
        
            
                
            
        


  
    
      Apex Magazine

      Issue 106, March 2018

    

    
      
        Rachel Harrison

        Bentley A. Reese

        Cassandra Khaw

        T. A. Pratt

        ZZ Claybourne

        Paul Jessup

      

      
        Edited by Jason Sizemore

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Words from the Editor-in-Chief

        

        
          Irregularity by Rachel Harrison

        

        
          Interview with Author Rachel Harrison by Andrea Johnson

        

        
          Page Advice by Mallory O’Meara and Brea Grant

        

        
          We Are New(s) by Bentley A. Reese

        

        
          Persistence of Vision by ZZ Claybourne

        

        
          A Priest of Vast and Distant Places by Cassandra Khaw

        

        
          Between the Lines with the Print Run Podcast by Laura Zats and Erik Hane

        

        
          A Wave on the Sea: Ursula K. Le Guin by Paul Jessup

        

        
          Three Petitions to the Queen of Hell by T.A. Pratt

        

        
          Interview with Cover Artist Benedick Bana by Russell Dickerson

        

        
          Apex Magazine issue 107 Preview

        

        
          Contributor Bios

        

      

    

    


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Words from the Editor-in-Chief

          

          Jason Sizemore

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to issue 106!

      Now that we’ve entered the month of March, it is everyone’s favorite time of year: award season. Writers, publishers, and editors rush to social media and blogs to share their eligibility lists because we all love award recognition. Some people hate it, while others find it useful. I’m firmly in the useful camp.

      It’s hard to know who is Campbell Award eligible or not. That new novel I read that I greatly enjoyed … oops, it’s from 2016, not 2017 … glad the author posted an eligibility list or I’d have wasted my Hugo vote. Fans who are cynical of the lists call them self-promotional and feel that those with larger platforms have a built-in advantage. Yes, and Yes. So, what?

      Since when has self-promotion become a bad thing? Obnoxious and over-promotion is annoying and should not be done. But a blog post with the occasional social media reminder is sensible and informative. There’s an argument that authors with a large fan base have an unfair advantage. But I would put forward that social media provides an opportunity for lesser-known writers, editors, and publishers to be seen and considered by award voters because many voters seek out eligibility calls.

      Apex Magazine has an eligibility post here. We’ve listed all original stories, along with genre and word count. Note that we published four novelettes, so if you decide to nominate them, be sure to list them in the proper category.

      I’m eligible under the category of Best Editor (Short Form).

      Thank you for your consideration.

      [image: ]

      This month we bring you nearly twenty thousand words of fiction. In Rachel Harrison’s “Irregularity,” we’re transported to an isolated observatory satellite meant as an early warning system for a potential alien aggression. It’s a classic tale of space madness caused by isolation and too much staring into the abyss of the universe. A favorite of our readers, Cassandra Khaw, returns with “A Priest of Vast and Distant Place.” It’s light and sweet work of magical realism, and quite a different tone than much of her work that I’ve read. Bentley Reese’s “We Are New(s)” is a flashy cyberpunk tale with a noir feel around its edges.

      Reprint editor Maurice Broaddus shares “Three Petitions to the Queen of Hell” by T.A. Pratt. Andrea Johnson interviews Rachel Harrison and Russell Dickerson interviews cover artist Benedick Bana.

      “Between the Lines” is back, and this time Laura Zats and Erik Hane dissect the “writing dream.” Brea Grant and Mallory O’Meara offer “Page Advice” for a reader seeking quality gateways to horror fiction.

      The world is excited for the Black Panther movie directed by Ryan Coogler and starring Chadwick Boseman. It looks fantastic. ZZ Claybourne shares a bit of what the film means to him—a black man, to see a black superhero movie directed by a black director headlined by a black actor—in his essay “Persistence of Vision.” Finally, Paul Jessup writes a beautiful and moving sendoff to the late Ursula Le Guin in his “A Wave on the Sea.”

      
        
        “It is good to have an end to journey toward; but it is the journey that matters, in the end.”

        ― Ursula K. Le Guin, The Left Hand of Darkness

        

      

      Jason Sizemore

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Irregularity by Rachel Harrison

          

          Original Fiction

        

      

    

    
      
        
        7,500 words

      

      

      The water runs lukewarm with that familiar chemical sting that all recyc water has. It cuts off after exactly one minute, making the pipes knock. It echoes deep inside the station walls.

      It’s exactly 06.00 hours, Earth-time adjusted. The station’s on the spring/summer setting, which means ‘sunrise’ is at 05.00. Sunrise in this instance being the daylight bulbs set into the ceiling.

      Nyle doesn’t understand why they use Earth as the measure. The station’s an unfathomably large distance from humanity’s pale blue dot. He supposes whoever programmed it thought it’d be comforting, but Nyle’s never been to Earth, and everyone he knows who came from there is a total shit-stick.

