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Praise for

Behind the Revolving Door, an Anthology of Choices, Volume I

“Behind the Revolving Door, an Anthology of Choices, Volume I, is a collection of stories bursting with strong writing, riveting imagination, and above all, the kind of humanity we don’t see enough of these days. This anthology will intrigue and inspire.”

- Christopher Ryan, editor/publisher, Soul Scream Antholozine

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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“One of the most eclectic and enjoyable anthologies I've read in years. Finishing each story and starting the next is like stepping through a revolving door from one exhilarating universe to another!” 

-  Phil Giunta , Award-winning author of Testing the Prisoner and By Your Side, www.philgiunta.com

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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“This thought-provoking collection of finely crafted tales runs the gamut from humorous to chilling. The stories, spanning the fiction genres, show you 29 ways in which one simple choice can rewrite a person’s life. Open your mind and dig into this literary treat!” 

- Austin S. Camacho, author of the Hannibal Jones mystery series

Foreword

Decisions, decisions... every day, so many decisions. From the moment we wake up in the morning: What to eat? What to wear? Should you have a second cup of coffee? How about a sixth? 

And each one of them can be life-changing (especially that sixth cup of coffee).

It is often said that you are what you eat. Biochemically, that may be true, but in a deeper sense, you are what you choose. The things we decide to say or do and sometimes more importantly, the things we decide not to say or do—this is what defines us.

In Behind the Revolving Door: An Anthology of Choices, Volume I, Celestial Echo Press has assembled for its fifth anthology twenty-nine choice tales from thirty talented authors. The stories span a range of genres and styles, but all have one thing in common.

Each story has at its core a decision, from the mundane to the bizarre to the downright existential. To be or not to be. To kill or not to kill. And they are all important. After all, even the most routine decisions can have massive repercussions, both for the decider and for the world around them. Before the flap of a butterfly’s wings can have profound, distant, and unexpected consequences, that butterfly must choose whether or not to flap its wings, must decide when to fly and where. 

The protagonists of these stories aren’t the only ones facing such momentous decisions. You, dear reader, face decisions of your own. Hopefully, the decision to buy or borrow this book has already been made (Good one, you!). But now you must choose where to start, which story to read first. Start at the beginning? Or skip around based on some arcane system based on criteria only you are privy to? So many decisions...
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Jon McGoran is an editor and the author of eleven novels, including his latest thriller, The Price of Everything. He can be found at www.jonmcgoran.com. 
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Nocturna à l'Orange Sanguine in Five Easy Steps
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Joachim Heijndermans

“You ready, Ter?”

“Yeah. I'm great. I'm ready.”

“All right. Recording in three, two, one—action!”

“Hello, hello, hello! Welcome, all you daredevils of the kitchen. I'm chef Terry McKellard, and welcome to 'The Razor's Edge,' the life-hack/cooking course on how to prep dishes with special and bizarre ingredients. Boy, I tell you what, I'm right excited for what's in store today. This is the tenth, yes, tenth, week of my 'Risky Tastes' series, where I try my hand at all the top recipes collected from around the world that call for hazardous to life-threatening ingredients, poisonous herbs, and the most lethal of flavor-enhancers, which I'll be making into perfectly safe to eat dishes that you can make at home. As they say, 'what might kill you has to be delicious', am I right? “On last week's episode, when we discussed cooking with contaminated and spoiled meats, I brought up beef and pork that has been affected by HFMD and how we can still make a decent rare steak or pork belly with it. Click the link up here to see or rewatch that video. Now, today I'll be continuing this theme with what has to be the most requested dish by our lovely and wonderful supporters on Fund-Folk. Special shoutout to all of you. I love you guys, and we couldn't do this show without your support. If you want to see more of the behind-the-scenes stuff and our pre-show prep, please consider signing up and subscribing to our Fund-Folk exclusive channel and see all the exclusive content we daren't show here. I will get into this again at the end of the video. For now, we'll move on to today's recipe. Yes, I've caved in to your pleas and your wonderful donations, so I'm finally doing that insane dish made with the rarest and most dangerous of all meats: Nocturna à l'Orange Sanguine, or: vampire filet with blood orange!”

[image: ]

The silver links cut into my wrists. Trapped, like a rabbit in a snare, while the chains that hold me slice into my flesh with all the ease of a knife through butter, halted only by the bone. I go limp, but even without struggling, I am left with searing marks on my skin courtesy of these chains. Maddening. Were these made from anything other than silver, I would've been free in a prey's heartbeat. Or so I tell myself, had my captors not also pointed harsh bright lights on me to diminish my stamina, and put that mister laced with garlic extract to numb my senses, in this cell. 

Sloppy. I was so fucking careless. Years prior, I would have never fallen for such a simple trap. An obvious one, really. Promises of an eager woman to service me with sex and blood in some back alley hovel? They must have been just as shocked as I that I fell for such a ruse. My recent life without a familiar to fetch food for me has made me a careless dunce. Lust, loneliness, and laziness led me right into the palm of their hands. Seven hundred years, living as counts and warlords and imperators, and now I dangle here like a gutted sow whose fate is to feed these mongrels. Shits who aren't fit to lick the dirt from my heels. So damned sloppy. 

