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            WHAT SAY YOU: EDITORIAL

          

          600 WORDS

        

      

    

    
      In 2005 when I had the idea to publish Apex Science Fiction & Horror Digest (a print ancestor of this zine), I wanted to publish sci-fi stories that served as cautionary tales regarding our future. Most of it was dark and foreboding because that’s the direction many people feared we were heading. As we turn the corner on 2022, many of those concerns have become reality. In particular, environmental concerns have moved from potentially alarming to actively dangerous.

      In times of crisis, the imbalance of resources between the haves and the haves not increases. Since most of us fall solidly in the latter category, it is in our best interests to pull our heads from the sand and confront the current and looming issues now before we’re all too busy trying to survive to do anything at all. Before we’re all trying to exist in a rationed, closed environment.

      Science fiction has shown us how difficult it is to maintain the precarious resource balance of a closed system. Think about the multitudes of generational ship stories where food and oxygen (and living space) become battlegrounds. The same applies to distant colonization tales. Life on the moon or Mars. The background tension of being confined is fertile ground for generating social anxiety.

      “Have Mercy, My Love, While We Wait for the Thaw” by Iori Kusano from Issue 132 of Apex Magazine is a story that expertly uses this type of social anxiety to create a tense, heartbreaking tale of confinement, bitterness, and sacrifice. Iori is one of my favorite writers, and I’m glad to have them in the zine again.

      Making her Apex Magazine debut is Bonnie Jo Stufflebeam with “Creatures of the Dark Oasis.” It’s not often we run straight-up horror (mostly because much of the horror we receive doesn’t contain speculative elements), so Bonnie’s story will be a treat for our readers who prefer darker material. “Creatures of the Dark Oasis” is a multi-layered story that rewards multiple readings.

      Jennifer R. Donohue has earned a reputation for poetic, sad stories about loss. In “A Country of Eternal Light,” obsession with the death of a loved one transforms into a desperate act of horror.

      Jumping out of the horror genre straight into sci-fi adventure, we have “Schlafstunde” by Lavie Tidhar. “Schlafstunde” contains the hallmarks of Tidhar fiction: clever dialog, a twisty plot, and drug-using robotniks!

      Marie Croke is a writer who keeps impressing me with clever world-building and interesting plots. “Your Space Between” might be the best story about closet space I’ve ever read.

      During my college years, I spent hundreds of hours studying while Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique played in the background. For Aimee Picchi’s “Notes to a Version of Myself, Hidden in Symphonie fantastique Scores Throughout the Multiverse,” the “March to the scaffold” played in my head on repeat and enhanced my enjoyment of the author’s story of a dimension-traveling orchestra conductor looking to find herself. I can heartily recommend you try the same trick.

      This month we feature classic fiction by Kameron Hurley (“Sky Boys” from her new Apex Books collection Future Artifacts: Stories) and Sarah Hans (“Chorus of Whispers”). In the essay “Optics,” author Kwame Mbalia shows us how bias can be presented through the supposedly neutral eye of technology. Michelle P. Browne encourages writers to explore the use of non-traditional relationships in “Stabilized Love Triangles: Tips on Writing OT3s from a Real Polyamorist.”

      Rounding out this issue’s content are interviews with Aimee Picchi, Bonnie Jo Stufflebeam, and artist Galactic Nikita, and a review of Premee Mohamed’s Nebula award-winning novella And What Can We Offer You Tonight.

      On behalf of my co-editor, Lesley Conner, and I, I hope you enjoy issue 132.
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            HAVE MERCY, MY LOVE, WHILE WE WAIT FOR THE THAW

          

          5,700 WORDS

          IORI KUSANO

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Iori Kusano is a queer Asian American writer, competitive Yu-Gi-Oh! duelist, and Extremely Ordinary Office Gremlin living in Tokyo. They are a graduate of Clarion West 2017 and their fiction has previously appeared in Apex Magazine and Baffling Magazine. Their debut novella, Hybrid Heart, is forthcoming from Neon Hemlock Press in 2023. Find them on Twitter @IoriKusano and Instagram as iori_stagram, or at kusanoiori.com.
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      The Grieving House rises like a lighthouse from the artificial snowdrifts, its windows blazing honeyed gold. The clean lines of it look too much like a grave marker. The House was built to give the bereaved some sense of togetherness and let them guide each other, a space of community and healing.

