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          Words from the Editor-in-Chief by Jason Sizemore

        

      

    

    
      Science fiction has long been in dialogue with the prevailing cultural discomforts of the era, starting with Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (advancement of science) and through modern classics such as Jeff VanderMeer’s Area X series (ecology). Fiction requires conflict, and what worries us also entertains us.

      This transformation of anxiety to entertainment is a close cousin of the axioms “What doesn’t kill me makes me stronger” and “I’d cry if I weren’t laughing.” Writers write to exorcise demons, but they also write as a means of making sense of the world for themselves and their readers. Several of the stories in this month’s Apex Magazine have that feel of trying to give form, to give a voice to the problems we, the world, face.

      And are they entertaining? Oh, heck yes.

      In “Cold Blue Sky,” J.E. Bates writes one of my favorite types of stories—a murder-mystery involving artificial intelligence. Rich Larson tackles the phenomenon of social dogpiling in “Fifteen Minutes Hate.” Cherie Priest turns her powerful gaze to classism in “Mother Jones and the Nasty Eclipse.” “Stars so Sharp They Break the Skin” by Matthew Sanborn Smith explores a dangerous and new way to wage war. And Eugenia Triantafyllou’s “Cherry Wood Coffin” is a potent bite of flash fiction dealing with the knowledge of impending death and its inevitability.

      Our classic reprint this month comes from genre icon Nisi Shawl. “Luisah’s Church” is about many things, the least of which is religion. It’s filled to the brim with character and intrigue, and is a perfect example of why I adore Nisi’s work so much.

      It’s a double-shot of essays this month. Remember the bizarre incident in 1987 when the WGN television feed was hijacked by someone posing as pop-culture icon Max Headroom?  Kirk Jones explores his own experiences of this phenomenon in “Signal Intrusion.” Remember earlier in this editorial when I was discussing anxiety and worries? Tobias Buckell shares how he deals with his own in “How I Learned to Follow My Own Advice and Let It Go.”

      This month our featured author interview is with Matthew Sanborn Smith. Our artist interview is with cover artist Anna Dittmann.

      Finally, don’t miss the latest installments of our monthly columns “Between the Lines” with Laura Zats and Erik Hane and “Page Advice” by Mallory O’Meara and Brea Grant!

      Until June …

      

      Jason Sizemore, editor-in-chief
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          Stars so Sharp They Break the Skin by Matthew Sanborn Smith

        

      

    

    
      
        
        5,000 words

      

      

      Ginny’s hand is on Cal’s face. She’s smiling with red-rimmed, squinting eyes. The bedroom is tuned to a light blue-green and her map of Cuba has been shifted onto the east wall, between the two windows. Where it was, there’s now a feed of a sunny backlot baseball field, from his home city-state of Detroit, with the sound turned down. He’s not in her bed, same as he’s never been. He’s lying in a hospital bed.

      “Hey,” she says. “Relax. I sent for the hospital. Doctor 3000 is here.” Above him, an extension of the doctor, grown from the back of the bed, reaches some of its many limbs toward him.

      “Morning, Cal,” it says.

      “I promise you, I tried to stay away,” Ginny says. “Didn’t I?”

      Doctor 3000 nods its entire body save for the parts inside of Cal. “She did.”

      “The hospital’s been out by the pond this whole time. Doctor called and said you were in a coma. So, I told it to bring you here.” Ginny holds up her hand. “I thought I could help.”

      “Doctor 3000,” says Doctor 3000. “I didn’t spend four years in 3000 school to be called Doctor.” A green light flashes on the bed to indicate that humor has been employed.

      Cal has questions, but all that comes out of him is a hiss and coughing. And coughing. And coughing. Until his head hurts. Doctor 3000 jams a pair of nozzles up Cal’s nose and a numbingly cold mist shoots into his sinuses and lungs. The urge to cough comes less often. Cal lies back, trying to catch his breath but afraid to breathe too deeply, lest the whole thing start again.

      Doctor 3000 digs into Cal’s body like a baker kneading dough. “I had to extract quite a bit of potassium from your body before reviving you,” the doctor says. “But don’t worry. Afterward, I shoved it back in, mostly where I found it.”

      Cal swallows hesitantly. He tries again.

      “… last … night.”

      [image: ]

      “I went ice skating last night. By myself. There’s a huge pond out behind the new housing development. They haven’t razed the woods yet and you’re all alone out there.”

      He’s back there, in an arena walled by the gnarly old silhouettes of skeletal oaks and ashes. They burst in cauliflower blooms onto the navy sky. Beneath his blades, the surface is smooth and solid obsidian. The only sound the wind carries his way is the barking of a dog shut out of a warm house and its soft comforters, thick with down.

      “Ice skating. Really by myself. Three in the morning. The only one on the pond. But it was so nice. I really liked it.”

      “It sounds wonderful,” she says, rubbing his arm from the driver’s seat. “We’re here. Be careful. The parking lot is slippery.”

