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        Jason Sizemore
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      Welcome to issue 88 – the post-MidAmericon2 issue!

      Typically, I don’t consider releasing a zine worthy of the title “Great Feat of Humankind.” But this one time, it should be allowed. I spent five wonderful days at MidAmericon2 meeting dozens upon dozens of our writers and fans. It’s the type of positive reinforcement that only a professional convention can provide.

      After the long drive home (10 hours for me), I took a day of recovery before jumping into the awaiting pile of Apex work. And then … I came down with a stomach ailment that knocked me off my feet for nearly a week. This wasn’t the con crud. This was the work of children … my children.

      But here it is, September 6th, and the issue is ready for your consumption. We have an interesting table of contents for our fiction readers. Kashmiri author Abhinav Bhat makes his professional debut in an English publication with “The Warrior Boy Who Would Not Suffer.” Southeast Asian and frequent Apex Magazine contributor Benjamin Sriduangkaew returns with “The Prince Who Gave Up Her Empire.” Alexandria Baisden makes her Apex debut with “The Old Man and the Phoenix” (and this is another story that might make your eyes wet). Finally, we reprint “War Dog” by Mike Barretta from the anthology War Stories: New Military Science Fiction (Apex Publications, 2014).

      From an editorial prospective, I see this issue’s fiction continuing a thematic conversation started in issue 87. In both, we have stories dealing with gender identity, sacrifice, and the will to fight on.

      Andrea Johnson’s feature interview this month is with author Alexandria Baisden. Russell Dickerson interviews cover artist Mélanie Delon. A.C. Wise gives us some “Words for Thought.” Finally, we show that we’re not all death and sadness around the Apex offices, as Michael A. Burstein pens a feature about the 50th anniversary of Star Trek.

      Rounding out this month’s content are Bianca Sprigg’s selection of poems: “The Amenities of Heaven” by Marchell Dyon, “Wingless” by Zachary Riddle, “The Mouth of the Cave” by Brandon Marlon, and “The Storm Continues” by Christina Sng.

      Don’t forget to listen to Mahvesh Murad’s audio narration of Bhat’s “The Warrior Boy Who Would Not Suffer” in the Apex Magazine podcast.

      Until next month!

      

      Jason Sizemore

      Editor-in-Chief

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Old Man and the Phoenix

        

      

    

    
      
        Alexandria Baisden

      

      
        1,200 words

      

      

      The old man stared out the window at the sky streaked with burnt oranges and sizzling yellows. A few white stars winked. Magentas hung suspended in the mist. Sherbet, he thought. I bet the dawn tastes like rainbow sherbet. If the old man had a spoon big enough, he would have scooped it all.

      “Sherbet,” he rasped.

      The phoenix perked up. It was sitting on a perch in the old man’s bedroom at his bedside. It cocked its head, staring at him with a single blue eye. The bird shuffled closer, golden claws scraping against the wood. “What was that?”

      The old man cleared his throat. “I would like sherbet served at my funeral.”

      “Oh.” It ducked its head. The old man knew the phoenix was terrible at saying goodbyes. “Right. Of course. I will tell your brother.”

      “Do not forget.”

      “I would never.”

      “Good. Good.”

      There was a pause. The heart monitor clicked and sighed. A cool breeze tumbled in from the open window, twirling and puffing the old man’s blue curtains. The phoenix’s feathers glowed softly in the shadows, redder than the skin of cherries. It nodded its head to the wooden staff in the corner. A sapphire was jammed on top of it, where silver constellations twinkled within. “What of that?”

      The old man scraped out a cough. “Bah,” he said, waving his hand. “Whatever you do, do not give it to my brother. He is an idiot.” His forehead wrinkled in thought. “Give it to Tom.”

      “Tom? The baker?”

      “Yes.” Another cough. This one cleaved his lungs. The old man jackknifed, gasping into his hands. Tears pricked his eyes. Bucking and heaving, he reached for a glass of water on the nightstand. It was hard to drink because of his trembling hands. Water flowed out, trickling into his mouth and splattering his neck. The phoenix’s wings twitched, as though it desperately wished it had thumbs. The old man sputtered and coughed. Sipped again. Finally, he placed the glass down. “Tom,” he said, “bakes the finest croissants in town. Nice boy. Cats, they love Tom. This is a good sign.”

      “Yes.”

