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	Intros

	 

	 

	 

	Hitchens Manor

	 

	The manor has a new owner ... and a new threat.

	 

	Two hundred years of hauntings has given Hitchens Manor a ghastly reputation. The resident ghosts have maintained a cycle of death, sale, rinse, repeat. The new owner is expected to suffer the same fate. That is, until they meet him.

	 

	The Asteroid Cafe

	 

	Kevin has a front row seat to the end of all things.

	 

	It’s the off-season in lower orbit and the satellite hotels are mostly empty. But for one introvert, it’s the perfect time to visit. Kevin has booked a long vacation at The Asteroid Cafe. His stay is going great, but then Armageddon ruins it all.

	 

	Calum’s Descent

	 

	To escape prison, one must first escape reality.

	 

	Calum has been locked inside a moon prison for thirteen years. The days are long, the future is bleak, and his mind has reached a breaking point. It’s time to escape. But to do so, he must confront a living nightmare.

	 

	Bandolier

	 

	Betrayal is the deadliest of games.

	 

	Burke is a member of the Mako Brotherhood, one of the most notorious criminal gangs in the galaxy. He is summoned to a secret haven for an important mission, but the sect is unaware that his loyalty has been brutally compromised.

	 

	Starship Eternity

	 

	A foolish choice leads to a fateful trap.

	 

	After a night on the town, Nate is hungover and sick as a dog. He is also late for a cosmic cruise and nearly misses the launch. As he settles in for an epic voyage, his dream vacation is slowly revealed as a deadly snare.

	 

	The Survey

	 

	Every truth demands a sacrifice.

	 

	The first humans have landed on Mars, and while the world is united in awe, Dan is busy flirting at a casino pub. A beautiful woman captures his attention. She is receptive to his charm, but to close the deal, he must submit to a painful audit.

	 

	The Claymore Incident

	 

	Salvation is a key soaked in carnage.

	 

	Claymore is a den of monsters, but Vince isn’t one of them. He lost everything to a tragic accident, and the years behind bars have tested his will. The world left him to rot. But then he receives a mysterious visitor, who offers a reckoning.

	 

	Noros

	 

	Peace is the ultimate ruin of power.

	 

	Ishuun is a planet forged in war. After ages of bloodshed, a lone orphan rises from the chaos to unite the nations. His grandson, Noros, inherits the throne and brings lasting peace. But in the silence that follows, a lurking madness begins to stir.

	 

	The Eyes of Owen

	 

	Horrible secrets lurk in the howling void.

	 

	In 2078, NASA created a wormhole portal and used it to colonize the solar system. When the United States collapsed, one of the gates was banished to deep space. The public forgot. But now a lonely caretaker will confront an existential terror.

	 

	The Oxford Revelation

	 

	Blind faith is a dark path to nowhere.

	 

	“The afterlife is real. We have proof.” These seven words shocked the world and transformed the human condition. Ten years later, the research team has gathered for an anniversary interview. As a grateful planet watches on, something feels amiss.

	
	 

	 

	 

	Hitchens Manor

	 

	 

	 

	Hitchens Manor had many owners. It also had many murders, hangings, suicides, and suspiciously fatal accidents, making it one of the most haunted places in the world. Locals feared it, realtors hated it, and yet, it enjoyed a steady parade of purchasers. Most saw it as a grim curiosity. Others were determined to put the rumors to rest.

	It all ended the same way.

	Death, sale, rinse, repeat.

	The 20-room mansion rested atop a grassy hill at the end of a secluded valley, making it an ideal spot for anyone looking for peace and quiet. It was built in 1789 by the Hitchens family, early pioneers of the Industrial Revolution. It stood as a testament to progress, proudly showcasing the latest building materials and techniques.

	But alas, the brazen display of wealth attracted crooks, cons, and everyone in between. The family enjoyed a single year of tranquility before an unknown intruder brutally murdered them inside the home. Their bodies were found dismembered and scattered throughout the manor.

	And thus began the disquietude that continues to this day.

