
        
            
                
            
        

    
  [image: ]


   


  


  APEX MAGAZINE

  ISSUE 86, JULY 2016


  Jason Sizemore, Editor-In-Chief


   


  Table of Contents


  


  Editorial


  Words from the Editor-in-Chief — Jason Sizemore


  


  Fiction


  Lazarus and the Amazing Kid Phoenix — Jennifer Giesbrecht


  Starpower — Christopher Shultz


  The Big Bah-Ha — C.S.E. Cooney


  


  Nonfiction


  Interview with Author Jennifer Giesbrecht — Andrea Johnson


  Interview with Artist Sunny Ray — Russell Dickerson


  Star Trek: The Official Guide to Our Universe: Interview with Andrew Fazekas — Michael A. Burstein


  


  Poetry


  Canal of Mars — David Jibson


  La Llorona — Rodney Gomez


  Earth, Hearing Her Children Cry Out Sharp Like Broken Pottery, Shrinks — Jon Olsen


  Knights of the Smooth Hull — Chris Phillips


  Words from the Editor-in-Chief


  Jason Sizemore


  


  Perhaps the first thing you noticed about this issue was the striking cover art by Sunny Ray. It’s an evocative image, a young child reaching upward, painting the sky. The perfect image to set the mood for this month’s content.


  Jennifer Giesbrecht’s “Lazarus and the Amazing Kid Phoenix” is a superhero tale in the classic Apex Magazine style. The Amazing Kid Phoenix has a tragic origin story (perhaps horrifying is a better description) that culminates with a fast and breathtaking conclusion. In “Starpower” by Christopher Shultz the protagonist discovers a superpower that will remind you of a punk rock version of Garth Ennis’s classic comic Preacher. I’m thrilled to be able to say C.S.E. Cooney returns to our pages with “The Big Bah-Ha.” I can’t even begin to describe this one, so I’ll let the author do it:


  


  The Big Bah-Ha is a post-apocalyptic katabasis story, complete with kiddie gangs, slingshot battles, strange clowns, Tall Ones, and one very dead (very brave) child protagonist.


  


  She had me at “strange clowns.”


  Our poetry editor Bianca Spriggs has chosen the following for us this month: “Canal of Mars” by David Jibson, “La Llorona” by Rodney Gomez, “Earth, Hearing Her Children Cry Out” by Jon Olsen, and “Knights of the Smooth Hull” by Chris Phillips.


  Andrea Johnson interviews Jennifer Giesbrecht about this month’s featured story. Russell Dickerson interviews cover artist Sunny Ray.


  Michael A. Burstein rounds out our nonfiction selection with a discussion with Andrew Fazekas about his new book from National Geographic (yes, that National Geographic) titled Star Trek: The Official Guide to Our Universe: The True Science Behind the Starship Voyages. Fazekas has drawn acclaim as the “Night Sky Guy” through his work with National Geographic.


  Our podcast fiction this month is Giesbrecht’s “Lazarus and the Amazing Kid Phoenix.” You, undoubtedly, noticed a new voice behind the podcast. Mahvesh Murad (Midnight in Karachi) takes over as our new producer and narrator. We’re incredibly excited to be working with her again. She did a wonderful job editing The Apex Book of World SF 4, and her voice work is top notch.


  Apex thanks the wonderful Lisa Shininger for her hard work and contributions as our podcast producer and narrator the last two years!


  


  Jason Sizemore


  Editor-in-Chief
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  Lazarus and the Amazing Kid Phoenix


  

  Jennifer Giesbrecht


  

  7,500 words


  

  The first thing the Old Man told me was this: “Sometimes folks just don’t die right.”


  So I’m gonna tell you a story about what that that means, and I want you to listen real carefully.


  §


  The Old Man said to me: “Sometimes they go down. Sometimes they go down, down, right down to the bottom. Right to the center of it all, but they don’t stay there. They come right back up. That’s what you done, son. You came right back up.” He told me this with his cold, dusty gloves cupping either side of my face. He had to hold me down so I didn’t keep screaming or else I might have done that until I died the right way.


  My skin was still charred when I first woke up. I raised my hands above my head and watched as it bubbled and leaked, as it grew pink — then brown — between the charcoal scabs. By nightfall I was covered in an armor of abscess. I spent six hours popping yellowed sacks of pus to reveal my new skin, baby-soft and unmarked.


  “What do you remember?” the Old Man asked me when I could speak. My tongue was still numb from blistering, my eyes hazy and cheeks raw from where the skin had sloughed off in rubbery sheets. I didn’t remember, I tried to say. It wasn’t true — I saw glimpses of it in short, painful bursts. Tiny, knife-shaped headaches that ground through my skull like diamond. I remembered some ugly words and the grate of a lighter being clicked to life over and over again. I remembered tripping over my shoelaces and hearing a song somewhere in the distance, a hard grind of sax and bass. Funk was a false promise of kindness. Will it go ‘round in circles? Billy Preston was asking me. Will it fly high like a bird up in the sky?


