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      Short fiction is a form that does not lend itself to easy assessment and review. Unlike a novel, where an author has the space to stretch her wings and unfold a myriad of themes, plot, and situations, a short fiction writer must be more clever. A short fiction writer must wield the tools of writing with greater precision: word choice, tone, symbolism, subversion of these tools, and so on.

      It is left to a short fiction reviewer to recognize authorial intent, express and identify the authorial craft of a work of fiction, and to share why a reader should spend time reading a story. Reviewers must also dance around the dangers of spoiling plot since, obviously, there is not as much of it.

      It’s a challenge. There are some reviewers that stand head and shoulders above the rest, and I want to direct our readers to them.

       

      Charles Payseur (Quick Sip Reviews) writes entertaining and smart reviews. His pairing of alcoholic drinks with his favorite stories of the month is amusing. If a reviewer can have “heart,” then Charles has it.

       

      Maria Haskins is incredibly well-read and she takes the time to write a list of her favorite stories along with capsule reviews on her blog. She’s a great advocate for short fiction and short fiction publications.

       

      A.C. Wise contributes a monthly review column to the Apex Magazine website titled “Words for Thought” with some of the smartest analysis you'll find.  

       

      Paula Guran regularly reviews work outside her comfort zone and adds much needed life and variety to the short fiction reviews in Locus Magazine.

       

      There are others (though not as many as there should be). If you have a favorite reviewer let me know!

      [image: ]

      This month we welcome a quartet of writers making their Apex Magazine debuts.  “Welcome to Astuna” by Pip Coen is a fast-paced sci-fi mystery that takes a well-worn trope (You Wake Up in a Room) and makes it fun. Aimee Ogden examines the cruel nature of the muse in “Elena’s Angel.” We have an award-winning story appearing for the first time in English: “Black Hole Heart” by K. A. Teryna. The original Russian version of “Black Hole Heart” ("Чёрная дыра вместо сердца") won the Golden Roscon award for Best Short Story in 2016. Finally, we bring you the reprint for this issue “Sundown” by fantasy and sci-fi legend Tobias S. Buckell. We are delighted to have all four of these outstanding writers in our pages.

      Our nonfiction this month is led by Karen Lord’s “The Ecumenical, the Ersatz, and the Euphemistic: Three Ways to Misunderstand Identity,” along with interviews of author Aimee Ogden and cover artist Irina Kovalova.

      Mary Turzillo receives special focus on the heels of the release of her Apex novel Mars Girls. In her essay “Mars Isn’t Easy” she discusses some of the reasons Mars is such an interesting setting for science fiction writers. We also are pleased to present an extended excerpt from Mars Girls that we think you’ll greatly enjoy.

      Our podcast fiction this month is “Welcome to Astuna” by Pip Coen. Give it a listen. Mahvesh Murad always does a wonderful job.

      Thank you for reading.
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        4,400 Words

      

      The angel lets Elena out of the house for two hours to go to her friend’s birthday party.

      Such reprieves come few and far between, and Elena jumps at it, even if she can’t remember exactly how old Brie is this year or if she’s the friend who doesn’t drink or the one who doesn’t smoke. She wonders if the angel suspects something, but she doesn’t have the energy to be cagey anymore. What’s coming is coming, whether the angel knows it or not.

      At the corner store, she flips through racks of greeting cards, trying to find one that conveys birthday wishes both vague and kind, until the angel clears her throat. She doesn’t say anything, but Elena understands all the same. Time is precious, and Elena is wasting it. She pays for a plain card printed with pastel balloons and a bouquet of daisies and they leave the store, Elena walking in front, the angel trailing just behind.

      Brie takes the flowers and card with gracious noises that sound sincere enough to Elena—at least as sincere as the gift in the first place. Elena moves past her into Brie and Ayaulym’s townhouse. There are half a dozen wine bottles in various states of emptiness on the table, but the angel is watching, so Elena contents herself with a paper plate of carrot sticks and ranch and a small corner slice of birthday cake.

      Ayaulym excuses herself from the cluster of people around the beer keg to come greet Elena herself. “I’m so glad you could come!” she says, clasping Elena’s forearm. “And that you brought your angel!”

