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Ryan completed the checklist again while he waited. Everything 

was ready, just as it was the four times before that. Repeating the routine 

task helped him cope with the stress of the situation. He had to be sure 

his equipment was perfect before wading into trouble. 

The buzz of servo motors vibrated the floor as docking clamps 

established a seal on the airlock. A slight ping in his ear indicated his 

ship was now linked with the computer on the floating hulk. Century old 

protections were simply no match for modern counter-measures.  

Core system diagnostic information appeared in his visor, 

confirming that communications, navigation, engines, and 

environmental controls were all offline. Thankfully structural integrity 

remained at 100 per cent despite the extensive scarring on the 

dreadnought's hull. With no immediate concerns showing in the 

diagnostics, he ignored the remainder of the data and ordered a search 

through the derelict ship's passenger manifest. The results appeared 

instantly, listing over a hundred names, with one, a Doctor Kassandra 

Evans, flashing red in his display. 

His heart raced. Finally, after a decade of searching, he might have 

found one of them. 

“It’s just a name on a list, Ryan, don’t go nuts,” he said. “There’s 

still plenty that can go wrong.” Perhaps talking to oneself really was a 

sign of madness, you’d have to be crazy to do what he did.  
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Still, finding the doctor would be a huge step, and if she turned out 

to be clean humanity might finally be able to go home.  

He set his excitement aside and reviewed the ship’s log. The 

Francis Drake was a sleeper ship, one of nineteen such ships, launched a 

hundred and seven years ago with the dream of taking humanity to the 

stars. Designed to function autonomously, the fleet of ships left Earth for 

the Gliese system with enough equipment and supplies to start a new life 

for their cryogenically preserved passengers. 

Unfortunately, that dream became a nightmare. 

Just like the other ships, the Francis Drake turned back toward 

Earth when its computer detected genetic anomalies in several of the 

colonists. It began as a bold step toward colonising another world, but 

resulted in the loss of Earth, and the near extinction of the human race. 

With what’s left of humanity barely clinging to life on a single 

space station orbiting an infected Earth, finding the doctor was a matter 

of survival. She was more than someone to be saved, she was the 

embodiment of hope. The hope that human beings might one day be able 

to reach for the stars again. 

The lights above the airlock showed green, his ship was now firmly 

attached to the dreadnought’s side.  

Implants embedded in his brain allowed him to control ship 

systems with a thought. With the two ships now linked, that control 
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could also extend to the derelict once he restarted the reactor. Until then, 

he’d have to do things the old fashioned way.  

Schematics appeared on his visor; the Drake’s engineering section 

was about fifty metres away, and getting there was his first priority. 

Preliminary scans indicated that, apart from the cryogenic storage units 

in the ship’s hold, there were no other life signs aboard, but he’d been on 

sleeper ships before.  

It wasn’t the living he needed to worry about.  

Ryan shouldered his weapon and initiated the command to open 

the airlock. His finger hovered over the trigger; these first few seconds 

could be deadly.  

A slight change in pressure told him the doors were open, and he 

fired immediately. The barrel of his rifle flaring as the husks attacked, 

their naked, desiccated bodies charged toward him with a primal need to 

kill.  

The first one fell, its legs vaporised by the superheated plasma. 

Well-placed shots to the head and chest dropped a second just a 

heartbeat later, while a third closed quickly, arms extended, its 

emaciated legs pumping.  

“Damn, these bastards are fast.” 

He stepped to the side and let his attacker’s momentum carry it 

past him, then finished it quickly with a tight burst into the husk’s back. 
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Without pause, he flung the rifle away and spun around, releasing the 

monofilament blade built into his gauntlet. His arm whipped around, 

neatly decapitating the fourth as it loomed over him. 

As quickly as it began, the fight was over. 

Four of the Drake’s once human occupants had been stilled. It was 

important for him to avoid thinking he’d killed them for, in truth, these 

unfortunates were dead the moment the contagion took them. 

He recovered his rifle, and tagged each of the bodies, comparing 

their corrupted DNA against the passenger manifest he downloaded 

earlier. He had to make sure that the doctor was not among them, this 

ship would be useless if she’d been turned. 

She wasn’t. 

Then, with his weapon once more braced against his shoulder, he 

took his first step onto the ship.  

