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    “Your shift finished an hour ago.”
 
   Kala jumped as the cool voice spoke in her ear. She turned to see Vivian standing just behind her. The tall woman’s heavy-lidded eyes were fixed on the window in front of them.
 
   “Uh, yeah, I figured I’d hang around for a while—”
 
   “It’s because his ship is late, isn’t it?” Vivian’s lip curled up as she spoke. Her long black hair was plaited so tightly that Kala couldn’t see a single strand out of place, and her silver-and-steel-blue suit was immaculately ironed. Kala had heard that Vivian started her career in the military sector of Mendes Twelve, the communications hub near the centre of the prestigious Mendes cluster of stations, where the standards were higher and the dress code was stricter. Vivian was so cool and precise in everything she said and did that it was sometimes hard to remember there was a live, feeling person inside.
 
   “That’s not your business.” Kala crossed her arms and turned back the window overlooking the large metal hangar. “But yes, his ship should have been back this morning.”
 
   “He outranks you,” Vivian observed.
 
   Kala felt a flush of anger build inside of her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   Vivian finally moved her eyes, flicking them away from the window to glance at Kala’s face. She let the silence stretch until Kala was squirming. “I was only saying he doesn’t need a subordinate fretting about him. You’re not being paid to wait at the door like a love-sick puppy.”
 
   The hot anger bloomed in her chest, rising across her cheeks and sticking in her throat. Vivian’s implications were clear: she believed Kala had feelings for Stanos. She couldn’t have been more wrong.
 
   In the eight months she’d been staying at Station 333, Kala had spent a lot of time working with Stanos. Yes, he was handsome, and yes, he’d been kind and patient, even when she’d made mistakes. But Stanos was nothing but a good boss and an even better friend. 
 
   Kala opened her mouth to argue, but her tall, bone-thin companion had already turned and was halfway to the doors leading to the living quarters. Her long black plait swayed gently in her wake as she marched with a well-trained precision. Vivian paused in the doorway, one gloved hand hovering over the sensor to keep the door open, and glanced over her shoulder. “He also outranks you in combat training. He’ll be fine.”
 
   “Thanks?” Kala said, but Vivian was already gone. The door slid back into place with a quiet whoosh.
 
   Kala shook her head. She’d been living with Vivian for three months, ever since Vivian’s previous roommate had requested a transfer to a different station. Kala would have thought that was enough time to get to know someone, but she seemed no closer to figuring out what went through the frosty woman’s head than she had been on the first day.
 
   Kala turned back to the window and leaned her forehead against it. The glass was pleasantly cold, and the business of the docking bays below made a good distraction. Stanos had been gone for just over a week, travelling to a part of the system where gamma rays made communication channels less than reliable and emergency assistance took days to arrive. She missed him, but more than that, she worried for him.
 
   He and two teammates had been deployed in response to an emergency signal from a remote moon base. Without any information to go on—just a cry for help, broadcast into the vast emptiness of space—they had no way of knowing how serious the situation was. It could be as minor as one of the crew being injured and needing transport back to Central, or Stanos could have been walking into a death trap. They hadn’t heard from him since his ship left easy communication range, and Kala knew that every hour he was late increased the likelihood that something had gone seriously wrong.
 
   Worse, there had been a spate of similar distress signals—all coming from remote moons—during the week he’d been away. Two distress signals a week was normal. Forty-five in ten days was alarming, and the gossip was that something was very wrong on the remote monitoring stations and that Central had deployed investigative crews equipped with full quarantine facilities, stunner guns, and the most advanced diagnostic tools available.
 
   Vivian’s right, though. Stanos and his team are well trained. That’s why they were sent; they can cope with danger. They thrive on danger.
 
   On the other hand, I thrive on security and knowing that my friends aren’t dead, and there’s an alarming shortage of that today.
 
   She’d meant to stay no more than an hour after her shift, but even though time was crawling by and she was in danger of missing dinner if she lingered much longer, she couldn’t summon the will to move. Just a few more minutes. Just in case.
 
   A deep humming noise startled her back to attention, and she blinked furiously to wake herself up. The carrier doors were opening, then a familiar silver shuttle glided through the hatch and landed on the tarmac. The artificial gravity in the hangar was weaker than it was in the rest of the station, but the force was still enough to make the ship shudder as it hit ground. Kala waited until she could read the name emblazoned on the ship’s side—Delta Shock—before she let a shaking, relieved smile spread over her face.
 
   An enclosed walkway extended from the edge of the hangar until it touched the side of the ship. Kala was too far away to hear, but she’d been in enough spacecrafts to imagine the heavy hissing noise that meant the walkway was airlocked and it was safe to open the door. 
 
   Tinted windows lined the walkway, and Kala saw three figures walking behind them: two shorter, slimmer ones and one who was so tall, his head nearly brushed the roof. Stanos and his two female crew members had all returned alive and with the correct number of limbs attached.
 
   Only then did Kala realise how stupid she must look, hanging around the docking bay after her shift was finished. Vivian was right; Kala hadn’t intended it that way, but she would look like a desperate puppy waiting for its master to return.
 
   “Jeeze, what were you thinking, Kal?” she muttered and quickly turned towards the living area’s doors, hoping to slip out before Stanos saw her. She was a second too late.
 
   “Holcroft!” a familiar voice called, and she turned back to the hangar doors that had just opened to admit the three returned travellers. 
 
   Stanos’s long, sharp face was still damp with sweat from wearing his helmet, but he looked genuinely pleased to see her. 
 
   Kala returned his infectious smile. “Good to see you back, sir.”
 
   “You waited up for us? That’s perfect, actually—I’ve got a small job I’m hoping you can help me with. You won’t mind putting in a bit of overtime, will you, Holcroft?”
 
   “No, of course not!”
 
   His two crewmates, both middle-aged women Kala didn’t recognise, swept past her and left through the door to the living quarters without saying a word. It was a bit cold, Kala thought, to leave their captain without saying goodbye. Maybe they’d had an argument on the trip back.
 
   “Great.” Stanos beckoned for Kala to follow him in the opposite direction, towards the labs. “It shouldn’t take us too long if we work at it together.”
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   Kala had to jog to keep up with Stanos’s long strides. She liked being asked to help; the station’s recreational activities weren’t especially stimulating, so she often found it more enjoyable to work late in the labs. She and Stanos had pulled a lot of long shifts together. They sometime worked well into the early hours of the morning, both of them so absorbed in their jobs that they hadn’t realised how late it had become.
 
