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            Words from the Editor-in-Chief by Jason Sizemore

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello readers! Welcome to issue 103.

      Each December, I look back on the last twelve months and think, “This has been a breakout year for Apex Magazine!” Of course, this go around is no different.

      It started with January’s double issue featuring perhaps our strongest front to back offering in our nine years of publication. Ursula Vernon’s “The Dark Birds,” “Mag, the Habitat and We” by Lia Swope Mitchell, and “Next Station, Shibuya” by Iori Kusano have all received acclaimed and possible award attention.

      The April issue was guest-edited by Maurice Broaddus, and we published an original short by living legend Walter Mosley along with a trio of noteworthy stories by Sheree Renée Thomas, Chesya Burke, and Kendra Fortmeyer.

      In July, Eric Schwitzgebel’s “THE TURING MACHINES OF BABEL” blew my mind with it’s mix of philosophical science fiction and fable.

      Amy H. Sturgis guest-edited our August issue focusing on Indigenous authors of North America. Rebecca Roanhorse and Allison Mills contributions are stories people are still talking about on Twitter.

      Annie Neugebauer freaked us out with “So Sings the Siren” from October. Last month, S.B. Divya gave us a rare moment of hope in her “An Unexpected Boon.”

      I’m proud of the work our authors, artists, and editors have done this year.

      I have a feeling that 2018 will be yet another breakout year for our publication.

      [image: ]

      This month we have a pair of powerful, original stories that will leave an impression on you.

      In “Behind Her, Trailing Like Butterfly Wings” by Daniela Tomova, it’s as though the Strugatsky brothers have channelled their considerable skills through Daniela’s fingers to address the current immigration crisis. Ms. Tomova makes her Apex Magazine debut and is a writer to watch. I hope this is the first of many appearances.

      Our other original work is “The Edge of Things” by Katharine E.K. Duckett. Katharine’s first Apex Magazine story (“Sexagesimal”) won our 2012 Story of the Year as voted by our readers. “The Edge of Things” is a science fiction mystery that will leave you guessing until the end.

      I am pleased to have “Cemetery Man” by Silvia Moreno-Garcia as our featured reprint this month. Silvia is a writer who deserves your attention. She writes with an assured and unique voice. I hope “Cemetery Man” makes you a fan.

      Andrea Johnson interviews Daniela Tomova where such matters as the Strugatsky brothers and other Russian SF are discussed. Russell Dickerson speaks with cover artist Clarissa Ferguson. Our cover art is jaw-dropping.

      Finally, Between the Lines tackles Macmillan’s Pronoun self-publishing experiment, and Page Advice has your answers about reading groups.

      [image: ]

      
        Thank you for a fantastic 2017!

        

        Jason Sizemore

        Editor-in-Chief

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Behind Her, Trailing Like Butterfly Wings by Daniela Tomova

          

        

      

    

    
      
        6,300 words

      

      “Sit here.” He pulls out a thin panel from the front of his kiosk, punches it into the third dimension, then into its secondary function as a chair, and places it in front of me. “Here’s safe.”

      In the heat of summer, the short grey bristles on Frank Krayec’s head glisten with sweat. The fraying seams of his tank top flop over the swell of his muscles with every breath. Seating himself, legs wide apart and stable against his own rickety chair, he watches patiently as I take out my notepad and pencil. Behind him, the mud-green kiosk squats, just as solid over its lightweight skeleton, waiting like a huge dog, eyes as big as chairs.

      “How long have you been living on the road, Mr. Krayec?”

      “Frank, please. Can I call you Marrow? Is that your real name—Marrow Vas? Never met any Vases in all my time on the road. Yeah, twenty-three years now. I was one of the first followers. That is what we call ourselves. I know you oasis people … You are settled, right? From one of the oases? You still have your house and everything?”

      I nod. If he has noticed the involuntary glance down, to where his dusty, sweat-streaked, bare legs bracket my new shoes, his face doesn’t say anything.

      “I know you call us road people, but we’re not here for the road, yeah. We’re following her.”

      I finger the velvety edges of the photo in my pocket to assure myself it’s still there and hidden.

      A boy stops by Frank’s kiosk and he gets up to sell him some charge.

      “The kids say ‘seekers’ now. Don’t you?” He turns to the boy and nods encouragingly. The boy shrugs and stares at the battery graphic filling up on his screen, his face blinking bright blue in the dusty shade of the kiosk. “I guess it sounds more urgent or noble, like they are achieving something, but they were born on the road; they don’t really know why we walk. Well, they do, but they don’t know it in their hearts—they did not make that decision, yeah. Without the choice there is no true knowledge. Isn’t that so, Barker?”

      The boy turns towards me and scratches his raised eyebrow, giving me a conspiratorial look under his palm. With a shrug, I turn my chair around to get my first real view of the human tide behind me.

      Right now, Frank’s kiosk sits, for visibility, as he had explained in his directions over the phone earlier today, on a small flat-topped hill—the first real feature in the landscape after weeks’ worth of walking. To the right of us, snaking down from the horizon and through the grassland like a prehistoric river, the road carries us its silt of people. Floating islands dissolve into dots and dots grow into people as they scale the gentle slope of the hill. They flood the small natural platform in front of me and flow over into the dark clavicle of a cliff whose burnt yellow scowl monitors the timeless steppes.

      The faces flood my brain, too, and lose their meaning in the same way a word repeated a dozen times does. I turn my chair around.