Without the benefit of artificial gravity, he relied on magnets built 

into his shoes to secure him to the floor. It was slow going, walking with 

them was never easy. He carefully picked his way forward, ever vigilant, 

as he negotiated several sealed bulkheads to reach the engineering 

section at the rear of the ship. 

No matter how many times he’d done this, Ryan never failed to 

marvel at the sheer impressiveness of what these ships represented. The 

colony ships were the pinnacle of human engineering. Built at a time 
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when humanity was capable of imagining something grander than mere 

survival. When these ships launched, it was a civilization at the peak of 

its technological brilliance, and at the height of its audacity. 

All nineteen colony ships were identical, each fitted with multiple 

redundant systems. That way, parts from other ships could be used to 

repair any damage, or to restart failed systems. The one thing they 

weren’t equipped to deal with was a biological nightmare like this. 

But now, with humanity on the precipice of extinction, these ships 

serve another purpose, no less significant than their previous goal. They 

now represented the last best hope for its salvation. 

Ryan lowered his weapon to approach the control console. 

Normally, three people would be needed to restart the reactor but, either 

through good fortune or good design, it was possible for him to reach 

both the ignition switches and his cerebral interface could issue the 

commands. Unfortunately it required him to be pressed against the 

reinforced glass of the display with his arms fully extended. 

He always hated this part, it left him completely exposed. 

His implants interfaced with the Drake’s computer via his own 

ship, and he mentally entered the restart codes while his outstretched 

hands maintained contact with the switches. Until the ignition sequence 

is accepted he was entirely at the mercy of fate, and she was ever the 

fickle mistress. 
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Three of the four commands had been entered when his proximity 

sensor went off. Suppressing a shudder, Ryan called up a schematic of 

the local area and overlayed it with the movement signatures. There were 

five of them; two approached from behind, one from the left and right, 

and one more from above. Without the artificial gravity he could expect 

attacks from all angles, but thankfully the zero-g also slowed them down. 

He was able to issue the final command when the first one 

slammed into his back. His armour protected him from serious injury, 

but the bone jarring impact almost caused him to release the switches 

before the computer could process the instructions. 

The magnetic locks in his boots held him in position while the 

mindless creature pounded him with its fists; each punch felt like a 

hammer blow. The restart process engaged seconds later, but it seemed 

like an eternity before Ryan was able to lower his arms. He released the 

boot locks with a thought, and pushed back hard against the console. 

With no gravity to hold him down, he flew across the room, avoiding the 

second husk as it bore down on him.  

The bulk of his armour crushed the husk grappling him against the 

wall. The now broken mass of flesh stopped moving, but four husks 

stood between him and the rifle which he’d left behind. Still floating by 

the console. 
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He pushed himself up engaging the magnets again when he neared 

the roof of the engineering section. Concepts of up and down meant 

nothing in zero-g, and he needed every advantage to overcome this 

threat. Without the rifle, he had only the monofilament to fight with, but 

in these conditions using such a blade could be dangerous. 

With slow, deliberate, steps he walked along the ceiling, each 

lumbering stride bringing him closer to his weapon. It was a massive 

gamble. Husks might be incapable of complex reasoning, but it would 

only be a matter of time before one of them thought to jump. 

The husk that started above him now floated closer, its distended 

mouth opened wide. Ryan stepped forward and grabbed the creature’s 

outstretched arms, swinging it around to collide with the three below. 

They crashed together in a tangle of flailing limbs, all of them silently 

mouthing their rage as he passed by overhead. But they recovered 

quickly, and seconds later they were flying at him, an expression of 

primal hunger on their faces.  

Ryan released the magnet locks again, and kicked off the ceiling, 

twisting as he dived for the gun. He came up firing. At this range he 

barely needed to aim and gobs of superheated plasma spewed forth to 

punch holes through their unprotected bodies, vaporising heads, chests, 

and arms. 
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With this latest threat dealt with, Ryan turned his attention to the 

progress of the restart. Diagnostic readouts showed that the reactor had 

finally reached operating temperature, and core systems would soon 

come online. Barring any failures, he would have complete command of 

all ship systems in less than five minutes. 

He spent the intervening time verifying the identity of the husks. 

Once again, the doctor was not among them, which meant that his 

mission on the Drake remained viable. Ryan knew it was far too early for 

hope, there was still plenty that could go wrong, but he did allow himself 

a moment to reflect on the possibility. 