Regardless of the details of my capture, my stupidity and my current predicament, I am getting the fuck out of here. And once I do, I will kill every bastard in this place. They will curse their wretched God for bringing them into this world only to feel the agony that I shall unleash on them. They came into life screaming, and they'll scream far louder as I wring that very life out of them with my bare hands. They will howl for death as I drain their blood, feast on their hearts and snack on their tendons whilst they live. I will get out. I will swim in blood. Paint the world red with their innards and force their families to wear their skins. 

Speaking of blood, what little I still have in me has gone to my head. The room spins. The world spins. Endless vertigo, embraced in silver chains.

Bastards. 

[image: ]

“Now, don't let the scary name fool you, folks. It's not really a filet. It's actually more of a sirloin cut, if you'll pardon the comparison with actual beef. Yes, yes. I know. It's not the same. We've had some trouble with the beef industry folks before, so the filet thing is just shorthand.

“Before we start, I need to reiterate that if you're brave enough and want to give vampire steak a shot, you should make the proper arrangements before trying this recipe. I'm not kidding here folks. This is one of the big ones. With most toxic or spoiled products, it just takes a lot of heat, spices to counteract toxins and a squirt of lemon to get it all cleared out. Vampire meat? The word is that if you don't prep it the right way, you could end up as one of these bloodsuckers yourself. Or worse! Better to be safe than sorry. So follow my instructions well, and you can safely dine on a piece of meat unlike any other.

“All right, now that we've got that out of the way, let's begin!

“First, we'll need our ingredients: One and a quarter pounds of vampire meat, preferably cut from the stomach or thighs. A tablespoon of salt, Himalayan preferred. One tablespoon of extra virgin olive oil. One peeled blood orange. Half a teaspoon of minced shallots, or do a whole teaspoon if you want a bit more of a kick to it. And finally, a tablespoon of minced fresh herbs to your liking. I suggest thyme or parsley, but that really comes down to personal taste. 

“What we're doing here is similar to a garlic sirloin steak, minus the actual garlic. We wouldn't have much left to work with if we used it. But that little contrast is just the thing that makes this dish so special. And with the added blood orange slices, it will create that clash of flavors that comes together so well in a perfect blend of sweet and spicy.

“Once you've gotten all the ingredients, we can start. 

“First off; the meat. Now, here's the thing about vampire meat: it's alive. Yes, even after cutting the meat from its source, the cut piece continues to technically be alive. That means it still thinks and feels, and if you don't cook it the right way, the sucker will try and choke you by clogging your throat once it goes down.  

“And secondly; utensils. You'll also need a pestle and mortar, which we'll use to tackle the herbs later, which most seasoned chefs should have in their homes. The most important tools you'll need are fine-grade cutting materials if you want to cut yourself a slab of vampire in a way that won't take hours since the flesh regenerates quickly if you're using basic tools. I myself use silver-embedded cooking knives from Hidotachi (link to their store here and in the video description below). These are worth every penny when it comes to preparing...unusual meats. We'll be using them again once we tackle the topic of Lycan roast. I do need to warn you that the silver could disintegrate the meat if not used carefully, so try to stick to determined quick slices.  

“Now, vampire meat has both a downside and an upside when measured against normal bad meats. It is a far better-quality cut of meat that stays good much longer than any beef or pork. But on the other hand, the chance of infection spreading when eating is far greater if you don't prep it right. While vampirism through a bite is one of the most contagious afflictions in the world, consuming vampire flesh is not as bad and usually leads to only minor infections. But even that can be prevented by doing the proper work on the meat beforehand. The threat of infection is the reason why the FDA has banned its consumption in legal circles. That's also the reason why I can't divulge the identity of my supplier, but trust me, they are the best in their field. I mean, look at this piece on the platter. Juicy. Fresh. Exquisite meat, if I may say so. In my experience, a lot of the so-called dangers are overblown. Direct contact with vampire blood can lead to some anemic symptoms, but nothing a good walk in the sun won't cure. Their flesh is also devoid of other parasites, so it's technically cleaner than most meats. The only surefire way to be transformed into a vampire directly is still through a bite, so if your sucker is muzzled and tied up all right, you should be fine. 

“Anyway, if you follow these simple steps for vampire meat prep, you shouldn't have any trouble at all, and you'll be chowing down on a nice, juicy vamp steak in no time.”

[image: ]

The chains sap every ounce of strength from within me. Clever shits. This operation of theirs must have cost them a lot of time to plan and quite a penny in resources. They got me good. But I have time. No matter how much of my flesh they take from my body, I've got all the time in the world.

They won't kill me. They need me for my flesh. Lunatics that feast on me for...sport I would suppose. Madness, as my flesh and blood could turn them into one of my kind. Worse, actually. They could become the misshapen, the ghouls that serve me blindly. All my strength, but no will of their own but to serve me. I could simply wait until they slip up.

Then again, I could be left waiting quite a while.  