      Elena turns to look over her shoulder. The angel goes everywhere with her, like a brand. When she’s too far away Elena feels that distance like a missing tooth or a hole in the heart. Right now, she’s standing in the corner among the pile of partygoers’ shoes. Her hands are folded in front of her, barely peeking out from the hems of her robe’s long sleeves. Her hair and skin are the same silver-white as her robe, and she shines, all of her, like a beacon against the dimmed lights of the townhouse. Under their stares, the angel inclines her head. Ayaulym sucks down a breath. “Wow,” she says, and repeats, “Wow. Did you know I used to paint, too? I wish it was me that—” Then she seems to remember that Elena is there and not, perhaps, entirely receptive to what it is that Ayaulym wishes. “But you, how are you holding up? You look tired. She’s taking care of you, isn’t she?” Her look pierces Elena to the core, and suddenly Elena wonders what she looks like to Ayaulym. Did she remember to check her hair before she left her apartment? Did she brush her teeth or put on lipstick? What shirt is she wearing, and does it have paint stains on it? She remembers, too late, that Ayaulym has asked her a question. Ayaulym clucks, rubs Elena’s arm once more before letting go. “I know it’s hard, love. But just think of all you’ve accomplished because of this.” She shakes her head and spreads her arms wide, as if to embrace Elena’s prestigious clients, her museum exhibitions, the very existence of the angels themselves. “Without her, where would you be now?”

      But then someone calls for Ayaulym to help with the recalcitrant sound system. Ayaulym peels herself away from Elena with a smile of apology, and they’re both saved from Elena’s answer to that particular question.

      Ayaulym gets the music pumping and the living room’s shag carpet becomes a dance floor. Elena would like to dance. She doesn’t know when she last went dancing—before the angel, probably. She used to go out one or two nights a week back in college. But now her neck and shoulders ache from the hours she spent in front of a canvas yesterday. Today. Did she sleep last night? The angel lets her sleep most nights, luckily. Otherwise Elena grows useless too quickly, drunk on her own hours of wakefulness. She stands behind the couch and leans against it with her hips. Not dancing, but present.

      “We don’t have to stay,” the angel says, in her ear. A moment later soft silver-white hair falls against the blade of Elena’s shoulder. “They don’t really understand what you’re going through.” The angel’s hand, cool as marble, huddles on Elena’s neck. “How strange you must seem to them now! Sanctified and set apart.” Her breath is as cold as her skin. “But we don’t have to go, either. No one can create all the time!” She lets go, glides silently away from Elena. The sudden absence of her touch drives the breath out of Elena and she grasps with both hands for the back of the couch. How would she live if she got what she wanted, all alone in an echoing world? “Only the greatest geniuses drive themselves down that road to madness. You should enjoy yourself tonight.”

      “Thank you,” says Elena, though the words cling to her tongue like bile. She ghosts along the edge of the living room, avoiding swinging arms and hips, and ducks into the kitchen.

      There’s another divine in there, sitting by himself at the high-top table next to a tray of pretzel crackers and hummus. His angel isn’t right there with him, but she can tell what he is anyway. She knows his look. The angel must be somewhere nearby, at some point of apogee before its orbit bends back inward. How terrible and wonderful, to have some space between you and your angel, even just for a little while. What would it be like to have that space forever? Nausea stabs up into Elena, and she focuses on the divine instead of his phantom angel. He clutches a violin case on his lap, hands clawed around the edges. For a dizzy moment, she thinks she should have brought her drawing pad and a couple of pencils with her. She could have done some figure work of the dancers, the clots of conversation. The lonely divine in the kitchen. Then she squashes that thought and sets it aside, though its hooks linger. “Hi,” she says, and the divine startles.

      His name is Joel and he works with Brie at the college. He’s played the violin since he was four years old, and his angel only arrived when he was in college. Being granted divine inspiration later in life doesn’t really correlate with the quality of work someone will produce. She tells Joel so, and he bobs his head, looking at the violin case and not at her. What she does not mention is the shorter life expectancy for divines like them, as if their adult bodies never learn how to channel the whispers of the angels into art and out away from themselves. Where they do the most harm.

      Elena doesn’t know why she thought she’d have anything to chat about with Joel. She grabs a fistful of crackers and mutters a goodbye; he doesn’t respond.

      The angel waits for her by the door. “Let’s go,” says Elena, and grabs her jacket out of the front closet. The angel smiles and follows her out into the flickering light of the street.

      [image: ]

      Back at Elena’s place, the angel adjusts the lighting in the area she has marked off as the studio. It’s not a proper studio, not at all, just the corner of the living room that sees the least traffic, but it’s functional. Elena has painted beautiful and terrible things there, thanks to the angel’s help. But today she walks past into the kitchenette. There’s no beer in the fridge, of course, but Elena has stashed half a bag of chips in the cupboard. She walks back through the living room, crunching loudly, and collapses on the couch.

      The angel says, “Elena—” just as Elena turns on the TV. The screen crackles with static for a moment before the intro to Elena’s favorite show resumes; sometimes the TV doesn’t work, if the angel is angry enough, but Elena hasn’t pushed her too far yet tonight.