Three things confirmed the proper working of the artificial gravity 

systems. First, the indicator in his display turned green, then the tangled 

mass of stilled husks fell to the floor with a sickening crunch, and finally 

the weight of his armour settled on him like a mother's embrace; 

familiar, somewhat awkward, yet comforting nonetheless.  

Atmospheric pressure and ambient warmth would take longer, but 

the environmental systems had also restarted smoothly. More than a 

century had passed since their last restart, followed by a decade lying 

dormant, without the slightest bit of maintenance. It was amazing that 

anything still functioned.  
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Soon, a procession of green indicators danced across his vision as 

one after the other, ship's systems came online bringing the Francis 

Drake back to life. 

With the ship now fully under his control, Ryan hoped to avoid 

most potential threats as he made his way forward. Leaving engineering, 

he passed through the hold with its extensive supply of machinery and 

equipment, some of which would be worth a fortune in this post-earth 

economy. For all the mechanical wonders stored here, the Francis 

Drake’s true worth would be known in the cryogenics section. 

Ryan was forced to exit the hold via a maintenance shaft, when 

sensors reported movement in the corridor ahead. He crawled through 

the narrow passage for almost the entire length of the ship, emerging 

finally at the computer and communications core. Only one door now 

separated him from his destination and confirmation of the doctor’s 

potential. 

Kassandra Evans supposedly rested in cryogenic chamber 207, 

roughly fifty metres from the door in front of him. The computer showed 

that the doctor’s chamber remained functional, and that all readings 

were within normal operational parameters.  

So far, so good. 

He lifted the rifle to his shoulder, and took several calming breaths. 

From here on in, every shot was critical, just one stray plasma blast and 
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the entire mission could be blown. The future of the entire human race 

hinged upon the next few seconds. 

Ryan commanded the door to open.  

A mere forty paces, separated Ryan from his goal. Forty steps 

between success and failure. 

“Don’t fuck this up,” he said as he stepped into the room. 

Rows of cylindrical cryo-chambers lined the walls, stacked five 

levels high to his left and right, like coffins in some ancient mausoleum. 

About a third of the delicate medical devices had been compromised, 

their reinforced glass lids smashed when the husks forced their way free. 

That meant there were forty of their once human occupants now loose on 

the ship. 

One of those now leapt from a platform above him.  

Ryan raised his gun, aimed, and fired, vaporizing the mindless 

creature before it hit the ground. 

Ten paces down, thirty to go. 

Two more approached, one from the left and one from the right. 

He spun left, sending a short burst of plasma into the creature’s 

flesh, and continued moving forward. The second one lunged, just as 

Ryan skipped away before stilling it with another burst from his gun. 

Twenty paces. Half-way there. 
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Another husk leapt from the platform above. It crashed heavily 

onto Ryan’s back, knocking him to the floor. He struggled to push 

himself up, but a series of heavy blows sent him down again. His gun was 

useless with the creature this close, so he twisted and turned until he 

could flip around to face it. Fists rained down on his chest and 

hammered his helmet. His armour sorely tested by every blow.  

Ryan extended the monofilament blade and moved his arm about 

in an arc, slashing at the creature’s abdomen. Entrails spilled onto the 

floor as he pushed the stricken monster aside. His legs became tangled in 

the grizzly remains, while a second husk came in from behind, it's fists 

poised to strike.  

He dodged sideways and it pummelled the floor where he’d laid 

only a heartbeat earlier then slashed at it with his blade, sending its 

forearms spinning away. The creature’s suddenly shortened limbs caused 

it to over balance, and Ryan had time to bring the rifle around. A squeeze 

of the trigger at each, and both vile creatures were sent to hell in a 

cascade of burning plasma. 

Ryan spun completely around, the rifle held ready as he scanned 

the area for more husks. 

He saw none. 

The doctor’s chamber was close, only ten paces away. From here it 

looked intact, but Ryan understood the folly of making assumptions. He 
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needed to be sure, and for that he had to keep moving. His heart 

hammered with every step, head turning as he observed every approach; 

up, down, left, and right, leaving nothing to chance. 

The monitors above the metallic sarcophagus shone with a cool 

blue light that assured him of the cryo-chamber’s proper function. His 

pace quickened, excitement finally winning out over caution.  

The end of his search lay before him. After so many years he was 

almost afraid to look down, as if doing so would wake him from a cruel 

dream. 

“Look at her you idiot!” After a deep breath he forced his gaze 

downward, and studied the doctor’s supine form.  