I flex my muscles as much as I can. The silver shoots lightning through my dried-out veins. I'd hack up my guts if I had the strength in my throat to do so. I catch my breath, but that just causes me to inhale their damned garlic fumes that they keep misting the room with. Just enough to incapacitate my senses, but not so much to burn my skin. The itch in my eyes grows worse with every passing moment. These ones, these mercenaries and their cook, are far better equipped than the average hunters. 

But that doesn't mean I'm not without a plan of my own.

[image: ]

“So let's get started with step one: the prep of the steak itself. As I mentioned earlier, you'll need your tools. Get your knife and get ready to prick some small holes into the meat. This'll allow the juices to seep out better once the steak is in the pan. You can try it with a fork or toothpicks, but in my experience that usually doesn't work. The flesh heals too quickly. I would use something sharp and silver, but again, don't let it touch the meat too long. 

“Now that you have your cut, we move on to the prep for flavor. First, we apply a dry rub with the salt. Rub it in well, but not so much that it damages the cut. For safety reasons, I'd suggest you wear plastic gloves. While you should be okay, the vampiric bacteria could enter your bloodstream through small cuts or scrapes on the knuckles, which might increase the risk of a minor infection, so treat the meat with caution.

“After you've rubbed the salt in, it needs to sit for about four to six hours for the flavor to seep into it. Put it somewhere dark, always out of the sunlight. We all know why, but you wouldn't believe how often I need to reiterate this. 

“Once the meat has sat long enough, it's time to move onto step two: prepping and seasoning the pan. Pour in the olive oil and gently heat it up on a low flame. You can take your time here, as it doesn't take much to heat up vampire meat. What we're doing here is making our 'garlic' flavor with the shallots. Chuck them in and give them a gentle stir until they get that beautiful caramelized look. Look at that. Lovely. You can add some more salt or other seasonings if you'd like. If you have faith in your cooking skills, you could even add a pinch of real garlic. Just be sure not to overdo it.

“I do think it's time to move on to step three: cooking the steak. Take the meat out—and make sure not to expose it to any UV-based light sources—and place it on a plate near the flame. Now, here's a little extra tip from Chef Terry. Before you put the steak in the pan, you can sear it with the silver. What does that mean? Simple; you take your silver knife and gently press it down on one side for about ten seconds, then flip it over and do the same with the other side. Make sure not to leave the silver on too long, so you don't blacken it. You want it at a nice, almost caramel color. Once you've done that, lay it gently in the pan.

“Mmm, do you hear that sizzling sound? That hissing? That's the vampire still trying to fight back. See, the thing with meat like this is that you're actually eating it alive. The cooking is really just numbing the flesh while adding a bit of kick to it with flavor and spices. Wild, am I right? 

“See that? The way it wriggles? That's it fighting back. It hasn't realized yet that it's already lost the battle.”

[image: ]

Plots have I laid. A plan of escape. It might not work on the first try, and it will leave me in more agony each time I try it again. But like I said, I have all the time in the world. Performing the first step hurts, but it was but a minor pain compared to my regular flaying at the hands of my butcher. Nearly five times they cut strips of meat from my torso, each time patiently waiting for it to grow back so they can take more. My regenerative abilities, once my saving grace, are now the reason I have been hunted and chained. A ready supply of regrowing meat. Beastly.

But that does not mean I cannot still use my regrowing skills for my own benefit. They feed me from time to time with just enough for me to stay alive. Just enough to regrow. 

I move. I clench. I break what needs to be broken. What little blood remains in me fills my mouth. With great pain and effort, I swallow and push it down, letting it find its place within me. The pain in my intestines shoots through me like lightning. But if this gambit of mine works, my state of bondage will come to an end soon enough.

[image: ]

“All right, time for step four: the blood orange. What you need to do is take the orange and slice it into six to eight slices. Take two slices and put the rest aside. Now, what you'll do is give the two slices a good squeeze over the pan. Push out all the sap in it and let it fall over the meat. The holes we poked earlier will allow the sap to really get in there. 

“Next, take two more slices of the blood orange and place them gently on top of the meat. Once you've done that, turn up the heat. We're going to start cooking with fire here for a moment, but be sure not to burn your steak. Look at that. The orange slices are slowly leaking out onto the meat. Give it a good blast of heat, then turn it down. We're going to let the meat simmer in the orange juices while we move on to step five: the additional seasoning.

“Take all the herbs you have, the thyme and what have you, and mix them together in your mortar. Crush them down with your pestle and keep mixing them. You can use a bullet blender, but I prefer to get in there myself, if you know what I mean. Once the whole concoction is made into a nice powder, we should be far enough along with the meat. Take the blood oranges in the pan off the steaks, remove the meat from the pan and place it on the plate. If you like, give it another sear with the silver knife to brown it a little. Then, sprinkle your seasoning over it. As a final garnish, place the last of your blood orange slices on top to bring the whole thing together.

“Voila! Look at that. Simple. Delicious. Absolutely out of this world. All that's left is to sit down and enjoy this lovely, truly unique meal. Look at that! Look how the knife just glides through the meat. Beautiful Nocturna à l'Orange Sanguine. I am going to enjoy this. 