  “I burned,” I told him. “They freaking burned me. I died burning.”


  “A lot of things die burning,” Old Man Gasper said. “But not you.”


  §


  Before I burned, I fancied that I could have been a comic book writer. What Dad wanted for me was to go to Berkeley, like he did, and we argued so fiercely about it that it was the last thing we talked about before he went and got himself crushed on the highway by an eighteen-wheeler on the way home from a lecture. I figured at least writing comic books I’d be safe; locked inside a dusty one-room apartment eating beans out of a can.


  What I liked about comics was that they only had so many pages, right? Tolstoy could write as much as he damn well wanted to tell us about War and Peace, but Stan Lee only has twenty-four pages to show us how Spider-Man learned about responsibility. When I was a kid, comics could only use four colors. That’s why Dad thought they were juvenile. He used to criticize them for being emotionally shallow, for not being able to capture anything but the broadest expression of human experience. I was too young to articulate it when he died, but what I’d tell him now is that full expression is not the point. When you can only use four colors, you choose them carefully. Distill them down to their purest and most immutable form.


  That’s the argument I still have in my head with my father — that comics express the Platonic ideal of emotion. At least, that’s how I understood things at the time.


  §


  LAZARUS AND THE AMAZING KID PHOENIX, ISSUE #1


  

  PAGE 1


  Panel 1:


  Text Box: THE CURIOUS ORIGIN OF THE AMAZING KID PHOENIX. A BOY THAT CAN BURN WITH THE HEAT OF HADES! WATCH HIM LEARN, WATCH HIM BURN, WATCH HIM BURN DOWN THE WHOLE ENTIRE WORLD.


  Panel 2: (Picture this: Chicago, 1972. It’s a dark alley on a stormy night. You know the place, man, it’s every alley in every city all over the US of A. There’s trash cans and rats with slavering mouths and giant, cartoon-red eyes. An owl hoots somewhere in the distance, a premonition. Real spooky stuff.)


  Panel 3: (A kid barrels down the narrow between buildings. 5’7”, skinny and knobby at the joints. About 16 years old, African-American and growing into a handsome man if you believe what his mom says (and his mom doesn’t lie). The kid’s not terrified. He’s running with purpose, because he’s being followed by villains and he’s gotta lure them into a false sense of security.)


  Panel 4: (He (heroically) skids to a stop. Sound effect: SKEEEET. He wheels around — not panting, not out of breath. He’s grinning because he’s got something in store for them.)


  Panel 5: (Who are they? Three shadows block the entrance of the alleyway. The second half of the panel is eaten by a gaping, plump mouth. There’s an angry gap between its front teeth, an abyss of ill intent, darker than the night.)


  Panel 6: (Light spills in from the streetlamps. Our villains, illuminated: a pack of dumb looking thugs wearing matching red jackets and high-collar shirts. One has a narrow rat face, the leader is pig-nosed. He’s a clear contrast to our hero, who is clean-cut and comely with large eyes and a trustworthy smile.)


  THUG: We’re gonna teach you a lesson, nerd! To show you what happens when you stand in our way!


  (The leader of the pack flips out his butterfly knife and snarls.)


  Panel 7: (Our hero puts his hands on his hips and stands proud. He is the single bright point in a dark, corrupt world.)


  KID PHOENIX: And I’ll teach you what happens to lowlifes who try to deal drugs in my neighborhood!


  Panel 8: (And aren’t they surprised when our Hero bursts into flames.)


  §


  Old Man Gasper was a hulking figure packed all uneven and lumpy into a canvas suit that didn’t hang right on his body. It folded backwards around the joints and bunched up over the rims of his boots and gloves. He wore a gas mask and a mining helmet and he never took them off. He left no part of himself visible to the outside world. In the evening, he sat on a milk crate and talked to me about philosophy, his harmonica grasped loosely in the open crib of his hands. We stayed in a bare room with no electricity. The dying light turned all the shadows on his body into fathomless canyons.


  On the sixth day he told me — in that molasses Appalachian accent of his — about his troubles: “When I was just a bit older than you, I used to work in the mines. A lot of things go wrong down there. Already halfway to hell is what my pa used to say.”


  His voice evoked the image of shadows moving bent-backed through the fog. Of mist rolling down the green mountain in soft folds. Gasper sighed: “They don’t care none about what happens to a coal miner in the depths. A coal miner ain’t nobody but a coal miner’s son. When I burnt up, they just closed off the tunnel.”


  I tried to imagine it: the steam bursting up around him like a living thing. A beast made of translucent fang and smoke claw. Its silk tendrils slide beneath his flesh. It makes his veins snap and pop, makes the skin roil with greasy, white bubbles. The image shivered through me.