      Well, except for Sylvie.

      But, then, she’d always be the exception.

      [image: ]

      For the first couple of months, Nyle would get up every day before sunrise and run the spinal corridor. It’s recommended for all observation personnel to get plenty of exercise. Helps with the linkup, apparently. After a while, though, it was every other day, then only the ones that start with T. Now it’s just Sundays, and he has to stop three times to catch his breath.

      Nyle’s never had a problem with linkup anyway. Back at the academy, they told him his brain has a certain pliability. It doesn’t push back. Neither did Nyle, either. Not when it mattered.

      Veena is coming off shift as he gets to the dispensary. She’s the only other person on the station. They see each other every day, for a handful of minutes. It’s supposed to make the job a little easier, that spare bit of contact. Nyle’s always surprised by how healthy she looks. She still runs every day, evidently.

      ‘Morning sunshine,’ says Veena.

      ‘You haven’t moved any of my stars, have you?’

      ‘They’re all exactly where you left them,’ she says with a smile.

      Nyle thumbs the reader, and the drawer on the dispenser rotates out. Water, food ration (curry-powdered protein), eye drops and antiseptic gel. Nyle pockets the gel and the eye drops, and eats his food ration stood up. The flavours are on a three-day rotation. Curry day is the worst day.

      His conversations with Veena feel like a three-day rotation too. They’ve been alone together on station for eight months, but they’ve never progressed much past pleasantries. He knows almost nothing about her.

      Veena comes over to use the dispenser. She pushes her own thumb to the pad and the drawer rotates again. Water, food ration, and a single pink sleeping pill. She pops the pill and chases it with the water. The ration pack goes in her pocket. She never eats in the dispensary.

      ‘See you at changeover,’ she says.

      ‘Sweet dreams.’

      Nyle takes a drink from his cup of water. It’s recyc too. Stings the inside of you like the shower stings the outside.

      ‘Hey, Veena?’

      She turns back, already halfway out of the door. She looks confused. He’s outside of their routine.

      ‘Are you from Earth?’ he says.

      She leans against the doorframe, arms folded. For a moment, he thinks she won’t answer.

      ‘No,’ she says. ‘Sanctuary station.’

      Nyle thought he got the shitty end of the stick, growing up in the Martian colonies. Sanctuary is floating, hard-sealed poverty.

      ‘My condolences,’ he says.

      Veena laughs. It’s the first time he’s ever heard it, a bright noise that’s quickly eclipsed by the 06.30 klaxon. When the klaxon stops, Veena waves at him.

      ‘Eyes open.’

      It’s what she says every day. Nyle replies the same way as usual. Wouldn’t want to go any further outside their routine.

      ‘Always,’ he says.

      [image: ]

      The dome of the observation suite rises from the back of the station like a soap bubble on water. It’s big enough to move around in, not that you move much when you’re up there. The cradle is made to be comfortable, but Nyle spends so long sitting there that he’s growing to dislike the shape of it, the way the curves fit him. He lowers himself in, accounting for how the cradle tilts back. Once he’s settled, he goes into his pocket and gets the eye drops. Drop, drop, into each eye. A series of bleary blinks. His vision clears. Lastly, he reaches for the linkup cable, pulls it up and uses the antiseptic on the business end. He skipped that step once or twice, and boy, did he learn his lesson. An inflamed neural port is no joke.

      Nyle reaches around the back of his head and plugs the linkup cable into the port at the base of his skull. There’s a squeal inside his head like microphone feedback that makes him clamp his teeth together. For a second he’s completely blind. Then the linkup kicks in and his vision returns, but now it’s filled, corner to corner, with an endless field of stars. Data rolls over the top, detailing the silent watches of space.

      Good morning, Observer Crane.

      The voice is inside Nyle’s head. It’s a woman’s voice. Her pronunciation is so crisp that she sounds mean as hell.

      Good morning, Observer Crane, the voice says again. She’d sound impatient if she could, Nyle’s sure of it.

      Good morning, Iris, he thinks.

      The first few times, he couldn’t help accidentally saying it aloud; now he’s grown used to barely speaking at all.

      Commencing observation, says Iris. Day two hundred and forty-four.

      Nyle yawns and leans back in the cradle. He stares up at the blank, white curve of the ceiling, but doesn’t see it. He sees beyond. Impossibly far. Every tiny scrap of data picked up by the station’s powerful sensors and cameras is fed directly into Nyle’s especially-pliant brain.

      He listens, and most importantly, he watches.

      After all, humanity wouldn’t want to get caught out again.

      Not after last time.