“That's our show for today. This was 'The Razor's Edge'. Sign up and support our Fund-Folk for exclusive content, tips, behind-the-scenes footage of this video, and previews of upcoming episodes and more.

“Next week, we'll be tackling a special dish with ingredients from our friends at Base S4. Something a bit greyer of a cut, if you can catch my drift. Be sure to watch that, because it'll be wild. With that, I bid you adieu, so I can enjoy some of the sweetest of meats imaginable. So, bon appétit and-

“Ow! Son of a bitch. That hurt. Goddamn!”

“You all right there, Ter?”

“Yeah...no. Shit, I bit into something hard. Goddammit, did you guys cut too close to the bone?”

“No, man. Stomach, like before. Why?”

“There's something in this. Jesus, it's hard and sharp. Is...is that a tooth? Is that a tooth, Jason? How'd a tooth get in the...in...the...the—”

“Ter? You all right?”

“...no.”
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And there it is. Screams of the unprepared. Panicked gunfire. Bone shatters and meat is torn to shreds. I can hear him weep as he rips his way through his former compatriots. Strength of the newborn, but without any self-control when faced with viable meat in front of him. 

The screams stop. No more violence. Steps approach my cell. The doors open with a rusty creak, and not a second later a bullet shreds the lamp in my cell to pieces. A second shot kills the mister. Finally, I am in darkness once more, and my skin, eyes and nostrils are no longer defiled by the scent of garlic.

“Muh-master-” the chef, the man they called 'Terry,' mutters. Gargled words manage to escape past the pool of blood in his mouth. “Y-you suh-su-summoned me?”

“I did, little mouse. I did. Be a dear, and undo these chains,” I hiss. I lick my lips, tasting the freedom that will soon be mine. I smell the blood on the chef's clothes and the cold sweat underneath his pits. “Oh, and would you be a dear and fetch me something to drink? In a cup, please. I seem to have lost my teeth.”

[image: ][image: ][image: ]

Joachim Heijndermans is a writer, artist, filmmaker, and SFWA member from the Netherlands. His work has been published in a great number of publications, featured on podcasts and adapted to television and film, including the Netflix animated series “Love, Death & Robots.”
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​Invasive Species
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Jonathan Maberry

We stood outside and none of us wanted to go in.

The choices were obvious–turn and go, and write the whole thing off as another tragedy, another loss in the long list of losses on the slate of space travel. The long list of failures in humanity’s struggle to not destroy itself. Leaving was the easy choice.

The harder choice was to do what we’d come to do. Find, investigate, salvage, and rescue. That was the job and that was the noble choice. The better choice.

Better doesn’t always mean the right choice, though.

No, it damn well does not.

The ship was one of those old-school colony things. Ponderously slow, built when we all thought Einstein was right about the possibility of faster-than-light travel. Dumond and Chung tore holes through that maybe sixteen years after the last colony ship was launched. Somewhere way out in the black are forty-three tubs as big as the one we found on Elliot’s Moon. Six earlier ships have been found, either crashed somewhere or drifting.

This one, The Anthem, was the seventeenth to launch. No one heard either jack or squat about it since the 2130s, and that was a long time ago. Way before my grandfather was born.

Now here it was. 

Nudged up against a slope on Lemuria—formerly Kepler 62e—a super-Earth exo-planet 330 parsecs from what remained of Earth. Big, blue, with a heavy cloud cover that hid most of the land masses scattered throughout its vast oceans. We didn’t know Lemuria even had land masses, and sure as hell didn’t know some of them were forested. Now we do.

Our bird, a VB-530 tunnel rat doing long-range recon for rare minerals, squatted just outside of Anthem’s shadow, looking like a ladybug next to a beached sperm whale. The scale was about right. We’d drilled through the dark matter gateways, riding one of the less-explored routes in the galactic network, following data interpretations from the astronomical spectroscopy to what we hoped would be sizeable deposits of palladium, rhenium, molybdenum, and tungsten.

Instead we found this big son of a bitch of a colony ship.

It lay there, its back broken from a bad landing. The hull pitted and rusted from its travels.

“How?” asked Collins, my copilot.

“I don’t know.”

He’d asked that question at least fifty times. Anthem and ships of its class could not—absolutely could not—have come this far out. There was no way. Before the first transduction tunnels were built it was a laughable concept. Anthem was fast, but she was sublight. At top speed she should just now be closing in on Alpha Centauri, which is only 2.4 light years from Sol. There’s simply no way she could have crossed 990 light years. Not without a tunnel. It’s folded space or it’s centuries of travel, that’s the new math. It’s the core of what we know about FTL travel.

And yet.

“I don’t know,” I said again.

-2-

The screen display inside my helmet kept trying to convince me that the atmo was 87.2 percent of Earth normal.

That, at least, made some sense. Kind of.

The colony ships were built to land on alien exoplanets in the goldilocks zones of star systems. More than ninety percent of the ship was a terraforming processing plant. We could hear the hum of machinery. We could feel it beneath our feet. All of the scanners told us that, damaged as she was, Anthem’s machineries were running full-tilt to transform the planet. We’d seen evidence of it while we descended from our ship, Hera IV, which was orbiting at seven hundred klicks. We saw vast stretches of forest that had withered and died as the mixture of gasses changed. And we saw huge new forests growing outward from the wreck site—forests with genetically-modified Earthlike pine trees, cereal grasses, fruit trees, hardwoods, and shrubberies. 

