prey were always more plentiful during the first wave, although subsequent waves often provided more challenging hunts.

At the appointed time, the ship opened the doors of the shuttles and allowed the chosen hunters to enter and prepare for launch. The shuttle doors closed, the hangar doors opened, and the shuttles charged out at maximum acceleration. Automatic pilots would guide them in for a landing close to the detected human population, relieving the hunters of such mundane tasks and allowing them to enter fully into the passion and frenzy of the hunt.

Sensors indicated the presence of defenses and related infrastructure capable of harming the inbound shuttles and impacting the hunt. A trivial problem, easily solved without involving the hunters. Appropriate weapons were readied and sent streaking down to their targets.

* * *

Gideon and Samuel woke just before dawn to the yells of terrified men in the next room.

“Sweet mother of—“  “Here they come!”  “God, look at all of them…”  

A young man came for Samuel. “Sir, come look! They’re launching shuttles… and missiles!”

Samuel’s face went ashen as he rose from the cot and hurried to the command center. “Missiles? Against ground targets?”

“We think so. Julia is working on it…”

Gideon entered just after Samuel and took in the scene: half of the people in the bunker were staring dumbly at the display screen, ignoring comm requests and the orders screamed at them by the other half. It was pure chaos.

“Settle down, everyone!” yelled Samuel. “Do your jobs! Someone tell the air-defense centers to power up and stand by. And wake up the ground troops.”

Gideon looked at the display screen and saw what had everyone in a panic. There were hundreds of objects leaving the ship in two distinct groups. One group—the attack shuttles—were still traveling roughly parallel to the ship in preparation for atmospheric entry. The other group—the missiles—were accelerating directly toward the camera and closing fast. Gideon understood the destructive power of a single anti-matter missile; two hundred of them would erase the town and everyone in it without a trace.

Samuel turned to Julia once the room quieted. “Can you tell where the shuttles and missiles are headed? Are any going toward the caves?”

“Give me a minute… No, they all seem to be targeting us. But there are five hundred shuttles, Sam! Five hundred! We can’t possibly shoot down all of them…” 

“What about the missiles?”

“They are coming straight for us. Impact in about sixty seconds… I’ve already sent word to everyone.”

Samuel looked desperate. “Why would they bombard us before the hunt? It doesn’t make any sense!”

“No, it doesn’t,” said Gideon. “And so far the Kreel have been very smart… Very methodical…”

“So they must not be anti-matter missiles,” concluded Samuel. “But even conventional missiles will penetrate our bunkers and kill us before the hunt. Unless… Oh, God! They’re taking out the air-defense centers! Quick! Get them out of there!”

Warnings went out, but many of the crews hearing the orders asked for confirmation or otherwise squandered their few seconds of life. When the first missiles hit, Gideon was thrown to the ground, struck sharply on his head, and knew no more.

When he awoke, the command bunker was dark and smelled of explosives and burnt insulation. Gideon saw Samuel shining a small flashlight on some equipment Julia was repairing while he talked on his portable commlink. Gideon tried to sit up, but his head swam and he toppled over again. A sharp pain in his arm told him it was broken. 

Samuel spotted Gideon’s movement and rushed to his side. “Dad, are you okay? Hasn’t anyone looked at you? I was so busy trying to get the power back…”

“I’m fine. Just prop me up and do what you have to do.”

“John!” Samuel called to another man, “Come help my father when you get a chance.”

“Why did we lose power?” asked Gideon.

“They targeted more than the air-defense centers: both powerplants are gone, central comm is gone, all of our ground-based sensors got hit, and most factories and warehouses were taken out. They knocked us back forty years, at least…”

“How many people did we lose?”

“I’m not sure, yet, but it was bad… We’re in big trouble, I think. All we have left are the ground troops and some crew-mounted weapons. The attack shuttles will be here in less than an hour, and I can’t even communicate with my forces.”

“I’m sure Julia can rig something up with the handhelds. Get back over there and help her… Don’t worry about me—I’ll just sit here and make sure you don’t give up.”