      He was a reader, once, but that was before. He goes to the bookstore now because she goes. She dips in and out of random chapters until the display fogs start to gray the whites of her eyes. He reaches into covers, or books of art or photography through poster-sized fields. It’s not that he can’t read anymore, there’s nothing wrong with his brain. It’s just that it doesn’t interest him like it once did.

      Ginny finds him in an aisle in the back of the store. She’s got a print-out of a long, white, coffee table book in her hands. “C’mere. Check this out,” she says, whipping her head toward the nearest bench. They sit, denimed legs pressed up against each other. For one second, the smell of her soap is the only thing in his world.

      Ginny shows him the cover. “Kintsugi Warriors.” There is a woman against a white background. She’s as black as Ginny, but her skin glistens with oil. She is nude. The tops of her breasts are in view, but not her nipples. Her hard face stares at Cal, daring him to look away. Her shoulders are a rainbow of wires, connecting her body of very real flesh to her arms of very real-looking flesh. It’s a stunning photo and Cal feels a quick loss when Ginny opens the book and spreads it across their laps.

      Many of the photos inside follow the theme of the cover. A nude man or woman looking natural in all ways except for the join where prosthetic meets body. Or, strangely, where the original body part meets the body. Even there, bioluminescent tattoos, embedded cable, or an exposed artificial knee tricked out with chrome, show off the join of a reattached limb. In one corner of every picture is printed the subject’s name and rank and service branch. Toward the back, there are pictures of people with completely unnatural looking prosthetics. A sort of zebra leg. A jaw that looks like it came off a car engine.

      Cal didn’t have a rank or a service branch. He worked for a company and one day he and some coworkers from other divisions agreed to a kingly benefits package in exchange for trying to destroy one another using weaponized psychic trauma. As a side effect, their tiny war nearly dismantled reality.

      Cal looks to Ginny. “What do you think?” she asks. His face is hot and getting hotter as she stares at him. The meat of his bottom is pinched between his bone and the hard bench. He can smell the pumpkin spice issue of People magazine from all the way over here.

      “Weird,” he says.

      “Is that all?”

      “Yeah, I guess. What do you want me to say?” Cal feels awkward enough talking with his doctors about his deformity. To have Ginny, of all people, confront him about it makes him wish they had never saved him.

      “I don’t know. I just thought you could maybe relate.” She shows him the cover again, points to the first word. “Kintsugi is about showing off the repairs. Accepting them as part of your history.”

      His head says, Please, can we talk about any goddamned thing in the world beside this? His mouth says, “I don’t know how that would apply to me. My … issues aren’t physical.”

      She removes the book from his lap. Replaces it with her hand. “I’m sorry if I offended you.”

      “You didn’t. I don’t get it, exactly. That’s all.” His consciousness has been transferred to his left leg, just beneath her hand.

      “It’s hard to tell with you,” she says.

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t. You don’t have anything to be sorry about. I’m the one who should be sorry.” Her eyes are wet. She leaves for the restroom. He passes the time until her return wondering how he can cut the night short without seeming like he’s been affected by this mortifying exchange.

      [image: ]

      Your brain isn’t the part that got hurt. Your brain should be working properly. But they say things about trauma. Your brain wants to protect you from the shock. Maybe your brain is protecting itself. Maybe it hurt you and is ashamed to face you openly and honestly.

      Sometimes you sit alone in your room after dusk, with the aroma of the roast beef under your desk cooking itself in the bag from the store. Your room seems black, but your shaded window on the south side glows weakly on its south side. A screen that’s getting ready to put on a show. You try to relax, drift back to when it happened, the injury. Pieces too small to even be called snippets flash. They flash so quickly, you can’t describe them. Like they’re only feelings with light. You’re afraid to try too hard to nail them down, afraid in your desperation you’ll assign something that isn’t true and the real thing will forever be replaced by the collage you used to cover the truth.

      [image: ]

      He’s standing outside Ginny’s car in snow deep enough that it keeps finding its way under the tongues of his shoes. The car glows in the streetlights like it’s electric blue instead of that dull silver that Ginny is sick and tired of. Cal thinks about going skating again tonight after his world goes to sleep. It’s nice out there. The sky is crisp. The stars are sharp, one even cut him the other night.

      When he skates, he holds his arms out to his sides, bent at the elbows, and he rides up and down on the winter wind like that. Even as it goes through his thin pants so he’s cold enough to want to go back inside. But in his head, it’s always, Five more minutes. Five more minutes.

      She’s between him and the car. His face smiles before his mind knows why. She’s between him and the car. The little cardboard basket of steak fries from Henry’s is between him and her. The little cardboard basket of steak fries from Henry’s is between Ginny’s gloved hand and Ginny’s ungloved hand, the one she’s eating with, the left one. The ketchup is between the fry and his first finger, the fry is between his teeth, nothing is between Cal and Ginny.

      “That was so nice of you,” he says.

      “I care about you,” she says. She says it like she loves him. Not like someone she’s looking after. Like someone she once didn’t know and now wants to spend the rest of her life with. He wished that was how she really felt. He wishes he wasn’t only part of a person, that he had something to offer. He looks down at the fries, once more between them, and takes another.
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      Doctor 3000 is skilled enough and kind enough to keep its many arms out from their line of sight while it’s worming around inside Cal’s heart.

