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          Words from the Editor-in-Chief by Jason Sizemore

        

      

    

    
      As a kid, I was big into reading. And I was a huge science fiction nerd.

      No big surprise, right?

      Two of the shows that defined my youth were Reading Rainbow and Star Trek: The Next Generation. And they both share a common element: LeVar Burton. Keep this observation in mind as we take a trip down memory lane.

      It’s the early ’80s. I’m a little guy with a big red afro. Tiny Jason would sit on the floor in front of the television and sing along happily to the theme song of Reading Rainbow, much to the annoyance of his family. Even though I’ve not seen the show in years, I can recall the lyrics and the pulsing synth beats.

      “Take a look. It’s in a book. A Reading Rainbow!”

      LeVar Burton hosted the show and would narrate short books and stories to the viewers. His enthusiasm and friendly reading style appealed to my bookworm senses. I felt that he and I shared a common interest: books. Being an oddball child in a poverty stricken rural area made locating a reading friend difficult. When I had no other book buddies, I connected with LeVar Burton on Reading Rainbow.

      Let’s go forward a few years to when I was an awkward adolescent (who still wore a fashionable big red afro). I loved all the corny early ’80s science fiction shows. I even enjoyed the reruns of classics like Lost in Space that ran on TBS on Sundays. But in the late ’80s when ST: TNG showed up, my lifelong nerd membership became cemented in stone. It was the one show I would not miss. I loved Data and Picard. Loved to hate Q. Had a crush on Troi. Thought Riker was cheesy and Worf a badass. And I admired Geordi (played, of course, by LeVar Burton). To me, Geordi was the true hero, saving the Enterprise with his miraculous engineering work time and again.

      Mr. Burton now hosts a podcast called “LeVar Burton Reads.” An apt title as that’s exactly what he does. He reads what he considers some of the best modern genre short fiction being published. The fact that he has read three of our stories (“Welcome to Your Authentic Indian Experience™” by Rebecca Roanhorse, “Multo” by Samuel Marzioli, and “Jackalope Wives” by Ursula Vernon) in his current season of the show is nothing short of an incredible honor. He even offered a compliment stating how well-edited Apex Magazine is.

      This is all very surreal to me. I’m still dealing with an internal fight with my emotions. Do I try to play it cool? Do I brag to all my nerdy friends? Do I constantly bring it up in my daily conversations with Lesley Conner (this one is a definite YES)?

      To conclude, I encourage you to subscribe to “LeVar Burton Reads.” Naturally, first go listen to the four stories from Apex Magazine he has narrated (he also narrated John Chu’s issue 59 story, “Repairing the World,” in the first season of his podcast). Then work your way through all the other episodes.
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      The two original works I selected this month are by a couple of my favorite writers: Cassandra Khaw and Kristi DeMeester.

      Cassandra Khaw’s story “Bargains by the Slant-light” begins with this evocative opening:

      Every night, the devil sits himself on the lip of her bed and every night, she sighs and whispers the same word over and again.

      “Yes.”

      Like much of Khaw’s work, this story is visceral, heart wrenching, and poetic. It’s a “deal with the devil” that you won’t soon forget.

      Kristi DeMeester’s “With Lips Sewn Shut” is as evocative as the title might suggest. Her writing often uses grotesque metaphors to examine issues of family, repentance, and misogyny. “With Lips Sewn Shut” is within this thematic wheelhouse and I’m absolutely delighted to bring it to our readers.

      International fiction editor Cristina Jurado has selected a third original piece for the issue, “The Standard of Ur” by Iraqi author Hassan Abdulrazzak. At just over 7,300 words, it’s a piece that reads much shorter due to Abdulrazzak’s skill with setting and narrative. I look forward to seeing more work by this author, but in the meantime, enjoy this decidedly unique non-American offering.

      Our reprint this month comes from Chesya Burke. “For Sale: Fantasy Coffins” is one of my favorite works by her.

      Tim Waggoner, a prolific and award-winning author, shares his experience about writing for intellectual properties (such as Supernatural) in “Someone Else’s Sandbox.” Andrea Johnson  interviews featured author Cassandra Khaw. Russell Dickerson interviews cover artist Vinz El Tabanas.

      Finally, this month sees the last installment of our pair of industry-based columns: “Between the Lines” and “Page Advice.” A big thank you to Laura Zats, Erik Hane, Brea Grant, and Mallory O’Meara for being a part of the Apex Magazine team over the past year!
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          Bargains by the Slant-Light by Cassandra Khaw

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1,000 words

      

      

      Every night, the devil sits himself on the lip of her bed and every night, she sighs and whispers the same word over and again.

      “Yes.”

      Yes, she murmurs. Yes, yes, of course. Voice parched of inflection, a rasp of a syllable like velvet rough against a nipple, she repeats the word until the devil shakes his antlered head, the metronoming of his skull keeping time with the click of scissors pale.

      He does not tell her no.

      Devils break bread with bargains, after all, and he’s grown a taste for her flavor of desperate: earthy as molasses, with a tang like coffee fresh from the first pot of the day. But still, that does not stop him from feeling bad.

      So, when she peels her shirt—striped, too big for her rangy frame—back, breasts crisscrossed with stitches, it isn’t with glee that he approaches her, but some blend of reverence, the worship of a hunter, or more accurate still, the idolatry of a first-rate chef. Because there is no meal without the meat, no fulfillment without first the cooperation of the prey.