Thirty minutes later they had partial power again—thanks to a backup generator in the high school—and Julia had managed to connect all of the commlinks in a crude peer-to-peer network. They no longer had sensors or telescopes tracking the approaching shuttles, but they didn’t need them; the shuttles were plainly visible as they entered the atmosphere and began maneuvering for their landings around the town. 

Samuel ordered his ground forces to engage the shuttles during their final approach and landing. As the sleek, diamond-shaped attack shuttles landed in a blinding wash of engine exhaust and bypass air, crews opened up with high-powered lasers, gauss guns, and explosive rounds at nearly point-blank range. Near misses threw up huge explosions of dirt and debris around the shuttles, but hits had no apparent effect. The attacks continued until crews ran out of ammunition, and slowly the entire area became quiet again.

“Do we have any men down?” asked Samuel.

“A few,” said Julia. “Some friendly-fire casualties.”

“What are people reporting? Have any Kreel hunters come out?”

“Not yet… All the shuttles are still buttoned up. The crews say our weapons are doing no damage, and there has been no retaliation. Those out of range are asking if they should shift position and attack.”

“No,” he decided. “Get the wounded out and re-supply the empty crews. Let’s just hold tight and wait for them to open those shuttle doors…”

* * *

The Kreel ship was aware of the attacks on its shuttles, but was unconcerned for the time being. The attack shuttles had the standard passive defense systems, including collapsed ceramic armor and defensive shields, and nothing the humans now possessed could harm the shuttles or the hunters within. 

All shuttles had now landed. As always, the shuttle doors must be opened for all hunters at the same time to avoid giving some an advantage in the hunt. The ship broadcast the completion time for this wave of the hunt to all of the shuttles. The hunters knew that at precisely this time the shuttle doors would close again. The shuttles would then take the victorious hunters—along with their trophies and captives—back to the ship to give the next wave their turn at the hunt.

Hunt preparations complete, the ship opened all shuttle doors simultaneously. 

* * *

Gideon was watching the nearest shuttle through binoculars, and he shouted a warning—as did many other lookouts—when a side door slid open to reveal the shuttle’s interior. He could see acceleration couches and other equipment inside the shuttle, but there was no sign of the Kreel themselves.

“All forces fire on the Kreel as they come out,” ordered Samuel, picking up his own binoculars.

“I don’t see any hunters, Sam,” said Gideon.

“Some kind of personal cloak?” Samuel wondered aloud. 

The sounds of battle were heard from across town, echoed shortly thereafter from much closer. “Who’s firing?” Samuel yelled. “Are there Kreel on the ground? Get me some reports!”

After a moment the firing died out. “A few squads thought they saw something and opened fire, but no one has been attacked yet,” reported Julia.

The silence stretched out to a full minute. “Still no Kreel in sight?”

“Nope.”

“And no one is missing? All personnel are checking in?” he asked.

“No, and yes,” said Julia with the beginnings of a smile. “Is this as good as I think it is? Are the shuttles really empty?”

“I have no idea, but someone needs to find out,” said Samuel, checking his sidearm and heading for the exit. “And that someone is me.”  

* * *

The Kreel ship noted the approach of the human. The ship was not sure why the hunters had let this human approach the shuttle, or why they had not set the active defenses before leaving the area in search of their quarry. The ship’s programming did not allow interference or independent decisions when it came to the hunt itself, so it simply watched as the human boarded the shuttle and inspected all of the equipment left by the hunters. More humans soon approached and entered the shuttle. Some took weapons and shields with them as they left. While disconcerting, their actions did not seem to be a threat to the shuttle itself, and therefore to the hunt schedule, so the ship turned its attention back to more pressing matters.

* * *

Gideon was having trouble concentrating as his son gave a report to the Council later that day. It all seemed unreal and impossible, but here they were alive and well with a functioning hunter ship in orbit and hundreds of attack shuttles scattered around the town.

“Yes, sir. Every shuttle is open and empty,” answered Samuel in response to a question. “Except for the equipment in the shuttles, I should say. We’ve collected nearly ten thousand Kreel weapons and personal shield devices so far, and we’ve only hit about half the shuttles.”