He’d found her. 

She lay on her back, arms by her side with small tubes embedded 

in them delivering nutrients. She appeared to be intact. His visual 

observation confirmed the chamber’s assertion that she was free of the 

mutagen. 

Ryan allowed himself a moment to savour this discovery; the 

doctor was here, alive and viable. He smiled as he commanded the ship’s 

engine’s to fire.  

It was time to bring the doctor home.  

### 
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Kassandra imagined it would feel much colder. Though, in truth, 

she really didn’t know what to expect, this was the first time she’d ever 

been woken from cryogenic suspension. It was not something she was 

keen to repeat.  

Her arms and legs were unresponsive, and her vision was limited 

to a vague sense of light. She prayed that her paralysis was only 

temporary. She’d already sacrificed so much to be part of this mission, 

surely it wouldn’t take her arms and legs as well. 

Hearing returned along with her sight, and with effort she 

managed to turn her head slightly to take in the sights and sounds of 

medical equipment flashing, beeping, and humming all around her. 

Tubes attached to the machines fed liquids into her bloodstream, while 

wires carried biometric information back.  

Where was she? Had something happened to the ship? 

As she contemplated her situation, an unfamiliar man entered the 

room, carrying a glass of water and a straw.  

“Welcome back, Doctor,” the man said. “I’m afraid I have some 

rather disturbing news.” 

“For your protection, and ours, you’ve been placed in a medically 

induced paralysis until we can be sure you are free of the mutation.” 
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Kassandra opened her mouth to speak, but found herself unable to 

form the words. A knot formed in her stomach, the machines beeping 

faster as her breathing and heart rate quickened. 

The man’s gaze flicked briefly to the monitors. “I expect this must 

be quite overwhelming for you, but please try and remain calm while I 

adjust the paralysis so that we can talk. There’s much we need to 

discuss.”   

He placed the glass down on the bedside table and reached across 

her to adjust the flow on one of the many tubes before sitting down. He 

looked her in the eye for a moment, wearing what she imagined was his 

version of a reassuring smile. 

“If you don’t mind, I’ll begin with a bit of history while we wait for 

the medication to wear off enough for you to ask questions. It is the 9th of 

April in the year 2467, and you are on Purgatory Station. It would have 

been called Haven at the time of your departure, but a lot has changed 

since then. Your ship, and all surviving crew have been placed in 

quarantine pending a thorough evaluation of their condition. I expect 

that quite a few of them will have to be euthanized but some, like you, 

are showing promising signs.” 

The word euthanized sent Kassandra’s heart rate soaring, and 

caused the man to pause while he studied the monitors closely for 

several seconds. 
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“You see, Doctor Evans, humanity is teetering on the brink of 

extinction. This station is all that remains of our people. It’s almost 

funny when you think about it.” He snorted and shook his head. “A 

civilization that once dreamt of colonising another world, now clings to 

life in a metal box orbiting a planet that has been lost to it for nearly a 

century.”   

   Kassandra’s mind reeled. Her mission departed an overcrowded 

Earth, now only one orbital station remained from a population of 

almost ten billion. She struggled to ask what happened but managed 

little more than a faint croaking sound. 

“Don’t push yourself, Doctor.” The man took the glass of water and 

held the straw to her lips. “Your body needs time to recover from the 

cryogenic stasis, please relax and I will explain everything.” 

He held the straw to her lips and Kassandra took a tentative sip of 

the water. The liquid felt wonderful in her mouth, and she savoured the 

feel of it flowing down her throat. It felt good to be able to drink again. 

To think that a mere sip of water could give her so much joy helped to 

put her situation into perspective. She was alive, for now at least, and she 

couldn’t afford to succumb to fear. No matter what the future held, she 

resolved to face it with her usual strength and determination. 

The man’s eyes narrowed, and he studied her face closely. “I can 

see you are a fighter,” he said, placing the glass of water back on the 
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bedside table. “That is good. You will need such determination to survive 

the world that your mission created.” 

What? Kassandra turned her head slightly, the paralysis was 

starting to wear off.  

“That’s right, Doctor, it is because of the work you did that we find 

ourselves in this predicament.” 

 “I… I don’t understand,” she managed. Her voice little more than a 

croaking whisper. 

“Something went wrong. The changes you made to the colonists to 

prepare them for life on their new home didn’t proceed as planned.” 

