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      Welcome to Apex Magazine issue 147.

      We’re closing out 2024 with an absolutely brutal issue. Manipulation, coercion, emotional and physical abuse, this issue has it all—including the end of the world. Like issue 146, this issue delves into really complex, messy interpersonal relationships. Let’s dive right in!

      We open the issue with “And She Had Been So Reasonable” by Rachel Bolton. This story feels like a grownup version of a tale from the Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark series. I can 100% imagine it with a Stephen Gammell illustration. The story is about a woman in a bad marriage. She wants to leave and her husband agrees … if she can do one thing. What results is graphic and gruesome and oh so reasonable.

      In “Birds of a Feather,” by Rachael Severino, everyone is afraid of the narrator’s sister—their father, the older brothers, even the narrator (who is the baby of the family) is afraid of her. She’s quick to punish anyone who makes a misstep, but she also offers a kind of protection for her baby brother. And our narrator will do whatever he can to stay with his sister and keep that protection.

      Danny Cherry Jr. returns to Apex Magazine with a flash piece that is beautiful and romantic … yes, I said romantic, not something we see a lot of in Apex. In “What Happens When a Planet Falls From the Sky?” two scientists on different versions of Earth slowly fall in love through stolen glances and shared poetry. Meeting on one place would be perfect if it didn’t mean the end of the world. I love the way this piece remains hopeful in the bleakest of situations.

      “Their Wings as Powdery as Bones,” by Avra Margariti, is a claustrophobic dark fantasy story about a town that is trapped beneath a dome of angels. Some children seem to be called to the writhing feathered dome, levitating up to the waiting angels. The narrator’s sister is one of these children and their mother is desperate to keep her daughter here on Earth. The tale that unfolds is one where atrocities are done in the name of love, where one sister is used against the other, and where being the child who is not chosen is the most painful thing of all.

      AI robots are malfunctioning in Garrett Ashley’s “Ceasing to Be.” The glitch causes the AI to self-destruct, throwing their heads so no one will find the important components inside. But that exactly what Muni and their stepfather Rham are looking for. Muni has had a hard life. Both their mother and grandmother have passed away, they live with their stepfather who makes money selling AI parts on the black market, and school is a struggle. When Muni volunteers to be paired with an AI child in an exchange program, they’re only expecting to get some extra credit. But what they get is a deeper understanding of themselves. This story is beautiful and melancholy.

      Our flash fiction pieces this month explore love, loss, and longing. "Your Return to the Five Ruins of the Bog" by Parker M. O'Neill is a slipstream piece for our Abandoned Castle theme, guest judged by Apex summer intern Jadyn Straigis. "Let Her Collect Stamps" is a modern fantasy by Juniper White sure to make your heart ache.

      The classic fiction stories this month are by Danian Darrell Jerry and DaVaun Sanders. In our nonfiction, Robert V.S. Redick discusses the tyranny of high concept, and Zohair (the author of “Quietus” from Apex Magazine issue 140) gives us a deeply personal essay about what it is like to be an author in Pakistan. We also have an excerpt of Brian Keene’s latest Apex release, Island of the Dead.

      For reviews this month, A.C. Wise reviews short fiction in her latest Words for Thought, Leah Ning reviews Asunder by Kerstin Hall, and Lesley Conner reviews Woodworm by the Spanish author Layla Martinez.

      As always, we are deeply grateful to our subscribers and patrons. Without them, Apex would not feasible. If you would like to make sure that Apex continues strong for years to come, pick up a subscription directly through Apex or through Weightless Books, or join our Patreon.

      We will see you in 2025!

      Yours in reading,

      
        
        Lesley Conner

        Editor-in-Chief

        Apex Magazine
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        Content warnings⁠1

      

      

      Pay attention. I’m going to share a story. I heard it first, and you will hear it second. Here in this telling, you get to make some of the choices.

