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            EDITORIAL

          

          700 WORDS

          IORI KUSANO

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Apex Magazine issue 137!

      It has been my honor to guest-edit this issue of Apex focused on featuring Asian and Pacific Islander voices from the homelands and the diaspora.

      The more I read, the more I found myself feeling that “Asian and Pacific Islander” is a reductive way to shove dozens of disparate cultures under one umbrella for rhetorical convenience. It would be laughably easy to pack a magazine with clever, compelling fiction from any one of the cultures under this umbrella, and while demographic-specific special issues like this are a step forward, we still have a long way to go before our voices are equally heard. However, I think there’s value in bringing us together, particularly in an increasingly globalized world. It’s important to have a seat at the table—but it’s just as important to have someone else to sit with. Genre fiction is a party, and it’s more fun when you bring friends.

      This issue opens with “Loving Bone Girl” by Tehnuka, a scorchingly tender love story that examines the aftereffects of war. Tehnuka builds her characters with honesty and delicacy as she introduces us to Vasanthi, who can create new places out of nothing.

      “Your Wings a Bridge” by Michelle M. Denham looks at the traditional East Asian folktale of the Cowherd and the Weaver from the eyes of a magpie navigating the tension between love and duty in her own way. This may well be my favorite take on the story so far!

      Murtaza Mohsin’s “The Flowering of Peace” is our first sci-fi offering featured in this issue. Noor, long separated from her home village of Phoolnagar, returns as the emissary of an alien race—but she has personal reasons for returning, which Mohsin unpacks with all the care and the critical eye they deserve.

      Back in the realms of myth, Sydney Paige Guerrero shows us how gods are diminished in “Liwani,” a fantasy that slips into something darker as the goddess of light descends to Earth. Her answer to what becomes of gods with no followers is a fascinating one, full of vivid imagery.

      My first fiction publication was in Apex, so I’m very pleased to be able to present someone else’s debut now. “The Matriarchs” is Lois Mei-en Kwa’s first fiction publication. This gorgeous sci-fi story spans generations and vast galaxies in less than 3,000 words with rhythmic, poetic prose.

      Our final original story in this issue is “The Toll of the Snake” by Grace P. Fong, a mashup of the Chinese myth of White Snake and the Greek Medusa story set in Golden Age Hollywood. This piece is packed with foreshadowing and delightfully snappy dialogue from the first scene. Fong builds tension masterfully as she moves the story forward to its dramatic climax.

      I had the pleasure of speaking with Grace P. Fong and Murtaza Mohsin for this issue’s author interviews. Lesley Conner, who is much better equipped to ask interesting questions about art than I am, interviewed our cover artist, Dee Nguyen.

      We’re featuring two personal favorites of mine by Zen Cho and Vajra Chandrasekera as our classic fiction. Manuia Heinrich Sue and Z Aung deliver sharp insights and calls to action in their essays.

      It has been simultaneously a delight and a heartbreak to put this issue together. Given infinite resources (money with which to buy stories and brain cells with which to edit them; both of these are in short supply), I could have filled whole books with searing, heartfelt fiction by brilliant Asian and Pacific Islander authors. I am thoroughly delighted by the six stories I get to present to you in this issue. At the same time, there are so many more stories I wished I could feature, and let go only reluctantly. I hope they find homes in places besides my own heart, where other people will enjoy them as much as I did.

      I am writing this editorial hours after Everything Everywhere All at Once achieved their Oscars sweep. Every time I refresh my tabs, I see posts on social media from other Asian creators declaring this Our Moment—but that’s not enough for me. Let’s make every moment our moment.

      
        
        Iori

        Tokyo, March 2023
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            LOVING BONE GIRL

          

          2,700 WORDS

          TEHNUKA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Content warnings1

      

      

      “When I die, I want you to keep my bones.” Vasanthi floats in the dark pool, the softness of her voice punctuated by softer drops of water from stalactites.

      “You mean your ashes.” The best misunderstandings come from our language differences. “I’ll find you a nice urn.” Something brushes my ankle and I flinch away, peering back to where golden lantern light shows a small white fish drifting in the murk.

      Water drips from Vasanthi’s face where I’ve splashed her. Her hair swirls in the ripples, black on black, but her eyes gleam. “No. I mean my bones.” She switches languages, to leave no doubt. “My elumbukal.”

      Ours has been a year-long love of windswept mountains and hidden meadows, of bright seasides, jungles, and limestone caves in ancient coral reefs, of all the places she makes. The gifts we exchange are old film songs, home-cooked food, and flowers—I am wearing a string of hers now. This, though, is talk for a graveyard or a burning ground at night.