      His neck was drenched, and yet, his mouth felt bone dry. The air around the bird seemed to shimmer. It seemed to warm the old man’s skin. He closed his eyes.

      “I want my ashes scattered over the daffodil field. At night,” he added, peeking out one hazel green eye. “So there are fireflies.”

      To the old man’s surprise, tears splashed off the tip of the phoenix’s beak. They plopped onto his quilt, near his fingers. The skin on his hands was tissue paper thin, bones and veins pronounced. He stuffed them under the covers. “Be careful. If you heal me, I will never see my Jeanie.”

      The phoenix’s head was low. It said nothing. Only a tiny, pathetic chirp.

      The green line of the heart monitor blinked into tiny hills. The bird’s eyes glittered. The old man felt his heart give a slight twist. He smiled, just barely. “Now, now, my friend. There will be no tears. Only singing and dancing.”

      At this, his friend fluttered off its perch and onto his bed. Claws scratched and tickled as the phoenix crawled across his stomach. The blankets rustled, and the phoenix’s solid, soft body pressed against him. The old man felt his throat swell up. The phoenix tucked its head beneath his chin. Its feathers smelled of childhood and old sun.

      For years, the old man had remembered his youth, longing for the days when he was a kaleidoscope of energy. Days when there were bursts of warriors, magic, and gold. Now, he realized, he would miss peace. He would miss tucking into his green frog slippers every morning. He would miss warm cups of coffee pressed into his hand before dawn. He would miss cinnamon croissants with the phoenix on Tuesdays and Tom’s burly, loud laugh, a gong that reverberated over everything. He would miss the daffodil fields, swaying in the breeze. He would miss the phoenix’s songs.

      The old man’s cheeks felt wet. He tasted salt. A seed of fear took root and bloomed in his chest, and quite suddenly, he wished that someone could go with him. “My friend,” the old man whispered. “Should I be afraid?”

      The phoenix nuzzled closer into his ribs. “Not at all. I have been above the stars many times.”

      “What is it like?”  The old man flushed. He felt small. Naïve. He blinked at the ceiling. “When it happens, I mean.”

      There was a pause. Then, “Like a gasp,” it said. “There is a light. Small, like an ember, at first … But then it splashes into sunlight that flickers, burns, and then cools into rainbows. After that, I don’t know. I’ve never been able to stay.”

      The words flattened his chest like an anvil. Soon, the old man would be with his wife again. He would see his parents for the first time in years. But never again would he see the phoenix.

      The old man’s shaking hands came around the phoenix’s body. Its feathers felt like silk. He sucked in a shuddering breath.  He felt so weak. So tired. “My dear friend,” he wept, “I will miss you the most.”

      The phoenix curled as close to the old man as it could get. It rested its head on the old man’s chest until his sobs stopped quivering his body. Together, they stayed this way, listening to the fear flutter from the old man’s heart.

      The sun rose and gleamed through the window, splaying bars of refined gold into the room. Peace fell over the old man like a thick quilt. Then, a gasp. The low, steady flat line of the monitor. A warm, brilliant light. A splash of rainbows.

      The phoenix never left his side.

      [image: ]

      At the old man’s funeral, there was sherbet ice cream. There were daffodils and puddles of moonlight. The flowers covered the hills and waved in the breeze. The phoenix perched on top of the old man’s staff. Tom, the baker, clutched it with both hands. His eyes were bright with tears.

      “It’s warm out,” he said.

      “Yes.” The phoenix agreed. “Just like him.”

      Tom wiped his face.

      The phoenix wondered what the old man had seen beyond the flickering rainbows. It wondered if Jeanie was the first person he ran to. It wondered if heaven had a bakery.

      When the old man’s brother tossed his ashes, they puffed out across the rolling, yellow hills in a large cloud. The fireflies blinked like wishing stars. Crickets chorused softly. Tom’s shoulders trembled, and the heartbreak was not just in the phoenix’s chest, but in every corner of its body. It kicked off into the sky, thinking of the old man’s passion and gentleness, thinking of how he wanted no tears, only song and dance. So, the phoenix streaked across the full moon, its scarlet tail streaming behind it like a banner. It dipped close to the daffodils and then twirled across the night air, singing about the old man’s life. It sang about their friendship in a language only spoken by birds, and yet, somehow, the old man’s brother and the baker seemed to understand every word.