      [image: ]

      To begin with, there were no observers. Humanity thought it was alone in the universe, so only satellites monitored the far reaches. They were used for discovery. New elements. New worlds. That was before first contact. Before the Phonoi. They weren’t interested in discovery, only domination. Their ships tore through the Saturnian outposts. Blasted Holdfast and Fortress into scrap. The Phonoi never made it to Earth because Rampart station and the UNFL fleet stopped them short, but it was at incredible cost. It left a whole generation of orphans behind. After that, it was decided that computers on their own couldn’t keep humanity safe. They needed minding, maintaining. The watchers needed watching. In case the Phonoi ever came back to finish the job.

      So Nyle watches. Veena watches. Just under twelve hours each (Earth-time adjusted). The data comes through on a thirty-minute delay, collated and compressed for a human brain to process. Nyle’s job is to watch for irregularities in the data. On his first day, he was terrified by every digit, every letter, every black space between the stars. Two hundred and forty-four days in, he almost wishes for something to change.

      Almost.

      Nyle didn’t want to go into observation. He wanted to be a pilot. The thing is, the academy doesn’t take candidates from the colony slums, or stations like Sanctuary. They take kids from Earth or her orbitals. That’s why Nyle forged his application. Not just the application, either. He faked his accent, too. Held himself differently. He made it six months into basic training before they found out. If it hadn’t been for his pliant brain, he’d have been sent back to work in the factories like his mother. His mother with her poor, frozen joints and her ruined lungs. He could have been a good pilot, but the academy just saw a colony kid. A colony kid who made them look stupid. He was lucky to get transferred at all.

      Iris? Nyle thinks.

      Yes, Observer Crane.

      It’s not just the vastness of space that Nyle can see. He can see all the records too. Observation personnel have the highest-level clearance outside the military. Nine times out of ten, it’s used to compare signals, codes and signatures. That’s not what Nyle wants to see, though.

      Show me the service record for Lieutenant Kallis.

      There’s a pause that almost feels disapproving. Nyle can feel the neural stimulators jabbing at his brain, keeping him artificially alert.

      Records on-screen, says Iris.

      You’re a gem, do you know that?

      If Iris is listening, she doesn’t acknowledge him.

      Most of his mind is still on the data feed, but he’s become adept at multitasking after hundreds of days of watching, so Nyle dedicates just a little bit of brain-space to the service record of Lieutenant Sylvie Kallis. There’s a photograph of her accompanying it that was taken on the day of her promotion. She’s not smiling with her mouth, because it’s a personnel photo, but she is with her eyes, because she’s proud. He moves down the record, knowing what he’s looking for.

      Born: Earth (Europa region). 15th August 2443.

      Today, thinks Nyle. It is today.

      Please repeat, Observer Crane, says Iris.

      Nyle closes his eyes for a second and sighs. The data feed is visible even when his eyes are closed.

      Shut up, Iris.

      He dismisses Sylvie’s record, but it’s harder to dismiss Sylvie herself. The thought of her lingers, pressing in from the edges. He thinks about the leaves. People thought he was strange, going to so much effort to get them for her. They were hard to come by, imported from the leisure complex over at Elysium where they actually have seasons. Man-made seasons, but it was as close as he could get. Four autumn leaves ranging from a deep yellow-gold to a red so bright Nyle thought it was dyed. They cost him a good part of three month’s academy allowance, but the look on her face was worth it. Just like always, though, he can’t hold onto the smile and the lit-up eyes. It’s replaced by a frown, by tears. By the last thing she said to him.

      Go to hell, Nyle Crane, she said. Go to hell.

      His thoughts are split by a squeal of feedback, like making the connection, but a hundred times worse. Agony spikes through his neural port and travels down his spine. His view of the starfield jumps around for a second or two, disrupted by interference, then rights itself. It takes Nyle longer to do so, the pain and disorientation leaving him gasping for breath.

      Shit, he thinks. Iris, what was that?

      Analysing, says Iris, calm as anything.

      It’s alright for her, she’s not the one having her brain macerated.

      Lapse in service caused by an erroneous feedback loop from probe six, Iris says.

      Lapse in service. Nyle can think of some other less clinical words to describe what just happened.

      Any damage to your system, Iris?

      No damage, Observer Crane.

      He notices she doesn’t ask about damage to his system.

      Nyle hunts down probe six, and finds it drifting through the debris field in the Saturnian reaches. He switches to the probe’s local feed. The view Nyle gets is faceted, pulling from each of the cameras on the probe’s angular surface. He sees huge pieces of drifting debris, flash-frozen and scored by plasma burns. Bits of Holdfast. Sometimes there are bodies, too. This time, Nyle’s lucky enough not to see that.

      Run analysis on probe six, Iris.

      Analysing, says Iris.

      Nyle keeps watching the debris field. Something catches his eye, drifting up close past one of the cameras. It looks for all the world like leaves. Sylvie’s leaves.

      No. Not that.

      It’s just more junk, he can see that now. Jagged bits of shrapnel. Nyle
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