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      Welcome to Apex Magazine issue 154. 

      Buckle up! Whatever your expectations are for this issue, I promise you’re wrong. This is a weird, mindfuck of an issue, exploring liminal spaces, realities far removed from our own, and characters who … change. When I started putting this issue together, I was deep in a weird book reading phase. Books like Die, My Love by Ariana Harwicz, Follow Me to Ground by Sue Rainsford, The Vegetarian by Han Kang, and A Short Stay in Hell by Steven L. Peck. Books that make you question reality and your perception of it. These books definitely shaped the tone of the issue, and I’m delighted with the result. The issue is strange and twisty, and when it steps onto your eReader will say in the words of Nancy Downs, “We are the weirdos, mister.”

      We open the issue with “Cervidae, New and Sharp” by Anj Baker. This is a story about possibilities, lives that could have been and those that weren’t. Reality is malleable, but at the same time heartbreakingly not. I won’t reveal more about what this story is about, because it’s best that you go in blind, but know this is a story that begs to be read a second time once you have the knowledge revealed by the end. What appears to be strange and unreal reveals itself to be utterly horrifying. 

      If Maurice Broaddus emails me and says he has an original story he’d like me to read for Apex Magazine, I pretty well know I’m going to love it. And Rob Cameron’s “When I Heard Calypso” is the perfect example of this. The main character in this story is sick, a hereditary disease from their mother’s side, and when, after 10 years of medical intervention in America, the disease comes back, their mother decides to take them home to Belize. While the main character has never been to Belize, going there offers them a chance to understand the disease—the monster—within them. 

      “Dispatch From My Ex-Girlfriend’s Lower Intestine.” Yeah, let’s just sit with that title for a moment. This story had a visceral effect on me. It wraps disordered eating around a manipulative abusive relationship. I could feel the hunger eating at the inside of the main character’s innards. The obsessive thoughts of should I eat, what will I eat, when will I eat raced through me in a way that hit a little too close to home. Add that to the controlling nature of the relationship between the narrator and the woman they meet and then move in with. The two feed off each other, as if seeing how long they go without consuming can sustain them. Its depraved, uncomfortable, and intensely dark. Exactly the type of story I love.

      Alia Ai-Ming Shahzad’s “Parts and Halves” explores what people will give up for what they need to live and what they are willing to give up in order to live as their true selves. The narrator’s grandmother is a part-swapper, their mother is a part-swapper, and they are a part-swapper. They live in a stall between two vending machines and when a client needs one body part to live a better life, then the narrator, their grandmother, and mother take another part in exchange for the one they need. When a rich, very important client needs the narrator’s right eye, the narrator’s mother convinces them to give it up for the chance for the family to move to a higher floor. When they awaken, they can see who people are meant to be. This shifts how the family works. 

      “It Starts with Teeth,” by Stefan Alcalá Slater, features another character who feels the need to change. The test pilot doesn’t fit in his coworkers. He isn’t charming or personable. When he meets the doctor, he’s finally offered an opportunity to belong and to have purpose. This story is Strange, with a capital S! It’s a nonlinear narrative that slowly unfolds to reveal an ending that is out of this world. The first time I read this story, I was like “What the fuck?” The second time, was “WHAT THE FUCK!” with a giant grin on my face. This is warped and wonderful! 

      C.M. Sullivan rounds out the original fiction for this issue with “The Light Below.” After some sort of catastrophic event, people have moved underground. Flamekeepers keep the fire alive underground, working in shifts and feeding the fire from their own body. One Flamekeeper wants to know what else is out there, and goes to great lengths to find out. While deeply sad, this story ends on a hopeful note that feels like a breath of fresh air. 

      Our flash fiction stories this issue are three misty and murky pieces, rich with compelling language and reflective emotion.

      Our Mycelium/Chitin theme was guest-judged by Leah Ning, who had the following to say about the selected story. Our story for the Mycelium/Chitin theme, "Boys of the Fellwood" by David Hoffman, is a gorgeous and unexpectedly tender exploration of vulnerability.

      "In the Blue Hour", by RJ Aurand, for our Second Chance theme, is a Jackson-esque tale of family and regret and forgiveness. For our Defiance theme, "We Were Once Twelve" by S. C. Pires is a gothic horror piece about family secrets and the sometimes impotent courage of children.

      Our nonfiction this issue is by Richard Dansky and me. Richard shares his knowledge on how writing for games can make your fiction writing stronger. For my essay, I wanted to take a moment to explore my thoughts on the onslaught of AI submissions and the emotional toll this takes on editors, publishers, and authors. 