   Kala was part of the science crew on Station 333. Her job was to examine, categorise, and document samples of life submitted from other, more remote stations. Their database held hundreds of thousands of samples, divided into twenty-nine rough categories, and it continued to billow out as humankind’s long arm stretched farther and farther into the void of space.
 
   At the bottom of the scale were lifeforms that were little more than bloated bacteria. The list also included vegetative forms that couldn’t think or move but still responded to stimuli. Then, less often, they found active lifeforms—the equivalent of Earth’s animals—that ranged from brainless to highly intelligent. While they hadn’t yet found a creature with an intellect developed to a human’s level, leading scientists predicted that they were out there, living beyond humanity’s reach.
 
   Whenever a new planet was colonised, an inevitable slurry of samples were sent to Station 333 and similar science crews on other central stations. Less frequently, established colonies sent in new samples when lifeforms came in on asteroids or space rubble.
 
   Kala followed Stanos into the empty lab. It was a large room filled with desks and cluttered by microscopes, test chambers, and DNA extractors. A double door to the right led into the containment area they used for larger samples—anything bigger than your head goes in there, Stanos had told her during her first day working there. Protective suits were kept at the back of the rooms, near the sinks and a door leading to the showers.
 
   As they began pulling on their canary-yellow protective suits, Kala glanced at her boss. “What was the alarm about?” 
 
   “Hmm?” Stanos asked, apparently deep in thought.
 
   Kala zipped up her suit and pulled a set of gloves out of the box hung beside the sinks. “The assistance request you just came back from. What was it for?”
 
   “Oh, some minor drama with a lifeform the station workers thought was dangerous. It was all resolved days before we got there, but they asked us to hang around for half a day to help repair their solar panels instead.”
 
   “Good,” Kala said then caught herself and laughed. “Well, not good for you if it was a wasted trip. But I’m glad there wasn’t anything dangerous waiting for you.”
 
   “Me too,” Stanos said, beaming at her as he tied off his gloves. “Ready?”
 
   “Ready.”
 
   Kala followed her boss to the table they often shared. Stanos turned around to lean against its edge, ankles crossed, in the pose he always adopted when he needed to explain something to her. “Even though the initial threat wasn’t a problem, I did find something I thought could be noteworthy while I was repairing the solar panels. I’d like you to take a look and tell me what you can about it. Okay?”
 
   “Sure thing.” It was odd that Stanos wasn’t doing the study himself; he was both more qualified and more experienced than she was. Maybe he already knows what it is and this is a test, Kala thought, subconsciously straightening her back a little.
 
   Stanos reached inside his suit and pulled out a small vial with a rubber stopper. Kala took it and squinted at the substance inside.
 
   It was pitch black, like ink, but clumped in a little ball. It seemed stuck to the side of the glass, but when she shook the vial, it came loose and bounced about.
 
   “Is this the full creature or just a section of it?”
 
   “Both,” Stanos said. He was wearing a crooked grin, apparently enjoying her confusion. She had to raise her eyebrows at him before he explained. “If you cut a section off the parent lifeform, it becomes an organism in its own right.”
 
   So he’d already examined it, after all, and wanted to see what she could find out about it. Fair enough. She decided to play along. She pressed the power button on the recording system installed at the back of the desk and began her usual spiel for cataloguing new species. 
 
   “This is Kala Holcroft, examining a potential new lifeform sourced from”—she glanced at Stanos, who mouthed the answer to her—“Station 691 on the eighteenth of March. Subject was submitted by Commander Julian Stanos, who will be assisting me with my examination.”
 
   Stanos gave her a slight nod to continue.
 
   “Subject is round and approximately three centimetres wide.” Kala turned the bottle to get a better look. “It appears black and smooth and currently lacks any other identifying features.”
 
   She pulled her face mask down to cover her mouth and nose then uncorked the bottle. Stanos made no move to cover his own face, so she assumed the creature didn’t contain any spores and wasn’t infectious. She tipped the black ball into one of the glass bowls they used to examine small samples then pulled her desk light forward to shine directly on it. “Subject has shown no sign of response to its environment. It appears either dormant or non-sentient. I’ll begin exposing it to stimuli.”
 
   She picked her first choice out of the toolbar on her desk: a small metal rod, the heat pen, whose tip would gradually heat from room temperature to a little under a hundred degrees. Many lifeforms, especially ones originating on planets close to their stars, went into hibernation at low temperatures, and the heat pen could activate them by simulating a warmer environment.
 
   She pressed the tip of the pen against the ball and gasped. “Uh, okay, that was fast. Subject responded to the heat pen before a temperature was even set. Subject appears to have an appendage, which it’s used to grab the pen.”
 
   To Kala, it looked a lot like an exceptionally ugly leech. The base of the ball had fixed itself to the glass bowl, and the bulk of its body had extended up in a long black tendril to grab her pen. When she pulled the metal rod out of reach, the tendril continued to swivel, probing at the air.
 
   “Subject is definitely alive and active.” Kala put the pen back in its holder and took up a pair of tweezers. She poked at the waving tendril, and it responded instantly, moving towards her and trying to wrap around the metal tool. “Subject shows interest in its surroundings and responds to my voice. It appears to have at least a rudimentary intelligence.”
 
   The next hour passed quickly as Kala introduced new factors to the creature one at a time, noting its reactions. Stanos continued to lean on the desk, not speaking or moving, merely watching her closely through dark eyes. 
 
   Most of the experiments resulted in the same sort of reaction: the creature grabbed at anything within its reach, except for when she raised the temperature of her heat pen, and it shied away from the burning metal. Then she offered the creature her pencil. It sucked the writing utensil towards its core, held it for a moment, turned it over twice, then spat it out. The creature seemed to be seeking something, and Kala could guess what it wanted.
 
   “I’ll offer it food,” she said into the recorder as she swivelled her chair away from the desk to collect a sample from the chilled storage container. “It’s the one thing that motivates every single lifeform. What do you think we should try first, Stanos? Pipka?”
 
   Stanos shrugged, though his smile widened slightly. “Your choice.”
 
   Kala grabbed one of the small green-grey creatures out of the cold storage and brought it back to her desk. Just about everything in the known system ate pipka. Not only were the small, rapidly reproducing plants useful for feeding to samples, but they responded quickly to medication, making them ideal for trial runs of new drugs. Every lab kept a small stock on hand.
 