      I hate it a little more every time I see it.

      But Rhodan has asked me to come with him, and I shall not refuse him anything that I have the capacity to give.

      He is sorry; he wants to sit with crying strangers and listen to stories about people he might have killed. I don’t want to apologize for all the youths my mother sent to face their deaths, or for the fact that I live when so many better people did not.

      Inside, the doors shut against the cold, we peel away coats and scarves. I try not to breathe too deeply, as if the lingering scent of bleach might scour my guilty lungs.

      The residents here are used to our visits now. Seeing us arrive doesn’t draw the stares it once did. I’d been surprised we were recognized at all, but a space colony is never so big as it first seems. Even the people who never saw the vids of Rhodan’s squadron shackled and loaded into trucks, the awful stills of me standing wooden-faced behind my mother at her inauguration, know who we are.

      The first few months we came here, people would only speak to me. They’d shake my hand and gaze at me with fierce, tearful stares. “Health to your mother,” they’d say. “Health to you. Thank you for all you’ve done.” I wanted to cry or scream or vomit every time someone thanked me. They wouldn’t look at Rhodan except to scorn him. They pretended not to see the arcs of dull light that bounced off his metal hand from the fluorescents overhead. Now they know him, and I hang back to watch as he roams the lounge where knots of the bereaved gather in conversation. Some greet him with nods, the bolder or more forgiving with handshakes.

      He has run some errands for them; the new government’s Citizens’ Allowance is less than what the Empire could afford to give us, and so he purchases cans of rolled flatbread and jars of pickles and preserves for them as though he is responsible for their straitened circumstances. Maybe he feels himself responsible: that he, in his superior wisdom as an Original Human, should never have bowed to a child culture—should have stopped us from ruling ourselves.

      I cannot lurk at the edges of the room forever, though I would prefer it. When I sit down at a table everyone snaps me sharp salutes and I duck my head. They must be widows, not parents; they are all so young.

      “Thank you for visiting so often, Lieutenant,” one says. Her eyes are hungrier than they are sad. “I see you more than I see my own family.”

      “It’s nice to know someone cares,” someone at my right elbow says. I startle at their proximity, rein myself back in.

      “How generous of your mother to spare you,” a young man agrees. I can’t begin to explain. I am too beholden to the fiction of a united front.

      “The colony of St. Marguerite made vital contributions to planet Josephine’s struggle for independence. Your colony’s reinforcements arrived just in time to turn the tide when we took Ajaccio City from the Loyalists,” I say, and see how cautiously none of them turn to look at Rhodan. “Nearly everyone in this house sent their children or their spouse when my mother called for help. That’s a debt we can never repay.”

      I unpack gifts from my bag: tins of smoked salt fish, tubes of honey—things that don’t come standard in the citizens’ ration but must be bought at the supplemental market.

      I cannot say I am buying their forgiveness, because they don’t think I need to be forgiven. What I’m trying to buy when I spend my citizen’s allowance on other people is a respite from my own guilt.

      An older woman seated a couple meters away is fiddling with the broadcast box, jumping between shortwave channels. All the news is about my mother and her campaign to be reelected Baron-General. The box lands on a speech from her rival, a young woman with a more pessimistic platform.

      “We will not see wealth again in our lifetime,” the opposition declares. “That we have our freedom is a miracle—a miracle that must be maintained. The Queen-over-Queens on Uca is sleeping still; our rebellion wasn’t significant enough for her to wake and sing of danger. We cannot be caught unprepared if her empire chooses to reclaim us. We must prioritize our self-sufficiency over all other goals—”

      The woman changes the channel again.

      “That child fears the Empire too much. She shouldn’t be running for office,” someone at my table says. “Now, your mother is sensible. She knows that as long as the Queen is asleep, we can send envoys to the lesser Imperial planets and reestablish trade. But I’m sure you’re better informed than I am!”

