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Despite our efforts, humans are not the dominant force in the universe. On Earth we can pretend we’re in charge. We can ignore the rumours of alien abductions, turn away from the shrieking things which lurk in the forests and cave networks. We can build over those temples which violate our agreed-upon history. We can cover up the gnawed bodies that fall from the sky, pay off scientists and explorers who discover too much. We can be ignorant, and we can be happy.

But once we leave the comfort of this planet we have conquered, the universe shows its teeth.

Contained within this collection are five new Science Fiction horrors, by five authors. Each of these stories has been written specifically for this collection, and brings to life a new angle on Sci-Fi horror.

Welcome to the Macabre Multiverse.
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By John Coon
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Each new blast sent waves through the energy barrier, causing persistent crackles and sparks. Tremors rocked the entire isolation chamber. Anxiety gripped every part of Nor’s body as each spark reflected on the surrounding walls. The barrier would not hold integrity against this assault much longer before dissolving.

Still, it needed to buy him a few extra minutes.

Everything came down to this – one lone wall of pulsating energy standing between him and an awful monster. Nor could not let the barrier crumble before he gained teleporter control again. If this deranged foe penetrated the chamber, his fate would mirror the fate that greeted the rest of his team.

A fate much worse than dying.

Nor scrambled over to a console jutting out from the isolation chamber’s back wall. He pressed down on a small rectangular digital panel. A blue light crept out from under all four edges and washed over his small grey fingers.

A slot opened and a control pad moulded with a hand imprint rose to the console surface. Underneath the pad, two circular columns emitted a harsh crimson light. Each column held interchangeable pebble-shaped crystals.

Fresh waves of crackles signalled another ionic charge crashing into the barrier. Nor turned and faced the barrier again. Leet stood on the other side of the main chamber portal. She primed another charge, ready to toss it into the barrier.

“Barrier strength is down to thirty percent,” Leet said. “You cannot escape us. We control every deck now.”

Two angular fangs protruded from under Leet’s upper lip. Nor swallowed hard, turned back to the console, and pressed his hand down into the imprint. A red light washed over his fingers and stopped at his wrist before vanishing again. Crystals inside each column shifted from red to green.

A slight smile crept onto Nor’s face. He isolated the teleportation system and brought it under his personal control. Nor wrapped his fingers around the top crystal and extracted it from the right-hand column. Then he did the same thing with the bottom crystal and swapped both crystals from their original spots.

“I can save you,” he said.

No matter how much Nor tried to convince himself that Leet had changed into a monster, he refused to deem his past feelings for her irrelevant.

“I do not need your salvation,” Leet hissed.

She tossed the final ionic charge into the barrier. A streak of blue energy rippled from end to end. Only a second later, a deafening boom pierced his auditory cavities. Nor stumbled backward and clutched the console to stop himself from tumbling to the ground. He lifted his head as the final remnants of the energy barrier evaporated.

Leet entered the isolation chamber without resistance. A triumphant smile washed over her face, revealing two sets of fangs this time.

“Time to stop running,” Leet said. “You are out of hiding places.”

Nor repeated the crystal exchange on the left-hand column. Crystals in each column shifted to a blue colour. Leet snarled and sprinted toward him. He pressed a spot just under his left collarbone with his right index finger. A similar blue light started shining below his grey flesh where his finger touched.

“Farewell for now, my precious Leet,” Nor said.

His cells grew as grainy as old video footage while blue light spread through his body like a web. Leet lunged forward with outstretched arms. Her mouth distorted into a gruesome expression of malice. She swiped at him with her right hand. Four fingers passed right through Nor’s fading chest.

Blue light finally enveloped the last inches of his body. Leet and the isolation chamber both dissolved from his vision, leaving nothing except the light for a moment. Then, seconds later, his surroundings came back into focus. Nor found himself standing inside a secure auxiliary chamber. A blue light pulsated from a column on his right-hand side for a few additional seconds and then vanished without a trace.

Nor felt confident no one would search for him here. This chamber offered scant importance to the others. For him, it held answers he sought.

* * *
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How a simple research mission escalated into a life-or-death ordeal in less than a day boggled Nor’s mind. Earlier in the week, his team had arrived at an unremarkable orb based on outside appearances. This planet’s mixture of expansive blue oceans and white billowy clouds mirrored a generic geologic profile shared by dozens of other habitable worlds. They charted and visited each one during their journeys through this specific arm of the galaxy. Deep space transmissions their vessel intercepted en route to the planet revealed a much different story.

Audio and a series of images bombarded their sensors almost continuously day and night. These unveiled a planet home to a dominant bipedal species embroiled in constant conflict and turmoil. Violence appeared to be as much a part of everyday life as turbulent waves crashing on a beach – churning, bubbling and altering landscape along the way.

Gix, the team leader, ordered their research vessel to establish orbit and further investigate an unusual anomaly their sensors detected while conducting surface scans. Leet isolated the anomaly and uncovered a thermal image of a laser grid surrounding a large rectangular box deep within an underground room. Sensors also revealed periodic bursts of heat inside the walls. Flames spat from the walls, passing in front of the box and behind it.

Once Leet reported the discovery, Gix instructed their team to teleport the box on board. It materialised inside a large containment chamber housed within a research lab. A metallurgical scan revealed the box was made from an unidentified steel alloy. Nor studied the box and quickly discovered welding marks, stretching end to end.