   The slug-sized plant made a moist, sticky noise as she dropped it next to the sample. The black tendril moved immediately, probing its new companion, then speared into the pipka’s core. Kala talked quickly while she watched.
 
   “Subject has pushed its protrusion inside the pipka, possibly to consume its insides or to inject a poison. Pipka is moving at a normal rate. The sample is… uh… dividing—”
 
   The end of the sample’s arm detached from its body and slid inside the pipka. The rest of the sample drew back into itself, returning to its plain spherical shape, apparently no longer interested in its prey. As she watched, the pipka began writhing, twisting around, and slapping its slimy ends against the glass bowl.
 
   Kala watched in fascination as the pipka gradually slowed its movements, shivered, and fell still. She hadn’t realised Stanos had moved to stand behind her until she heard his quiet voice in her ear, “What do you make of that?”
 
   “I-I’m not sure. This could be one way the sample reproduces, by gestating itself inside a host. Or it could be eating the pipka from the inside out.” She turned to look up at her supervisor. “What do you know about it?”
 
   Stanos grinned at her. “Not much. That’s why I brought it to you.”
 
   “But…”
 
   That didn’t make sense; Stanos had more experience and training. Why does he need me to examine the strange black creature? 
 
   Kala turned back to the pipka, raised her tweezers, and poked it. The moist slug-like plant moved, writhing as it normally did. The hole the black substance had entered through was no longer visible. If she hadn’t watched it happen, she would have guessed the pipka hadn’t been harmed at all.
 
   No longer bothering to speak into the recorder—and Stanos didn’t try to correct her—Kala picked up her scalpel and pressed its tip into the pipka’s greenish flesh. It resisted for a moment, indenting, then the blade punctured the skin. A thick black liquid spewed out.
 
   “Jeeze!” Kala dropped the scalpel and pulled away from the table. “What—”
 
   The pipka had changed. From the hole in its skin, a half dozen black tendrils stretched outwards, probing at the air, swivelling about, searching for their attacker. One by one, they drew back inside the shell, and the cut Kala had made knitted itself together, resealing the skin so that it looked completely unblemished.
 
   In the eight months she’d been at Station 333, Kala had assessed and categorised hundreds of new discoveries, and she’d never seen anything act like that before. She looked up at Stanos, expecting him to be just as shocked as she was, but his face was neutral as he continued to watch her.
 
   “Do—did you—” she stuttered, trying to understand what had just happened. “You saw that, too, right?”
 
   “Yes. What do you think happened?”
 
   “It’s—” She waved her arm at the pipka, which was lying still, looking no different from a fresh sample. “It took over the pipka. It somehow… replicated its body.”
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   Kala jogged to the crates at the back of the room, where samples from the previous day were kept. A rookie station guard had sent one in, convinced he’d discovered a new species, when in fact it was just a regular amettal that was missing its primary beak. The small, scaled, bird-like animal was common in the Meidoscycle system. Though not very intelligent, it was enough of a pest that they had to be regularly cleared from around stations. This particular specimen was destined for the euthanasia tank the next morning, but it would suit Kala’s needs perfectly.
 
   She grabbed the squawking, kicking creature, which was only a little larger than her fist, and returned to Stanos and the desk. The amettal tried to bite her hand, but its inner beak was small and too soft to do any damage.
 
   The bowl holding the sample—or, rather, samples, Kala thought grimly—was too small for the amettal, so she grabbed a new bowl and dropped the hopping critter into it. She then used a pair of pliers to pick the pipka off where it had stuck to the glass, and placed it in the new container.
 
   The amettal, seeing food, hopped towards the plant and began picking at its skin. Then it made a guttural noise of surprise. A hair-thin crack appeared in the slug’s skin, and it quickly widened to let the tendrils poke out. They stretched forward, feeling towards the new addition to their environment, while the amettal hopped and squawked indignantly. 
 
   What happened next was almost too fast for Kala to see. One of the tendrils shot forward, but the amettal was too quick for it and managed to snip the tip off the stalk and swallowed it. For a second, the animal showed no signs of being affected, but then it suddenly twitched, jumped twice, began swaying, and fell onto its side.
 
   “Jeeze,” Kala muttered, watching as the bird-like creature stilled. She pressed the button on the desk’s stopwatch and waited. 
 
   Nearly three minutes had passed, and Kala was half-convinced the bird was dead, when the amettal finally leapt upright and began strutting around the bowl. It looked and behaved exactly as it had before—the only difference was that it paid no attention to the pipka, which had also fallen still. Kala watched with a mixture of fascination and revulsion; she wasn’t prepared to cut open the bird, but she knew what she would find inside: an inky black mess filled with twitching, writhing tendrils.
 
   Kala slammed a lid on the glass bowl to prevent the amettal from jumping out. She stared up at Stanos; he blinked back at her, unhelpfully silent as she grabbed her microscope.
 
   “I’m kind of freaking out here,” she said, aware that an edge of panic was creeping into her voice. “Now would be a great time to share whatever knowledge you have.”
 
   “Calm down, Holcroft. Just focus on your job and tell me what you can.”
 
   Kala drew a ragged breath and brought her tweezers and scalpel down on the original sample. The black ball began flailing its tendrils again as soon as she touched it, and Kala tried to slice off one of the tips. To her shock, the severed tendril immediately stretched back towards the main body and reconnected, making the ball whole again. “Self-healing…” she muttered and tried again.
 
   It took her four attempts before she managed to separate a portion and get it out of the bowl without it reattaching. She dropped the tiny blob onto one of the slides and put it under the microscope.
 
   “It’s incredible.” She watched the creature’s mass shift and reform itself into different shapes. “It’s almost infinitely adaptable. From what I can tell, it can take over living creatures, absorb their mass, and convert the body into a host. It can heal itself almost instantly and repair its host animal flawlessly. Even more alarming”—she paused to poke at the black blob, making it squirm and swirl—“it can mimic the host’s behaviour. You saw the amettal back there, right? It’s been consumed by this—this—thing, but it’s still behaving normally.”
 
   “Yes, I saw.”
 
   “You know what that means, right? It’s absorbing and adapting to its host’s characteristics and intelligence as well as its body.”
 