      There is a woman, and she is a man’s wife. Please give her name. Call her whatever you’d like. Grace. Ximina. Shira. Bian. Zoe. Aaliyah. Name her after your grandmother, a good friend, or someone you’ve forgotten and want to remember. You can even give her your own name. I won’t tell. Keep her name a secret or share it with everyone you know.

      Like her name, you get to decide what she looks like. There is no one thing that makes a woman. Don’t believe people who tell you otherwise. The only features the Woman must have for this story are to be able-bodied and financially secure enough to live in a house. All her other attributes are up to you. Fat. Thin. In-between. She can be of any race. Yes, she is married to a man, but she may not be straight. The Woman could be bisexual. Ace.  A closeted lesbian, or perhaps transgender. She is young. She is old. She is the same age as you. Do write her a backstory.

      No matter how you visualize the Woman, please think of her as a friend. Because somehow you have known her or will know her. Imagine yourself in her place.

      The Woman is, to her great relief, not a mother.
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        * * *

      

      This story happened a hundred years ago, it happened fifty years ago, twenty, ten, or five. It’s happening now. It will happen five minutes from now. Five years from now. If we aren’t careful this will happen in ten or twenty or fifty years. And if we are truly fucked, this will happen in a hundred years.
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        * * *

      

      The Woman lived in a house with her husband. When they married, the Husband gave his wife a necklace. The necklace was a silver chain upon which hung a small jewel. See the gem as a diamond, a ruby, or maybe your birthstone. The Woman wore it every day and only removed the necklace when she bathed.

      Her married life was not a happy one. The Woman wanted to divorce her husband. I don’t need to tell you what offenses he committed. I know you know what they are, what they could be. The Woman didn’t plan to tell her husband, but he found out anyway. He brought it up while they sat together in their living room after dinner. To the Woman’s great surprise, the Husband responded calmly.

      “My dear, if you want a divorce, I will give you one,” he said, folding his newspaper. “On one condition.”

      “And that is?” The Woman steeled herself for a degrading request. She smoothed her skirt down. Better than closing her hands into fists.

      “Take off your necklace.”

      The Woman’s lips pulled up in relief. Of course, he wanted back the gift that started their marriage. She fumbled with the clasp. No matter how she moved her fingers, it would not unlatch. The Woman tried to pull the necklace off over her head. But she couldn’t get the chain past her chin, no matter what angle she tested.

      The Husband watched his wife with an amused expression on his face.

      Fine. She’d rip the necklace off, clasp be damned. The Woman tugged and tugged, the chain biting into her skin.

      “Excuse me,” said the Woman. She went to the kitchen and used scissors. They failed. Fearing she’d nick her face, the Woman found bolt cutters in the basement. Yet the chain didn’t yield.

      The Woman got a jar of face cream from her bedroom. She slathered the lotion on, hoping the moisture could help slip the necklace off. All she did was scrape herself further. Could the necklace have shrunk? Absurd. She’d worn the necklace for years and knew the length as if it were a part of her body.

      She wanted to cry. Instead, the Woman clawed and scratched. Her nails dug into her skin, blood dripping down her arms and onto her clothes. The necklace stayed on.
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        * * *

      

      She returned to her husband.

      “I can’t take it off,” said The Woman.

      “Then I won’t give you a divorce.”
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        * * *

      

      When her husband left for work the next day, the Woman packed a suitcase of essentials and went to her brother’s house. The Brother was surprised to see his sister on such short notice and without her husband. He and his wife welcomed her inside and settled her in the guest room.

      In contrast to the Woman’s own life, her brother and sister-in-law were happily married. There was a slight scandal at their union, as the Sister-in-Law was slightly older and had been married before. She should appear to you as the grownup version of your childhood best friend.

      The Brother and Sister-in-Law listened as the Woman explained her desire for a divorce and her husband’s request. She sat on an ottoman in their living room as they attempted to take the necklace off. The problem remained. Nothing the Brother or Sister-in-Law did unlatched the clasp or broke the chain. Stopping, the Sister-in-Law cleaned the scratches on the Woman’s neck and gave her a scarf to wear.