      The payment is in some small metal items I cannot identify and two handfuls of pebbles, fished out of the boy’s pockets. Frank sweeps the metal bits into a box of jangly miscellanea, counts and packs the pebbles carefully, logs them in a small paper notebook and returns to his chair. A knot of people jostles the back of my chair and I pull in closer to the kiosk.

      “Watch your back— it’s some middlers passing now. Look at … Come on now, dragging their feet, dusting up the air, bumping into stuff? They don’t pay attention; don’t respect the road, yeah. They think it’s safer if they pack in closer to each other but someone in the periphery always gets pushed too far whenever they pass a mouth. It’s the nerves. They all try to squeeze closer, even though the road itself is safe as anything. Theory goes that’s because the road is where she walked. But yeah, walking in crowds … Someone always panics and often even good, clever people get taken.

      “That’s why I always walk by myself. Keeps me sharp. It costs more pebbles but …

      “Hey, Limmi,” he yells, “tell those fly-eaters to use their damn pebbles here. Next blind turn there’s a mouth. It almost took Sonya’s boy earlier today, the one with the droopy eye. Yeah, I know,” he chuckles, “but he’s her son so she’s gonna miss him at least, yeah. You wanna buy a charge? I have a special sale on megawatts today: three for two. Get you a nice deal if you have any pebbles left over to exchange too—we’re hitting the cloud ropes soon and the newbies are running out, yeah. No, no problem, man, maybe tomorrow. Stay safe.”

      He looks at me taking notes and says with mild embarrassment, “Don’t repeat that thing I said in your article—‘fly eaters.’ Not that it’s a bad word here but there’s folks that do eat flies and they are nice people. No joke. They fly these huge bags sewn onto hoops, like kites. Spray them with something they make that attracts the flies, yeah. They catch bagfuls and cook them. Bagfuls of pure protein.

      “A fly-kite, if you can keep it up all day and close enough to the mouths, can feed a family if they are not squeamish. And let me tell you, those kids, the ones that don’t turn their noses up at flymeal? Some of the best-fed kids here. Nice folks.”

      I swallow hard and try not to examine the way my dusty spit feels like tiny maggots at the sides of my tongue. I ask him if he’s had flymeal.

      “No, no, not me. Not for me. I’m old road. I have everything I need to sustain myself and when I run out, I know how to get more. I have my supplements here and I always make enough food in trade, yeah. For a family though, that won’t do.”

      I ask if he had a family before he left for the road.

      “No, I don’t want to get started talking about ‘befores’ right now.” His face closes off. “It’s draining to remember how things were in this heat. Didn’t you want to ask me about us here, yeah? Isn’t that what your article was about?”

      I say yes, my newspaper is running an entire series on the road people, as we call them in the oases. We are interviewing a crosscut of the entire road society—merchants, arbiters, enforcers, gatherers, hunters, new parents, even children. Why they choose to walk. What they think of the Wandering Woman. Do they believe she is real?

      “Merchants … arbiters,” he laughs. “Hunters … What are we—a club for medieval re-enactment? We don’t have merchants and arbiters. We have people who are trying to live. I sell things because I have solar panels and I’m clever with people. Leika over there, hey Leika, just flips out if someone steals from the newbies. She has poor impulse control and is a bit of a brawler. She’s a good person though. We don’t have a calling or a career. We are just dealing with the world dying for as long as we can keep from dying ourselves.”

      The kiosk buckles and shudders. A hot gust of wind suddenly kicks sand in my eyes and I rub at them frantically. Through shards of pain, tears, and flashes of knuckles, I see the sun set over Frank and then rise again and set and rise, set and rise, as the giant wind turbines lining the road pick up the evening wind and the shadows they cast down speed up their clockwise rotation.

      We move the chairs around to keep the sun and blistering wind at our sides and for a few minutes, we both retreat in our own thoughts. Periodically rubbing my inner lid, I rearrange the questions in my pad. I throw some out, rephrase others. I move the picture last. Well, next-to-last. In the heat, the blood beating in my head reverberates against the soft whoomph, whoomph, whoomph of the turbines.

      [image: ]

      Frank gets up to sell electricity to a small group of families and I stretch, lock hands behind my head, and look around.

      For as long as I have been aware of the road, I have imagined it desert-quiet. In my head, beaten, drab people miserably shuffle onward, huddling against each other. Mouths snarl at them in the voice of swarming flies. Road urchins scrabble and skirmish.

      I used to write maudlin, juvenile poems about it. Born in the year when the Wandering Woman was first noticed, growing up in a time when fences crept out like ivy over my small-town-turned-oasis, I fancied myself born under the Sign of the Road. I was that kind of a child. The kind of child who sat cross-legged atop the desk in his bedroom; looked out the window to see the mouth over the neighbors’ house grinning at him like a shark through its red-buoy dentures; and wrote about Lost Lives and Real Suffering. And drew crocodiles who wore daylight as a cloak and sharks with red plastic teeth eating sunrays. The kind of child who obsessed.

      The real road accepts no obligation to my romantic notions. In the bud of evening, the air around Frank’s little kiosk rattles with the everyday activities of people: yells, laughter, negotiations. Children plead for money with their parents and bolt towards a man selling Godknowswhat candy under a shower of Jaya, no running! How many times’es and Marie, you share that with your brother’s.

      At the hill’s crest, small groups of people, phone in hand, are sitting down to rest and plan the next leg of their walk. A girl exclaims at her phone and points the screen at another—her sister? A friend? A pregnant woman stands up, dusts off her clothes, tosses a large backpack on her shoulder and heads off onward.

      Endless strikes of feet beat the rock-hard road harder into the
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