There were insects in the air all around us—modified honeybees, beetles, even a species of leather-winged butterflies. Scanners told us that there were worms and spiders and other animals in the soil beneath our boots. We were even picking up thermal signatures of small rodents, squirrels, birds, and a kind of deer adapted to this kind of world.

Since we’d cracked the science of folding space, Earth had terraformed just shy of three hundred moons and seventeen planets. There were some so far along that the colonists didn’t need to wear pressure suits. 

None of the colony ships had done that, though, because until now we thought that none of them had been out there long enough to set up shop.

Anthem proved all that wrong. 

Don’t ask me how, because I simply do not know. 

“This is freaking me out, Dix,” said Collins as we walked slowly toward the ship. The sun was rolling toward the horizon and darkness was coming. “This looks like they’ve been running the processor for at least fifty years. Given how big this planet is, they’ve already impacted it. The old biosphere is in active collapse and the new one is spreading fast as hell. How?”

“You keep asking me as if I could know,” I said. “Only thing that makes even a little sense is somehow they jumped way out here and got the terraforming going as soon as they crashed. If that happened sooner than later, it means this could have been running for better than ninety years.”

It was true enough. Just from the size of some of the towering hardwood trees this had to be in motion for better than half a century, and the ninety-year mark seemed likely.

“Bottom line is,” I said, “we may never know how they got all the way out here.”

Collins held a scanner up and moved it from end to end along Anthem’s hull. “Picking up thermal signatures,” he said, but then paused, his lips pursed.

“You mean there are survivors?” I asked. For some reason I had been expecting the processor to be running on automatic. There were no shelters, no signs of orderly cultivation. No recent signs, at least. The fruit trees had clearly been hand planted, but everything around them was overgrown. Same with the smaller crops. On the way from our bird we walked through planted fields of some rough-looking gray cabbages, pumpkins, potatoes that—when pulled from the soil—looked stunted and mushroomy. There were other crops, too—salad greens, herbs of many kinds, and long rows of radishes and garlic.

Lots of garlic.

Collins had knelt to study one of the cloves. “Pretty pure,” he said. “Close to Earth normal. And they have a lot of it.” Then he added, “That makes sense. Garlic has lots of healing qualities, and it’s a blood purifier. Useful in any new or modified biosphere.”

We took samples, but I tapped Collins and nodded to the sky. “Computer model says twilight is short here. Tilt of the planet and orbital analysis says the days are short and the nights are long. So, let’s get this done while we have some light left.”

He moved closer to the ship. It was massive. 1677 meters long, vaguely arrow-shaped, with all sorts of fins and flaps for reducing speed and friction during a slow planetfall. The hull was ringed with flexible sections to allow it to settle onto uneven planet surfaces without breaking apart. That design philosophy worked pretty well, but there was an obvious fracture nearly amidships. 

“They did a lot of repair work,” said Collins, pointing to sections where plating from less important parts of the ship had been carefully welding over the break. “Must have been a bitch, doing all that while wearing those old-fashioned suits.”

Our new pressure suits were like a second skin, allowing max flexibility and range of motion. The old ones were clunky, awful things.

We walked through the camp, looking for some sign of recent human activity. But everything we saw was overgrown and damaged by weather. It was a clear purple-blue sky now, but it was an ocean world, so there was a lot of rain and likely a lot of heavy storms.

Then we saw it.

Saw them.

It had been hidden by a copse of pines and some kind of rhododendron-looking shrub. 

They were made from all kinds of materials. Plastic, thin sheets of metal, wood, and even stone. They formed their own grove, though nothing was ever going to grow there except weeds. Collins and I walked over and stood looking at them. Most were too poorly made and too badly abused by the weather to be legible. Others were in better shape. We read some of them. The names. The cities where they had been born. The ages they had been when they died. 

We read the names of the dead colonists, and when we ran out of markers we could read we just counted them.

The oldest markers were in the back, and all of them had the same date. 

“When they crashed?” mused Collins, and I nodded.

There were many hundreds of them. Maybe thousands, because we stopped counting.

The newer markers were a mix of dates, but the entire span—from first post-crash death to the most recent—covered a span of just under forty years.

And then nothing. No new markers. No new graves.

“Was that it, then?” Collins asked. “Did they all just die out?”

“Seems like it,” I said.

“How? Why?”

“We’ll have to do tests to figure it out, but if I had to guess...it was some kind of infection. Terraforming changes a world, but you know as well as I do that worlds fight back. Bacteria, viruses...stuff humans don’t have any resistance to. Or maybe some Earth bug hitched along and mutated here. Or...”

I trailed off because I noticed something written in small letters across the bottom of the closest marker. Twilight was deepening, so I aimed my light on it. We both read it.

I am sorry.

I had to.

God forgive me.

Collins tapped my arm and pointed to the marker closest to it. The same words were written there. 