      The Woman thanked them for trying. She was tired from the effort and went to take a nap. The Brother thought about what to do. He loved his sister and was fine with her staying with him and his wife indefinitely.

      “Even if she lives here,” said the Sister-in-Law, “she is legally bound to her husband.”

      The Brother was optimistic. “We just have to get the necklace off.”

      “I don’t believe that can happen.” The Sister-in-Law was a clever woman. She touched her own neck, already thinking about how to get around the necklace.
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        * * *

      

      In the evening, while the trio were eating dinner, the Woman’s husband came to get her. They had been sharing old stories when the banging started. The three went silent, knowing what the noise was long before the Husband began yelling. He beat on the door until the Woman asked her brother to let him in. The Woman was afraid of what her husband might do if he didn’t get his way. Remembering nights of broken dishes and hiding in the bathroom. Worse memories, too. Once the Husband was inside, he berated the Woman for leaving. The Brother attempted to calm him down. Stating he’d call the police if he had too. Unimpressed, the Husband went on. How dare she run away! What would the neighbors think? She was embarrassing him. If she didn’t come with him right now, she was going to be in so much trouble.

      The Woman said, “I’m sorry. I know. I’m listening.” She touched her brother’s arm to assure him she was alright and to protect him from her husband’s rage. She asked the Sister-in-Law to fetch her things. The Woman promised her husband they’d leave as soon as she came down.

      The Sister-in-Law brought the suitcase to the Woman, and the Husband wrenched it from her. The Woman watched as a dark cloud passed over her Sister-in-Law’s face, and she silently pled for her to do nothing in response. The Sister-in-Law observed this distress and lowered her head. The resignation wasn’t what the Woman wanted, but it was the safest choice. Any protest would bring her Husband’s anger onto the Sister-in-Law next. She was no man, never someone her Husband could respect.

      “Let’s go,” said the Husband. He held out his hand. Not an invitation, a demand.

      “Yes, dear,” said the Woman. He grabbed her roughly, pinching her fingers.

      “Wait,” said the Sister-in-Law. “I washed your clothes.”

      The Husband groaned but allowed the Sister-in-Law to get the laundry. The clothes in her hands were not ones the Woman recognized. When the Sister-in-Law gave them to her, there was a weight that suggested more than just cloth. The Sister-in-Law tapped the Woman’s hand twice, unseen by the men. A message. Did you notice?
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        * * *

      

      The Husband let the Woman unpack her suitcase in peace, sleepy from his outburst. He did, however, ban her from ever visiting her brother again. The Woman nodded at his pronouncement, playing with her necklace as he spoke. She placed the clothes her Sister-in-Law gave her in the top drawer of the dresser. For later.
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        * * *

      

      The Woman waited for her husband to relax into a deep slumber. She delicately opened the drawer and lifted out the clothes. She unfolded them and discovered what her sister-in-law had gifted her, a hacksaw with a handle in her favorite color.
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        * * *

      

      The Woman woke early and made her husband breakfast. Best to let him believe that nothing was wrong. He asked her what her plans were for the day. She told him she had an errand and needed to go to the drug store. The Husband approved. A good task for an obedient wife.
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        * * *

      

      The Woman dressed in her favorite outfit, put on her favorite shoes, and left for her errands. There were only two items she needed from the drug store, a package of bandages and a bottle of iodine. The first steps of many.

      She wanted a hearty meal for the work ahead. The Woman visited a nearby cafe and got a sandwich and fries. She asked for a second pickle. The woman enjoyed the crunch of the sandwich, the crispness of the fries. She deserved a sweet treat. Give her a serving of your favorite dessert.
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        * * *

      

      Her errands complete, the Woman returned home. She took off her shoes at the entryway and walked upstairs barefoot. Her husband wouldn’t be home for hours. The Woman went to the bedroom for the hacksaw. She tapped the teeth of the blade. Her Sister-in-Law had not given her a dull tool.