      My skin prickles at their laughter. I can only smile weakly, and am grateful when Rhodan is ready to leave.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The snow starts again as we walk home. It has been snowing intermittently for six months now. The colony sky is the color of joss ash, funereal.

      Fake sky, fake snow, real cold. The artificial weather system is an extravagant leftover of the Yucarean Empire, who felt that simulating seasons was beneficial for people’s mental health. Mother turned off rain and snow in the colonies—an early directive to conserve resources—and reallocated the water piped into maintaining public greenspace so that more water was available for human use.

      Now we have a broken climate management system that no one knows how to fix. We have snow, and thus all other water is rationed.

      In a kinder world, I would take Rhodan’s hand, or tuck mine into the pocket of his dark overcoat, or seize the trailing meter of his scarf and wrap the end around my own throat to bind us together as we walk. Instead, we hold our backs straight, arms still, carefully not touching even though we walk barely a handsbreadth apart.

      Were we always this conscious of our distance, this scrupulous about staying in range, demonstrating that we could touch if not for superior self-control? What ill-defined virtue do I think I’m demonstrating when I deny my desire to reach for him, to learn the warmth of his golden-pale skin? We are so close that I can smell the violet leaves in his perfume.

      Noriko Forte is standing outside our insula when we return.

      “Captain Rhodan!” she shouts. She is dressed in a heavy lavender duffel coat trimmed with some sort of white fur, her hood drawn back to show her pointed, shrewd face under the streetlamps. Her boots are crusted with slush.

      He stills at her shout, and I am numb to my bones with the fear that he is gathering himself to answer her.

      “Captain Inges Rhodan! Why was your squad pardoned after the Siege of Ten Hands Hill?”

      “Rhodan,” I say softly. He turns toward me at once. “Let’s go inside.”

      She follows us as far as the insula’s lobby, stopping when we let ourselves through the autolock. She knows precisely the boundary between trespassing and not. She has been doing this every day for three months, wading from her capsule hotel in the city center through the snow to harass us.

      St. Marguerite hangs suspended at Josephine’s third Lagrange point, on the other side of the star that lights the planet. This is a uniquely inconvenient position. Forced to circle around their star, shuttles take longer to reach it than any other orbital colony. I had thought that no one would care to follow us, and for over two years I was right. Until my mother announced her campaign for reelection, planet Josephine had forgotten that she had a second child, a child who had disappeared after the Yucarean Loyalist squadron 1007 Blue-Six was pardoned.

      When we are nine floors up, the door locked behind us, I put my unit key into the electricity meter to reactivate the light switches. Rhodan plugs his into the gas meter with his flesh hand, closing the circuit so that he can turn the heater on.

      One of the metal fingers on his prosthetic has frozen straight on the walk home. In the narrow, too-bright kitchen I collect artificial snow from the windowsill and melt it on the stove, making a double boiler for the oil can. It’s cold enough indoors that the oil has congealed to a lump.

      “Perhaps I should talk to her,” he muses.

      I suspect he would like to explain, if there was some way it wouldn’t hurt us. Thus, his silence. To speak would throw away my efforts.

      “It’ll only provoke her to dig deeper. If she’s bothering you,” I say, “if you want to be away from her, I … I can afford to get you on a shuttle out of here.”

      “Would you go with me?” he asks, and I shake my head because my savings cannot stretch that far. “Then I prefer not to go.”

      “I don’t want you to feel obligated to—to keep me company here.”

      “I prefer not to go,” he repeats, and I turn away to test the oil can with a fingertip. When I lift it from the stove Rhodan proffers his frozen hand, supporting the weight of the prosthetic with his other arm.

      He lifts his eyes to the ceiling as I bend to breathe on the joint plates, warming them just enough to loosen them, little chips of ice dropping free until I can unscrew them. I apply warmed oil one drop at a time, careful not to touch any part of him that will feel it or look at his lovely, solemn face. If I have kept him safe, I have accomplished all I set out to. I don’t want or need more.

      “Does it hurt very much?” I ask. This is his second prosthetic in as many years. He flexes the hand, fingers curling and stretching without a creak.