      Our classic fiction this issue is by Shingai Njeri Kagunda and Justin C. Key. Marissa van Uden does a deep dive on “Cervidae, New and Sharp” and “Parts and Halves” in her interviews with authors Anj Baker and Alia Ai-Ming Shahzad. Our artist interview with cover artist Jeleynai was conducted by Bradley Powers. 

      This issue has been a joy to put together. Strange stories that make my brain buzz with excitement. I hope that you enjoy this issue as much as I do. 

      Yours in reading, 

      Lesley Conner

      Editor-in-Chief
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            CERVIDAE, NEW AND SHARP

          

          1,700 WORDS
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      I thought I was thirty-five and lonesome, with my car broken down on the side of the road, a grand midwestern storm brewing to the west over freshly shorn soybean fields. I’d lived amongst hills my whole life, before I’d moved north, and I’d never known what a storm looked like from a distance, never known it looked like the Hand of God come to pass judgement. I’d been taught to fear flash floods—they’d wash your house off the mountainside and there wouldn’t be a thing you could do, not on those vertiginous hills. Flash floods felt different here, because you could see them coming.

      That day, beside the road, I watched the birds of prey wheel too low overhead; buzzards with their long naked necks seeking roadkill; hawks searching for rodents—hawks can dive faster than anything can run. A semi-truck passed, hauling, instead of a trailer, three identical semi-trucks. As if they’d manufactured all four in one place, then hitched them in a long, articulated row, and driven them away. Build a house, and then live in it.

      That was when the deer spoke to me. Right as it started to rain. The sky-shattering sort of rain; the kind of rain that hurts as it splatters on your skin. I hadn’t noticed its approach until it was ambling up to me—a deer can amble, like a saddle horse.

      This deer said to me, One day, you’ll join us. One day.

      A small flock of its brethren lurked some yards back, their eyes wide and dark, with the pupils gone horizontal, their heads bobbing, hesitant, ready to flee with their tails in the air.

      I thought it was when I was thirty-five and lonesome, living alone in a house full of vegetables.

      But maybe it was when I was a child sleeping on the back porch during summer vacation, on a night where I had to go back inside around three in the morning, because the sky had opened up and dumped hot July rain all over me. For weeks after that, my sleeping bag smelled like a river full of frogs. I must’ve been nine years old, because I hadn’t read The Golden Compass yet and I would soon, the Thanksgiving of fourth grade. Animals talked in that book and it didn’t even register to me as fantasy, because of course animals talked. Not all, of course, but some.

      Like the deer who spoke to me from over the railing of the back porch.

      [How many times had the deer come to me?]

      When I said that aloud in class in sixth grade, that bit about animals talking, everyone laughed and the counselor had to speak to my mom. Counselors called my mom a lot. Like when I said, far too loud, I might as well have been born a boy. The world denies you being a girl, because you’re bad at it, because you’re ugly and disgusting, but if you say that yourself, if you say you might as well have been born a boy, the world says you can’t be that either. I remember that counselor meeting with my mom. Your daughter, she said, over and again. I learned the word irony much later, but at the time I wanted only to hear animals talk again. Like they did in my books and my dreams and on summer nights when no humans were around.

      [The deer rewrite my history as I breathe. As what’s inside eats me alive.

      [Sometimes, I was always a girl, and sometimes, I was always a boy, and occasionally, I was neither. I just was. Those are the good histories. I’ll live them one day.]

      The deer’s voice was broken, like a crow mocking a person; there, on the highway amidst the soybean fields or there, on the back porch of my mother’s house, all surrounded by southern woods. One day, you’ll join us.

      I said to the deer, No, I won’t.

      The deer said, It’s been judgment time. Been judgment time for a while now. The world will flood. We’ll be all that is left.

      They faded into the landscape without me seeing. I breathed through my nose.

      [Out in the woods now. It’s cold out here but we scarcely feel it.

      [Are the deer coming?

      [Yes, despite their grand, hollow organs. Despite their spare, lean flesh, they are solid.]

      Nothing was ever as solid as a deer caught in headlights on the side of the road, its eyes gone bright-white-to-red in the yellow blaze, its body a car crash, its body your car covered in its blood, your bloodied car tumbling down a cliff with you inside, you are in the deer and you always have been, the deer was in me and it always was.

      That’s what I told the intake nurse at the ER, when I started losing time.