   She looked up from the microscope and rubbed the back of her glove over her sweating forehead. “This is big, Stanos. It could wheedle its way into any sort of animal colony without raising suspicion. Possibly even… even…” 
 
   “Even humans,” he finished for her. “I’ve considered that already. Can you tell me what you think its weaknesses would be?”
 
   “Weaknesses?” Kala laughed. She’d intended it to be a light noise, but it came out panicky. “We’ve already seen it deal with scalpels pretty well, so I’m going to guess knives and bullets might not do a lot. First thing I’d try is fire, based on how it shied away from the heat pen. Neurotoxins might also stand a chance against it, but with those aggressive healing properties, you’d have to hit it fast and hard.”
 
   “You’d consider it a fairly resilient creature, then?” Stanos pressed, his dark eyes watching her face eagerly.
 
   “Yeah, that’s the problem! It can reproduce nearly instantly, clone its host, heal injuries, disguise itself perfectly—we need to tell someone about this,” she said, the realization hitting her. “This—it could already be spreading, taking over the native animals on moons and planets, and we’d have no way of knowing.”
 
   “Want to know what its biggest flaw is?” Stanos asked. He had his arms folded over his chest, and a spark of something fierce and exultant shone in his eyes.
 
   Kala nodded.
 
   “It can’t learn on its own. It can absorb knowledge and memories perfectly and replicate its host, as you said, but it has no way of using that knowledge to increase its own intelligence. It can’t learn; it can only assimilate.”
 
   “How could you possibly know that?” Kala asked. Then she saw the crack running down the length of Stanos’s face. It was so fine that at first glance, it looked like an out-of-place hair, except that it was too precise. It ran between his eyes, down his nose, over his chin, and down his neck, dividing his face into two perfect halves. As he smiled at her, the line crossing his mouth widened a fraction, and Kala thought she saw something dark moving inside.
 
   “We’re reliant on having new knowledge passed on to us through our hosts. You’ve been very helpful tonight, Holcroft. Thank you.”
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   The plethora of little clues Kala had overlooked came crashing in on her all at once. He didn’t help me at all. He knew about the creature but wanted me to examine it and give him my findings. He needed me to explain its weaknesses—
 
   The hairline crack in Stanos’s face widened, peeling back his beautiful eyes and sweetly smiling mouth, exposing the twitching, reaching tendrils inside. Kala opened her mouth to scream, but no noise came out. She tried to step backwards, but the desk blocked her escape. She felt a hot, sharp pain on one of her hands; she’d brushed the heat pen’s holder and scalded herself.
 
   Stanos would always chide me when I forgot to turn it off, she thought sluggishly as the thing that had once been her best friend split its suit in half. The skin was coiling around, releasing more and more of the black, glistening core, and tendrils as wide as her arm extending forward to snatch at her. He’d chide, but in a kind way. He never got angry with me. Not once. Jeeze, I’m going to miss him.
 
   She grabbed the heat pen’s plastic base, which was hot enough to be uncomfortable but not quite hot enough to burn her. To her horror, the tendrils wrapped around her legs. They tightened until the pressure was painful, then began dragging her towards the remains of Stanos’s body. She imagined being enveloped in the inky black mass, swallowed by it, and converted into it. Nausea rose inside her.
 
   She was close enough to see the detail, to watch as the black flesh undulated and see Stanos’s sagging skin hanging limply from the creature. Anger grew to drown out the horror, and Kala thrust her arm forward, sinking the heat pen into the place where Stanos’s face had once been.
 
   She’d guessed fire might be one of the creature’s weaknesses. She hoped the scorching-hot heat pen was hot enough to wound the monster.
 
   She was right. The slimy black skin began convulsing and shrivelling where the pen had touched it, and a terrible screaming, wailing noise rose from the beast. Stanos’s arms, which had shifted to hang behind his back like malformed wings as the body opened up, began twitching. The tendrils around Kala’s legs tightened and sent a shock of pain up her thighs. She pulled the heat pen back, stabbed it into one of the tendrils that clung to her leg, and felt the heat radiating through the slimy, twitching flesh. It tightened more, and Kala bit down against the pain. Then suddenly, the pressure was gone, and she was free. 
 
   Most of the heat had been sapped out of the pen—it was meant to be used on small specimens for short amounts of time—but she gave a final stab at the thrashing, wailing beast as she ran past it. That seemed to be the last straw for the creature. It expanded, black limbs shooting out in all directions, and the remaining parts of Stanos’s body were shredded under the motion. The tendrils hit the cold storage, blowing the door off and scattering little plastic packets everywhere. Another arm hit the wall holding the protective suits, cutting through the thick yellow fabric and leaving a large dent in the wall.
 
   So much for hoping my suit would protect me, Kala thought, ducking as she ran for the door.
 
   Another of the tendrils launched at her. She felt it coming more than saw it and dove to one side. It grazed her shoulder, knocking her off balance and cutting a large hole in the suit before sailing past her and hitting the door with enough force to smash it off its hinges. 
 
   Without even pausing for breath, she kept running, ducking underneath the tendril, and racing through the open doorway. The thick suit made it hard to run, but she moved her legs as quickly as she could, leaning forward to use the momentum. She didn’t stop to collect herself until her left foot got caught on her right pants leg and sent her crashing to the ground.
 
   The creature was still in the lab; she could hear it thrashing, breaking their priceless equipment, and smashing through the glass windows that looked into the room for larger specimens.
 
   I hope you cut yourself, she thought furiously, pressing her palms against her eyes. It was a stupid thing to hope for; even if the creature did cut itself, it would be repaired in a matter of seconds. She suspected that even the burns wouldn’t bother it for long. Strangled laughter rose in her throat as she began to realise just how dire the situation was.
 
   Get it together. You’ve got to tell someone. Got to warn them.
 
   She stumbled to her feet, tugging off her gloves and throwing the face mask behind herself. She wasn’t far from where she’d been standing earlier that evening, waiting so anxiously for Stanos to return. The door to the living quarters was only a few dozen paces ahead of her. She began to run for the door, knowing that it was only a matter of time before the creature behind her figured out how to get out of the labs. She couldn’t risk it entering the main parts of the station.
 
   Her thoughts were so focussed on what was behind her that she didn’t notice what was happening ahead until she swiped the door open. Screams filled her ears, followed by a staccato burst of gunfire. Kala stood in the doorway, shocked dumb, as she watched two guards race past her and disappear down one of the curved hallways leading to the bedrooms. One of the guards had a splash of something wet and red across his helmet.
 