      The phoenix sang long after Tom and the brother left the field, and the phoenix wondered, deep down, if it sang loud enough, if the old man could somehow still hear it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Interview with Author Alexandria Baisden

        

      

    

    
      
        Andrea Johnson

      

      I don’t handle grieving well. I don’t know what to say, or what to do, or if I’m doing any of it right. All of these sticky feelings get bottled up inside me and I don’t know how to process any of them, but I know I need to process them, somehow, before they get permanently stuck. A grief counselor once suggested to me that I write a letter to the person that I was grieving for, and tell them all the wonderful things about our relationship. That ended up not working out very well because all my letter said was how much I missed them and that they hadn’t been in my life long enough and that I felt a portion of my life had simply come crashing to a halt and I didn’t know how to start it up again or if I even wanted it to start up again.

      

      We’ve all heard the phrase “this novel is a love letter to such-and-such,” where the author is using fiction to show how much they love a particular subgenre or style. But what about the phrase “this piece of fiction is a letter”? I’m not talking epistolary fiction, I’m talking character or plot driven stories that function as a letter.  Alexandria Baisden’s “The Old Man and the Phoenix” is the perfect example of what I’m talking about. I kept trying to write a letter to my friend who I missed, when I should have been reading a story to him instead. I should have been reading this story. “The Old Man and the Phoenix” helped me process my grief, it made me feel like I wasn’t going through this alone.

      

      Even if this story doesn’t help you process anything, even if you read it for pure entertainment, or from an analytical point of view, there is no escaping how much of an emotional punch Baisden has crammed into such a small word count. If the short story brought tears to your eyes, I’ll warn you now, this interview may as well.

      

      A recent graduate of Columbia College Chicago, Alexandria Baisden’s work has been published in the Kamelian, HelloGiggles, Hair Trigger 38, The Lab Review Blog, and 101 Words. Two of her children’s plays have also been produced at Heartland Community Church. She enjoys puns, anime, coffee, and getting distracted by fluffy animals on the internet. She’s currently working on her fantasy novel, and you can learn more about her work at her website alexandriabaisden.wixsite.com, or by following her on twitter @FireShye.

      

      She was kind enough to answer a number of my questions about how this story came about (this is the part where you’ll cry), her experiences helping other young writers, inspirational words, Owl City songs, the influence of J.K. Rowling on her generation, and more.

      

      APEX MAGAZINE: Who better than a phoenix to counsel someone on the ways of death? But even a phoenix cries at the thought of losing a friend forever. What was going through your mind when you wrote this story?

      

      ALEXANDRIA BAISDEN: I didn’t realize it at the time, but many of the ideas were actually drawn from my grandmother’s death. She passed away from pancreas cancer four years ago, but she said she was ready to die because she missed my grandfather. Whenever any of us would cry, she would cup our faces and tell us no tears. I would lie in bed with her, and she’d hold my hand and trust me with the details of her death – how she wanted her ashes mixed with my grandfather’s, and for their urn to be placed in their garden. Near the end, she told my mom she wished she could go with her because she would miss her.

      

      This actually happens to me a lot – I don’t realize how much real life impacts my fiction until after I’ve written it! It wasn’t until I was talking about it with my mom did I realize how similar the old man’s wishes were to my grandmother’s.

      

      A few things were intentional – my grandmother’s name was Jean, so that’s where I drew the name of the old man’s wife. I wanted to make the old man as human as possible, so while I was writing it, I thought back on the emotions my grandmother went through while wrestling with death:  bravery, acceptance, fear and then finally, peace. I tried to think of the simple and beautiful things someone might really miss and expand on that.

      

      AM: I know I should feel bad for the old man, but it’s the phoenix I feel worst for. The phoenix loses everyone it gets close to. Us humans all get through our grief in our own way. How does a phoenix get through the grieving process?

      

      AB: Oh, wow, what a great question! I feel worse for the phoenix too. They’re both heartbroken to lose each other, but the phoenix is the one who has to go on.

      

      My grandmother’s death isn’t as raw anymore, but whenever I’m reminded of her, there is a profound ache in my bones. I think it’s the same for the phoenix. The old man is always going to be tucked into its heart, but it’s so hard. It’s so hard because for the old man, he clings to the hope that when he dies, he’s going to see his wife again. The phoenix doesn’t have that. It can’t die; it can’t be with him again. There’s no quick fix for grief, and I imagine the phoenix to be very human in its loss. I think sometimes, memories of the old man scissor through it, and the loss is crippling, and I think other days, it rests knowing its friend
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