      “You didn’t go skating last night,” Ginny says. “You’ve been out for quite a while. Before that, you were dead for hours.”

      One of Doctor 3000’s eyes shifts above Cal’s head.

      “Well, at least for an hour and a half,” Ginny says.

      “… how …”

      “How are you alive?”

      Cal nods.

      “I felt you when it happened. One second I’m in a deep sleep, the next my body has a spasm that throws me out of bed.” She rolls her sleeve up, shows him the dark bruise on her elbow. “It was worse last week. Like I dipped my arm in ink.”

      Last week.
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      Ginny’s pet bird is a framed portrait of a bird inside a cage in her living room. And she thinks he’s crazy. Cal feels like there’s something to understand about it that he can’t understand. Every third time he thinks about the bird, fear shoots through him. What if it’s a real bird, but appears as a painting to Cal alone? What if it only sounds like a painting? But it doesn’t work like that, his … deformity. That’s just his weirdness shining through.

      Its name is Styler, Ginny’s pet parakeet. The bird in the portrait is a dodo.

      Suddenly, her hand is on his face again. He’s standing in her bedroom. She doesn’t say things like, “You went there again,” or “You were gone,” anymore. They both know it past the point of remark. She doesn’t even look at him, just touches his face as she walks by like activating one of those lamps at his grandmother’s place that works by static electricity.

      This is what’s damaged. There are stimuli, person-to-person negotiations, which would have previously brought out an aspect of Cal that is now no longer there. He doesn’t exactly black out. His prosthetic kicks in and carries his blank body through the motions. He remembers those bits of life later, like one might remember a poorly constructed advertisement. Then he’s what’s left of himself again.

      The prosthetic works as well as one would expect of a prosthetic that had never before been attempted.

      [image: ]

      Ginny’s hands are usually cold. He is always amazed how perfectly American her English sounds and how perfectly Cuban her Spanish sounds. Her bed is smooth, like in a hotel. He’s close enough to her to have seen her bedspread many times, not close enough to have ever seen her sheets.

      Even with her little paunch, her shape’s too good for the garbage she eats. She pours Listerine on her toothbrush before brushing her teeth. She listens to so much piano jazz, they’ll have to tear out the carpets after she leaves to get the sound out. In her face, he can still see the little girl she once was, even as her hair is beginning to grey. Like a banana going from green to brown without getting to enjoy a day or two of just being yellow.

      “You’re creeping me out again. Will you please stop staring at me?”

      “Sorry,” he says.

      [image: ]

      The war was fought in twelve minutes between twenty-four people on thirty-six sides. Forty-eight was supposed to come into the mix, but the Warporation’s experts got scared and talked peace among themselves before it got that far. The whole thing had been an experiment in what could be done in the field of psychiatric warfare. They hadn’t taken seriously the idea that human consciousness shaped human reality.

      The soldiers, Cal and his severely damaged comrades/enemies, had each been about to split into forty-eight subsets of themselves. If the world survived to see what sixty might have been, there probably wouldn’t have been anything in this part of the universe for physics to hang itself on.

      He was never good at physics, anyway.
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      Ginny always talks to Cal’s therapist after a session. Even though he’s sitting in the waiting room, it feels like he’s standing naked in front of both of them while they discuss his shortcomings. The ride home is the quietest trip of the week. He looks out the window like he did when he was a kid, picturing himself out there, running so fast he can keep up with the car, leaping over squat orange personal fueling stations, pop-up kiosks, any obstacle that gets in his way.
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      He’s skating. The wind’s picked up. So damned cold, if he smiles too long, his teeth will crack.

      At some point, he was smart enough to change into his boots, but not smart enough to bring his skates. He’s afraid if he goes back home now, the moment will be lost. So, he does it old-school, slides across the ice on his soles, like when he was a kid. Before his mom got a pair of hand-me-downs from a cousin in a state he’d never seen. It’s not the same. But it carries the past with it, which is something. And it’s infinitely better than turning back for home.
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      Cal is overwhelmed by the idea of Ginny. Gin and Tonic Ortiz. In part, it’s the love he feels for her. The all-consuming schoolboy love he’s never felt for anyone before, where even his thoughts outside of their shared world try and introduce themselves to the idea of her. What would she think of his little socialist city-state back in Michigan? Their ideas of family as armor? How would she feel about the dog he’s been wanting to make? Would the dog get along with Styler?

      The other part of the overwhelm is that he’s able to love this way at all. Cal had assumed this was one of the things he’d lost in the war. At the beginning, there were lots of things he was worried he’d lost, but each thing he’d fretted over popped up—rapidly at first, then with less frequency—until this love was maybe the last thing he’d been concerned with.

      It was wonderful. He was happy to have it in his life. To have her in his life, even if nothing more would ever come from it than eating fries outside in a snow-smothered parking lot. Or sitting in her bedroom on a Sunday afternoon when nothing’s going on except
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