      In the bathroom, the Woman set up her equipment on the edge of the sink. The iodine. The bandages. A towel, just in case. She gripped the hacksaw. There was no other way, was there? She could run, she could hide, and the chain might never loosen. Her husband forever following. Always bringing her back.

      The Woman dabbed a circle of iodine around her neck. Silly almost, to take such care before doing something so harmful. At least she wouldn’t worry about infection. The hacksaw looked clean, no rust on its metal. Her Sister-in-Law chose well. The Woman inhaled deeply. She placed the hacksaw on the towel as she made her final preparations.

      She took off her other jewelry if you think she wears some. Possibly removed her glasses, a hearing aid, or a hijab. Another thing individual and private you want her to have.

      If you see the Woman with long hair, she gathered it up into a bun on the top of her head. Perfect for leverage. If you see her with short hair, she practiced holding it with a controlling fist. If you see the Woman as bald, she put her fingers down one at a time across her skull. She picked up the hacksaw with her dominant hand. The bandages and towels were a reach away. She had a mirror to watch herself work. The Woman supposed all the reasonable choices had been taken from her. What were you to do when left with the unreasonable ones?

      She rolled a few bandages, perfect for her to bite down on.

      Where would you make the cut? Start in the back, saw into the vertebrae, get the hard part over with? Go in by the throat? In this telling, the woman chose the side. Tear into the muscles and arteries first. She would work quickly, quietly.

      The Woman seized her bun/short hair/bald head and set her jaw, her tongue pushing on the bandages in her mouth. She tightened her hold on the handle and pressed the blade into her neck. Blood beaded, rolling down, and pooled in her clavicle. She dragged the hacksaw forward, the motion vibrating her teeth.

      Sweat dotted her forehead. This was only the beginning. She sawed back and forth, hot pain bursting down her arm and chest. She bled. The Woman paused between strokes, blade still embedded, to blot with the towel. She gazed in the mirror as the slit in her neck transformed into a red fleshy mouth. We are all made out of meat.

      Blood spurted as she hit the carotid artery. No stopping. If she fainted this would all be for nothing. Her husband finding her tomorrow on the floor all a mess. She couldn’t fail her only chance. She kept sawing, her arm straining. The blade stuck. She had reached the bone.

      She pulled the hacksaw harder. Once she passed through, it was just sinew and tissue. Practically over.

      She screamed. The sound muffled by the bandages. Everything tasted of salt. Sweat on her upper lip. Blood weeping from her nose. Clots sliding down her throat. Her stomach would be full at the end. Teeth rattling with each pull. Little teeth of the blade doing their sacred job. The wet hush of rip, rip, rip. She wanted to vomit.

      The Woman tilted her head. She was halfway. Her vertebra cracked with a sharp yank. A dark sheen of blood had spread over her skin and clothes. Blood under her nails. Blood between her fingers. Blood crusted on the necklace chain. She swallowed another clot, guts heaving. Don’t vomit. You can’t vomit anymore. More flesh and bone came apart, sounding like an orange section torn from the others.

      Her exposed windpipe gulped like a fish mouth. No more breathing through her nose. This was how she breathed now. Her insides were rings of organs and vessels and bone. She squeezed her bun/short hair/bald head. No dropping things and ruining her hard work. She had to be careful. Pay attention.

      The Woman’s arm ached. Fingers long gone numb. Her knees locked and she wobbled. No.

      She was so close. Her muscles tensed in anticipation, heart beating faster. The pain was transforming into elation. She was on the edge of freedom. Joy.  The Woman’s head was completely slanted. She had made her cuts so level, right on the line of iodine. No one was there to see she’d done such a good job. The shred of the saw didn’t bother her anymore. Just a few more slices. One last snip of skin and oh⁠—

      She came undone.