	Theories abounded, and subsequent deaths were random at best. The only thing that tied them together was the grounds of Hitchens Manor. The floors creaked with intent. The dirt breathed with desire. Every flower was nurtured with blood.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	The latest owner was due any minute, and the house staff eagerly awaited his arrival. They sat in silence around a rustic dining table inside a lavish kitchen. The butler’s attire was pressed and spotless, per his usual standards. The cook wore a starched apron and her hair was pulled into a ponytail. A young gardener tended to a vase on the table. It contained a fresh bouquet of flowers that she had selected from her handiwork. Beside the vase was a food basket and a bottle of wine gifted from the realtor.

	And then there was the boy.

	He sat with his arms crossed and a puckered face. His role wasn’t obvious, but his distaste for the moment was clear to a fault. An errand boy, perhaps. But in his current state, one wouldn’t trust him to fetch the mail.

	“This is taking too long,” the boy said with a petulant tone.

	“Patience,” the butler said. “We’ve gone through this before and we will go through this again. No sense whinging about it.”

	The boy huffed dramatically.

	The gardener teased a final flower and took her seat at the table.

	“Gorgeous,” the cook said, adding a wide smile.

	The gardener grunted in response, then slouched in her chair.

	The butler, ever vigilant, consulted the chain watch in his front pocket. He dared not grouse, so a quick glance and tuck was dismissed as curiosity. Moments later, the unmistakable clatter of a key-in-lock caught their attention. Their postures stiffened as the front door whined open in the distance. The kitchen was two rooms away, but the cavernous manor amplified the slightest of sounds.

	Footsteps followed.

	Every eye turned to the kitchen entry. The elegant trim served as a picture frame, as if to present the next master of the manor with the utmost dignity. The reveal was upon them, but they did not rise. They remained seated at the table without much regard, as if interrupted by an unwelcome guest.

	The footsteps grew louder, and louder, then stopped.

	The entry remained empty, prompting confused glances around the group.

	But then a head appeared.

	It floated into view from midway down the frame. Short black hair and white-rimmed glasses gave the owner an urban artsy vibe. His eyes combed the space, but he ignored the staff sitting at the table. A hand slithered around the frame and up the interior wall, bringing a noodly arm with it. A slender body flowed into the kitchen like a misty apparition. The man was dressed in all black from head to toe, save for a pair of white socks that matched his glasses. He continued an intimate study of the wood-paneled wall as he prowled around the room.

	“Well this is a weird one,” the boy said.

	The owner did not respond.

	“What’s wrong with him?” the cook said with a hint of concern.

	“Does it matter?” the butler said. “He’s here, which means our work begins.” He turned to the group and smiled. “Shall we?”

	The cook nodded, as did the gardener.

	The boy maintained a confused stare at the intruder.

	The butler reached across the table and pressed a finger to the base of the wine bottle. A gentle push nudged it closer to the edge. The rasp of glass on wood caught the new owner’s undivided attention. His widened gaze whipped to the bottle, but he continued to ignore the group.

	“See?” the butler said. “Every living human has that instinct.” He nudged the bottle again.

	The owner flinched and took a step forward, his widened gaze locked onto the bottle.

	“Fear,” the butler said. “The unknown.” He nudged the bottle again, this time to the edge.

	The owner took another step.

	“The living cannot help themselves,” the butler said. “Every bump a ghost. Every creak a monster.” Another nudge, bringing the bottle perilously close to falling.

	The owner took another step, and another, bringing him to the table. He loomed over the bottle, wearing an expression of disbelief.

	“We have haunted this manor for 200 years,” the butler said. “And we shall haunt it for 200 more.” He nudged the bottle one final time.

	But it did not fall.

	The owner had thrust his hand forward to prevent a drop and shatter. An expected reaction, but with an unexpected shock. All eyes gawked at the owner’s hand, not because it gripped the bottle, but because it gripped the wrist of the butler. A cold and terrible silence infected the space. The butler lifted his gaze to the owner’s face, now taut with a demonic smile.

	“I ... see ... you ...” the owner whispered, then grabbed the neck of the bottle and smashed the base across the ledge. As the bubbly vintage splashed the floor, the man stabbed the butler’s face with savage glee. Over and over he thrust the jagged shards into his victim. Eyes popped, flesh tore, and glass scraped bone. A fountain of blood joined the sparkling wine on the floor.

