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      “This is Houston calling Space Substation Freebird. Houston to Freebird. Hey, Mackie! Seen any ghosts recently?”

      Aldyn Mackie sighed loudly before answering. “Negative, Houston. Wish you’d stop trying to proliferate that old wives’ tale. There are no ghosts up here, or anywhere else, for that matter. Who is this? Hudson?”

      “That’s an affirmative. But you can’t dismiss the fact that every one of your buds who’ve been up there with you all declare it as fact.”

      “Space psychosis,” Aldyn flatly responded. “It’s a good thing they’re back on solid ground, or else there’s no telling what other stories they’d be concocting.”

      “We hear you,” the engineer replied with a snicker. “So how’s our nebula doing?”

      Aldyn checked his readouts. “You have the same information as I do. It’s still heading our way and due to bypass Earth in approximately…” He did a double-take. No, that couldn’t be right…could it? He ran diagnostics a second time and got the same results. “Mission Control, please verify nebula’s coordinates. Is it my imagination, or has the damn thing shifted?”

      Their line of communication went silent for nearly a full minute. When Hudson finally returned, he sounded as shaken as Aldyn felt. “That’s an affirmative. We show it’s taken a direct ninety-degree turn. On top of that, we also show a slight increase in speed.”

      “But that’s impossible!” Aldyn stated, voicing what everyone else had to be thinking down in the space center. “I checked those coordinates not ten minutes ago, and it was still on its original path. Nebulae don’t just take a sudden turn to the left. And they sure as hell don’t speed up, either!”

      “That’s another affirmative,” the engineer informed him in a noticeably shaky voice. There was a slight pause before he came back on the line. “Mackie, be prepared for an emergency alert to go out down here.”

      “Confirm that. What about our plans for re-entry? Should I abort?”

      “Negative, Freebird,” another voice answered him. Aldyn recognized Maj. Markum’s voice. “Continue with your countdown. At the speed the Doscachelli is moving, it’ll be over and past us before you re-enter our atmosphere.”

      Aldyn took a deep breath of relief. “Roger that, Houston. And thanks. Is there anything you need from me before I begin re-entry procedures?”

      “Keep checking your numbers every two or three minutes,” Markum replied. “We’ll be doing the same. If you see anything, anything suspicious or possibly threatening, you sound it out loud and clear.”

      “Roger that, Houston. Let’s just hope there’s nothing worth worrying about.”

      Surprisingly, the major chuckled. “It’s just a big cloud of ions, gases, and dust. At the worst, it’ll knock out power temporarily. But we need to keep alert just in case something else occurs. If we happen to lose communication, continue with your descent. There are other ways we can keep an eye on you so we don’t lose you. Don’t worry, Mackie.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” Aldyn quipped, hoping he sounded more hopeful than he felt.

      “Roger, Freebird. We’re going dark, but we’ll be back in approximately one hour if the cloud continues moving at the same speed we’re currently clocking it at.” It was Hudson again.

      One hour. Around the time when he should be firing his rockets to begin his vertical descent onto the landing pad.

      “One hour,” Aldyn confirmed.

      He turned off the communications grid and ran the specs on the nebula once more. There was no mistaking the data. The massive cloud had somehow inexplicably taken a ninety-degree turn toward Earth and appeared to have gone into ramming mode.

      He glanced behind him and down the long, narrow tube that was the miniature space station. Less than a week ago, it had been him, Clemmons, Nifalti, and Abramson. Now he was the lone leftover given the task of bringing the remainder of their experimental data back home—the physical samples, fragments, and other detritus they’d collected over the past six months while conducting numerous experiments.

      “Hey, Mackie! Seen any ghosts recently?”

      He sighed as he eyed the interior. “Yeah, I’ve seen them. We all have. But I’m not about to admit to it, or else you’d sic your psychiatrists on me the moment I set foot on land.”

      Getting out of his chair, he floated over to the window on the side of the station that faced the planet. From there he could see the opalescent cloud drifting toward Earth. Even a casual eye could see the anomaly was larger than the orb and would completely envelope the planet during its passing. Worse, the thing was moving so fast, he could actually eyeball the thing’s progression.

      “How in the hell were you able to change course and speed up? What did you do? Turn the wheel to make a sharp left and hit the accelerator? You’re acting as if you’re…”

      Sentient? The thought popped into his head, and he gasped. “Oh, shit!”

      Shooting back to his seat, he floated above the console as he tried to reestablish contact. “Mission Control, this is Freebird. Houston, this is Freebird. Do you read me?”

      The soft hiss told him the communication band was closed on their end. Otherwise he’d be hearing dead air. In the event the guys down below opened the channel before he was able to, he recorded a message for them to receive.