      She knows she shouldn’t test the waters like this, not if she doesn’t want the angel to suspect what she’s planning. But her brittle heart cannot paint for the angel tonight, will not. If she paints, surely her painting will betray her far more than her refusal could. So she slumps on the couch and crunches so noisily that she can barely hear the characters on TV. She can’t remember any of their names anyway, or what’s supposed to be happening with the story.

      Finally the angel sighs and turns off the light over Elena’s easel. Then she sits next to Elena on the couch, her great long legs folded at an acute angle to fit her in place. Elena can feel the chill of the angel’s skin through the sleeve of her blouse. Ideas, images great and small, palettes of color swirl behind her eyes, and suddenly she has lost her appetite. She makes herself eat anyway, wiping her greasy fingers on her pants, until the show is over. As soon as the credits begin to roll the angel says, too lightly, “Elena. You weren’t put on this earth only to take up space.” The couch cushion shifts, and then cool fingers brushes Elena’s frayed hair around the shell of her ear, back toward her haphazard ponytail. “Nothing truly worth having is easy. Is it?”

      “No,” says Elena, but neither that single word nor any other is enough to encapsulate the churning in her mind right now. What makes something worth having? Beauty? Prestige? Elena’s happiness offers none of these things, but the angel is right: that, too, will not be an easy thing to have. She pushes up from the couch. “I’m going to bed.”

      The angel’s silence chases Elena all the way into her bedroom. She fixes her ponytail and then fastens the hair back away from her face with a half-dozen clips before crawling into bed. The potato chips twist in her stomach like a knotted fist.

      [image: ]

      In dreams Elena wonders: did the angel come to her, or did she make the angel herself?

      She’s always been a painter, but of course in school she tried her hand at sculpture and pottery and fabrics and the rest of it. Did she, on a caffeine-fueled deadline bender, shape the angel’s strong arms and angular face? Did she shape those long-fingered hands and give life to the too-still eyes? In the haze of half-sleep, she imagines that the angel was her first divinely-inspired creation, the egg and the chicken alike.

      She doesn’t want to remember, or wonder, or think at all. Ideas pound against the inside of her eyelids, needing to be let out. But she lies in bed, chasing sleep till her heart pounds and her sweaty sheets cling to her legs. The angel must still be close by: just outside the door, or sitting on the toilet lid in the bathroom on the other side of the wall. Elena’s hands twist in the sheets. She counts to ten, then counts to ten again. And again.

      When even numbers boil away as steam in her mouth, she gets out of bed. Just one more time. She can do it. She has to do it.

      She doesn’t see the angel when she sits down at her easel, but she knows she’s close by. Watching. Her hands shake as she selects her pencils. Maybe this is a bad idea. Maybe she should go back to bed, pray for sleep until morning comes and cool daylight drains the night’s fever. She almost convinces herself to forget the whole thing, pencil lead hovering just above the canvas.

      Then the angel, behind her, nudges her elbow. Lead strikes canvas, and Elena spirals both inward and outward. Universes of color and opportunity explode behind her eyes, and raw emotion dredged up from the core of her provides the cosmic background radiation. Moving so fast in two different directions, it’s no wonder it’s so easy to rip herself apart at the canvas and let the images spill forth. There is an ecstasy in serving as an angel’s medium, she can’t deny that, but whenever it embraces Elena it comes robed in sackcloth.

      When her pencil finally leaves the paper and drops to the floor, Elena finds herself on her knees in front of the easel, gasping and trembling. A drumbeat pounds in her temples and the hollow of her throat. Her left eye burns; she’s probably broken a blood vessel there again. She wants to look at what she’s done, but she doesn’t want to want that. She squeezes her eyes closed as long as she can bear it, then cracks them open.

      The sketch is: a woman, lying on her side on a divan, cradling her entire body around the gentle curve of a guitar. She holds it like a dying lover or a prodigal child, and the folds of her dress and the spill of her hair whisper their secrets on the mysteries of faith. The sketch is: as beautiful as heartbreak. The sketch is: something that Elena can stare at and feel nothing, absolutely nothing at all. Like looking at the Sistine Chapel’s ceiling through a telescope, or on the face of a glossy postcard. Maybe that’s not the sketch’s fault. Maybe that is and always has been the inevitable aftermath of feeling everything all at once.

      And the sketch is one more thing, too: the kind of work Elena would have sold her soul to create, once upon a time. As it turns out, her soul never needed to be sold to make art like this. Just held, a little too tightly, by someone with cold hard fingers.

      “It’s going to be a masterpiece,” says the angel, whose cool breath strokes the back of Elena’s neck. Of course it will be a masterpiece. They always are. But the angel keeps talking. “You could even start painting it now. It’s already almost four in the morning; it’s not as if there's much more sleep to be had tonight.”