	The boy screamed and tumbled out of his seat.

	The gardener screamed and shot backwards, scraping chair legs across the tile.

	The cook screamed and desperately tried to intervene, much to the delight of the owner. He turned the bottle on the cook and raked her arms with deep gashes. She howled and flailed backwards, leaving the owner to resume his sadistic assault on the butler.

	The ghosts could only watch in helpless horror as a nameless intruder mangled their cohort’s flesh. The owner gripped the butler’s neck and thrust him backwards. He toppled to the floor, then the owner leapt onto his chest hammered down with both hands. The vicious strikes painted the area red. The boy and gardener fled. The cook pressed her back to the wall as blood poured from her arms.

	The strikes continued, coldly, fiercely, until only a slop of flesh remained. The owner, now soaked and satisfied, climbed off the lifeless butler and slithered to his feet. His crimson face slogged over to the cook, still shivering against the wall. “I ... see ... you ...” he whispered, prompting her to scream and flee the kitchen.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	Later that evening, the butler was standing beside a large bed in the master suite, looming over the new owner as he slumbered. The butler’s face was blemish-free, but a deep scowl was painted across it. He was a ghost, after all, so he could not suffer any permanent injury. The previous injury, however, was still of great interest to the group. No living thing had ever touched them, let alone in such a profound and disturbing way.

	Thus, the butler stood over the sleeping owner, determined to get some answers.

	He glanced back at the door, where the cook, gardener, and little boy stood in wait. The snafu in the kitchen had created a certain reluctance. It was a new feeling for them, a deep discomfort that they wore on their incorporeal sleeves. The very sleeves, it would seem, that their new resident psycho could yank into an unpleasant encounter.

	The owner snored atop a feather pillow, blissfully unaware of the spirit standing over him. The butler sighed, then extended a finger to tap the owner’s shoulder. To hell with etiquette, this harrowing incident required a stern conversation. That was the plan, if not for the mantis-like reaction of the owner. Without opening his eyes, he snatched the butler’s wrist, again, and jerked him down for a face-to-face exchange.

	The other three yelped in unison, then vanished down the hallway.

	The butler, determined to seek clarity, gritted his teeth and awaited his fate.

	The owner’s right eye opened, then his left, then a sinister grin crept across his face, all while remaining on the pillow. “I ... see ... you ...” he whispered.

	The butler yelped and swung at the owner with his other arm, but it passed through the man’s head without contact. For a moment, the sheer insanity of the situation turned to irritation. The butler glared at his fist, then whipped his attention to the other hand, still locked inside the owner’s grip. Panic set in. He snapped back as hard as he could, like a fox trying to escape a trap. But try as he might, the owner’s vise-like grip kept him rooted in place.

	“I ... see ... you ...” the owner whispered, then released his grip.

	The butler stumbled back and fell to the floor. A backwards skitter turned into a leap and sprint. He vanished down the hallway to rejoin his frightened cohort.

	The owner closed his eyes and fell back asleep.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	The next evening, all four ghosts were hiding down in the basement. They stood in a tight circle and wallowed in deep contemplation. A pull-string light glowed overhead, illuminating old boxes, rusty tools, and numerous cobwebs. The butler tapped his chin and grunted at random. The cook gazed longingly into the dangling bulb, as if to conjure a modicum of sense. The gardener stared at the filthy floor with arms crossed. The boy sighed, fidgeted, sighed again, and fidgeted some more. His boredom was palpable, and the group ignored his not-so-subtle pleas for attention.

	“Not to point out the obvious,” the gardener said, “but shouldn’t he be scared of us?”

	“That’s the usual way of things,” the cook said.

	“Hmph,” the butler said, still in rumination.

	“Maybe he’s a ghost too?” the boy said.

	“No,” the butler said. “My hand passed right through him. He could touch me, but I couldn’t touch him. Puzzling, really.”

	“Maybe a holy priest?” the gardener said.

	“Wouldn’t matter,” the butler said. “Remember the exorcist?”