      [There’s a few of us out here. I do not know where we are. We wander through hills and woods and soybean fields. Coyotes try to get us, but we are too fast. It’d take a hawk to catch us but we are too big. Cars wreck when they hit us. Our blood coats their headlights. They topple off cliffs.]
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      In the hospital, they say my brain is melting out my nose. They don’t say it like that. They say I’m dying of a prion disease. They ask if I’ve ever eaten venison. I laugh in their faces. When would I? How could I? I have always been here, haven’t I? On the TV behind one of the neurologists—they’re all here—all of them—they want to watch me die—on the TV, the world is ending. They don’t say those words, but I remember what the deer said to me, whenever they said it to me.

      [The world will flood, and we’ll be all that is left.]

      I can never remember if that deer had antlers or not.

      The neurologists, the infectious disease specialists, the epidemiologists, they ask me if I’ve eaten venison, maybe recently. I say, No! We’ve never eaten deer! They eat us!

      They say, Deer are herbivores, Samantha.

      I say, You do not understand.

      [Because, back in one of the histories, maybe the one I’ve lived, my mom hunted deer and snuck their flesh into chili. I could always tell, even by smell, even through the seasoning scent. Despite that, she always understood me.]

      In the notes the specialists dictate to diligent nursing students, they call me a thirty-six-year-old woman. They call me Samantha Hollins, but I am not that woman—I cannot remember the last time I was a woman. My flesh is too gamey and they say human meat is white as pork.

      [In one history, I will live to fifty-five. I’ll be stabbed in the women’s bathroom for having short hair. The buzzards won’t get me, and the neurologists won’t either, because there will be nothing to get, not in that history. But apparently the pathologist will have to sew me shut before my mom claims the body. My mom outlives me then. The deer whisper to me when I camp once, lonesome and long-haired in my forties, on a mountain out west. They’ll never come back. They’ll tell me this is the wrong everything, to go look elsewhere. I look in woods and hills down south and I scour the soybean fields of the north. Out west, it’s all mountains and rams. That’s the end of it all.

      [In another history, I’ll die at eighty-three. The mortician will dress me in a skirt, because that’s what the neighbor will find me in, but there will be no funeral. My mom will be long dead and I’ll have never met the deer.]

      They call me a woman in the notes they dictate to silent nursing students, to residents in their pristine lab coats, and I laugh and cut them off. I yell, I am made of meat! They scribble that down. They’re watching me die. They’re getting what they want. I am made of meat and one day they will see my guts. They’ll map the degeneration of my nervous tissue, they think, but they’ll see all the holes inside my brain and not what fills them. S. Hollins, my grave built of microscope slides will say, in cursive pencil marks on the white frosted glass. S. Hollins, CJD patient. I’ll be nought but an anomaly. They’ll say I ate venison. They’ll never understand where I got it. I lived alone. I owned no gun. My kitchen contained only vegetables.

      My mom hit a deer, on a backroad down south a long time ago. Her car went off the cliff. Nobody will bother to claim any flesh I have left. Samantha Hollins hasn’t been. This is the bad history.

      If my luck holds out, I’ll drown first. If I’m lucky, we’ll all drown.

      [Out in the woods, we do as we’ve always done and pack strips of venison into our wounds. Our meat falls away as do our bones. They grow back long and narrow, light as a bird’s, but solid, not hollow. Our flesh grows back ruminant-red. Build a house, and then live in it. Build a house; it’s made of meat. Meat is the color of the trees that loom above us, of the grass beneath our feet. Hawks will never catch us and buzzards will never see our guts. God is the birds of prey but we are atheists here below, even as the rain comes down.

      [All else is stripped from me. I was never a child asleep on the back porch and I was never a woman stood by a car broken down on the side of the road.

      [When the hospital does flood, I find my own body, seen through new eyes. Its meat is pale as veal but we are like a threshing sledge. Sharp. New. Full of teeth. Take your phrases, rearrange them. I’ll see them all, in the end.

      [That’s all I remember from before the flood. I rewrote my history. We cannot turn back now.

      [I see all in shades of green, even blood. My flesh is as the leaves. Mom is here. She’d been waiting on me. Mom is here, and everyone. The rain comes down. This is the good history. This is the end.]

      
        
        Anj Baker was raised in rural Appalachia, in the USA, and now lives in suburban Illinois. A 2024 graduate of the Clarion Writers' Workshop and a first reader at the sci-fi mag Fusion Fragment, they write mostly speculative fiction.
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      This summer, the monster coiled inside your body will eat you alive. 