      Elena looks down at the floor between her knees. She puts her hands down on either side of her legs and pushes up. She does not shatter into dust and ash when her full weight rests on her heels. “I’m done,” she says, staring over the angel’s shoulder, and staggers into the kitchenette.

      There’s a bottle of Jack tucked behind the cans of soup in the cupboard. Elena’s fingers close around the bottle’s neck, and she flinches a little at the feeling of the cool smooth glass under her hand. Divines aren’t supposed to drink; alcohol can cloud the signal, muffle the muse. But she’s already done her part for the night, and the angel busies herself with tidying up the studio corner again so that she can pretend not to see.

      Elena makes sure to clink the bottle on the doorknob on her way into the bedroom. The sound rings out unmistakably, daringly, through the apartment. The angel looks up, nostrils flaring, but Elena shuts the door between them.
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      Elena awakes to sun pouring in through her open window.

      What time is it? Today is Saturday and she was supposed to meet her mother and Noah for brunch. She doesn’t keep a clock in the bedroom and her phone is charging in the kitchenette. She slams through the door out of the room and stops short.

      The angel stands beside the kitchenette counter, holding a coffee cup in both hands. The smell of it churns Elena’s stomach, and steam rolls off the top. Hot and fresh.

      “Good morning,” says the angel, and holds out the cup. Elena takes it automatically, and when the angel’s fingers brush against her own, they have stolen a fraction of the coffee’s heat. They feel almost human, infused with warmth, but still hard and smooth. “I sent a text to your family to let them know you wouldn’t be able to make it. You need your rest.” The timer on the stovetop chimes, and the angel turns aside from Elena to rescue a fresh waffle from the waffle iron. “You must be hungry,” she says, and deposits the plate onto the counter, between a waiting glass of orange juice and the bottle of store-brand syrup. She drops a pat of butter in the middle and lays a fork and knife next to it, atop a carefully folded napkin.

      Elena stares at the waffle. The butter melts and drips into the waffle’s honeycomb pattern, soaks into each dimple and divot. She needed to see her family this morning, to absorb whatever strength they could offer her. With or without the angel there. It’s not as if she can tell them what she’s planning anyway; she doubts they would understand. Everyone wants an angel of their own. They think they know what it means to have one. But it isn’t something that you can know—it has to be experienced to be understood. You don’t know what an ocean is until you’re at the bottom of one.

      And you don’t know how hard you can swim until you reach for the surface. Months, years, of panic and desire press against her back. She still has to do this, family or not. And she’ll do it today, before her lungs give out. She sits down in front of the waffle, cuts a bite off, inspects it. The butter-drenched batter droops on her fork. “I should keep more fresh fruit in the place,” she says. “I wish I had some strawberries to put on top.”

      “Why, Elena!” The angel brightens. She loves to be needed.  “I’d be happy to run down to the corner store and bring some back for you.” She scoops the plate out from in front of Elena and tips the contents into the garbage. “There’s plenty of waffle mix. I’ll make you a fresh one when I’m back.”

      She plants a cool kiss on Elena’s forehead, and Elena very carefully does not flinch. When the angel steps back, she even smiles up into the hard marble face. Up close, she can see the cloudy gray veins beneath the surface. “You’re so good to me,” Elena says, and a needle of guilt deflates her plan, just a little. “Thank you. My wallet is on the shelf by the door.”

      The angel smiles back, but doesn’t acknowledge Elena’s feigned gratitude as she swoops out of the apartment. She knows what she is and how good she is at it.

      Now it is Elena’s turn to be good for something, all on her own.
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      A few brisk strokes of red paint on the apartment floor, just inside the front door, and Elena bids her security deposit goodbye. It’s certainly no masterwork, but it will serve its purpose, and that’s what art is supposed to do, isn’t it? From a squirt-bottle hidden under the sink, Elena sprays herself with a mist of cool water, purloined from the Catholic church two streets over after her neighbor’s daughter’s christening. On her phone, Elena pulls up the same page she has looked over in so many private browsing sessions. She stands beside the kitchenette counter and waits.

      She loses count of the minutes by the time the angel walks through the door with a paper bag wrapped up in one arm. She stops short in the middle of the painting Elena has left on the floor and looks up. The bag drops to the floor and vomits bruised strawberries. When she speaks, her sorrow flays Elena to the core. “A pentagram, Elena? Really?”

      Elena doesn’t answer, but looks down at her phone. “Lord have mercy,” she says. She has a whole host of religious beliefs to turn to next if Catholicism fails. But this is the closest to what she grew up with, and this is where she starts. “Christ have mercy. Lord have mercy. God, the father in heaven—”
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