We looked closer at all of them. 

Except for the headstones for the people who probably died in the crash, every other marker—hundreds and hundreds of them—bore the same three lines.

Collins and I exchanged a long look.

“What do you think happened here?” he asked, his voice hushed. “Maybe the pilot who crashed the ship?”

I shook my head. “He’d have written that on the oldest markers.”

“Then what? Some biologist who let the wrong bug out of a jar?”

“Maybe.”

“Or,” continued Collins, “maybe it was something else. Maybe the soil here didn’t generate the right kind of bacteria and the food became toxic.”

I said nothing, but instead spotted a second, smaller cluster of markers forty meters beyond the big cemetery, and then headed in that direction. Collins trailed along.

“What is it?” he called, but I didn’t answer.

The second graveyard was less orderly, a few dozen graves in a vastly more overgrown field. Oddly, the plants that choked this space were all of the same kind. There were thousands of meter-high stalks, some capped with pink or purple flowers. I squatted down and pulled on one thick stem, and the soil yielded a fat, pale bulb. The smell was strong and familiar.

“More garlic,” I said. Then qualified it. “Only garlic. And see? It’s not wild. These were planted here. There’s some around each grave.”

“Garlic? Why? Oh, I remember,” said Collins. “It chases off rabbits and moles and...”

“Do you see any leaves that look chewed?” I asked.

He did not.

“Look at the markers,” I said. “Tell me what’s different about them.”

Collins frowned again, then looked around. 

“None of them have that apology. No I’m sorry stuff.”

I gave him a long, hard look. “And...?”

“And what?”

“Look,” I snapped.

He studied my expression for a moment, then looked. I saw his face when he realized the other difference.

“These markers...they....”

He didn’t need to say it. Every grave marker in that field had symbols for whatever religion the people had believed in. 

I got to my feet. 

“Why’d they plant garlic on these graves?” asked Collins, a note of unease clear in his tone. “There’s none on the other graves.”

“No,” I said. “There’s no garlic over there, either.”

We stood there in the gathering gloom and stared at the ship. I felt a slow, cold dread creep into my flesh. My blood turned to ice water.

“What did they bring with them from Earth?” I asked.

Collins could not answer. He couldn’t speak. He stood there shaking his head as the sunlight thinned and faded and finally died over the rim of this world.

We did not see the hatch open. It was too dark.

We heard it, though. 

Yeah, we heard it. Old hinges screeched in weary protest as a door somewhere opened. But by then we were running.

Running.

Our ship was one kilometer away, beyond the overgrown fields. Beyond the cemeteries.

We ran.

God damn it to hell, how we ran.

––––––––
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Charley Heenan

Maggie chose not to choose. 

Every day, she ordered the same thing for lunch at the cafeteria. For dinner, she ate the first thing she saw in the fridge. What to wear to work? She let her fingers run over the hangers, eyes closed, and randomly selected her outfit. That’s where she was in life – not deciding. There was too much room for failure. Her boyfriend had made every decision in her life over the last two years, including the one to end their relationship. He knew things she didn’t and was so much more experienced in life. It was why he could point out her mistakes – purchasing the wrong toothpaste, loading the dishwasher, or adding mushrooms to a sauce when she should have known he didn’t like them. Without him, how would she ever know the right thing to do?

Making decisions was a funny thing. Someone’s choices were good or bad depending on the outcomes, but outcomes were unknowable. Maybe predictable or likely, but not knowable. An outcome was the big plop in the lake, but there were all these ripple effects of a choice. If an outcome was unknowable, the ripples could be unfathomable. Who determined bad or good? The decider or everyone impacted by the choice? Was there some aggregation of opinions? And just to complicate things, a bad outcome could be good in the long run, but sometimes hard to see. A good outcome might be short-lived. Different for every person impacted. Adding to the anxiety of decision-making, some choices can’t be undone. Not choosing gave her peace. 

Choosing randomly worked well until the arrival of a new office supply catalog. It took time to write all the catalog numbers of potential items on Post-its, drop them into an empty trash can, and then select the winners. Complaints that Maggie’s delayed ordering caused lost discounts, along with concerns about the hot pink caftan she wore into the office on that snowy December day, resulted in a mandatory visit to HR. The counselor there suggested she attend the “Super U” conference hosted by the famed one-named motivational speaker, Sage. Maggie explained that getting to the event meant deciding whether to go by bus or car, which route to take if she drove, where to park, and ... 

The HR man interrupted her. “Just take an Uber, for god's sake.” 

On the day of the conference, the Uber driver dropped her at a downtown Holiday Inn. Dressed in a flowy sleeveless chiffon dress in bright yellow and snow boots, she entered the small event room and stood, looking around at everyone, not talking to anyone, and feeling less-than. Everyone else was so together, so obviously in-the-know. She felt their judgment and pitying looks. Mercifully, an emcee took the stage and encouraged the crowd to take a seat, “Anywhere, anywhere is fine, really. Just sit in the closest open chair.” She and everyone else sat. The lights soon dimmed except for the stage area at the front of the room. A banner with the motto, “Super U makes you super,” hung as the backdrop. The attendees tittered in anticipation, and then he appeared. 