      “I’m used to it,” he says, which is not an answer.

      At least he speaks to me at all. I will always be grateful for this.
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      Dinner is lentil soup with cod from the supplemental market. We still have a half-kilo of lentils left over from our ration packs. The fish would taste better with rice, but rice needs so much water to grow and thus comes so dear that I cannot justify the purchase.

      Up here we cannot often obtain the same foods we enjoyed on the surface, even with closed-loop hatcheries and orbital farms. Since Josephine’s independence, interplanetary trade has halted and exports from the surface to the colonies have declined, aside from the regular shuttles loaded with government ration packs.

      As I clear our dishes from the table in the sitting room the ansible chimes behind me.

      “Shall I answer?” Rhodan offers. If he’s joking his face doesn’t show it.

      “Perhaps if I ignore her,” I say, “she’ll go away.”

      “You are lucky that your family cares for you so.” I take the reproof for what it is. We have both renounced our families’ politics, but only my sister continues to reach out.

      When I answer her call she turns her lovely eyes on the camera and says, “Come home,” without any pleasantries or preamble. Sennia has never been patient.

      “I am home, but thank you,” I say. It baffles me that she calls the surface home; we only lived there for a year as Mother amassed her forces, gathered her weapons in secret. Sennia, having reached the universal age of majority at twenty, moved as Mother’s right hand. I, three years behind, enrolled in the Academie Briseix, where all the privileged children of Yucarean imperial administrators and justices learned the obligations of their station: to cultivate rather than conquer, to garden, to steward those from cultures younger and less wise.

      Rhodan was the treasured only son of a Yucarean magistrate. I should have hated him, but I sat behind him for two hours every morning and found that I couldn’t. He took everything seriously. He wanted to lead justly, to fulfill his responsibilities as an Original Human. It would be irresponsible, he told me once long ago, to strew the seeds of life throughout all these galaxies, and then fail to tend them.

      I had retorted that we’d all gone untended for the thousands of years before we’d independently invented FTL travel, so how much responsibility were the nobles of Uca really taking? Child cultures were treated like moss jars or ant farms until we proved ourselves sufficiently interesting, and only then we were welcomed home. The Yucareans were our parents, and they knew best, sending people from the homeworld to direct and guide us in every settlement. A child cannot be master of the house, so long as the parent lives.

      “There’s no need to be childish,” Sennia says. The drawn bow of her mouth droops in a pout. “Stop playing house with Rhodan and come home. Aren’t you sick of the winter up there? And it would be tremendously helpful to have you back for the campaign. It looks odd that I’m the only one of us speaking up for Mother.”

      I do not want to return to the planet, to Ajaccio City, to the tall, skinny house that Mother invaded. I do not want to put on a starched uniform and stand next to Sennia at the back of the dais while Mother speaks.

      I’d never thought of peace as a performance before Mother became Baron-General. But we were always on display. Look at us—medals gleaming, trousers pressed. Look at us in the concert halls, the restaurants, the parks. Look at us enjoying the fruits of our labor, even as our troops wither far out of sight in care wards or solitary bedsits.

      “Is that all?” I ask.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re asking me to come home because Mother needs to put me to work again.”

      “Well, of course, I miss you, too. Do I really have to say it?” Sennia frowns again. “You owe her this much.”

      “I owe her nothing!”

      “She pardoned the Blue-Six squad.”

      “That was a trade,” I say, “not a favor to me. You know that.”

      I am glad that this angers her enough to disconnect the call. It saves me the trouble of doing it myself.

      Rhodan does not speak when he returns to the room with an orange from the supplemental market in his hands. I tick it off the running tally in my mind: four left. He seats himself in one of the high-backed chairs by the window and begins to peel the orange, the sharp, bright scent luring me from the ansible stand.

      He accidentally puts his silver thumb through a segment. His forehead creases when I take it from him anyway and thank him. He would like to give me the unblemished pieces, I think, but I am grateful to have even broken pulp.

      What is it like for him, living under the awful weight of my forgiveness? Does it itch, burn, blister, the way I saw the citizens’ skin redden and rupture in Ward 9?

