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          1,300 WORDS

          LESLEY CONNER

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Apex Magazine issue 140!

      While working on this issue, I slowly came to think of it as the Apex ASMR issue. It’s quieter, less in your face than issue 139 with “The Monster Fucker Club” and “But I Loved You,” and way less weird than issue 141 (we turn the weird up to 100 in November), and I think that’s good. You can’t keep turning up the loud, brash, and shocking. That’s exhausting and, after a while, it all just becomes noise. So this issue, we take a step back and give space for stories that are haunting and beautiful and quietly worm their way into your subconscious. You may not finish these stories breathless with excitement, but I hope you will finish with a creeping dread and awe.

      We open the issue with an original story by Lyndsie Manusos called “Whisper Songs.” Set against a harsh, unforgiving backdrop, birds—and possibly the world—are dying. If you see a bird die, by law you must contact the Sonos, who will come and collect the bird’s song for the Ark. The story opens with a new mom deep in the darkness of exhaustion and postpartum depression calling the Sonos about three baby blue jays who have died in her yard. What follows is a complex story slowly revealing a world that has gone so wrong and the people who are trying to find joy and life amongst so much death and strife. Beautiful and sad, this story is an excellent exploration of what a person will do out of desperation.

      “Quietus” by Zohair is different from many of the stories that Apex Magazine publishes, but is absolutely stellar in its own way. The story is a metaphor for religious indoctrination and subjugation. It follows the journey of a coffin floating down a river. As the coffin travels, it is come upon by many people and animals, all who use the coffin in a way that helps them in that moment. Some stay with the coffin for a long time, going along on a journey to which they have no control and no idea how it will end. Others fear it and push it on, wanting to get away from the coffin as quickly as possible. This is Zohair’s first published story, and it is one he says could not be published in his home country of Pakistan. I am incredibly proud and honored that he allowed Apex to bring this story to the world.

      Lucy Zhang explores what it means to wager a life in her story “Life Wager.” It begins with Waigong gambling away his 18-year-old daughter in a game of mahjong. He tries to take it back, offering to cut off all his limbs instead, but the stranger who won the match isn’t interested in this trade off. He takes the daughter to the heavens and she dances for the deities. Eventually the two have a child, and the child learns in their own way what wagering a life means. Revolving around village life, mythology, and mahjong, “Life Wager” is a lovely tale with many layers of meaning.

      Stories have power and a storyteller’s intentions are not always kind. In “Kɛrozin Lamp Kurfi” by Victor Forna, a mother must outwit a storyteller to save her son. Forna explores what it means to have your life controlled by a story constructed by another in this intricately layered tale, and how desperate and impossible it can feel to try and break out of the narrative.

      “Junebug” by Sarah Hollowell is a melancholy story about a group of friends traveling to visit another friend who is in hospice care. It explores the way friend groups have incredibly difficult, serious conversations late at night via text mostly in the form of shared memes, why it is so hard to just be open and honest and have direct conversations, and what it means when your little band of four is going to become only three in a short amount of time. I loved this story because so much of what June feels about her friends resonated deeply within me. The story is cathartic and warm, but also incredibly sad.

      Rich Larson returns to Apex Magazine with a delightful horror flash piece titled “Spitting Image.” When Timmy asks the 10-year-old narrator of “Spitting Image” to come see a magical well deep within the forest, of course he goes. What he finds is far beyond his imagination and scares him away from the woods forever.

      For our flash fiction this issue, we have two stories chosen for the heart of wood/brain of glass theme. We wanted to get ahead on our editorial calendar and a double theme seemed the perfect opportunity. The first story, "Brainpink Umber," by Chelsea Sutton, is a beautiful exploration of dementia and love across generations on the theme Brain of Glass. The second, "From This Beating Heart, From This Fractured Mind," by Elisabeth Ring, is a vivid examination of love and mental health that powerfully combines both themes.

      Eugen Bacon and Tonya Liburd bring us our classic fiction this month. “Memories of the Old Sun” by Eugen Bacon is a beautiful story full of longing and a desire to become the person you want to be, rather than the person your mother expects you to be. In “Through Dreams She Moves,” Tonya brings us an unconventional love story steeped in familial bonds, obligations, and gauzy, dream-like quality that is beautiful, but also terrifying because of how easily it could all slip away.

      Our nonfiction this issue comes from Dana Cameron and Mariano Villarreal. Dana discusses the age-old writing lore that an author must have experiences and adventure to be able to write about such things. She takes this concept and reimagines what that means for day-to-day life. Mariano brings us an excellent primer on Spanish speculative fiction. This is a market that is rich and thriving, but that unfortunately does not reach a wide audience outside of Spain and a few Spanish-speaking countries.