   Stanos came back with two co-pilots. A sick sensation boiled in Kala’s stomach.
 
   Gunfire from a passageway to her right drew Kala’s attention. She wanted to scream, “Bullets won’t hurt them. You’ve got to use fire,” but she knew no one would hear her over the racket. A siren started far off in the building. More screaming—loud wails that rose then cut off in strange gurgles—came from immediately ahead of her. 
 
   Think! She pressed her palms against her temples. What do you need to do?
 
   She could leave. The station had three hangars, and the entrance to one was just behind her. She wasn’t a qualified pilot, but she’d watched her co-workers fly the ships often enough that she thought she could get one of the smaller ones off the ground and out the hatch.
 
   Another scream and more gunfire rang out. The siren bored into her head, its sombre whoop whoop whoop whoop uselessly warning the building’s occupants that there was a problem, as though they didn’t already know.
 
   She could stay and try to fight the creatures, but she didn’t have any combat training. I’m a scientist. I’m not supposed to have to deal with these sorts of problems! My best weapon is my brain, and it’s not like that’s going to do much good against—
 
   Kala opened her eyes as a plan hit her. She might not be able to fight, but she had something that the people in the station desperately needed: knowledge of how to stop the creatures. Fire.
 
   Half a dozen communication boxes were scattered around the station—they could broadcast her voice into every room. The closest one was in the recreation area to her right. She set out for it at a run.
 
   A scientist burst out of one of the hallway’s doors, screaming. Something dark red was sprayed across her chest and face, and her eyes were huge with panic. She dashed past Kala, senseless to her surroundings. Kala called after her, “Use fire!” But the woman showed no sign of having heard.
 
   Kala swore and picked up her pace. She shoved open the recreation room’s door and stopped short. The room had been painted with blood. Red sprays dribbled down the walls. Pools of it were spreading over the floor, changing the crystal-blue carpet into a dark muddy purple, and even as Kala stood frozen, little drips fell down in front of her from the ceiling.
 
   Bodies lay about the furniture, some whole, others torn in half. Others were mangled so badly that they looked like piles of dirty, wet rags with white bone shards poking out.
 
   A hundred and fifty-nine people lived on the station. How many of them died in this room?
 
   Kala turned towards the wall, only half-aware that she was hyperventilating. Her body was coated in slick, cold sweat, and she guessed that only the combination of shock and denial stopped her from mingling the contents of her stomach with the flesh littering the ground around her feet.
 
   She reached for the communication unit, but something seemed different about it. She blinked through the haze of stress and fear. It had been smashed—broken, probably—by one of the thrashing tendrils or a body that had been thrown against it.
 
   Well, that’s it, her brain sang cheerfully. You tried, but there’s nothing to be done. Better get to one of the ships and hightail it out of here.
 
   Kala squinted her eyes nearly shut, fighting against her body’s desire to collapse. The smell of blood and body fluids was thick, sticking in her throat and coating her tongue. This isn’t the only unit.
 
   She stumbled towards the door, averting her eyes from the carnage, half-afraid that it would burn onto her retinas, half-afraid that she would recognise one of the bodies. Her head felt foggy and light as she forced her legs to carry her to the door, out of the room, and down the hallway. As soon as her nose cleared of the visceral odour, she drew a deep, shaky breath and broke into a jog.
 
   Where’s the next closest system? The kitchen or the bedrooms or—
 
   A tall figure burst out of one of the rooms in front of her. Kala had been so focussed on watching her feet that she nearly ran into the tip of the gun.
 
   “Get back! Get back!” a voice screamed at her. It was familiar, somehow.
 
   Kala raised her eyes to stare at the woman looming over her. “Vivian?”
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   Kala had never seen the immaculate, precise scientist look so fierce… or so dirty. Vivian’s long black plait was mussed, and patches of hair poked out at odd angles. Strands fell over her sweaty face, partially blocking one of her intensely wild eyes. Her neatly pressed suit was scuffed and stained with dark spots, and the hands gripping the gun had turned pale and veiny.
 
   They stared at each other for a moment, the tip of Vivian’s gun pointed at Kala’s head, then Vivian let out a sigh and lowered her weapon. “Be more careful, Holcroft. Not everyone will give you the benefit of the doubt.”
 
   Kala rubbed a hand over her face. “There’s, uh, alien, body snatcher—”
 
   “You noticed, did you?” Vivian barked. Her carefully cultivated aloofness was gone; in its place was cold fury. She kept turning her head, peering up and down the hallway. “There were only two of them to begin with, but they’re taking over their victims’ bodies. You can’t trust anyone.”
 
   “Wait. Why are you trusting me?”
 
   Vivian snorted. It sounded almost like suppressed laughter. “They don’t stare at you stupidly when you point a gun at them.”
 
   “Ah.” Kala glanced at the weapon and shook her head. “Bullets won’t hurt them. They can repair damage at a phenomenal speed. You’ve got to burn them.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Burn them. You know, fire. I was trying to get to an announcement unit to—”
 
   “But the one in the rec room’s broken.” Vivian grabbed Kala’s arm and pulled her down the hallway. “Okay, we need to get to the weapons room. There are flamethrowers in there.”
 
   “What? Really? How did you know that?”
 
   Vivian paused just long enough to give Kala an incredulous glare. “I’m ex-military. I never stay in a building if I don’t know the exits, defences, and emergency plans. Come on; we need to hurry.”
 
   “Okay, but the announcement box—”
 
   Vivian’s grip was too strong to fight as she dragged Kala around a corner and down the hallway leading to the military sector. “Stop being stupid. You won’t be able to help anyone if you get killed halfway across the station.”
 
   It took Kala a second to latch onto the logic, but then she broke into a jog, following Vivian into the metal-lined passageways. Vivian stopped abruptly, and Kala nearly ran into her back. A body in the middle of the hallway blocked their path. Kala recognised Denise, one of the senior researchers. Her bushy hair was thrown out in a halo around her head, and her open eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling. Vivian swore under her breath and pointed her gun at the prone woman.
 
   “What are you doing?” Kala hissed, snatching the tip of the gun and pushing it down to face the ground.
 
   “She’s changing,” Vivian said simply. Her face had taken on a pale-grey tinge, but her eyes were hard. “I saw it in the rec room. The creatures can do one of two things to you: they can kill you, or they can take over your body. Trust me on this—the first option is the far greater mercy.”
 