“Do we know why they came down empty?” asked Mikayla, the Council member to Gideon’s left.

“We have some theories, but unless we go up to their ship and investigate we’ll never know for sure.”

“You can’t be serious!” exclaimed Paul, one of the older members. “We’re alive, we have sufficient Kreel weapons to arm everyone, and we seem to be beneath their notice at this point. And you want to risk it all by flying one of our two remaining shuttles up to the Kreel ship? That could trigger more missile strikes on the planet.”

Samuel paused before answering. “I appreciate your concern, sir, but you’ve forgotten a few important details.

“First, we’re alive now, but we know the Kreel bombarded the Earth after all of the hunts were complete. I fear the same will happen here unless we find a way to stop it.

“Second, each of those 500 shuttles holds thirty Kreel hunters. We may have enough weapons to arm everyone, but we number only fifteen hundred or so adults. If the next wave of shuttles are full, weapons or not, we aren’t going to last long.

“Third—and this is the best part, actually—we aren’t going to take one of our shuttles up to the Kreel ship.” Samuel smiled broadly as he let them in on the joke, “We’re going to hitch a ride in one of theirs!”

It took a good deal of debate and discussion, but eventually the group agreed to allow a scouting party to ride one of the Kreel shuttles back up to the ship. Gideon was against the proposal at first, but soon recognized his opposition for what it was—concern for his son—and his support for the plan effectively ended the debate.

“Have you determined the members of the scouting party?” asked Mikayla.

“All but one,” answered Samuel. “So far it is myself, my wife Julia, Parker, Lawson, and ten men with Kreel weapons as guards. We don’t believe that a bigger group has any better chance of surviving if we encounter real resistance up there, but it’s a big ship and we need enough people to scout around and find some answers.”

“Fourteen people to board and capture a ship carrying thousands of Kreel hunters?” said Paul in disbelief. “It’s either insane or brilliant.”

“Well, fifteen people, actually,” replied Samuel, turning to look at Gideon. “Dad, I may be the right choice to lead a defense force, but this isn’t really a military operation. You’re the wisest man I know and the best leader on the planet. Will you come with us and help us find a way to save our world?”

“I thought you would never ask.”

* * *

The first wave of the hunt was complete. Closing the shuttle doors on schedule and instructing the shuttles to return to the ship took little effort. The Kreel ship was aware of the small group of humans in one of the attack shuttles, but it was not uncommon for the hunters to take captives back to the ship for continued sport. It had happened many times in the past.

The shuttles re-entered the hangars, landed, and opened their doors. The humans began moving throughout the ship in small groups, often stopping and inspecting various equipment and subsystems. The hunters responsible for their capture were probably tracking them and enjoying this short extension of their hunt. The ship’s programming included specific instructions not to interfere or restrict any prey’s movements during a hunt, so it did not.

Broadcasting the time of the next wave, the ship began refueling and preparing the shuttles.

* * *

Gideon was becoming increasingly frustrated as he tried to determine the function of the large screen or computer monitor in front of him. The screen was attached to the wall in the medium-sized chamber they had decided to use as a living quarters and command post. Similar screens were located throughout the Kreel ship, with more and larger screens in the areas believed to be Kreel recreation facilities. 

Julia was also in the command post. She was currently working on her three-dimensional map and database of the ship and its systems, piecing together reports from the scouting teams. The teams were out searching for critical systems such as weapons and propulsion, but were also looking for anything that might explain why the ship was completely, utterly empty.

Not exactly empty, Gideon corrected himself. They had seen hundreds of small maintenance robots moving throughout the ship. Any equipment the humans took for analysis was replaced promptly by the robots, and any trace of their presence, whether dropped items, marks on walls, or damage done to the ship, was quickly erased as soon as the humans left a given area. Someone had to stay in their command post at all times to avoid having all of their food and equipment removed, or so they had come to believe.