“But that’s not possible. We tested the process for years.” 

“Not enough, Doctor, not enough.” 

Kassandra’s jaw dropped, if what he said was true then her life’s 

work was in ruins. “How can this be?” 

“The increased bone density, greater muscle mass, auto-immune, 

and respiratory changes you introduced to help the colonists survive the 

higher gravity and exotic atmosphere of Gliese 581 g worked perfectly. 

Unfortunately, in 90% of cases, something in what you did also impacted 

their minds. 

“When the on-board computers detected the error they aborted the 

mission and returned to Earth, unleashing a very fast, very strong, and 

very resilient killing machine on an unsuspecting population.” 
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It was impossible to believe. Potential genetic models ran through 

her mind while she processed the information; nothing in testing even 

hinted that something like this could happen. 

“How does it spread?” she queried. Perhaps understanding the 

means of transmission would shed some light on the cause. 

The man shook his head. “I’m afraid we don’t know.” 

“You don’t know?” That made no sense, knowing how a contagion 

spread is crucial for containment. It was biology 101. “What have your 

scientists been doing all these years?” 

“They died,” the man said simply. “The fact is, we no longer have 

anyone with sufficient skill or experience to tackle it.” 

Now she understood. “Which is why you need me.”  

“Which is why we need you.” 

Not only had she caused the apocalypse, she was now the only one 

capable of fixing it. The realisation settled like a weight on her chest. 

Breathing became difficult as the burden of responsibility threatened to 

drain what little strength she had.  

She forced herself to breathe. “What do you need me to do?” 

# # # 

The mechanical whine of the engines replaced the roar of re-entry 

as the drop-ship breached the atmosphere. Ryan looked across the 
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cramped compartment to the Doctor. She sat there, eyes fixed on a spot 

on the floor, idly scratching her arm where the nano-machines where 

injected. She must have sensed his scrutiny, because she lifted her head 

and gave him a kind of half-smile. 

“Explain to me again what we’re doing here?” she asked. A slight 

quiver in her voice betrayed her anxiety. 

“I was told this was your idea.” 

“I suppose that’s true,” she said, leaning back until her head rested 

against the wall. “It all still seems so unreal to me though.” 

Ryan knew exactly what she meant. Only five months ago, this 

woman had been entombed in a derelict colony ship floating in the 

middle of nowhere. It took guts to do what they were attempting and, 

despite his reservations, he had to admire the woman’s courage. 

“Things’ll get plenty real soon enough,” he said, his tone a little 

harsher than intended. He’d worked alone for so long that dealing with 

other people was an effort. “It’s not too late for you to change your mind, 

you know. I can collect whatever you need and bring it up to Purgatory.” 

She shook her head. “The station is far too important to risk 

bringing in contaminated samples. You need me to make sure they’re 

clean, and that’s not something I can do remotely. It looks like you’re 

stuck with me.” 
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“The station’s not the only thing that’s important; you could have 

sent one of your assistants.” 

“Perhaps, but unlike me, they’re not immune to the contagion.” 

“I spent a good many years looking for you, Doc. Having you down 

here with me now makes me wonder if all that effort is about to be 

wasted.” 

Kassandra let out a long breath. “Yeah, about that… I’m not sure if 

I should thank you for bringing me back, or kill you.” 

Whatever response Ryan might have made was forgotten when the 

pilot’s voice sounded over the intercom telling they were two minutes 

away. He checked his equipment with long practiced ease, then kneeled 

down to check that the doctor’s armour and helmet had been fastened 

securely. 

“Hand me your weapon,” he said after adjusting an armoured 

panel at the base of her skull. 

“Don’t have one,” she replied. “I’ve never fired a gun before, and I 

didn’t think a zombie infested building was the best place for me to 

start.” 

“I’d argue that it’s the perfect place.”  

She threw him a sideways glance. “Be that as it may, you’ll agree 

that guns aren’t so useful up close and to hit anything at a distance 

requires a skill I don’t possess.”  
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“I can’t have you down there unarmed.” 

Kassandra rummaged about in her pack and took out a rounded 

length of steel.  

“I won’t be unarmed,” she said then slammed the bar down on the 

bench beside her, leaving a sizable dent in the reinforced metal frame. 

“The genetic enhancements I developed actually worked on me.” 