      I pull myself onto slick rocks grimy with bat guano. “Why are you suddenly worried about all that?”

      To a blind fish swimming through long-dead-and-buried coral, perhaps this isn’t so unlike a graveyard.

      Vasanthi stays in the water. “I want to know if you’ll care. You think you like my world, but I have to know if that’s true.”

      “I do.”

      How could I not? She waited for me when I didn’t know what I wanted, saying, “I only want you to be happy, whether that’s with or without me.” She gave me all the space I needed while life unraveled, and stood beside me as I knotted it back together.

      I met her too late to see her own unraveling, but I know she is still painstakingly rediscovering snapped threads of her past and turning them over, wondering what she might create from them.

      “Your world is my world too,” I add, though I should say, “Your worlds.” Her many worlds. She makes places out of other places, and takes me to them, and there I’m more alive than I ever feel with my family. My parents and their friends remember a home where they belonged, but for me, before Vasanthi, the closest thing to home was a country where you could never fit in but at least you would not be killed for speaking your own language.

      “Mmhm.” Regardless of whether she’s upset or unconvinced, her face never exudes anything but love. She knows there is safety in sculpting her expression that way. To truly know what she wants, it’s her words you have to listen to. “I’ll show you.”
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        * * *

      

      I am fortunate that my parents thought to leave their homeland before they even conceived me. Hers did not. But Vasanthi makes places out of other places, and that’s how she escaped a war.

      Neither of us has been to this cave before but when she dives, knowing what she can do, I pause only to leave my flimsy towel and, shivering, return to the pool, follow her through a passageway in the wall of the subterranean lake. We hold our breaths for several seconds. It is, perhaps, the length of time between hearing an aircraft before the earth shakes, the ground hollows, and you feel the force of trees and houses and people flung outwards as irreparable debris.

      She creates this place as she glides ahead, both hands cleaving through the water in slow strokes. In the extended pause between our breaths, warmth replaces liquid coolness and a shadowy hint of new rock emerges. It lightens as the short tunnel leads us into another vast chamber. The air is balmy, there’s a skylight far above, and she is glowing.

      “Here.” She steps out in sodden hiking pants and singlet, wringing and plaiting her wet hair. I don’t look back at the shimmer of the blue water, or up at the limestone chandeliers, but squelch after her in my waterlogged boots. We skirt a shallow pit of round, perfect, cave pearls. The air smells cleaner, almost fresh, like an ocean outside. A breeze dries our skin.

      “You always make such beautiful places,” I say in a whisper that won’t refract off the high walls. Even the bat guano only matters in a good way when I’m with her.

      She waits in a space between two pillars, sitting on the rounded stump of a stalagmite. It has far to grow before it merges with its counterpart above into a column spanning the height of the cave like the others have. Her braid and mine both echo the drip-drip from the roof. Despite the swim, the string of orange marigold blossoms she gave me this morning remains wrapped heavily around my hair.

      When I round the pillar, I see that she is holding a human skull in her left palm. It’s off-white, with thin lines spiderwebbing across and ominous sockets far blacker than our dim surroundings can account for. Behind her are several others, each nesting on piles of long bones and curved ones. A lone jawbone and a few detached teeth lurk between them, among traces of wet sand that don’t belong here, smeared over the limestone.

      “I wanted to show you.”

      Where I would ordinarily meet her eyes to show that I’m listening and that I trust her, take her hand tightly when afraid, or lean against her shoulder in silent affection, I take a step back, looking into empty eye sockets, staying close to a column.

      “This is Amma,” she says, stroking the top of the skull. Her smile is her same-as-always smile that makes everything shine. The skull seems to be matching it, though I can’t be certain, without the rest of the head.

      “It’s nice to meet her.” I’m not certain of this, either.

      In the early days after Vasanthi and I met, when we were both too nervous to be entirely honest, she was the one who said, “Do you think we feel the same way about each other?” and then, “It doesn’t matter if nothing comes of it. I’ll always think you’re wonderful.”

      It would have mattered, but it was the kindest thing to say.

      So now, I say, “Mikka makizhchchi, Amma,” expressing joy at meeting her mother, because I want it to be joyous, for her sake. Because I don’t want her to ever doubt that I’ll always think she is wonderful too, whatever strangeness she surprises me with.

      “My ammamma and ammappa.” She indicates, with an elbow, the two overlapping mounds of bones closest to the skull-less one that must be the rest of her amma. “That’s my chinnamma over there.”