Gideon was supposed to be resting—his head still hurt and his broken arm was throbbing in its cast—but he hated to sleep while others kept at it. “I will figure out how you work, you brainless slab of plastic…” he said to the display.
Devoid of controls of any kind, and unresponsive to touch, pressure, and any sounds they were able to make, the screen had frustrated all their efforts for the last two days. If they couldn’t operate what appeared to be a simple entertainment or communication system, he thought bitterly, how were they going to operate the more complex systems and stop the ship from bombarding the planet before it left? 

He tried again to find a hidden control without success. Touching the screen in various areas produced the same negative results as before. 

“That’s it! I’m fed up with this thing,” said Gideon, finally losing his patience and hitting the screen hard with his cast, petulantly hoping to break the display.

Instead of breaking the screen, the force of his strike finally exceeded the minimum pressure on the display’s control system, activating the system and bringing the screen to life with a flicker of light and a loud tone. On the display were large indecipherable symbols followed by short lines of smaller symbols. 

Julia heard the tone and came quickly to Gideon’s side. “What did you do?”

“I got angry at the thing and hit it with my arm. I don’t know… I guess it was a touch screen, just like you thought, only the Kreel aren’t too gentle. We’d better call Sam.”

After calling Samuel, Gideon and Julia struck various symbols on the screen and kept track of what they saw. Julia believed it was a simple menu-driven system and took notes and mapped out the organization as they moved through it. The latest display contained lines of symbols with a small colored box, or picture, on the end of each line.

“Hmm… Could it be a catalog or index of some sort,” said Julia. “Can you tell what’s in the pictures?” She was noting the results and hadn’t taken a close look at the screen yet.

“Yes, I can,” said Gideon very quietly. “I think it would be better if you didn’t look.”

“Why? What’s wrong?” Julia looked at Gideon, and then, before he could stop her, took a good look at some of the pictures. She blanched, turned away, and collapsed to her knees.

“Sam, come quickly,” said Gideon in the commlink. “Don’t ask why, just hurry.” Gideon was close to being sick himself, so he turned away from the screen and bent down to comfort the quietly sobbing Julia.

Samuel entered the room at a run a few minutes later. Seeing no immediate threat, he lowered his weapon and came quickly over to check on Julia. 

“What happened? Are you okay?” he asked her.

“They brought pieces of people back, Sam. Showed them off for some sort of horrible photo album. It isn’t enough to just kill us…”

“What do you mean? How do you know that?”

“Look at the screen, son,” said Gideon. 

Samuel looked. He seemed to shrink visibly, confidence and strength built up the past few days draining away as he comprehended what he was seeing. The pictures were small images of Kreel hunters displaying their human trophies the way a fisherman would proudly hold up a catch of fish. Bloody heads, strings of hands and other body parts, and worse. 

Gideon put his hand on Samuel’s shoulder. “Step away, son. Take Julia out of here and hold her. Tell her it’s going to be okay. Tell her this isn’t going to happen here.” When Samuel didn’t move, he pulled him around to look him in the eyes. “Go!”

Soon Gideon was alone in the room. He turned to consider the display again, keeping his eyes from focusing on the images. As revolting as it was, it was the first system they had been able to activate, and it might hold some of the answers they desperately needed. If it was some sort of photo album, as Julia suggested, perhaps he could use it to learn what happened to his grandfather and the others on the last world. 

There were a number of symbols on the bottom of the screen where you’d expect to find scrolling or paging functions if this was a human system. Hitting one of the symbols caused the screen to display a new set of information and images, images showing more posing Kreel with more murdered humans displayed for the camera. A different symbol brought back the original set of entries.

“That one’s forward, that one’s back, I suppose this one might be forward to the latest,” he said as he hit a different symbol. Revealed on the screen were more entries, with more pictures, including a picture of someone he recognized immediately.

“I’ll be damned,” he whispered, staring at a picture of a healthy, smiling man holding a sign that said “Hit Me.” It could have been Gideon’s twin. The other pictures on the screen were also of humans, men and women both, all appearing to be in perfect health. Gideon hit the picture of his grandfather, and it expanded to fill the whole screen and turned into a high-resolution video recording.