   Denise’s fingers were twitching. Kala thought of the amettal and the way it had twitched in the glass bowl before leaping to its feet like nothing had happened. She realised she did not, under any circumstance, want to see Denise get up again. Kala let go of Vivian’s gun, feeling sick.
 
   “It’s the kindest thing I can do for her,” Vivian said, her voice unusually soft. “Look away if it upsets you.”
 
   Kala turned to face the wall and squeezed her eyes shut as Vivian opened fire. The loud snapping sounds seemed to go on forever, and when the noise died off, Kala opened her eyes again. The hallway was filled with dust from the chipped concrete floor.
 
   “Better safe than sorry.” Vivian pulled Kala past Denise’s now-still remains.
 
   “They can’t take over dead things,” Kala said, trying to make sense of what had just happened.
 
   “That’s the logic I’m working off.” Vivian led her around another corner at a fast jog. “They can infect you while you’re alive, but a corpse is no good to them.”
 
   The door leading into the weapons room was hanging open. Kala and Vivian entered cautiously, but it was empty. Most of the guns had been taken, but the more unique weapons—grenades, knives, and the flamethrowers—were still on their racks.
 
   “Good,” Vivian said, a hiss of triumph in her voice as she dropped her gun and began gathering the half-dozen flamethrowers. “Carry these, Holcroft, and grab some grenades, as well.”
 
   “We’re not going to leave some here?”
 
   “No, we’re going to take them and pass them out to anyone we see in the hallways.” More gunfire came from farther in the building, followed by the sound of something large being smashed. “Hurry, we don’t have time.”
 
   Kala stuffed her pockets with grenades and fumbled to hold the five flamethrowers Vivian thrust into her arms. “Aren’t you carrying any?”
 
   “Just one.” Vivian’s eyes were severe as she pulled the straps of the backpack over her shoulders and hoisted the gun in her right hand. “Your job is to get to the comm box. My job is to keep you alive. Deal?”
 
   “Deal,” Kala said. 
 
   Then they were running again, down the same passageway, leaping over Denise’s bloodied body, and heading back to the heart of the building.
 
   Vivian hesitated, glancing up and down the hallways. “Nearest unit would be…”
 
   “The kitchen,” Kala suggested, but Vivian shook her head.
 
   “I’d just come from there when I found you. The whole room’s been decimated. I doubt the unit is intact.”
 
   “What about the meeting room?”
 
   “Yes, that would work. Let’s go.”
 
   They turned left, Vivian in the lead while Kala tried to keep pace without dropping her armful of flamethrowers. Down the hallway, frantic arguing came from one of the rooms. Vivian held up her hand to stop Kala then rapped on the door while yelling, “We’re friends; don’t shoot.”
 
   The voices inside fell silent. Then the door opened, and two guns were pointed at Vivian’s face. 
 
   “How do we know you’re not one of them?” a taller, thick-set man barked. 
 
   Vivian glowered at him. “They don’t exactly stop for pleasantries, do they?”
 
   The tall man glanced at his younger companion, who nodded. “We’re going to make a break for the ships. Want to join us?”
 
   “Can’t,” Vivian said, “but we have something to help. Bullets won’t stop them, but according to our scientist, fire will.”
 
   She inclined her head towards Kala, who unloaded two of the flamethrowers and a handful of grenades. “Spread the word.” 
 
   Vivian didn’t even give the men a chance to thank them before she returned to jogging down the hallway. The flamethrowers were heavy, and Kala struggled to keep up. Vivian quickly found another band of survivors, and they unloaded two of the remaining three flamethrowers.
 
   A stitch was developing in Kala’s side, but she managed to keep pace with her lanky companion as they approached the meeting room. Gunfire, loud and persistent, came from the inside. Vivian motioned for Kala to keep her head down, then she shoved through the doors.
 
   At first, the scene in front of her didn’t make any sense. She felt as though she’d stepped into a modern-art house, where everything was calculated to subtly disturb the viewer. Sculptures of familiar objects, changed to be not quite right, filled the space, and the music piped through the room was the steady tat-tat-tat of automatic fire. 
 
   She blinked, and reality filtered through to her.
 
   The chairs, normally arranged in neat rows in the centre of the room, had been tossed about like children’s toys. They cluttered the floor like little landmines, and piles of them had collected at the edges of the room. To her right was the heavy wooden table their superiors had stood behind when making announcements to the station’s crew. It was turned on its side, and three people huddled behind it; two had guns and were bobbing up and down, taking potshots at the thing on the other side of the room.
 
   The inky creature, a dozen tendrils waving outwards from its base, sent a shock of terror through Kala. It towered over her, and suspended from its top was the body of one of the middle-aged women who had returned with Stanos. The body hung limply, arms and legs swinging like a ragdoll’s as the creature moved. Only her head seemed alive; it was held upright and was twitching from side to side, following the action of the room.
 
   The creatures need our eyes to see, Kala realised. That’s why the monster inside Stanos wasn’t able to follow me out of the lab—he’d destroyed Stanos’s human body and couldn’t see.
 
   The corpse’s head rotated to look at them, the blank eyes wide and unblinking as the lips curled into a sneer.
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   Vivian swore as one of the tendrils shot towards them. It was fast, but Vivian’s reflexes were faster. She’d already raised the nozzle of her flamethrower and pulled the trigger. Fire spurted from its tip, shooting fifteen feet forward before licking upwards in a plume of black smoke. The tendril hit the flame, and a noxious odour and an ear-splitting shriek filled the room. 
 
   The limp body’s mouth had opened wide to emit the wail. The partly human scream also held something very, very unnatural—deep, harsh, and gutturally horrible.
 
   Kala felt her trance break. She dove towards the three people behind the table and pressed her remaining flamethrower into the closet one’s hands. “Guns won’t hurt it,” she gasped, pulling grenades out of her pockets and passing them to the other two people. “Fire will.”
 
   Vivian was slowly advancing on the creature, swivelling her flame to hit any tendrils that tried to reach her. The scream was increasing in volume and pitch as more and more of the arms were burnt, and while the rest of the woman’s body hung limp on its black master, the face was twisted into a snarl of pure fury. Kala couldn’t understand why Vivian was trying to get closer to the beast until she saw the small white box attached to the wall behind it.
 