      Your disease has no name, but many symptoms: splotchy albinism. Scarred lungs. Ugly dreams of loud static. But worst of all are your bones. They grow thorns. Sharp, often cancerous growths shove aside fascia, stab muscles, pierce nerve clusters and organs. When they eventually break off and dissolve on their own, they often take chunks of wanted osseous tissue, leaving your skeleton malformed and pockmarked as the moon. When you look in the mirror, a devil stares back, and you hate it.

      The monster is hereditary on your mother’s side. Ten years of experimental drugs, ritual surgery, and chemo amputated your left thumb, your parents’ savings, your mother’s sobriety, and father’s will (he moved in with his secretary). Yet it banished the disease into remission. You thought you’d won. But last week, the feral parakeets returned. 

      Cackling, shivering, dying in a late Chicago winter storm, their bodies clotted your window. You shook as radioactive green light and the smell of their urine filled your room. Somehow, the tropical birds always knew when your bones would bloom, like a choir of Norns singing into promise the season of hideous pain to come. You cried blood and stained your pillow red. You were finally ready to die.

      The long winter nights force your disease into hibernation at the same time it concentrates Mom’s seasonal depression into something lethal. You stand in the hall, watching her at the kitchen table caress the open bottle of expensive rum she isn’t supposed to touch, inhaling its burnt sugar pheromones. Either you made a noise or the bond between mother and child snapped taut because she looks up into your eyes that glow red as aboriginal stars.

      You take the rum from her. She joins you at the sink. Together, you empty the bottle down the drain. Who’s hands shake more? Hers or yours? She kisses your forehead and your skin flakes like brown onion shell. 

       That’s when she tells you she’s booked tickets to Belize. “I’m taking you home. I need to take you home, baby.”  

      Home? Mom had moved from Belize to Chicago when she was a child and had not gone back since. She barely talked about our family, even her dead brother, though she gave you his middle name. Too many burnt bridges. And Mom raised you to be private school American, gave you the best camouflage she could buy for her Black child. Belize would never be home, and the thought of getting on a plane…

      But you swallow your anger and confusion because you refuse to be her trigger. Fifteen years navigating mom’s leviathan deep moods and your dad’s explosive sullenness taught you to hide pain, scars, and feelings. So, you mimic her excitement as she spirals into her plans, the things you would see, the food you would eat, the beautiful places that existed nowhere else on Earth. She paints you a picture of her paradise, because inside of three months, she will have to bury you. 

       Your mom stills into an unnerving calm and doesn’t blink. “Some people are born already with one foot in the spirit world. The longer they live, the more it pulls them in two.” She holds your hands as tightly as she dares and you refuse to flinch. “Every moment with them in your life, good or bad, matters more. And right now, we’ve got so much work to do if we’re going to make enough good ones. You believe me, don’t you?”

      Your mom is often strange after weathering a bad time. Either she’s tapping into something beyond her, or she’s taking advantage to get things off her chest. You don’t know. Either way the words leave a mark. 

      When you’re gone, Mom will drink herself dead, unless you do this. Your mouth is too full of sharp teeth and thorns growing through your pallet, so habitually, you resist speaking. You close your eyes and bow your head.

       “Good!” she says, grinning. She jumps to her feet. “If we’re lucky, we’ll arrive in time for Carnival.”   
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      Three days later, you step off the puddle-jumper at Phillip S. W. Goldson International Airport. You are in ninety-degree weather hiding your condition beneath sunglasses, long sleeves, gloves, a hoody, and a medical mask. 

      Even though the new growths haven’t started, your body is a maze of barely healed wounds and scars, inside and out. Every vibrating second of the flight was pure agony. But when you shrug away from Mom’s touch, the solid wet air that lives between downpours clamps down on your mouth and nose. You inhale your first pain free breath since you were five and the sudden liberation is an opiate. 

      It fucks your sense of time, knotting together taxis, stewed chicken, crowded streets, white smiles, rice and beans, pockmarked colonial architecture, screaming howler monkeys, and everywhere pictures of a squat man with backwards feet, eyes hidden under the brim of his hat. And beneath it all, something inside of you—a thing squeezed down into a mustard seed—stirs, reacting to a slowly building rhythm.

      It’s possible your first clear memory of Belize is Mom reaching out the window of a green school bus to pluck soft green mangos from a tree. You are on an over-packed guided tour. The bus grinds its gears on the road to Lamanai, a Mayan temple site west of Orange Walk, Mom’s hometown.

      Speaking of Mom, her own transformation is stunning. The music, sun, and smells of frying salt fish soak into her skin like rum into black cake. Until Belize, you had never heard her shout that broad Kriol. It had manifested as a subtle edge under her English filleting white fears or Dad’s bullshit. The whole person was bursting from her
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