      He cuts her apart. He butterflies her, taking care only to slice along the dotted lines, undoing what he’d done before, the topography of her flesh unraveled into bloodless petals until she lays there, exposed, lung and liver bare as the descent of her clavicles.

      It hurts. That is part of the price.

      If he were anyone else, he’d tell her the truth of her denuding: that she is exquisite like this, raw as a trust newly broken. But he does not. Most nights, he is perfunctory, lingering only as long as necessary to unspool what he requires. Some evenings, he laminates his butchery with precious metals, transforms her into a study of kintsugi.

      But today, he does neither.

      “Why?”

      It is the first time he has ever asked her why, and he thinks of when they first met, the halogen cold on her skin and her eyes immense. She looks up, past the firmament of her ribs, down past the trellises of her hips, down to where the devil sits chastely between her thighs.

      “Because it’s hard.”

      The devil nods. No one makes a deal for something simple, something sweet as a kiss, as summer, as that first dance of fingers brushing against one another.

      “I loved him,” she says.

      “Love him,” she corrects, sighing, as the devil unspools a filament of tissue from her naked heart. He winds it around a finger, while she counts the ceiling tiles, enumerating the mundane until she finds balance in their banality, stretches and tugs until the flesh goes pop. “Utterly. But you knew that.”

      The devil nods again.

      “And it hurts to love something that should not love you back. To love and have no place to put it. To love and to know you don’t want compensation, but in fact, that love’s indifference.”

      “Then, why?”

      “Because love isn’t fair.” Her heart does not, to the devil’s surprise, bang against her bones. Instead, it merely sits, a wound spread wide. “When we love, we hope that the other reciprocates with more because it’d be a shame to be the one more invested. But affection isn’t competition and even if it was, you can’t win every wager you make.”

      The devil says nothing. He threads her muscles with string he’d wefted from the hairs of a hanged man. The strands are infinitesimal enough to be forgiven as striations of her dermis. In response, she endures, half-breaths and half-lidded eyes.

      “What do you want of this?”

      “I don’t know. You don’t stop loving someone because they lack the means to love you back. A spouse remains a spouse, although you’ve agreed to be friends. A lover remains a lover, although they lie unconscious for months at a time, unable to breathe, their heartbeats rationed by machines.” His touch does not excite her, but it excites something nonetheless, a frisson of animal instinct, plucked wholesale from a shelf in the back of the brain. “I want … I want to love them better, I suppose.”

      The devil slots cartilage and tendon together, one joint after another, silent until at last, “It won’t bring them back.”

      “I know. And even if it could, I would not want them this way. Some loves are homes, some are halfway houses. Rest stops, gap years. They were meant to only stay for a while, so their breath loosens enough to let them live.” She sits up, a spill of strings pooling in her navel. “I wish I wasn’t merely that. I wish this was easier.”

      The devil says nothing.

      “Remake me,” she tells him for the hundredth time. “With a heart that has no room for want, no space to disgrace itself with selfish impulse. Fill it with ice. Fill it with lead, heavy as hope. Let that heart beat with something better than blood, something less hot, less hungry. I want …” She wets her mouth. “I want to want less.”

      The devil says nothing still. This was the bargain she’d made on that cold blue night, and the one he’d fulfill. She’d asked him for a new heart. He’d told her, dressed then in the bones of an old man, the calcium papered with moss, that there was only one way, that he’d have to build it from the one she wears behind her breast.

      And she said: Yes, oh yes.

      He stares. For one lucent moment, he thinks of telling her no, of a dialogue with the one who’d split her open, who’d left a map for him in her ventricles, dotted lines where they’d run their knife, their hands, where they’d bruised the muscle with a love malformed and tender. But she’d paid in promises, the only currency that matters. And besides, who was he to speak? Humanity, if one is lucky, is a hundred years of hurt and hope.

      “I pray he’s worth it,” the devil says, his harvest pocketed.

      “One day soon, I think he will be.”

      The devil nods. Contrary to what many believe, devils do not like to lie. “I will see you tomorrow night.”

      And just as she has every night before, she sighs and whispers without contempt:

      “Yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          Interview with Author Cassandra Khaw by Andrea Johnson

        

      

    

    
      Any month in which Cassandra Khaw’s fiction graces the table of contents of Apex Magazine is a good month. “Bargains by the Slant-Light” marks her fourth appearance in Apex Magazine this year. Your time will be well spent checking out “What to Do When There’s Nothing but Static” (issue 107, April 2018), “A Priest of Vast and Distant Places” (issue 106, March 2018), and “The Ghost Stories We Tell Around the Photon Fires” (issue 104, January 2018).

      

      Writers and readers often ask the editors of Apex Magazine what kind of fiction they are looking for, and the answer often includes the alluring yet vague tagline of the magazine: Strange. Beautiful. Shocking. Surreal. Not quite sure how the editors define those adjectives? Read Cassandra Khaw’s fiction, and you’ll know. In one of my personal favorites, “A Priest of Vast and Distant Places,” her protagonist befriends airplanes, and argues with them about if the sky is home or not. They beg her to stay with them, believing they can make her happier than her family. Maybe they can. Perhaps more soothing than shocking, it is a beautifully surreal and quite strange story.

      

      To make up for that lack of shock, this month we are thrilled to present Khaw’s flash fiction story “Bargains by the Slant-Light.” It is strange, it is shocking, it represents what Apex Magazine searches for in the slush. I guarantee this story will catch you off guard. I guarantee you will be in one mindset at the beginning of the
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