      My knees creak as I stand there. “Do they find comfort in being next to each other?”

      Vasanthi cradles her amma’s skull and stares at me, still smiling, but her eyebrows have gone crooked.

      “You know, rather than being burnt or buried, or their ashes scattered in different places.”

      “Isai,” she says. “They’re dead.”

      I’m trying. “Right, are they like ghosts?”

      “Oh.” She puts her amma down and strokes one of the larger bones. Maybe a femur? I don’t want to look hard enough to figure it out. I wouldn’t be able to tell anyway.

      Standing, she turns in a circle, studying the piles. “I don’t know. I don’t know what a pei would do, or if it would follow its bones around. Do you think their peikal would seem like they did when they were alive? Because I haven’t seen or heard anything of them, not since they died.” She sighs, and she’s not smiling anymore. Sometimes, only around me, she does forget her smile. “Only in my memories.”

      “Well … what if you can make their peikal appear like whatever you want?” She makes places. Why couldn’t she make ghosts?

      “They wouldn’t approve of us, however they appeared,” she says.
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        * * *

      

      I first saw her on the beach a year ago, bare feet in gray sand and seashells, lost among a crowd of picnickers whose eyes she never met.

      “Pavam,” they murmured. “Family gone in the war. Isai, she looks around your age. Go and talk to her.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Everyone was watching, so I went over. “Vanakkam. I’m Isai.”

      “I was thinking about leaving,” she replied. “I make places out of other places. Will you come?” And she led the way between rockpools, stepping carefully with her sandals dangling from her ring finger. Her nails were plain and ragged. Mine were crimson with nail polish from a dance performance the day before. We stopped to laugh at hermit crabs and marvel at camouflaged fish and the snail whose colors reminded her of green parrots with red neck-rings. When we rounded a corner of the cliff, we were at the bus depot in town. She paused to slip on her sandals. Confused as to how we had covered several kilometers in a few steps, I began texting someone at the picnic to explain we’d decided to head home, but when I went to check the electronic timetable for the 26, it was blank. The people walking around were blank, too. The buses waited empty at their stops with engines off and doors closed.

      “It’s never the same places,” she mused. “But that’s okay. It shouldn’t be the same places.”

      I didn’t worry that I couldn’t make sense of it. Not because she was smiling, because she smiled at everyone, but because we looked into each other’s eyes. We sat outside on cold metal seats with curved backs. She told me her name was Vasanthi, and about what she’d seen on her journey through jungles and mountains and dense cities. She’d crossed oceans through the places she made to get here, although she hadn’t been at the seaside from the time she fled home until today. She didn’t talk about the war and how it ended, trapped against the sea, not then.

      Next to her stories, my life was insubstantial. I told her about the bridegroom parade my parents kept putting on, the classes I taught and the children who shone, and how I’d love to see the places she made.

      “Come with me again, next time,” she invited. We returned to the beach, where the rockpools were submerged and I rescued my backpack from the rising tide. From the seafront boulevard, we found separate buses into the city. This time, the people were real.

      Vasanthi made places to escape to and was generous in offering them to me. After that day, she never left me behind. We spent Deepavali waiting to see fireworks on a bridge, crammed in amongst blank strangers. It was a bad idea. I must have learned to fear loud noises from Amma in the womb and she, at each explosion, gripped my hand back tighter. While the fireworks continued, she pushed through the crowd to a warm sunrise beside a splashing waterfall. We leaned against each other, seated on mossy rocks. I sang her songs Amma had heard on the radio in her childhood, making up the words I couldn’t remember, and Vasanthi told me about the black-and-white films they were from, that her mother had watched as a girl.

      When the classroom demanded my attention, she waited in my world instead of escaping into hers. She came to visit my family, bringing oily laddu and under-ripe bananas tinged with green. I brought out too-strong bitter tea that she drank unhesitatingly, though my parents returned theirs to the tray.

      Later, complaining that the laddu were too fatty but eating them nonetheless, they asked me to at least show a little interest in the boys they presented. I didn’t have the energy to decipher—let alone try to explain to them—what she meant to me. This life, my work, even my family, were dull and pale after the richness of time with her.

      She didn’t mind that I hadn’t told them yet. “It would be exactly like this for me, if not for the war,” she said. “My family would have done the same, looking for a husband. Finding you has been the only good out of all this.”