  “When my body dissolved in the steam no one came back to check,” he said. “I laid in the ink like one of the horrors what lives on the bottom of the ocean and never ever dreams that the sun might exist. When I crawled back into my suit, I didn’t even notice I’d changed.”


  It took time for me to noticed I’d changed too. On the sixth day, I looked just fine, but my bones felt like they were trying to jump out of my skin. I traced lines over my face, looking for imperfections. I’d pinch at my neck, my knees, the inseams of my elbows, any place where the skin hung loose and soft. I felt like I was something new underneath and maybe I could peel away my flesh like a sheet of cellophane.


  I was scared that I really was dead and I’d turn gray and smelly like the zombies in Romero’s films. That was probably why the Old Man wouldn’t take off his mask, I decided, ‘cause he smelled like pig’s ass.


  It took a week before I stubbed a bare toe on brick and got so mad that I burst into flame. Blew the windows right out of the abandoned apartment we were staying in and stained all the walls with soot-shadows. Ashy firebirds with jagged, angry wings.


  Old Man Gasper wasn’t even upset. He just took off one of his big, leather gloves and showed me how there was nothing underneath but tendrils of pale, smoky film. He had no hands. He had no body. Gasper hadn’t just died in the steam, he’d become it.


  “When it first happened to me I had this fear that God didn’t want me,” Gasper said calmly. “Then I thought about it even more and got afeared that the Devil didn’t want me neither. I couldn’t figure out what I’d done in this life to make both the Devil and the Lord too mad to look me in the eyes.”


  He took off his mask to show me that it was hollow as well.


  “Well, yeah, sure they don’t want to look in your eyes,” I joked. “I mean, man, come on — you don’t even have eyes anymore.”


  He laughed and an involuntary shudder rocked right through me; the man I was talking to, he had no mouth, no throat, no body to make that noise. His shape was only human because something in the steam remembered what it was like to be shaped like a human. It was as close to having a conversation with a man’s soul as anyone ever got.


  Gasper leaned forward — the elbows of the empty jacket settling on rubber knees in a motion that was driven by pure force of nostalgia. “The flames gave you another life, son. I’m going to show you what we do with it.


  §


  LAZARUS AND THE AMAZING KID PHOENIX, ISSUE #3


  

  PAGE 1


  Panel 1: (Our heroes stand on a roof, vigilant. The night sky is dark, but their silhouettes are made bright by the light of a dollar-coin moon.)


  Text Box: LAZARUS AND HIS AMAZING SIDEKICK, KID PHOENIX, HIT THE MEAN CHICAGO STREETS TO BUST UP ITS MOST NEFARIOUS CRIMINALS AND GANGBANGERS!


  Panel 2: (Lazarus is chasing down a thief. You know that it’s a thief ‘cause he’s clutching a purse to his chest like it’s a baby. Lazarus’s arms extend as smoke from the confines of his suit. His hands look like fluffy clouds as they wrap around the thief’s ankle.)


  LAZARUS: Halt!


  Panel 3: (The thief has toppled over! He crumples against a brick wall with his tongue lolling out of a dog-like mouth.)


  Panel 4: (Lazarus — ever the kindly and soft old man — holds the purse up triumphantly. His gas mask is twisted in a big ol’ grin.)


  LAZARUS: Tsk, tsk, tsk. Didn’t you know: pearls before swine is just a turn of phrase!


  (Kid Phoenix arrives on the scene, his eyes glittering with red fire.)


  KID PHOENIX: Golly gee, Lazarus. I guess he better stick to ham sandwiches from now on!


  Panel 5: (Lazarus claps his kid sidekick on the shoulder, like a proud father.)


  LAZARUS: He’ll get all the ham he can eat at the state penitentiary!


  §


  The Old Man only had a few possessions. He had a set of encyclopedias, 1968 edition. He had a harmonica and he grew plants. He said that he liked plants because the Egyptians used a germinating seed to represent the rebirth of Osiris. I didn’t even know what Osiris was. I was more interested in his fourth hobby, which was sitting on a roof at dusk and looking for trouble.


  “You only take a crime within five city blocks of where we’re staying, and never one out in the open.” He told me the rules, counting them on his fingers one by one. “Never one where you’ll be spotted, or one that you think the police will attend to. And you don’t take one where the criminals are kids, or they look wretched.”


  “This is so cool,” I said. “It’s like we’re Batman and Robin.”


  The Old Man stared at me, silent, vapor curling quizzically in the eyes of his mask.


  “You gotta be kidding me, you’ve never heard of Batman.” I snorted. “Of course, you were born in what, 1750?”


  “1882,” Gasper corrected.


  “So, if you’ve never read Batman, why do you do this?”