	The group nodded and mumbled in recall.

	“I completely forgot about her,” the cook said with an uptick. “She sprinted through the front door and face-planted onto the driveway.”

	“That was awesome,” the boy said, prompting a brief chuckle from the group.

	A creak overhead hooked everyone’s attention. They gazed up as motes of dust detached from the rafters and floated through their bodies. More creaks followed as the owner moseyed across the living room above. His pace was slow and consistent, like a robot programmed to take its merry time.

	And then came the whistles.

	Faint at first, then a steady increase in volume.

	The ghosts cocked their necks towards the source. They all recognized the melody, but it remained distant enough to evade detection. The creaks came to a stop, prompting nervous glances. The basement door whined open. Light flooded the stairs and the whistles gained a sudden clarity.

	“Pachelbel’s Canon,” the gardener said.

	Despite the terror of the previous evening, the group was wholly transfixed. They stared at the light, wide-eyed and petrified by sheer curiosity. The slow and steady plods of the owner turned into a slow and steady descent. His journey down the stairs created a sinister shadow along the rear wall. The whistles continued, each note accented with a heavy thump of flesh on wood. It became oddly apparent that the owner wasn’t wearing any shoes.

	In fact, he wasn’t wearing anything at all.

	As his naked body crept into the light, it became much more apparent that he was, indeed, wearing something. Clothing it was not, because the glistening muck that covered his body was also dripping to the floor. When he reached the bottom, he shuffled to a stop and the whistling ceased. He stared straight ahead without moving or making eye contact. White gunk slid down his legs and pooled around his feet. His gaze was blank and detached, like a zombie at rest.

	And then a peculiar aroma reached the group.

	The cook cringed. “Is that ... mayonnaise?”

	The owner whipped his gaze to the cook, flinging a dollop of mayo onto the floor.

	The ghosts flinched in unison.

	“I ... see ... you ...” the owner whispered.

	“How?!” the boy said, clearly miffed by the encounter.

	The owner ignored him, choosing to remain locked onto the cook’s terrified gaze. He grabbed a pair of hammers from a nearby workbench, then spread them out wide. Mayo dripped from his arms, creating a shadowy angel of death.

	“Now see here,” the butler said, “this has gone far en—”

	The owner hissed and gave charge.

	Screams filled the basement as metal crashed into bone. The mayo man fought with the ferocity of a rabid bear, popping skulls like grisly balloons. Blood sprayed across the interior as shrieks were silenced one by one. The attack was so swift and vicious that the ghosts could only flail in confusion. Before long, the man stood inside a circle of broken limbs, bashed faces, and creeping pools of blood.

	Satisfied, he returned the hammers to the bench, now caked in brains and mayo. He turned for the stairs, resumed his whistle, and left the basement.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	The next evening, the ghosts wallowed through another round of deep contemplation, this time in a greenhouse far away from the mansion. Moonlight poured through the grimy glass, highlighting a cold interior filled with pots and shelving. The boy sat atop a prep table with his legs dangling. The gardener scuffed the dirt floor beneath her boots. Despite being in her element, the discomfort was obvious. The butler stood in the center with arms crossed, definitely out of his element, and wearing his distaste for all to see. The cook sat on a filthy lawn chair with arms folded across her knees. She stared at the butler like a lost puppy, desperate for any meaningful insight.

	“We all know the vague rules of ghosting,” the butler said. “We can interact with surfaces. We can stand on the floor, sit in a chair, lean on a wall. We can also lightly manipulate objects. We can brush a curtain, flick a switch, nudge a bottle.”

	The gardener huffed. “Until a psycho stabs you to death with it.”

	“But everything else is spiritual, right?” the cook said. “It’s all subtle.”

	“That’s my understanding after two bloody centuries,” the butler said. “We can whisper in an ear, but not yell. We can tap a ball, but not throw. And the living sure as hell can’t interact with us.”

	“Until now,” the boy said.

	“So what changed?” the gardener said.

	“Nothing,” the butler said. “As far as I can tell.”

	“This is not on our side,” the gardener said. “We would have sensed something. We can feel rifts and auras. Hell, even the weird voodoo lady gave us a tickle. This guy brought nothing.”