      Marissa van Uden interviews Lyndsie Manusos and Victor Forna in our author interviews. Bradley Powers chats with our cover artist Aaron Nakahara in our cover artist interview.

      Before I close this editorial, I would be remiss if I didn’t remind you all that Apex Magazine is no longer using Kickstarter to fund future issues. We’ve held Kickstarters to fund each year of the magazine since coming back from our hiatus, and while these funding drives have been successful, they are also a huge drain on our time and energy. Combined with the loss of Kindle Periodicals, we must rely more than ever on our reading community. Our hope is to be able to fund future years through subscriptions, the sale of individual issues, and through our Patreon. If you enjoy Apex Magazine and feel that we offer a valuable market within the speculative fiction world, then I would encourage you to please consider buying a yearly subscription or backing our Patreon. Subscribers and Patrons gain access to our Discord server, as well as other perks. Plus, you would know that you are helping us to pay our authors, artists, and editors. If you already back us financially, thank you!

      I hope that you enjoy this issue as much as I’ve enjoyed putting it together. It is my first as sole editor-in-chief, and I’m excited to share it with you.

      Yours in reading,

      

      
        
        Lesley Conner

        Editor-in-Chief

        Apex Magazine
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      The Fledglings

      Three blue jays, newly minted from their eggs, took flight over a quiet Indiana suburbia. They took in the houses, stamped like honeycombs, and darted under the cool shadows of buildings and skeletal trees. The virus took hold of them slowly, rooting in while they were still wet yolks. And then all at once, their wings seized, fingernail hearts palpitating.

      They fell.

      Like a triplet note, each hit the ground in a front yard with overgrown grass and a lone birch tree that needed deep pruning.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Take heart; they felt nothing.

      Their legs stood erect as flagpoles, alerting anyone who might look out their front window. The fledglings’ bodies were still in the process of organ failure, but there was one thing left within them, in the base ingredients of their blood, worth saving.
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        * * *

      

      The Mother

      Mavis brewed coffee, bleary-eyed and aiming to melt into the kitchen sink, when she looked out the circular window and saw the three fledgling blue jays dead in her front lawn. Their wings were out, as if frozen mid-flight, their feet like matchsticks. Blue feathers stood stark against her sunburnt grass and the gray sky.

      Mavis sighed and searched for her phone.

      The Sonos arrived quicker than an ambulance. The gaudy silver-painted van screeched to a halt on her curb. Mavis double-tied the strap of her robe around her waist, clutched the collar, and met a Sono at her front door.

      “Thank you for calling Amplexum,” the Sono said. They wore hoods with a black veil in front of them, disguising their faces, sort of like the executioners of old. They did important work, the Sonos, but their occupation was no longer as glorified.

      Mavis shrugged. “It’s the law.”

      The Sono copied her movement, shoulders rising. “We appreciate archiving what we can.”

      The Sono turned back to view the lawn, making a hand motion to the other Sonos unloading equipment. “We’ll be quick. We advise you not to watch.”

      Mavis nodded again, curly brown hair from her messy bun falling limp into her face. She imagined she looked terrible to the Sono, with bags under her eyes, chapped lips, and a reddened nose from crying until sunrise. Yet she couldn’t see the face behind the Sono’s veil.

      Mavis closed her front door and went back to the kitchen sink. She poured herself a cup of coffee, added too much cream, and gulped it all down while it was still hot. It withered the skin of her throat but woke her up. Good enough.

      She would watch. Amplexum warned everyone to turn away, after people complained and animal rights groups threatened to sue.

      Mavis poured another cup–more cream–and resumed her spot at the window.

      There were two Sonos. Each held a large syringe about the size of a forearm. From what Mavis read in the newspaper, the contraption was built from a special type of glass, mixed with quartz, which made the syringe opaque with a slight sparkle. The quartz was supposed to hold the contents until it was brought to one of the Amplexum Arks sprinkled throughout the country.

      Each Sono bent over a fledgling and inserted the large cylindrical needle into the tiny bird’s throat. The tall grass–mowing was fast becoming obsolete, useless–obscured whether there was any blood or if any of the fledglings might be alive. It didn’t matter; if a bird was found felled, the law was to report it.

      Soon, the syringes filled. Even from a distance, the substance was silvery, mixed with drops of blood. It shimmered in the quartz glass. Mavis knew, from her reading, that if the syringe broke, and the contents released, it would evaporate into a breath of airy, musical notes. It would echo clear and loud around her suburban property, and some of her reclusive neighbors might open their windows, pause their lives, to listen.