      At 22:00 we bid each other a stiff, polite good night and retreat to our separate rooms. We do not touch.
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      My dreams are full of acrid smoke and crashing, shattering sounds. I seldom dream of any screaming but my own. When Mother sent us on the attack the bombs blazed too hot and quick for anyone else to scream.

      At 26:00 a noise pierces the veil of sleep and I find myself choking on my breath. I am already upright. It takes me a moment to place myself in our kitchen and when Rhodan’s face looms before me, alight with concern, I startle. In this moment, wrapped in shadows, I can only remember him holding a grenade launcher, the stinging burn of aerosolized urushiol in my mouth and nose as I begin to blister inside and out. It is unfair; he is also the boy who bought me gingerbread when we walked home from school together. But trauma is unfair in itself. Memory, its very persistence, is unfair.

      “Don’t move,” he says, schooling his face to flawless calm. “There’s glass on the floor.”

      He snaps the lights on, fast as thought. When he sees the salty tracks on my face he hands me a dish towel to preserve whatever dignity remains for me. He kneels at my feet, carefully picking up topaz-colored shards with the hand that can’t be cut. I think it used to be the tea pitcher. It doesn’t matter now.

      We will not speak of this in the morning.
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      He is up before I am; he usually is. He tries to tread lightly when he knows I’ve had a bad night—the walls are so thin that he always knows—but I’ve been a light sleeper ever since Mother first sent me to her war.

      Rhodan has seen me at my worst. Worse than sleepwalking and panic-addled, has seen me caked in ash and blood and choking for breath, caught in the spray of an urushiol grenade. Has seen me hollow-eyed with exhaustion, asking him to run away with me. This does not stop me from changing, washing my face, brushing my hair before breakfast. He always does the same. This rigid decorum is the skeleton supporting our life together.

      I think sometimes that we will never be at ease: two solitudes not even greeting each other but gliding past with averted eyes.

      This morning he has set the table with pickled eggplant, rolled omelets made from egg concentrate, a red soup full of vegetables minced fine. He has chopped the last sausage carefully hoarded in the cold storage into the soup. I find a chunk in my spoon amongst the vegetables and look up at him, already doing the math in my head.

      “You said they stretch farther in soups,” he says.

      This is true, but the fact remains that it’s still ten days before we will receive more: two per person per month. I blame myself. He always tries to feed me something nourishing after I’ve had a bad night. I’ve had a lot of bad nights lately.

      “I don’t mind the rationing so much, you know. I grew up in a colony, remember?” I don’t know how else to reassure him.

      He is too polite to point out that L1 is closer to the planet and its exported bounty, that I grew up under a different government before my mother decided to tear it down and build a new one, and he doesn’t meet my eyes as he piles extra pickles on my plate. He holds the chopsticks in his flesh hand; easier to train himself to ambidexterity than to relearn how to use them with the prosthetic. I sometimes worry that he only wears the prosthetic for me, whether it might be to comfort me with an appearance of normalcy—my mistakes repaired—or to remind me that I am the reason he needs it.

      Before I can smooth things over, we hear the shouts in the street. We can’t tell what’s going on just by peering out the sitting-room window, though we can see the crowds massing, flowing north and deeper into the city center. Rhodan and I take turns fiddling with the broadcast box, scanning the colony shortwave until we finally hit something more than reports on the snow’s reclamation rate.

      The ration shipment from the planet has been seized by space pirates. There will be no red meat, tea, dairy for weeks at best. If it can’t be gotten from the colony’s hydroponic farms, we’ll have to go without. I regret the sausage in our soup, cooling on the table. It’s uncertain whether another of Josephine’s own starving colonies has sent the raiders, or if the Empire wants to prove to us how small and helpless we are.

      This would never have happened before the rebellion, but I loathe myself for thinking so.

      The disturbance is centered on the government warehouses where the colonial administrators have rations stored against this sort of disaster. The people in the streets yell for them to distribute ahead of schedule. It’s a sensible demand, considering how long we have lived in this snow. If the government can’t even dispatch climate technicians, I don’t trust that we’ll get further rations on time.