“Okay then,” Ryan managed, the clang from her demonstration 

still ringing in his ears. “Be sure and go for the head. Broken limbs will 

slow them, but it takes major head trauma to put one down.” 

Kassandra nodded. “Good to know.” 

Ryan place a hand on her shoulder. “Are you sure you’re ready for 

this?” 

“No,” she said, holding his gaze for a moment before turning away. 

“But it needs doing, and whether I like it or not I’m the only one who 

can. Quite frankly I’m shitting myself.” 

“Fear is good. It tells me you’re realistic about our chances.” 

The ship lurched as the landing thrusters engaged, causing Ryan to 

grip a strap on the ceiling to keep his balance. A dull thud reverberated 

through the hull followed a few seconds later by the opening of the 

landing bay door. 

“We’re here.” Ryan shouldered his pack and turned to face the 

doctor. 
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Kassandra flipped the visor down on her helmet and hefted the 

steel bar.  

“Okay,” she said with grim determination. “Let’s do this.” 

The pair stepped onto the roof of the pharamacogenetic research 

centre where, more than a century ago, Kassandra and her team 

developed the genetic modifications that so devastated humanity. The 

research centre consisted of a single building, arranged in a star shape 

with each of its seven three storey arms connected to a five storey hub, 

which is where they stood right now. The roof afforded them a wonderful 

view over the now overgrown grounds and out to the city beyond. 

Ryan braced the rifle on his shoulder and moved to the side, all the 

while scanning the sight line for any sign of movement. Kassandra, steel 

bar in hand, jogged along beside him in silence.  

As soon as he was certain the roof was clear, he signalled to the 

pilot who immediately lifted off. With luck, they’d be back in a few hours 

with the samples so that Kassandra could get to work on the cure.  

To a man born and raised in space, accustomed to the constant 

hum of generators, the complete lack of any noise was eerie. 

Their destination was several hundred feet below ground and the 

pair had a long way to go. All completed research projects ended up in 

what Kassandra called the vault.  
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A huge underground warehouse, strictly temperature controlled, 

and hermetically sealed, designed to keep their discoveries and their 

failures safe. It was a veritable biological fortress, thankfully Kassandra 

had the keys. 

When she first proposed this plan Ryan was sceptical, but 

Kassandra assured him that the vault would still be secure. It was built to 

survive disaster, with multiple redundant power plants to keep the 

machinery running without the need for human intervention. 

Ryan was pretty sure that a zombie apocalypse wasn’t in any of the 

engineer’s minds when they designed the place. He just hoped that 

Kassandra’s faith in their abilities wasn’t misplaced.  

He led them across the roof to the central hub and entered a fire 

escape stair that descended to the ground floor of the research facility. 

The augmented reality display built into their helmets kicked in to 

compensate for the low light of the interior, and they made their way 

down one cautious step at a time.  

It was slow going. 

Ryan took the lead, the barrel of his weapon moving from side to 

side as he went, ready to deal with any husks that may be lurking in the 

stairwell. The zig-zag of the stairwell was the perfect place for a surprise 

attack, but they made it down without incident. 
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They exited the stairwell into a large, high ceilinged foyer, and 

Ryan allowed himself to relax a little. Thick panes of glass rose from floor 

to ceiling letting in plenty of light, and the sparse furnishings meant 

there were few places where danger can hide. Still, Ryan had been at this 

long enough to know that looks could be deceiving. 

The building’s main doors caught his eye and, activating the visor’s 

zoom feature, Ryan focused in on them. A chain had been wrapped 

tightly through the handles to keep the doors from opening. Looking 

closer, he saw signs of violence on the doors and adjacent windows. This 

building had definitely been swarmed, but years ago judging by the piles 

of leaves against the glass. 

“What’re you looking at?” Kassandra queried. 

“The door’s been secured with a chain,” he pointed out. “That 

means people must have taken refuge in here, and where once were 

people… ” 

“Now there are husks.” 

Ryan nodded, his eyes scanning the foyer one more time before he 

stepped into the expanse of light. “Stay close.” 

They moved swiftly across the seemingly deserted space to an 

elevator lobby twenty metres away. When they reached the door Ryan 

lowered his gun and removed a small breaching pod from the pouch at 

his waist. He jammed the wedge shaped device into the seam of the 
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doors and pressed the button. There was a brief high-pitched squeal 

followed by a whoosh as the heavy metal doors were forced apart by 

opposing gravitational fields. 