Sage, dressed in a neon blue suit with a red “S” on his chest, strode onto the stage wearing his shiny shoes. He pointed randomly to the crowd. “How many here today do not feel super?”

Most of the crowd raised their hands, which surprised her. Huh...

With his hand on his chest, he said, “That breaks my heart. I will tell you something, and you will think I’m...mistaken... untruthful. I am not. Do you hear me? I am not. Here’s what I want to tell you...You are capable. You are amazing. You have skills. Everyone brings something to the table. Everyone. If you came here and don’t feel super, you will before you leave today.”

It was like he was reading her mind. Maggie did think he was mistaken. How could she be amazing when she was always messing up? He wouldn’t be able to change that.

“Does that little voice in your head tell you that everyone else is better? That you are too short, fat, tall, thin, young, old, poor, weird, inept, too whatever? Does it?”

“Yes,” Maggie screamed in her head.

“That voice is wrong!” Sage pleaded. “Your issue is that you have no confidence. You have to believe in yourself. Somewhere along your life, people have knocked you down and shredded your confidence.” 

Could it be that maybe... she was sort of, kind of okay? No, but...

“Tell me if this sounds familiar,” Sage said. “I feel intimidated in social situations. I avoid taking risks that might enhance my life. My mistakes prove I’m inadequate.”

Yes, it’s familiar, she thought. It’s the mantra of my life.

Sage asked, “Who here has trouble making decisions? Maybe you worry you’ll make the wrong one.”

Despite the crowd, it was as if he were talking only to her, one-on-one, like he knew everything about her, cared, and wanted to help. 

He continued. “Free yourself! When you’re indecisive, you are a stone lodged in the current of life – you won’t move forward, you’ll only be battered. Do you feel battered? All of these feelings you have come from a lack of confidence. Today, we will start the process of building back your self-confidence. This is your first and most critical step to being a Super U. Once confident, you will be ready for our discounted follow-on program, Success U.”

He had the crowd break into smaller groups to run through various exercises based on themes like making mistakes is okay and a way to learn, winning depends on trying, and the importance of challenging negative thoughts. She felt less than super and was holding back, but she knew she had to let go. Sage wanted that for her. Listing her six positive traits seemed insurmountable, but she plugged away–obedient, loyal, and honest. She was stuck at three when the break was announced. Disappointed that she could not complete the assignment, she was the last to leave the event room.

In the anteroom, the attendees milled about a buffet table lined with snacks and beverages. Without looking, she randomly selected one of each and ended up with a grape soda and a bag of cheesy curls that created orange dust on her face and hands that wiping only smeared. As Maggie stood alone at a pub table, still wiping her fingers, a woman approached and introduced herself. The woman was stunning with long, shampoo-commercial shiny hair and bright blue eyes that almost matched the cobalt blouse she wore with jeans.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but I’m working on my confidence. My name is Debra Webb.”  

Maggie found it hard to believe Debra needed confidence. If this woman doubted herself, it only proved Sage’s truism–that our inner voice and others’ opinions can destroy our belief in ourselves. “I’m Maggie. Pleased to meet you.”

“I saw you inside, and I just wanted to say how much I like your dress. It’s beautiful,” said Debra.

Maggie hadn’t noticed Debra, but the event room was crowded. “Thank you.” She couldn’t think of what else to say. Everything she thought of sounded stupid or weird. Surely, Debra expected her to say something, anything. The thirty-second silence felt hours long.

Debra asked, “What kind of work do you do, Maggie?”

“I’m an admin. I do filing stuff.” She shrugged. With Debra’s prodding, Maggie explained that she worked for an attorney, Ken Harris.

“That’s impressive. He’s always in the news. He handles all those high-profile civil cases–big tobacco, opioids. He’s suing the fracking companies...something about contaminating the water supply, am I right? Wow. I just work in a bank,” said Debra.  

Maggie raised her chin and puffed her chest. “Remember what Sage says, all our work has dignity. Don’t sell yourself short.” She added, “Banking is important.”

The two women smiled. Debra suggested they sit together in the afternoon session, but then realized she’d have to miss it to be on a Zoom call. She proposed they meet after the conference and grab a bite. Maggie thought it was odd that Debra’s company paid for the session and then had her miss half of it, but Maggie was happy to meet one of Sage’s goals, which was to get out of her comfort zone, and boy was she out of her comfort zone. She had spent the last years going to work and keeping house for her boyfriend. Meeting up for a bite with a relative stranger was something other people did. It seemed so cool and sophisticated, which she was not. Despite the afternoon’s lectures focused on being positive and surrounding oneself with positive people, her anxiety grew, and she hoped Debra had gotten tied up with her call and would postpone. But no, at the end of the day, there she was, waiting in the lobby. 

“Hi,” Debra said with a wave. “Should we start with a drink and a chat at the hotel bar?”

Maggie wasn’t a drinker and couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in a bar, but she couldn’t say no. When the bartender asked what she was drinking, Maggie said, “I’ll have what she’s having.”