      That rarely happened. Any Sono who broke a syringe made the news and was terminated from Amplexum’s payroll. The melody was too important. Birds began dying off in droves years before, but their calls could be harvested. Some genius at Amplexum had figured out a way to suck it out of them and keep it safe.

      Hmm, Mavis thought. People used to call her a genius. She hated the term. Felt it should be capsuled in a metal box and buried or sent off into space.

      Mavis thought she saw one of the fledgling’s wings jerk as a needle was removed. She couldn’t be sure. She rubbed her eyes. Emptied coffee down her throat.

      There were a variety of blue jay callings, since they didn’t really have their own, but the most notable was the “whisper song” that Mavis heard so much as a child. An amalgamation of clicks, chirps, and other noises blue jays archive in their bodies. Mavis’s parents met during a birdwatching tour in South Africa. Her mother was a neurosurgeon, her ma a librarian, and they both loved to watch birds. They built a website for themselves and everything.

      Mavis knew blue jays could also mimic hawks, so there was a combo special in sucking out their song and sending it to an Ark.

      Once the Sonos filled the syringes, they went back to the van and stowed them. Soon the fledglings were dried husks. Without their calls, their bodies seem to implode on itself. There was a quick squeal of sound, almost imperceptible if one didn’t listen for it, and then the skin shriveled. The blood dried. Mavis knew come the next morning, the rest—the worms, the ants, the desperate raccoons—would have their due.

      The Sonos did not alert Mavis they were done. They simply huddled the syringes into a bin, then carried the bin to the van and drove away. One of them, perhaps the one that spoke to her, waved from the passenger seat. Mavis raised her hand, curling her fingers as if to catch the wave in her palm.

      It was just as well. The baby upstairs began to squawk.
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        * * *

      

      The Sono

      Beneath the veil was a man. Beneath the man was a shit-ton of anxiety.

      He could not afford to quit Amplexum’s payroll; the money was good, and he was too buried in debt that collected too much interest. He could’ve bought a big house for him and his dogs, with a yard like the one they had just left. But he was tied down by the strings of his viscera, paying off the hospital bills mailed to him from down south, always accompanied by a severe, short note from his grandmother. Every other paycheck went to those hospital bills.

      The anxiety was from twelve-hour shifts sucking the melodies out of birds. Melodies, notes, beautiful arias that he would never be able to listen to himself. It was a tragic love story, in a way.

      The Sono beside him drove the van, and with each sharp turn, he heard the bin holding the syringes slide along the van floor. It was a secure bin, though he wasn’t sure why Amplexum didn’t build something more stable into the van, rather than just foam-filled bins. Why not a strapped contraption, or a drawer bolted to the floor of the vehicle? The man had ideas. In his heyday, he could take divoted blocks and build exact replicas of any ship or vehicle he saw on television. He’d erect small scale skyscrapers out of metal and bolts.

      He’d wanted to be an architect. He’d wanted to nest spaces within spaces. Walls within walls. But it would have the opposite effect as a prison. It would be a place of holding. Like being hugged by ceilings and doors. The walls would not be barriers. They would be arms, beckoning.

      He used to have such ideas.

      But Amplexum paid the bills, or at least a fraction of them. He’d send off another payment after work before he microwaved the same goddamn noodles and put a dollop of imitation butter with the spice packet to give it an air of luxury.

      As they entered the Ark complex, the driving Sono flashed their clearance card so they could park in the offloading dock. They backed the van in, and the man’s task was to get the bin and bring it to be checked in.

      Another Sono, also veiled, waited at a podium before a thick door leading into the Ark. The man had never entered. His job was the syringe, the van, and the handoff.

      The man handed them the bin and the paperwork. The Sono turned so they could place the bin on a table near the door to inspect the syringes.

      “Three, you said?” the Sono asked.

      “As was reported.”

      “There are two syringes.”

      “What?” the man asked. Beneath the veil was a man. Sweat beaded down his back. He used to not sweat so much, but now it was like he couldn’t stop. He woke up in sweat. He went to bed in a sweat. It didn’t smell bad; it was sweet and cloying. His dogs liked to lick all around his face, sniff his hair. He hoped the dog sitter stopped by to take them on a walk. He hoped the dogs missed him because they were the only living things that did.

      “There are two syringes, but the paperwork says three.” The Sono shut the bin sharply and returned it to the man.