“Howdy,” said his grandfather with a broad smile. “I don’t know who you are, but if you got this far you must’ve stayed to fight and then come up to the ship, just like us. Let me be the first to say it: You made the right decision!”

Samuel and Julia entered the room, brought by the sound of human speech.   

“If you’re still worried about the Kreel,” the recording continued, “don’t be. There hasn’t been a Kreel on this ship for ages. You’re safe up here… And down on the planet, if you’re careful about it. Don’t mess with the hunt and you’ll be just fine.”

“Anyways, the folks here let me leave the last log entry ‘cause I talked a lot of ‘em in to staying rather than running, I reckon, but that means it’s my job to tell you about the log entries on this thing and how important they are. You’ll find human log entries dating back almost 5,000 years in here… There are entries that will tell you how to read the Kreel language, how to scramble the ship’s sensors, how their technology works, and so on. A perfect record of everything those before us figured out. It’s all in here.”

By this time Samuel and Julia were standing alongside Gideon in front of the screen, holding each other and weeping with joy. Gideon put his arm around his son, joining in their embrace, and together they listened to the rest of the recording. 

“I expect some of the early log entries shocked you as much as they did us. Spare yourself the nightmares and don’t open any of ‘em up. The bastards record every detail of the hunt, and what happens after, and include it in the entries they make. If there was a way to delete ‘em, believe me, somebody would have done it. But the Kreel value their hunting records more than anything, it seems like. A good thing, I suppose, since it means our log entries are copied to each new ship.

“Let’s see, what would your next question be? You’re probably wondering why the Kreel are gone, and where they went, and why empty hunter ships are still chasing us. There are plenty of log entries with various theories and calculations, and even some interesting one-way debates between eggheads across time. Feel free to look ‘em up yourselves. I’ll try to give you a quick answer so you can go take a shuttle back down to the planet and let everyone else know what’s going on.

“The Kreel ran out of hunters. It’s as simple as that. We kept having families and growing on each planet we stopped at, splitting up and scattering in multiple evac ships each time we had to run again. The Kreel could make new hunter ships and keep after us, as you’ve probably figured out, but they couldn’t stop long enough to breed along the way. And these are hunter ships, not ‘generation’ ships—the hunters would be killing each other in months if they weren’t down on a planet killing us. We’re not even sure they had females along… In any case, each ship started with 50,000 hunters, but divide that by five or six enough times and you’re down to nothing. Do the math if you don’t believe me.

“I suppose the number of Kreel hasn’t actually decreased, and somewhere in the galaxy we’re still being hunted and killed, but humanity has survived. Better than just survived, actually. We’re going to turn around and kick their scaly butts.”

“That sounds like the grandfather I remember,” whispered Gideon. 

“I almost feel sorry for them, if that’s possible,” the recording continued. “They chased us and scattered us across at least a million worlds, according to the guys who crunched the numbers. And on each planet you’ll find the descendents of people who stayed to fight. Good stock, if you want to think of it that way.

“Worse yet, their hunter ships are programmed with such a huge blind spot regarding the hunt, the hunters, and the prey, that we can study, take apart, and steal nearly every piece of equipment on the ship. The ship will even make replacements, install ‘em, and watch you take ‘em again. It’s like being kids in a candy store, only we can have as much as we want of everything we see. When we become the hunters they won’t stand a chance. We’ll outnumber them a million to one and we’ll have all the same toys they do. It won’t be in my lifetime, or yours, but I know it will happen.

“I suppose you might be angry at us because we didn’t signal you or send a probe to let you know the hunter ships were an empty threat… We’re very sorry, but we don’t think it’s going to be possible. First of all, they really smashed up our colony on the planet—it’ll be many years before we can build ships again. And folks here are afraid to do anything that might alert the hunter ship that it missed a few humans back here once the sensor hack wears off in a few weeks. If you can figure out how to warn your outbound evacs safely, maybe you can break the cycle…”

Julia turned to Samuel and said in a fierce whisper, “We have to find a way, Sam. They’ll just keep running… We have to.” Sam nodded his agreement.