	“Maybe he is nothing,” the boy said.

	The group turned to him, intrigued.

	“Like an emptiness,” the boy continued. “A glitch.”

	“A possession,” the butler said, regaining the floor. “What if this man is a meat puppet? Maybe a demon assumed control. One foot in his plane, one foot in ours.”

	A brief silence enveloped the greenhouse.

	“Regardless,” the gardener said, “I would rather not spend the next two centuries getting hammer-bashed every night.”

	“Or bottle-stabbed,” the boy said.

	The cook shivered. “I forgot what real pain felt like.”

	“We need a plan,” the butler said.

	“Uh ...” the boy said. His jittery tone hooked everyone’s attention.

	They turned to the boy, then followed his frightened gaze to the door. The owner stood outside. He wore a full hazmat suit with an additional gas mask beneath the visor. So consuming was the discussion that they hadn’t noticed his arrival. How long he had watched was anyone’s guess, not that it warranted consideration. The immediate dread had frozen everyone in place.

	“I ... see ... you ...” the owner said. The mask, suit, and door were no match for the menacing tone. It reached into the greenhouse and chilled every spine present.

	The boy leapt from the table and sprinted for the rear. He maintained a furious pace into the wall, fully expecting to pass through as he always had. But he did not. His tiny body slammed into the glass and ricocheted to the ground.

	Panic ensued.

	The cook shot to her feet and frantically searched for an escape hatch that didn’t exist. Try as she might, her fate was sealed. The greenhouse had morphed into a prison cell. The gardener tried to grab a shovel, a pot, anything to hurl at the glass, but her lunging arms passed through every object. The butler, sensing the impending doom, could only stare at the owner and plead for mercy. Fear, it would seem, had finally taken root.

	“Who are you?!” the butler said.

	The owner did not respond.

	“How are you doing this?!” the butler said.

	The owner reached over to a control panel and pressed a green button. The irrigation pipes groaned and clattered as they sent their contents to the overhead misters. Moments later, a shower of tiny droplets filled the greenhouse and floated down like a humid snow. They landed on pots, shelves, glass, and much to everyone’s surprise, skin. All eyes were consumed by a sudden fascination. The butler, the cook, the gardener, the boy, all stared at the tiny orbs resting on their flesh. Centuries had passed since they last felt the cool kiss of water.

	The curious chill quickly morphed into searing pain.

	Screams echoed through the enclosure as the acid burrowed through flesh and bone. The ghosts clawed and pummeled their own bodies, desperate to escape the agony. Chunks of sizzling meat fell to the dirt. Faces melted from skulls. The acid cut through joints and tendons, dropping entire limbs to the ground. Howls turned to garbles, then to nothing. All four were reduced to a pool of crimson goo.

	The control panel pinged with completion. The misting stopped and the pipes returned to their dormant states. A final haze floated to the ground and the greenhouse fell silent once again. The owner watched as the pool belched and bubbled. It crept across the dirt like a viscous sludge. And with a final bloop, it fell silent too.

	Satisfied, the owner turned away and strolled back to the house.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	The next evening, the ghosts had dropped their contemplation for a plan of action. They stood in a tight group in a far corner of the garage. It was the closest they had been to the manor in days. A single SUV rested in the center of a four-car space. The owner, it would seem, was not tied to the trappings of luxury. Despite the size of the vehicle, the garage radiated emptiness. Several moths fluttered through a floodlight that shone above the entrance door.

	The ghosts remained well-hidden and cloaked in darkness.

	The butler, with his nose out in front, motioned to the others behind his back. They nodded, then quickly darted towards the vehicle. Each of them slipped into their respective seats without opening the doors. The butler floated into the driver’s seat. The cook followed into the passenger seat. The gardener and boy filled the rear seats. And there they sat, as if awaiting a family road trip.

	“This had better work,” the cook said.

	“And how do you know it can?” the gardener said to the butler.

	“I don’t,” he said, then floated a hand through the steering wheel. “But you said something that got me thinking. It’s as if this man creates an aura when he’s around us. It breaks the rules, allows us to do things that we normally can’t.”