      “I’ll go out and see what I can find,” I say. It has to be me. People have tolerated our presence here, but I can’t risk the crowd turning on Rhodan. If the Empire is blamed for the piracy, it will not matter that he suffers with us. He was once numbered among the ruling class, and there is a difference between changing oneself and being forgiven.

      “You can’t,” he says. “It’s not safe for you. Your mother—”

      He doesn’t need to finish the sentence. I can hear is at fault hanging in the air, because I’m thinking it too.

      “Please,” I say, and stop. To forbid him to go would be an assertion of ownership. To say that I have not brought him all this way to risk him would demand his gratitude. I cannot insist on our equality if I say such things, and so I am bound.

      He understands my dilemma, which is humiliating in its own way, and relents. He only insists on wrapping his scarf around me before I leave. The fleece is pilled from wear and smells of violet leaf.

      I scour the supplemental markets nearby, finding them picked clean. Most of the produce from the hydroponic farms goes into standard ration packs. Only surplus goes to market. All I can buy amounts to a pint of wrinkled peas, a bundle of limp mustard greens—already on the edge of spoilage.

      When I return home, I find Rhodan sitting before the open cupboards with his tablet, taking meticulous inventory of all we have: lentils and millet, jars of pickles, sorghum flour. I am used to sorghum bread, the staple of a colony childhood, but Rhodan has never developed a taste for it. There’s still half a jar of lanterncherry preserves in the back of our cold storage, a luxury we’ve been slowly savoring. I will leave it for him, to make the bread bearable.

      The shouting in the streets continues, and I hum to drown it out.
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      I would welcome the distraction of the ansible’s chime were I not wrist-deep kneading sorghum. Rhodan answers as I wash my hands. He is perfectly courteous to Sennia; perhaps this is why she is already angry when I go to the receiver.

      “Come home. You are making an idiot of yourself and a fool of Mother,” she snaps. “How will anyone believe she can rule a planet if she can’t manage her children?’

      Her face is red. I can feel mine heating as well. “Can Mother rule a planet?”

      “Do you understand how you delegitimize Mother’s position just by existing? Do you understand how it looks for her, her child living happily with a war criminal?”

      “She should have considered the problems of associating with war criminals before she ordered me to bomb a hospital.”

      “It was a military hospital,” Sennia says, and I think I am going to be sick. A hospital is a hospital regardless of qualifiers. “Mother was doing everything in her power to achieve the revolution quickly. To win our freedom while we are alive to taste it. You cannot grudge her that.”

      “Do you know what I can grudge her? 99,823 people dead. Two sausages per person a month. Half a year of snow! There is austerity, there is sacrifice, and there is willful mismanagement. You can promise Mother she’s lost my vote.”

      I disconnect the call. Mother’s proud, sharp face is gazing into our window from the poster across the plaza, and I slam the shutters harder than I mean to.

      I think that the humans from what-was-Earth must feel the same way about the Yucarean Empire as I do about Mother: loved but found wanting, tolerated only on the condition of my obedience. The gift of life, unwanted, unasked for, and unreturnable, like a handmade sweater that doesn’t fit from someone you can’t bear to disappoint.

      A long moment passes as I try to reign in my ragged breaths. When my vision comes back into focus, Rhodan’s hand is extended before me, a single perfect orange naked on his gleaming palm.
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      In good times we are tremendously careful with each other.

      These are not good times, and so our determination to treat each other delicately drives us farther apart. We burrow in our respective rooms and spout garden-party politesse over our sorghum bread at meals, asking after each other’s health as though we don’t overhear every ache and nightmare. He offers me the lanterncherry preserves at breakfast and his forehead creases when I refuse. I lie awake at night listening for the click of his fingers ringing off cups or drumming restlessly against his desk. Silence stretches between us more frequently and its quality degrades from companionable to oppressive, a stifling humidity hanging in the air.

      And all day, the shouting in the streets. I can’t help feeling that what’s under siege is not my mother’s callous governance but the fragile happiness I have spent the last two years building on a pile of corpses.

      I last for twelve days before I go down into the streets and find Noriko Forte standing in the slush. The temptation to ask her if she’s up for committing a bit of treason hits
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