Debra ordered a double vodka and cranberry. Maggie had never had one, but it went down very easily. She ordered another and became positively chatty, talking with Debra. That Sage was truly amazing. Before Super U, she could never have conversed comfortably with someone she’d just met. She and Debra had much in common–both lived alone after recent breakups, both were working on their confidence, and both thought Sage was the best. Debra kept the conversation going by asking about Maggie’s work.

“The secretary runs the office,” said Maggie. “I’m like her assistant. I list and keep the depositions and science reports organized and secured, then after the trial, I ensure all the documents are included in the file folders before sending them to our library.”

“That’s probably the most important job in the office besides Harris’s. Are they difficult to work for? My bosses are super-condescending.”

Maggie paused. Sage had emphasized being positive, but she also wanted to empathize with Debra. “Well, they were kind to send me to Super U. They pay me well, and they’re pleasant. One thing, though, is that the secretary leaves at four p.m., so I have to do her job and mine until five p.m. It’s quiet then, but still...” 

“I wonder if the lack of respect we get in our jobs is what hurts our confidence.”

During Sage’s session, when she considered those who tore down her self-confidence, Maggie thought about her overly strict parents, even more stringent private school, and her boyfriend, who she now realized might have been a bit controlling...she’d never thought about work. Her job was easy. All she had to do was follow procedures. 

When Maggie stayed quiet, Debra said, “I imagine after a big case, you get a big bonus and are taken out for a fancy lunch.” Maggie shook her head.

“Have they offered you any promotion opportunities?”

“No, but...” Maggie had no desire to take on more responsibility, but Debra made it sound like the offices of Ken Harris, Esquire, were taking advantage of her. Maybe they were? “It’s something to think about.”

Over the next several weeks, the women met for lunch for what the two called their “Super Us” sessions, where each practiced positive self-talk and offered each other compliments and praise. At Debra’s suggestion, Maggie sorted her closet by season so she could randomly select weather-appropriate outfits. Both thought they were progressing, but Debra remained concerned that Maggie’s work environment was holding her back. “I’m probably self-projecting, but maybe if I saw for myself? How about I swing by at the end of the day?” 

Maggie never felt constrained or diminished at work, but Debra had gotten to know her in the Super Us sessions, so maybe she was picking up on something. Most of her co-workers would be on their way out the door then, or still at the courthouse, so Maggie wasn’t sure what there was to see, but she valued Debra’s support and, hoping to allay her friend’s concern, she said, “Okay, I’d like that.”

Just after five p.m., the front desk alerted Maggie that her guest had arrived. Debra looked different from the way she had at lunch. Her hair was up in a pencil bun. She wore oversized eyeglasses, and her cute sweater dress was hidden behind a baggy trench coat. Maggie was curious, but she said nothing, to avoid any hint of criticism or make Debra feel less-than. 

Maggie had never had a friend visit the office. Most areas were off-limits, so she could only point to them. They started in reception, then moved to the junior attorney offices, the break room, the library, and ended in Mr. Harris’s suite, where Maggie worked. Debra gazed around the admin area, then sat at Maggie’s desk and surveyed the room again. 

“You know you have the smallest desk in the place,” said Debra. “And your lighting is horrible. How do you see?” She leaned back, crossed her arms, and said, “I’m buying you a lamp.”

“I never really noticed a problem. It’s not necessary, Debra, honest. Plus, the secretary has to approve that kind of thing.”

“You’ll see. You’ll thank me. I’ll get one in the same style as the secretary’s. She can’t complain if it’s aesthetically comparable. You need it for your eyesight. You have value. You’re worth it, Maggie. They can’t deny you that.” She added, smiling, “I’ll even get a smaller one, because of your tiny desk.”

The next day, at closing time, Debra appeared in reception with a mini executive desk lamp wrapped in cellophane and a big bow. Beaming, she couldn’t wait to see it on Maggie’s desk. She set it up, wiped it down, then had Maggie open an empty work file, so that Debra could position the lamp and ensure Maggie had “optimal lighting.”   

Maggie thanked her profusely, not so much for the lamp, which she still wasn’t sure she needed, but for the kindness. “I’d like to return the favor,” but Debra waved her off, insisting that Maggie’s friendship was reward enough; still, she made a mental note to think of something special for Debra.

In the morning, the sight of the lamp on her desk made her smile inside. Her friend had given that to her because Maggie was valued. When the secretary entered, Maggie mentally dared her to say something, but she only lifted an eyebrow, letting Maggie know that it was seen. Maggie was prepared to use her Sage-isms to argue her worth and justify it, but nothing was said, probably because the fracking case was ramping up.

The office tempo had gone from calm to frenetic in days. Maggie was too busy to meet up with Debra for “Super Us” sessions, but her friend said she understood. People were in and out of Mr. Harris’s office. Documents hit her desk. She gathered, sorted, and indexed witness statements, whistleblower statements, lab reports, and engineering reports. Having the lamp seemed to have eased the task of assembling the massive document tranche. Usually, her eyes would be strained and tired, but she told herself they were less so because of the lamp. She was so thankful for Debra’s thoughtfulness. The lamp reminded Maggie to treat herself well because she deserved to be treated well.
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