Gideon’s grandfather stopped for a moment, and then continued in a more subdued voice. “On a personal note: I truly wish I could have convinced my son Thomas and his wife and family to say here with us. I expect my son and daughter-in-law are no longer alive when you hear this—they’d have to be almost 80 by now. But I had a grandson, Gideon Foster Johnson, that I would very much like to think is alive, and well, and has made the right decision. If he’s there, tell him I’m very proud of him.

 “That’s it! Get going. And please don’t shoot at any ships you see arriving in your system in the next century or so—it’s probably some of our kids and grandkids coming to visit yours!”

* * *

Nine months later, Gideon and his family were back in the park enjoying a fine warm afternoon, having retrieved the children and their guardians from the caves a few days earlier. The kids had grown—and changed in subtle ways—during their time in hiding, but Gideon could tell by their playful banter and easy laughter that it had left no lasting marks. It had helped that Julia had found a way to repair the shortwave transmitter and send a message to the people in the caves, letting them know what had happened in town. Despite their ability to temporarily disable the hunter ship’s sensors, everyone had agreed to leave the children in the caves until all ships were gone—just to be safe.  

The last Kreel ship had broken orbit three weeks earlier, accelerating away in pursuit of the final evac ship. Once it was far enough out to permit the safe use of the two remaining human shuttles, the first order of business was the re-uniting of families, now complete. Not all reunions were joyful—the spouses and children of those killed during the Kreel’s arrival had been told via shortwave, but it was still painful to return home and face the reality of that loss. There were no orphans, thankfully, and everyone pitched in to support the affected families in any way they could. The events of the last nine months had yielded a strong sense of community, if nothing else.

They would need that sense of community, Gideon thought. It was time to pick up the pieces of their shattered colony and rebuild what they had lost in the attack. There was enough backup power to bootstrap the process and operate critical systems, but it was a far cry from what they had once had available. Many years would be required to construct new power plants and factories, and they no longer had the orbital facilities to fabricate shuttles or large equipment. Already the debates over priorities were beginning, Samuel and Julia right in the middle of them.

“Julia, how are your plans for deep-space radio transmitters coming along?” Gideon asked, turning to face her and Samuel sitting together on the nearby bench.

“Good enough,” she replied. “I’m determined to fight for the resources I need to get them built. I don’t care if they aren’t listening yet, or if it takes twenty years to build them, or if it is dangerous for us… We have to start broadcasting the truth about the hunter ships.”

“Yes, I know. You have my support in Council, of course. Not that you need my help, considering how thankful people are for everything you’ve done. Have you considered running for Council, yourself? Or Mayor? I hear the current one is ready to retire…”
Samuel chuckled as Julia blushed. “Yes, she has thought about it… But she’s too humble to play off her accomplishments. That’s why I plan to be her campaign manager!”

Once the laughter died down, Julia sighed and added, “I just wish I had had another few months to work on the ship before it left. I was very close to cracking the main ship systems… At least my log entry will give the next person a head start. Did you know the Kreel themselves were just passengers on the ship? They had no control over the ship once they took an Oath to complete the hunt… They were victims of their own arrogance, you could say.”

“How did you stop the ship from destroying us before it left, Julia?” asked Ruth, having been away at the time.

“Long story… Basically, we fooled it in to firing a conventional missile, rather than an anti-matter missile, and hacked the sensors long enough to hide the results. It’s a pretty stupid AI, actually. No curiosity.”

“You did a wonderful job, Julia. You and Sam, both. We’re very proud of you.”

“Thanks, Ruth,” said Julia as she nestled in close to Samuel and closed her eyes. “I’m just glad it’s over…” 

Gideon could tell Julia was tired—bone weary, even—from the months she had spent on the ship wrestling with its systems. He sighed, then, remembering his own final trip up to the ship just before it left orbit. That final trip, and its purpose, was an honor bestowed on him by the people of the town. An honor, most definitely, but a difficult task nevertheless. 

Like his grandfather before him, Gideon’s thoughts turned often to the families who had fled this world for the next, and he hoped his final log entry on the departing hunter ship would find them—or their children—alive, and well, and having made the right decision.
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