      “Houston, this is Freebird. Listen, is it possible the cloud is sentient? Or being used as a cover for a sentient species to invade Earth? We both know this nebula isn’t acting the way a normal one would. Could an alien race be using it like a form of camouflage to disguise its ships or something? Just putting this out there. Let me know when you receive. Freebird over.”

      After sending off the communique, he ran the diagnostics, which confirmed what he already knew. The thing was remaining on its new course. Returning to the big window, he watched as the nebula crawled over Earth like an animal swallowing a large round pill. Slowly…slowly…until…

      He blinked. It stopped. The gaseous cloud wasn’t moving. It was sitting there, covering the planet in its vaporous opalescent veil, as if it was content to remain there for the time being. The sun illuminated its outer edges, giving the Earth a halo. Aldyn cast an eye over at the board to verify all of this was getting caught on camera. If you’re able to see this, I bet you boys down there are having fits.

      ENGINES FIRING IN TEN MINUTES.

      The station’s scheduled countdown had kicked in. It was time to strap himself down. Grabbing his helmet from the shelf, he put it on and went to take his seat, buckling up. Since he couldn’t see anything through the front windows, he focused on the readouts in front of him. If he couldn’t see the nebula in person, he could follow its progress, what there was of it, as he headed planetside.

      ENGINES FIRING IN FIVE MINUTES.

      He gripped the chair’s arms. Damn, he wished he could see if the cloud was still there, but it was too risky to get up, go take a look, then make it back before the thrusters took over.

      He stared out through the front windows. “Give it a minute or so once the engines fire, and you’ll be looking straight at it.”

      ENGINES FIRING IN SIXTY SECONDS. PREPARE FOR DESCENT.

      Aldyn took a deep breath and tried to calm himself. When the rockets finally came alive, the only way he knew the substation was moving was because the pattern of stars shifted. Gradually, the tubular craft took aim at the planet below.

      When the Earth eventually came into view, he was in for another shock.

      The nebula was gone. Not moved on.

      Gone.

      He searched the void of space surrounding the planet, but the cloud was nowhere in sight. “That’s impossible! It couldn’t have left that quickly…unless it just dissipated like smoke.”

      But it was undeniable. A pristine clear view of the blue orb lay before him. And as for the nebula, it was as if it had never existed.
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      At any moment, Aldyn expected Mission Control to contact him, but their link remained silent. When the ship got within two miles of its landing site, the rockets did their job and tilted the craft vertically. For the next half hour as it completed its descent, he watched the beautiful azure sky with its random pattern of clouds. The outside temperature gauge read sixty-eight degrees. It was a picture-perfect autumn day.

      He felt the ship touch down with a bump, followed by the sound of the engines grinding to a halt. Throwing off the harness, he removed his helmet and went directly to the hatch. His body was sluggish and slow to respond to the gravity, but it would take a few minutes to adjust. In the meantime, he was eager to smell real air again.

      The hatch slid open, and he held up a hand against the sun’s brightness until his eyes adjusted. Once he was able to gaze down at the landing field, he stared at it in numb silence.

      There was no one there, when there should have been at least a dozen men waiting to help him disembark, and another dozen or so to collect the samples.

      “Hello? Hello! Is anybody here?”

      He returned to the pilot chair and switched on the communications band. It hissed in disconnected anger. Regardless, he tried using it.

      “Hello? Houston, this is Freebird. Calling Mission Control. This is Freebird. Do you copy? Does anyone copy? Hello?”

      Static.

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      He returned to the hatch and stared down at the nearly thirty-foot drop. The guys who should have brought the stairwell to him weren’t there. Neither was the stairwell.

      He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hey! Is anybody here?”

      The wind blew, the sun shone, but there were no other sounds. Not birds, not traffic. Nothing.

      The Earth was totally silent.

      “Okay. If Mohammad won’t go to the mountain, the mountain will have to go to Mohammad,” he muttered.

      There was an emergency hatch several meters below the main one, which would put him closer to the ground. However, there remained a lot of distance between that hatch and terra firma. Fortunately, the designers had included several additional tools in the event the substation missed its intended target, or other circumstances forced the craft to land elsewhere.

      Aldyn found the rolled-up rope ladder in its case in the lower midsection. Taking it to the other doorway, he opened it, attached the hooked ends of the ladder to the hull, and let it drop, where it hit the concourse with a loud thump.

      He took extra care climbing down, giving himself all the time he needed. Letting his muscles adjust to the pull of gravity. By the time he reached the landing dock, he was drenched in sweat despite the cool temperature.

      Collapsing on the tarmac, he gazed at the surrounding buildings as he rested to catch his breath. From what he could see
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