      “If you want to keep your job,” they said. “I suggest you find a way to make the paperwork and syringes match. You’ll have to go back first thing tomorrow. A murder of crows have been reported felled across Hopewell. Make sure you find all of them.”

      The man turned back to the parked van, where the other two Sonos on his team waited. One threw up their hands in a “what’s the holdup?” gesture. The man didn’t know them, didn’t know if they were even the same people he always worked with. He wondered if they depended on this job the same way he did.

      Beneath the man was a veil.

      Beneath the veil was a need.
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        * * *

      

      The Mother, Part II

      Later, the baby came off Mavis’s breast with blood on her face. This happens sometimes.  Her daughter’s yanking and sucking caused her chapped nipples to bleed. It mixed with the milk and her baby looked like a feral beast.

      Mavis had to laugh. Otherwise, she’d cry.

      Her baby found her laugh addictive, and Mavis giggled and cooed along with her. She set her daughter in the glider in the living room and grabbed a dishcloth from a drawer to wipe up the blood and milk dripping down her chest to her abdomen. Her belly button never popped back in after pregnancy and sat atop a mound of loose flesh like a berry on top of an under-baked cake. She wiped her skin, smearing blood. Then she righted herself and tightened her robe again.

      She looked out the kitchen sink window one more time and saw three pairs of twiggy feet of the fledglings raised amongst the burnt grass. And a glinting. A sparkle reflecting the harsh sunlight.

      Mavis turned to the baby, who cooed at the ceiling, her large eyes fascinated by patterns Mavis found mundane. She wished to bottle her daughter’s awe.

      Mavis opened the front door, plodding on socked feet through the lawn. The grass itched her heels, tickled the bones of her ankles and calves. It was hot, and she was sweating by the time she came upon it.

      It. She knew what it was when she saw the glint, but part of her thought it impossible. A syringe, left by the Sonos, filled with blood and melody.

      She should call the Sonos.

      It was the law, after all.

      It was the right thing to do.

      She knelt in the grass, her skin starting to bake in the heat. A drop of sweat fell from her nose, onto glass, and slid off. A plastic cap covered the needle. Mavis touched the cylinder, and the opaque glass felt smooth, the veins of metal throughout gleamed, polished to a shine. It felt exactly as Mavis imagined, seeing the syringe on the news and then put to use in her own yard. A magnificent tool. She cradled it to her chest with one hand and pushed herself off the ground with the other. The front of her robe hung open like a hangnail, blood still smeared on her skin. She imagined, if the neighbors gazed upon her now, she’d look like a murderer.

      Mavis could hear her baby cooing within the house. She strode back, shut the door behind her with her foot, stopped, then turned and locked the door.

      The Sonos were not stupid. Their inventory was sacred. But Mavis could blame it on a stranger. Yes. She would tell them there was a couple walking in their neighborhood, scavengers—dumpster-divers had become quite common of late—and they saw the syringe, took it, and fled. It happened before, she remembered from the news. The Sonos conducted a thorough search until the syringe was found. It was empty, the stopper gone.

      “Such a tragedy,” the news anchor had said. “It’s as if we lost a symphony.”

      Mavis went to the kitchen and opened the first drawer she came upon, where all her heating pads and oven mitts tucked together. She lifted the top mitt and gently laid the syringe underneath.

      “This is wrong,” she said and closed the drawer.

      Her daughter cooed in response, unintelligible and full of drool. Mavis translated it into something meaningful:

      You’re saving a small joy. No one can blame you.

      Mavis nodded at her daughter, feeling better.
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        * * *

      

      As the baby napped, Mavis called her best friend, Tony. She wondered for a brief moment whether venting over the phone might be recorded (probably) but still, Tony was the one person she could speak to with total honesty. Freedom. She could be angry about the most minute and unnecessary details and Tony accepted those, nurturing her away from the precipice. A person outside the dam.

      “So what are you going to do with it?” Tony asked. They had not flinched as Mavis recounted the story, or at least, Mavis couldn’t sense any hesitation over the phone. Tony was never one to balk at extremes. Rather, they lived for it. Had gone sky-diving, even made treks to the Arks, deep in the government-protected wilderness. Although, they never said what happened when they got to the Ark.

      Mavis cleared her throat. “I’m not even sure why I took it.”

      “Sure you do,” Tony said. “You’ve been cooped up for 20 weeks, Mav. The season is too hot for walks. You’re tired. You’re lonely. Now you have to watch those goth bastards take from your own yard.”

      “Well, it’s the law—”

      “It’s your home,” Tony said. “We are blades of grass drying out in this fucking heat. What’s a little tune for your soul? They won’t miss it.”