      The hacksaw fell to the floor. The Woman held her head under the chin, clutching it in the crook of her arm. There was no sound of laughter, yet her body shook, air wheezing out of her windpipe. She took the bandages from her mouth and wiped her lips. She knew where to touch despite this new distance. A trembling slick hand reached up and removed the necklace from her stump of neck.
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        * * *

      

      Going down the stairs was a bit tricky. The Woman’s balance was poor, from fatigue and the off-center weight of her head. She left the necklace on the kitchen table. A bloody handprint dragged onto the white tablecloth. A perfect final message to her husband.

      She would go to her brother’s. Maybe her sister-in-law could sew her head back on. She had steady hands and sharp needles. Do I know if the Woman was able to do this? To heal? I don’t. I end the story with this. The Woman stroked her decapitated head like a mother does a child and stumbled out of her house and into the sunshine.

      
        
        Rachel Bolton is a busy writer with more projects than she has time for. Her work has appeared in The Thieving Magpie, Aphelion, Women Write About Comics, Strange Girls, and more. She lives in Massachusetts with her cat. Follow her on Twitter/X and BlueSky @RaeBolt.
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        Content warnings⁠1

      

      

      She is sitting in the window when I find her. My entry into her apartments teeters entirely on this precarious pair of facts; one, I am small; and two, I am armed with Mother’s message. My older brothers may wander down this hall, if they are feeling brave, but they never touch the door, preferring instead to press so far against the opposite wall that their shoulders bump into the gilded picture frames, crooking the faces of our ancestors, giving their scowls purpose, a reason. My shoulders never bump anything. Older brothers are complicated in a fundamental way that I am not; the baby brother, youngest of the youngest. It is easy to love the elder sister, the only sister. It is not my responsibility to protect, nor provide. Often, I feel frozen in time. Always the newborn, wrapped in a blanket or smock, held in the arms of a sister, or a mother.

      Off I go, down the hall, weak-kneed at the swinging sword of knowledge that I am the sacrificial lamb. Sons are meant to be precious, heirs and living legacies. But there are better sons than me creeping through the halls of this house. Smart sons, smart enough to stay away from this hall. Smart enough to grow tall and wide, so as not to be a target. Smart enough to have the good sense to hide from our mother, and our sister. They never stumble over their feet when they flee Mother’s presence. They walk with great purpose, great intention. Live another day, live today without the agony of acknowledgement. Then there is me. The weak brother, the littlest brother, who will likely not live to adulthood, should I not wise up. Stop clinging to your sister’s skirts! She, who curls and coils in the grass, striking with a wide jaw. Snakes have been known to eat lambs, and yet I go in, regardless.

      I do not knock, because the noise might disturb her, and she is loath to be disturbed. It is a liberty, to even open her door, but the message must be delivered and her ire is rarely directed at me. The door is wooden, though it feels leaden; it has to be pushed open, a slow and laborious effort. Behind me, it snaps itself shut. Goosebumps raise themselves on my exposed skin. Anticipation, and the sharp gusts of air that cut across the room. The largest window is wide open and the wind rolls over and under the many tapestries decorating the walls. Thick and woven, the tapestries make a solid noise as they move. I have never been to the ocean, but I like to think this is the sound of waves crashing. Like her wall hangings, my sister’s hair flutters and trails behind her as though she were running. One stockinged foot brushes the stone floor beneath her, the other folded under her skirts. The layers of skirt have twisted just so, and I can see the hilt of the curved dagger she wears eternally at her hip, like a gunslinger. It is the knife she uses for all her dissections. Once, she held the dagger a breath away from my nose, so close I could hardly see it for my sight had gone cross-eyed, and then she moved so that the tip of the blade was against the highest knob of my spine. “If I stabbed you right here—” she had said, applying a bit more pressure. The blade was very fine, and later, I would be unable to explain the cut to Mother. “—you would never walk again.”