      When we were together, we shared moments of calm discovery in the places she created. She threaded me fragrant strings of bright flowers, like women wear in their hair, like we offer gods at temples, like garlands for weddings or funerals. “One day,” she whispered, “your family will understand, and I won’t need to make these sanctuaries. I wish you had been with me back then. You are the safest place I can imagine.”
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        * * *

      

      “I am not sure if I came to the right place.” She turns her amma’s skull to face her and kisses its forehead. “To live, that is. I know the place we are in now is the right place to keep my family. They were mixed up in a pit with other people’s elumbukal before. If I knew I could move people, I would have brought them here alive and whole. But no one expected they would be dead in a pit until it was too late.”

      Did she even have this ability to make new places when her family was alive? I suspect it is a more recent skill born of desperation, an involuntary exchange she would rather not have made. I don’t suggest that to her yet. All our people share the grief of being scrubbed from our land, blending into others to survive, of knowing there is nothing of ourselves we can leave behind there, or here. But although I watched the news wide-eyed for those last months of the war and wept every night in my bed thinking of dead people in bunkers and the world exploding, I will never truly understand what it was she escaped.

      “I’ll keep your bones.” I wonder how one extracts bones from flesh. I don’t want to know. “I’ll keep your elumbukal if you want me to. But I won’t be able to bring them here to your family without you. You are the one who makes the places.” When I shrug, orange petals fall from my braid.

      She nods. “I won’t need their bones after I die anyway.”

      “How about you? Will you keep mine?”

      “If you want me to.” She touches her amma’s skull one last time, settles it on the pile of bones, and passes back between the pillars down to the water’s edge. “Sometimes I don’t know if I make the right places.”

      Sand grains crunch underfoot as I follow. “Do you want me to keep your bones somewhere else and visit, like you do?”

      “No, Isai, keep them with you.”

      “I don’t think we’ll need to worry about it any time soon.”

      She walks waist-deep into the water and looks back at me. “You don’t have to worry. I’d like it if you didn’t.” Now she looks past me. “I worry. I worry about how they died, and that I don’t know how I got their bones back from a hole in the sand mixed full of other people’s families and shredded palm trees.”

      She is trembling in her body and her voice, although the water is not cold. It ripples around her. “I worry about how I fled that place by making new places, and found you, and a life where we can be together. I worry that the places I make will fall apart without me when I finally leave. That I am creating something beautiful only to destroy it. I want something to last, someplace that is still safe, after I become …” she waves a hand towards the chamber of bones “… like them.”

      As I wade in to join her, my boots heavier than before, the tiniest of doubts nudges into my mind. “I won’t fall apart without you.”

      I’m not certain of this.

      Behind us, the chamber fades. In a few steps, we will have to dive. My eyes meet those of her wavering reflection on the dappled pool. I take her hand, hold it as tight as my shaking fingers will allow, and rest my head on her shoulder. Another marigold detaches from my hair and plops into the water.
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        Tehnuka (she/they) is a writer and volcanologist from Aotearoa, New Zealand. She likes to find herself up volcanoes, down caves, and in unexpected places; everyone else, however, can find her online at tehnuka.dreamhosters.com  or as @tehnuka on Twitter, and some of her recent stories in Worlds of Possibility, Reckoning, and the Flame Tree Press Immigrant Sci-Fi anthology.

      

      

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 Content warning: References to death, bones, war violence, and mass graves
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            YOUR WINGS A BRIDGE ACROSS THE STARS

          

          3,200 WORDS

          MICHELLE DENHAM
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      On her seventh birthday, Park Yunhee received her mask and her magpie. Both, she was told, would grow as she did.

      “One you must wear so no one will know who you are,” her mother said. “And the other you must carry so everyone will know who you are.”

      The mask was just a thin black line over the eyes and hid nothing. When she met with her fellow students, she had no difficulty recognizing each one behind that thin line. At the same time, they were uniform in a way they hadn’t been before. From now on, if someone saw her, they wouldn’t be looking at Park Yunhee, but one of the Star’s Magpies.

      The magpie bit her thumb.
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      It only took one glance to instantly recognize the lady. No one else could have possessed such jade-like beauty. No one else would have her sadness.

      Yunhee and her magpie both lowered their heads when they saw the lady and only dared to glance up when a cool hand was placed on Yunhee’s head.

      “You are one of our Magpies,” the lady said. Yunhee could only gape. The daughter of a heavenly king, the most unparalleled beauty in all of heaven and Earth, had placed her hand on Yunhee’s head. Skin like white jade, ink-black hair, slender and delicate features. But her fingers—her fingers, while slender, were calloused. The hands of a weaver.

      Belatedly, Yunhee remembered to respond. “Yes, my lady. I
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