“Do you want to go first?” he said, inclining his head toward the 

exposed elevator shaft. 

Kassandra swallowed. “Can’t we just take the stairs?” 

“Too risky. You said it yourself, there are husks in here and a 

stairwell is a god awful place to have to fight.” 

Kassandra motioned toward the gaping hole behind him. “So 

instead you want us to go down there?” 

“That’s right. We anchor a line and drop right past any trouble. 

We’ll be standing outside the vault in no time.” 

“Gee, you make it sound so easy.” 

“That’s because it is.” 

Kassadra took a step forward and peered into the darkened lift 

well. “I’m not convinced.” 

Movement in the corner of his eye caught Ryan’s attention and he 

spun around to face the threat.  

“Get down!” he said and fired twice. The first shot missed, hitting a 

wall behind the fast approaching husk. The second struck it high in the 

chest, vaporizing the creature’s left arm and part of its jaw. 

Still it kept coming, and behind that lurched three more. 
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Ryan squeezed the trigger a third time, finally dropping the 

approaching husk once and for all, before turning his attention to the 

other three. He settled himself, taking a moment to adjust to being 

planetside again, then let out a breath and fired, moving the gun 

smoothly between targets.  

Each shot struck home. The oncoming creatures’ heads 

disappearing in a flash of superheated plasma. 

Beside him, Kassandra stood rigid, jaw clenched, her face a mix of 

terror and disgust. Ryan certainly knew that look. It was one thing to 

imagine the husks in the abstract, and quite something else to see them 

for real. Kassandra might be strong, but this was something she’d need 

to work through on her own. 

A pity they didn’t have time. 

“Stairs or shaft?” he said. Clicking his fingers in front of her face to 

get her attention. 

“What?” she replied absently.  

“Do we take the stairs or the shaft?” 

Kassandra finally tore her eyes from charred bodies and looked at 

him. “The shaft. Definitely the shaft.” 

Ryan nodded and set to work. 
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He drilled two belaying pins into the floor about a foot in front of 

the door and tested them both for purchase. “Okay,” he said once he was 

satisfied. “There should be a karabiner in your pouch. Take it out.” 

“A what?” 

He fished around the pouch at his belt and took out a light weight 

metal loop with a spring loaded clasp on one side. “One of these.” 

Ryan nodded when Kassandra retrieved hers. “Now clip it onto 

that plate in the centre of your chest.” He said, tapping her armour to 

indicate where he meant.  

He waited for her to do as he instructed. “That’s right, now pull on 

the loop like this.” The ring came away from his armour trailing a thin 

line of metal wire. “This is high tensile steel. You’ve got about two 

hundred metres of it spooled up in there.” 

“It’s so thin,” Kassandra said, looking at the wire. 

“Don’t be put off by that,” he said while looking her up and down. 

“It can support up to eight hundred kilos.” 

She looked at him flatly. “You’d best think carefully about what you 

say next or I’m liable to shove you into that shaft.” 

Ryan smiled. “Take the hook and clip it onto the eyehole. Then we 

can begin our descent.” 

# # # 
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Rappelling down the darkened elevator shaft was actually much 

easier than she expected, and, she had to admit, far quicker than taking 

the stairs. 

The stairs would have been horrible. Especially if they had been 

attacked. Kassandra shuddered, imagining an encounter with those four 

husks in the narrow confines of the stairway. No, this was a far better 

option. 

“Hey,” she said as they dropped from floor to floor. Numbers on 

the closed elevator doors made it easy to track their progress. They’d just 

passed sub level nine, only five more to go. “I was just wondering how we 

are planning to go back up.” 

Ryan just smiled and continued his descent. Once they were both 

at the bottom, he reached into the pouch again and removed something 

that looked a bit like a stapler with an oversized handle.  

“This will help us ascend,” he explained as he clipped the 

contraption to the cable and squeezed the lever to cut the wire while 

leaving the handle thing attached. “When we’re ready to climb up we 

release the handle lever it up and then lock it in place so we can pull 

ourselves up.” 

“And I suppose it’s got some fancy name as well.” 

He shook his head. “Nope.” 

“Well that’s disappointing.” 



Revenant  Goran Zidar 

 28 

Kassandra severed the cable and prepared the handle for their 

ascent like Ryan showed her, while he set about getting the lift doors 

open. He reached up to the corners, lifted the locking clamps, and eased 

the door aside. The process took a little more time but was much quieter 

than using the breaching pod. 