	“Like drive a car,” the boy said.

	“Exactly. So when he comes out, we ram him with the car.”

	The gardener sighed. “Again, I was trapped in the greenhouse same as you, but I couldn’t grab anything. Whatever the rules are, they ain’t consistent.”

	“Then give me a better plan,” the butler said, slightly miffed.

	The group responded with quiet annoyance.

	“Are we ready?” the butler said.

	“As much as we can be,” the cook said.

	The other two nodded.

	The butler took a breath, adjusted his posture, then lifted a single finger. He lowered it to the horn, enough to make subtle contact. And with a gentle push, a harsh blare sounded inside the garage. It was short, but enough to get the job done.

	And so they waited.

	The butler hovered his hands over the steering wheel, ready and anxious.

	From within the house, a familiar sound needled their ears. They glanced at each other in confusion. The eerie sound barked and ceased, over and over. Each cycle a terror, each pause an eternity. And with a final drum, the sound turned into a dull rumble.

	The boy gasped. “Is that ... a chainsaw?”

	The dull rumble turned into a ferocious roar.

	A blade pierced the entry door and chewed it from top to bottom. Dust and splinters rained into the garage. When the blade reached the base, it vanished back into the house, cueing a devastating kick from the wielder. The door shattered into shards that clattered to a rest on the concrete.

	And there, standing inside the gaping hole, was a clown.

	But not just any clown. This clown was dressed and painted as a living nightmare. Blood dripped from its serrated teeth. Large black patches served as eyes. Its bright red nose swam in a sea of white. A tattered suit with rainbow stripes fell to a pair of blood-soaked bunny slippers. And gripped within its jet-black gloves, was a rumbling chainsaw.

	The cook screamed, prompting the butler to grip the steering wheel. And much to his surprise, the grip held. He allowed himself a bark of victory, then turned to the cook for recognition.

	“What are you looking at me for?! Go, go, go!”

	The chainsaw roared and the clown stepped into the garage.

	The butler gritted his teeth and slammed his foot onto the gas pedal.

	But nothing happened.

	Victory turned to panic as he pumped the pedal over and over.

	“It’s not working!” the butler said.

	“You have to turn it on, dingus!” the gardener said.

	“How do I do that?!”

	“With keys!” the boy said.

	“You don’t have the keys?!” the gardener said.

	“You need keys?!” the butler said.

	“How do you not know that?!” the boy said.

	“I’m a Sixteenth Century butler!” he said, flailing his arms.

	The chainsaw clown took a mighty leap forward and slammed onto the hood.

	The ghosts screamed in unison and fled the vehicle. They all scampered towards the rear, where a garage door was now open. The clown had pressed the control button during the argument. Apparently, he was gunning for a chase. All four ghosts sprinted outside and towards the tree line, at which point, they abandoned all pretension of sticking together. When a chainsaw roars behind you with murderous intent, the concept of camaraderie no longer applies.

	Their paths split into the forest.

	The butler maintained a gangly sprint, huffing and puffing while leaping over logs. The tails of his well-pressed tuxedo fluttered behind. While not the most gifted runner, he managed to bump and stumble his way through the dense brush.

	The cook yelped through her own awkward sprint. As this was a decidedly new experience, she batted away branches and cursed their existence, but her pace stayed true. Her voice bounced between rattled anger and abject terror.

	The gardener, once more in her element, took to the forest like a track and field athlete. She sailed around trees and bounded over obstacles, never breaking stride. Her stony face wore a singular purpose, that of not getting murdered by an unhinged psycho (again).

	The boy, despite his meager pace, managed to stay focused enough to gain distance. Fear was painted across his wide-eyed face, which he whipped over his shoulder many times. Each one found a vision of a bloodthirsty clown in pursuit. A few trips and falls resulted in hasty corrections.

	And so the ghosts ran, never to return.

	The clown, satisfied with this arrangement, stopped his pursuit. He bellowed with victory and roared the chainsaw overhead, one final sendoff to his unwelcome guests. The chainsaw died with a final grunt. And there he stood, alone and silent in the forest.

	And then the phone rang in
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