      Mavis nodded into her phone. Tony’s voice was always a rock, ever since they were kids. Even while transitioning, Tony was the steady one while Mavis fretted and doted on them. Tony taught her to do a swan dive off the diving board, how to jump rope. Tony was her rope. Tethered to the outside world.

      “My question stands,” Tony said. “What are you going to do with it?”
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        * * *

      

      The Traveler, At the Ark

      Months Earlier

      Tony hiked the pack higher on their shoulders. Their legs burned, and the protein bar they ate an hour ago sat like a lump of coal in their stomach. Soon they would be there and see the Ark for themself.

      They were with a smaller group of travelers, some might call dark tourists, though nobody was sure where sneaking up on Ark property stood in regard to tourism. The Arks were anything but dilapidated, and they weren’t cast in secrecy. The news channels often showed pictures and drone flyovers of the Arks, but never inside it. The Arks were spires staked in numerous parts of the country, with public plans to expand throughout North America and overseas.

      Tony likened the Arks to tombstones: a marking, often with mysteries as to what lies beneath or within.

      The guide for the group, a man shaped preternaturally like the number 8 and who went by Virgil (Tony thought the alias was a bit heavy-handed), claimed seeing the Ark up close, in person without the “walls” of television or photography getting in the way, was a spiritual experience.

      “There are details the cameras cannot catch,” he said before they started the hike. He spoke with his hands, gesturing like a priest. “The Arks were built for this very reason. Follow me, and you will see beyond the government and media glamour.”

      Tony thought he was a jackass. But hey, it was the most affordable tour they could find and kept in line with their packed schedule. Tony worked cybersecurity and risk assessment for a small software firm. They liked to keep the companies they worked for small, moving around every few years. Multiple degrees in computer science, mathematics, plus a few minors in languages helped.

      Suffice to say Tony had a knack for finding patterns. And they especially liked breaking them.

      But the Ark was a pattern they couldn’t put a finger on. It was a side project, one that they didn’t tell Mavis about, because they knew she’d worry, and she had enough to worry about with her little one.

      Tony thought about the last picture they saw of the baby before turning off their phone before the hike—a requirement Virgil was militant about. He took their phones and put them in a foil-lined plastic bag that he kept in his own pack.

      Mavis’s daughter was her mini-me, already reminding them of Mavis when they were growing up. They could tell Mavis was out of her element, lost in the postpartum fog. Tony tried to pull her out of it whenever they could.

      “Babies aren’t supposed to sleep through the night immediately, Mav.”

      “But I heard that—”

      “You are doing great, Mav. Mothering is hard shit. It’s not supposed to come naturally. It’s a journey. My parents told me they’d alternate holding me for hours a night for the first three months.”

      “I saw this one influencer post these pictures, though—she looked so peaceful in bed, nursing her twins. Her breasts were plump and unscratched. Fuck, her areolas were perfect circles, Tony. She looked beautiful, like she was enjoying every second of it, and I don’t. Something must be wrong with me.”

      “I told you to stop following those accounts.”

      “But Tony …” Mavis began to sob.

      After this trip, Tony would go to Mavis. It was overdue. They were a coward for waiting this long. They would go there, and take Mavis in their arms, and they would cry together. Because the world was shit. It was in a constant state of betrayal, and everyone was either a part of that betrayal or in mourning because of it. Tony and Mavis would get drunk on wine, unplug from the news and doom scrolling, and take turns holding the baby in the night. Tony would sing songs from their childhood. Rough anthems and ballads of righteousness.

      Tony would see the brightness in Mavis’s eyes again.

      Something winked at them and they had to hold their arm over their eyes to see their feet without tripping on a rock. A person in the group gasped. Another behind Tony started swearing, or was it praying? They came out of a clearing through a path in the crippled forest, and the Ark stretched up before the group as suddenly as a cliff. Tony wondered how it could sneak up on all of them like that. Virgil had used the word glamour, and Tony thought him an idiot who’d read too many conspiracy theories and fairy tales. But the word did, in fact, work.

      “Behold,” Virgil said, holding out his hands.

      Tony was about to snort, but something caught their eye. As they came up to a fence of barbed wire, Tony saw that the Ark’s gleaming shell was not as smooth as they thought. All the pictures, all the videos, showed the Ark from a certain distance. No, this Ark’s outer material was not wholly smooth metal. The sun bounced off it, yes, but there were grooves. Bumps and criss-crossed signs. A language? Tony couldn’t recognize it.

      “Fuck me,” someone said behind them. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Virgil nodded solemnly, crossing his arms. “It’s
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