When she was done Ryan stepped into the corridor, gun at the 

ready, and scanned the area for threats. The green of night vision gave 

the scene an eerie edge, which added to a sense of dread Kassandra 

didn’t notice before. It gave her an idea of what Ryan must have gone 

through, and she shuddered at the thought of him fighting his way 

through all those derelicts in the dead of space, alone, for her. 

“It’s clear,” he said. “Let’s go.” 

The passage to the Vault was short, roughly twenty metres of 

straight corridor led from the elevator to the reinforced steel door. Last 

time Kassandra had walked down here the way was clear of obstructions. 

Now their way was blocked at regular intervals by large metal crates that 

forced them into a zig-zag path. Ryan led the way, his gun always moving 

left, right, up, and down. Her heart pounded in her chest and she found 

herself holding her breath as they rounded each crate, until slowly, 

carefully, they reached the massive metal door. A panel to the right of the 

door glowed slightly.  

Kassandra’s heart soared. The power was still on. 
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Kassandra took a step toward the panel, but Ryan placed a 

restraining hand on her shoulder. She glanced at him questioningly and 

he shook his head while pointing toward the door. 

It took her a minute to figure out what he meant, but then she 

understood. In her excitement she failed to notice that the door was 

already open. Only a crack, but it meant that the vault had been 

breached. Her earlier relief drained away, and was replaced with a knot 

in the pit of her stomach. 

“What now?” she said, trying desperately to keep the despair out of 

her voice. 

“We go in,” Ryan said. 

“We go in,” Kassandra repeated absently. “Of course we go in. I 

mean, that’s why we’re here isn’t it? Just because the door is open 

doesn’t mean the samples are contaminated. Nothing has changed. We 

go in, collect the samples, and leave. Right?” 

Ryan just looked at her.  

She nudged him. “Right?” 

“Are you done?” 

She took a deep breath. “Yes, I think so.” 

“Good. Get behind me, move when I move, and stay close.” 
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Ryan reached forward with one arm and pulled the vault door 

open, then raised his weapon and stepped into the room. Kassandra 

followed closely, still a bit flustered by her little meltdown. 

Inside, the Vault was lit.  

A lot had changed since the last time she was here. The long rows 

of shelves had been cleared and heavy tarpaulins were draped over them. 

Tables, chairs, and other equipment had been brought in from above, all 

of it littered with personal odds and ends. Clearly this room had served 

as a refuge for a large number of people.  

What happened, and where were those people now? The knot in 

the pit of her stomach told her she already knew the answer to those 

questions. 

“Contact right side high,” Ryan’s called as he fired. His shots 

burned a hole through the first of the husks and the creature fell, but 

there were at least two others behind it.   

Sound to the left caused Kassandra to spin around. “Two more 

coming in from the left.” 

Ryan’s second burst of fire took out another one. “Range?” 

Kassandra’s mind reeled. She did have a well-developed spatial 

awareness, but she’d never been forced to make such a calculation with 

monsters bearing down on her. “Umm, it’s about –” the words died in 

her mouth when both husks dissolved in a glittering cascade of plasma. 
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Stunned, she looked over her shoulder at Ryan. He stood there, gun still 

at the ready, with the beginnings of a smile tugging up the corners of his 

mouth. “Sorry about that,” she said. 

“I be you’re wishing you took that gun now,” he said. 

“Why would I need a gun when I have you?” 

Ryan chuckled. “Fine. But next time make sure you tell me how 

close they are.” 

Kassandra raised an eyebrow. “But we’re in the vault, I don’t think 

there’ll be a next time.” 

He put a hand on her shoulder. “There’s always a next time.” 

Kassandra shuddered, she didn’t know how many more ‘next 

times’ her heart could take. “Wow. You really do know how to show a girl 

a good time.” 

“So, where to now?” 

She took a moment to get her bearings. “The restricted storage area 

is this way. You know what I don’t get?” she said, as she picked her way 

between the tarpaulin covered shelves. “Earth has been effectively lost 

for about a hundred years, right?” 

“More or less.” 

“Then how is it that these husks are still alive?” 

“I wouldn’t exactly call them alive.” 

“What else could you call it?” 
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“I don’t know. I never really thought about it.” 

“There’s no way the genetic enhancements I designed could be 

responsible for such longevity.” 