      Her slippers have been kicked haphazardly near a stepping stool. My sister studies a plump dove before her on the ledge, the silly bird cooing and ruffling its feathers. He struts about, never straying too far from her. Her left hand is open and filled with crumbs from a sweet cake. The dove puffs out its chest and bends to peck at her open palm. He gobbles down a crumb or two, then dances away from my sister to walk another circle. As he rounds the curve, he will return to her hand and the awaiting bits of cake. Through the open window, my sister raises her right hand, fist closed around a chunk of rock. She moves fast, never stuttering or tripping over her movements.

      Crack.

      A feather floats down to where her foot is. She drops the rock, smeared with a splotch of red gore. It lands with a heavy thud, and she raises her hand to her mouth to lick the remaining crumbs away. She adjusts herself and pulls the dead dove into her lap. I do not wish to look at the head, a shock of red and white left exposed beneath the delicate grey feathers. Straying down, and I can see the neck is twisted from the force of the blow. The round, black eyes are vacant, though the birds Mother keeps in cages bear a similar look. Little glass beads, perfectly lifeless. I wonder if birds have thoughts, if they feel pain.

      “Hello.”

      “Hello,” I say back.

      She holds the bird with both her hands wrapped around its chest. Its head flops backwards, limp. I am not allowed to play with dolls anymore, and I am not meant to think of them. But the bird’s head reminds me of a marionette conducted by a particularly thoughtless puppeteer. It is a comfort then, I soothe myself, that my sister is a tremendously deliberate person.

      “What does Mother want?” she asked.

      “Tea, with the mother of a duke she thinks you may like.”

      “May marry, you mean,” she corrects. My sister likes to correct, for she is always, and endlessly, correct. She lays the bird back in her lap, and pets it. I do not believe dead things enjoy such caresses.

      “I do not … Mother did not say that,” because she did not.

      She holds her hand out to me. I walk further into her room, imagining that with every step I take, another door slams shut behind me. Definitive, and permanent. I take her hand. It is bigger than mine, with long fingers that curl over my hand like a spider wrapping itself around a fly. Being a part of this family often leaves me feeling like a prey animal. Being alone with my sister leaves me feeling like a prey insect. “Let us see, then, shall we?” She sits up, further onto her knees, towering over me. The bird is laid out onto one of the stones of the window ledge. She moves with confidence greater than a trained doctor. My sister produces her dagger and traces it down the belly of the bird. Quietly, she hums to herself and her thumb drums a little rhythm onto the back of my hand. I am pathetically grateful she holds my hand through it. She frightens me so, but she is also the only one capable of soothing the welling tide of horror. Even now, as my sister cradles my hand, I feel feverish.

      The blade curves, nasty and promising, and the handle is light and ornate. A gift from our father. It is meant to look girlish, with rubies inlaid in blackened iron. Girlish, I think, is the best word for it. My mother and my sister are the most girlish of girls I have ever known. They are delicate looking, with large, flat eyes and long hair twisted back into severe holds, but the moment they open their mouths I can feel the tip of the dagger at my spine. Never walk again.

      My brothers shoot single barrel guns. My father hunts elk, and vanishes into the dark wood to do so. My brothers let me sit and watch as they load and reload their guns, hitting their mark after a loud pop that leaves the air smelling of char, but they do not frighten me half as much as our mother and sister. Two years ago, during a hunting trip I was not invited to, a man broke into our house. He pointed his own gun at me, even though his hands shook. I was sat on my sister’s lap, and though our burglar trembled, she did not. She smiled into my hair, I could feel that familiar tilt against my skull. Why? I had thought. What’s so funny? And then my mother, shaking the shadows off herself, bludgeoned the man with an ornate lamp. He sank to his knees, she hit him again as my sister openly laughed, and he landed on his face. They dragged him to the meat cellar and left him there until Father came home. I never heard him scream, though my sister promises he never quite stopped.

      The fear is not a deterrent, I have found. I cannot bear to spend too much time away from my mother or sister, my brothers often teasing that I should take
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