   “Ah,” she said, feeling dread and horror build in her as she stared at the communication unit. “Crap.”
 
   “What?” the woman beside her asked.
 
   Kala thought her face was slightly familiar. Had they eaten breakfast together one morning? Wasn’t her name Julie or Julia or something similar?
 
   “I need to get to the comm box.”
 
   The woman glanced at where Kala indicated and nodded. She was pale, but she slung the flamethrower’s backpack over her shoulders. “Right. Let’s go.”
 
   She leapt out from the shelter of the table and moved to stand beside Vivian. Kala followed, feeling incredibly vulnerable with empty hands, and hung just behind the two women as they advanced on the creature. 
 
   Its arms moved with terrific speed, smashing chairs across the room and smacking indents into the walls. Kala ducked as the leg of a flying chair grazed her back. The two women in front of her kept moving forward, getting closer to the monster’s body.
 
   The creature began to retreat, and fear showed on the corpse’s face as it drew away to one of the corners. Kala saw her chance and ran towards the communication unit. Vivian sidestepped to keep herself between Kala and the creature, while the other woman continued to march forward, anger marking deep lines on her sweaty face. 
 
   The stench was so foul that Kala felt like she was choking. She hit the wall next to the comm unit, pulled the microphone out of its holder, and pressed the button. An echo of the creature’s wail filled the room as the noise was broadcast back to them.
 
   “They’re vulnerable to fire,” Kala said, talking quickly, aware that she had seconds, at most, before the monster tried to stop her. “Bullets won’t hurt them, but fire will. You can kill them with fire.”
 
   The creature roared, the unnaturally loud sound spewing out from its twisted human lips, and lunged towards Kala. Vivian raised her flamethrower, but the other woman leapt in first, directing her flame at the advancing body. Kala saw the black flesh bubble and blister under the heat, but the monster was too enraged be deterred again. A tendril shot forward, breaking through the woman’s fire and spearing her through the chest. 
 
   Vivian took her finger off her trigger then turned and pushed Kala. They both hit the floor just in time to avoid two arms aimed at their heads. Kala rolled onto her back and began to scramble away from the monster. Julie or Julia, or whoever she had been, had managed to burn the corpse’s face. The skin had melted and puckered, and both eyes had turned grey-white as they’d cooked inside her head. They swivelled uselessly in their sockets, but even as she tried to draw enough breath into her lungs to power her limbs, Kala saw the burnt flesh begin to repair itself.
 
   “It’s blind,” she hissed to Vivian. “But it won’t be for long. We need to get out of here.”
 
   “I’ll cover your back.”
 
   Kala had nearly gained her feet when a deafening boom assaulted her eardrums. The floor buckled and shuddered, sending vibrations through her body and jarring her teeth.
 
   A harsh bark of laughter came from Vivian. “Sounds like someone found the propane tanks! Hurry, Holcroft!”
 
   She didn’t hesitate. The propane tanks kept in the lower storage level were huge; if the whole stack had been lit, they could easily destroy most of the building. Kala clambered to her feet and started running towards the door. A burst of flame just behind her told her a tendril had tried to follow the sound of her feet.
 
   The two other people who had been hiding behind the table were already gone. Another explosion rocked the building as Kala tried to get through the doorway, and she hit the wall and held on to it to steady herself, blinking through the smoke to see into the hallway. More screams mingled with people yelling for each other and the sounds of feet slapping on the concrete floors. A burst of warm light to her left told her the flamethrowers she’d given out were being put to good use.
 
   She took off in the opposite direction, towards the hangars. The smoke choked her, so she bent down and held the sleeve of her suit over her nose. 
 
   Screams and calls for help echoed through the hall, and then a cluster of people raced out of a corridor behind Kala, catching her in their midst. Someone shoved her from behind, and she picked up her pace. Most of the people surrounding her were coated in splashes of blood; one was hysterical, and strange hiccups of laughter broke through her wails as she scratched at her face with bloodied hands. Another was yelling and pushing at his companions, telling them to split up and stop running in a group. A second later, Kala saw why: one of the creatures spilled out of the hallway behind them, dragging its bulk towards them, arms lashing out to grab at the stragglers, its own deflated human host swaying limply on its back. 
 
   Kala twisted around, trying to catch a glimpse of Vivian, hoping her companion wasn’t trapped on the creature’s other side. Someone shoved her, and she hit the floor hard, gasping as her lip split and blood flooded her mouth. 
 
   One of the black arms shot forward and speared through the chest of a man who had been directly in front of her. He screamed, and Kala shielded her face against the spray of his blood.
 
   She couldn’t think, or even breathe, but she scrambled in her pockets for a weapon. Her hand closed over a hard, cool, round object—her last grenade. She pulled it out, tugged the ring free, and hurled it at the black beast.
 
   Kala didn’t stop to watch where it landed but gained her feet awkwardly, ignoring the pain in her lip and the ache of her knees and palms where the concrete had sliced through her suit. Pressing both hands over her ears, she ran as fast as she could.
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   The explosion travelled through her like a shockwave. The hollow inside of her chest vibrated, but she managed to keep her feet this time, squinting against the smoke and throwing the weight of her body forward to maintain momentum. The group that had swelled around her dispersed. Some veered off towards the living quarters, others towards the kitchen. She turned left, taking the detour that led to the hangar and the labs. Scorch marks marred the walls, and two bodies lay on the ground. She recognised them as the men she’d given two of the flamethrowers to. 
 
   They probably met Stanos while they were trying to escape.
 
   The hallway overlooking the hangar was empty. As the door shut behind her, the sounds of fighting died into gentle background noise. Even an explosion didn’t do much except shake the ground beneath her feet.
 
   She could see the ship Stanos had arrived on, still connected to the extendable walkway. The fighting must have started before the hangar workers could refuel, clean, and settle the ship into its usual docking place. That was good news for her.
 
   She counted the offshoots in the walkway until she found the one she remembered Stanos coming out of and followed it down towards the ship. The passageway was refreshingly clean and calm. Kala could almost believe the last hour had been a particularly traumatic movie, and she was now exiting the theatre and returning to the real world. What a good show. The special effects were really something, weren’t they?
 
   She stifled a hysterical laugh as she reached the end of the hall and punched the button to open the ship’s door. It was compact but orderly inside. She thought about Stanos and his two co-pilots, navigating the ship home with borrowed memories, hiding their true, monstrous insides behind respectable human suits.
 