It had been sealed shut from the outside.

“This box was not meant to be disturbed,” Nor said.

“Your life is burdened with far too great concern,” Leet replied. “Where would our world be without an undying thirst for knowledge to drive progress?”

She pivoted to Jatt, another team member stationed at a square console with rounded edges outside the chamber. A solitary middle pillar jutted from underneath the console down to the floor.

“Run a scan to find out what’s inside.”

“It shall be done,” Jatt replied.

He pressed down on a round polished stone equal in size to a large jewelled coin. A dark green light lit up on the console. At once, a series of red pulses emerged from open panels on opposite sides of the chamber and swept over the steel box. Pulses crossed paths from opposite directions and then retreated into walls directly across from where they first emerged.

Twin flat crystal monitors outside the chamber displayed scan results. The scan revealed a bio signature belonging to a figure inside the box. This signature matched other bio signatures of the planet’s dominant bipedal species culled from earlier planetary scans.

Leet gasped. “This body shows anomalies within its bio signature,” she said. “Normal blood flow. Normal brain activity. Strangely, it emits no trace of body heat.”

Nor touched his hand to one of the monitors. “Whatever is sealed inside is alive?” he asked.

“Correct,” Leet replied. “We must crack open the box and uncover what lies inside. Learn what keeps this lifeform alive.”

“This strikes me as a foolish idea.”

“We may have uncovered an important piece of this planet’s technology. It will help us better understand what advances their civilization has made.”

“I see nothing advanced about the box.”

“You see only what you want to see, Nor. Why do you not support my quest for understanding?”

Nor drew a sharp breath. Leet’s accusation cut him deep. He acknowledged being guilty of holding her back at the wrong times. That unfortunate incident on Bashar Prime still weighed down his mind. If Nor had bothered to listen to Leet at the time, they would have avoided disrupting a sacred Basharian festival. Instead, they had endured a furious attack on their vessel and barely escaped with their ship intact. Making numerous extensive repairs to navigation and propulsion systems had set their exploration mission back an entire month.

Perhaps showing an enhanced degree of faith in Leet now would be an appropriate gesture.

“I guess it will not hurt to take a closer look,” Nor said, relenting to Leet’s wishes.

She flashed a brief smile and quietly gave his hand an appreciative squeeze. Leet then walked over to Jatt’s console and pressed down on a ball-shaped black stone embedded in the centre. It opened a communication channel with the bridge of their vessel.

“Opening the steel box, Gix,” she said. “Stand ready.”

“Understood,” Gix said. “Boost the chamber’s containment field to maximum strength while we determine if the lifeform poses any threat.”

“It shall be done,” Leet replied.

Jatt pushed a lever upward. Blank slots in a corresponding cylindrical power monitor on the outer chamber wall illuminated with a soft red light. Once the containment field reached maximum power, Leet pulled down a second lever on the opposite side of the console. A cutting tool dropped down from the ceiling to a spot parallel with the welding marks on the outer box. The tool fired a laser beam directly at the steel. A narrow mouth angled and pivoted, taking the laser in a straight line around the box perimeter.

Once the laser finished cutting, Jatt activated a magnetic suction tool and lifted the newly cut lid away from the rest of the box. Nor paced while he watched the whole process unfold. Something about the box and the lifeform inside left him with an unsettled feeling. Why would anyone go to the trouble of sealing this lifeform in the box and placing it deep underground? Nor struggled with not knowing the purpose behind these actions.

A bipedal lifeform rose from the box. They turned and looked directly at Nor, Leet, and Jatt. One word flashed through Nor’s mind.

Human.

Multiple images of humans were filed away within their vessel’s archives. Seeing an actual human in the flesh offered a completely different experience. This human, he imagined, fit the definition of what constituted a perfect specimen of their species.

Bio data indicated she was a young adult female specimen. Chestnut hair fell to her shoulders. Her creamy flesh bore a strange pale hue, as though sunlight had never touched her skin. Dark hazel eyes and full red lips completed the package. Her clothing seemed typical of the place where they found the box, based on deep space transmissions they had studied earlier. She wore a long-sleeved V-neck shirt and a flowing skirt with a mid-thigh hem.

The human’s eyes fell on her three observers. She sprang from the steel box and leapt to the floor. After rising into a standing position, she rushed to the containment chamber wall and pounded on the clear surface with both fists.

“Let me out of here!” Panic filled her voice. “Please! Help me!”

Nor exchanged confused glances with Leet and Jatt. Nothing about her apparent imprisonment made sense to him at first glance. Just another scared human, mirroring what they had witnessed while studying many captured planetary transmissions.

“Where am I?” Her voice grew louder and more desperate in equal proportions. “Who put me in that box? You must help me!”

“What should we do?” Jatt’s eyes were transfixed on the human as he posed his question. “She may harm herself in her frightened state.”

Nor and Leet both said nothing. No one on the research team had ever encountered a human before. Did other humans act like her? If they had sealed her inside a box, she must be dangerous.

“My name is Shiloh.” The human continued banging on the wall. “I don’t know what you’ve been told, but I’m just a normal girl. Please let me go.”

“I am releasing a sedative into the chamber
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