  The Old Man was quiet a moment. “I didn’t at first,” he said.


  “What made you start?”


  “I met a lady, one like us, only she were worse done by it.”


  “How do you get worse done by than burnt to death?”


  Gasper set his palm on my head. “Well, son, her husband beat her so bad that when he was done with her she looked like a sack of meat with no shape.”


  I could feel him trembling through the glove. My imagination, I guessed, because the Old Man didn’t have the flesh or the muscles or the nervous system to quake from any emotion at all. It was probably me who was shaking.


  “He dumped her in a quarry afterward and she laid there a week in the Arizona sun. Then she came back up and looked at her reflection in the water. You want to know what she told me she saw?”


  I leaned forward and propped my elbows up on the lip of the building. It didn’t hurt anymore to grind my skin between brick and bone. “A lady with her head caved in?”


  Gasper shook his head.


  “No, because my lady friend, her head didn’t stay caved. Where she got hit, she grew a new bone where there wasn’t bone before. That’s what she looked like — six joints in her arm, armour made of teeth coverin’ her face. She was magnificent. She said to me: ‘God wants you.’ She said: ‘God wants us more n’ ever.’ She believed that so sure that she gored six men to death in just the first month after she came back up. What she saw in the water, she said, was an angel.”


  “What happened to her.”


  Gasper said nothing.


  I was filling up inside, welling with a strange anxiety like the sky was getting bigger all around me but I just kept shrinking until I was too small to even comprehend the stars. I asked: “Did you see her again, then?”


  “No.” Gasper answered.


  “So, what? We do it ‘cause God wants us to? Like your lady friend said?”


  “Son,” the Old Man said solemnly, “God doesn’t exist. But we do, and so did she. Now, watch carefully.”


  §


  What Old Man Gasper did was that he creeped right into a man’s throat and held onto it gently. The man we got, he’d cornered a woman like a wolf corners prey, like a sheepdog herds ewes. He had her flat against the brick with a snarl and something clenched between his fingers that glittered in the streetlight.


  The Old Man said to me: “Shhh,” and he seeped from the gaps in his coat, from the muzzle of his mask. He snaked through the night air, a quivering ribbon of silver, leaving his boots and coat and shroud deflated in a pile at my side. The man breathed him in without even knowing it. The Old Man became a hitch in his throat and the criminal pawed desperately at the skin of his neck as heat poured down his esophagus.


  Old Man Gasper asphyxiated the man slowly, gently. Carefully. Filled his throat and his nose and his lungs just long enough to interrupt respiration. The man folded in on himself, crumpled right in front of his victim, limbs all crooked.


  “She never knew a thing happened,” I whispered when the Old Man got back. She pulled her jacket tight around her and fled. I looked at my own hands, turned the flame on and watched the dirt burn off, felt strangely cool inside the cage of immolation. The fever burning in my chest was a comfort, the spark between my teeth a power.


  “I couldn’t do that,” I said. “I couldn’t do it so that no one knew a thing happened.”


  “We’ll figure it out,” the Old Man said. He was confident. He always sounded confident, probably since he was nearly a century old.


  I spent the next week on the roofs, watching. The Old Man had a system, but he was so cautious. He was cautious in a way that made my bones rattle and my nerves go taut all around my joints. Gasper did small deeds, saved small people. I had fingers that could turn into tendrils of heat, a heart that was newly molten at its core.


  “I could just burn the whole thing down,” I told him one night.


  “What would be the point?”


  “The whole wicked place. I could find the fuckers that burned me and I could burn all their shit down, Old Timer. I could do it.”


  “And would that bring your mother peace?”


  I went to my place sometimes, got up on the fire escape and pressed my hands to the window, trying to catch of glance of Mom and my brothers. I always played it safe. Never stayed long enough to see a smile or a sob. To see if Mom’s hands were shaking. It was too soon, I knew, too soon after Dad for me to have died too. The Old Man said I could go back if I wanted, but it was impossible. I’d been all the way down, right down to the bottom. You can’t look your mother in the eye after you’ve seen the bottom of the world.


  What was I supposed to say to her? “Oh hi Mom. Just so you know, the world is a vast, dark and Godless place. It’s brutal and violent and I just want to set fire to the foundations. I want to dive beneath the Earth’s crust and shake up the magma until it pops through the pores of the planet and we all burn together.” That’s how it felt. I was scared that if I looked her in the eye, that’s what I would have said.


  “Sorry, Ma’,” I’d say to her, my hands turned to flame. “I guess I’m a monster now.”


  Instead I began to read the encyclopedias. I’d set two beside me and read them front to back in a day. I’d never known I could read so fast before I had a literal flame burning at my back.


  “Lazarus,” I said, my finger on the name. “Lazarus and Kid Phoenix.”


  “Hmm?” the
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