   Kala glanced up the walkway towards the observation area. She could just barely see the doors leading to the living quarters, hiding unspeakable horrors. Vivian hadn’t followed. She wanted to wait and watch the doors, hoping Vivian would come through them whole and unhurt, but Kala knew the odds were abysmal. Even with the flamethrowers, the fight had been a massacre. The station was as good as lost; Kala had done her best to give the occupants the knowledge of how to fight the monsters, but she needed to get out and warn the other stations. How many mysterious calls for help had come in over the past ten days? Forty-five? Were all of those returning ships going to cause a repeat of Station 333?
 
    Kala locked the doors. Anger and grief tasted bitter on her tongue as she settled into the padded pilot’s chair and began powering up the ship. Focus. Get off the planet and send a signal to Central. People need to be told about this. Do your job.
 
   The Delta Shock hummed into life. Kala took two deep, stabilising breaths, relishing the clean air of the cockpit, as she prepared to launch.
 
   A flash of motion in the corner of her eye caught her attention. Kala looked up and felt a cold chill sweep over her body as she saw Vivian tearing along the viewing deck towards the walkway. Her right arm was blackened with soot, and drying blood painted the front of her suit. She unhooked and dropped the flamethrower as she ran.
 
   Kala rose out of her chair, hope and fear battling inside her, as one of the beasts burst through the door behind Vivian. 
 
   “No,” Kala muttered as she realised the impossible choice she had to make. Is it Vivian? Or is it a monster wearing Vivian’s body? If she wasn’t being chased, I could keep her outside until I was sure…
 
   Vivian would reach the door in seconds, and only seconds after that, the creature would catch up. 
 
   You can’t risk it. You need to alert Central. Her life is a small price to pay to get an early warning out. But Vivian saved you. Can you live with yourself if you don’t open those doors?
 
   Vivian was nearly at the end of the extendable walkway, fear painted across her face. Even though Kala couldn’t hear her, she could easily read her lips: Open the door!
 
   Kala made up her mind in a split second and slammed her hand onto the button. The door drew open, Vivian barrelled through, and Kala pressed a second button, snapping the door closed and unsealing the walkway. The monster was moving quickly—too quickly to stop itself in time as the walkway retracted—and it tumbled from the edge. Its multitude of limbs flailed uselessly as it fell to splatter itself on the concrete hangar floor. 
 
   Kala didn’t wait to see if the fall had killed the monster or if it was already repairing itself. Instead, she pushed on the ship’s accelerator, directing it towards the open hatchway above them.
 
   Neither woman spoke as the ship rose and exited the hangar. Kala gave the shuttle a burst of energy to escape the planet’s weak atmosphere. Vivian took the co-pilot’s seat, scratching at the flaky grime on her forearm. She smelt like smoke, blood, and sweat. 
 
   “You let me in,” she said simply.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Are you an idiot? I wouldn’t have let me in.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   Vivian scowled at her. The expression was comfortingly familiar. “I could be one of the monsters. What if I was just pretending to be chased to get you to open the doors?”
 
   “You weren’t.” Kala gave her companion a weary smile. “Earlier, when we first bumped into each other, I was amazed at how… determined and angry you looked. Then, when you were running for my ship, you actually looked frightened. I’ve never seen either of those expressions on you before. That’s how I knew you were human.”
 
   Vivian raised her eyebrow.
 
   “Stanos—and the other monsters—mimicked their hosts to gain our trust. If you were one of them, you’d have worn an expression I was used to.”
 
   Vivian blinked at her then nodded slowly. 
 
   A noise, strangely muffled and deep, made them both jump. Kala turned back to the ship’s screen and gasped. Station 333 was exploding. Billows of reds and yellows consumed the grey buildings, spewing black smoke. 
 
   “Looks like someone finally unlocked and lit the propane store,” Vivian said. 
 
   They sat in silence, watching as their home burned. The fiery lights gradually died down, and the thick black smoke that rose into the planet’s atmosphere dulled the glow. 
 
   “Will that be enough to kill them all?” Vivian asked.
 
   “The creatures? It should get most of them, I guess.”
 
   The monsters weren’t the only living beings to die, though. Kala couldn’t stand watching the burning station. She turned off the screen so that the cockpit was nearly black, illuminated only by the panel’s display screens. She hoped it was too dark for Vivian to see the tear tracks on her face.
 
   “You’re not an idiot,” Vivian said after a pause. “It was wrong of me to call you one.”
 
   Kala blinked in surprise. “Oh. Thanks.” She cleared her throat. “And thanks for looking out for me back there. I don’t know where I’d be without your help.”
 
   “You would be dead,” Vivian said simply.
 
   Kala felt a tired grin grow across her face. “Yeah, okay.”
 
   “Just like I would be dead without you.” Vivian shot her an appraising glance out of the corner of her eyes. “I wouldn’t have thought to use fire against them.”
 
   Kala nodded. She was trying very hard not to think about the lives that had been lost on her station. A hundred and fifty-nine people had been there just that morning. She wondered if any of them had managed to get to the hangars in time. 
 
   “You’re terrible at this,” Vivian interrupted, motioning towards the controls Kala was manipulating. “You’re wasting fuel. Let me take over.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “If you want to do something, start sending alerts to all of the planets within easy communication distance. They need to know about what happened. And they need to know that they’re at risk, too.”
 
   “Yeah,” Kala said, getting out of her seat so Vivian could scoot over. Her entire body was starting to ache from the last hour’s exertion. She brushed her fingers over the tattered, dirty, bloodied canary-yellow suit. It felt like months ago that she’d been following Stanos into the labs.
 
   She settled into the co-pilot’s seat and began pulling up the wavelengths she would need to use to contact other stations.
 
   Vivian took over the controls, resetting some and altering others. “The ship’s low on fuel,” she noted, “but we have enough to set a course for an area we can be picked up in. I think you and I might actually make it out of this alive.”
 
   “And that’s something,” Kala said, smiling despite her aches, her fears, and the memories she knew she would never be able to erase. She typed the first code into her system and spoke into the microphone.
 
   “This is Kala Holcroft and Vivian Magennie aboard the Delta Shock. Station 333 has been destroyed. Repeat, Station 333 has been destroyed. There is a new threat to our network that must be acted on immediately…”
 
    
 
   The End
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