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  Words from the Editor–in–Chief


  Jason Sizemore


  


  Happy New Year and welcome to 2015!


  I started Apex Publications (and the initial iteration of this zine) back in 2005. To think that ten years have passed… well, I’d rather not think about it. Instead, let’s focus on the here and now, and talk about the changes Apex Magazine has undergone over the last three months.


  Most obviously, you’ll note that the zine has a new editor–in–chief. Sigrid Ellis, by any measure, did a great job, and I offer my deepest thanks and gratitude for the work she accomplished. I have an opportunity to work for Apex full–time within the next few months, and having the magazine back under my direct control offers me the chance of making the occupational transition work. I am sad to lose Sigrid, but the good news is that we have several months of great stories yet to publish that she acquired!


  Cameron Salisbury and Elise Matthesen have also parted ways. I am grateful for all their hard work and hope to see their careers continue to grow.


  Lesley Conner is now our managing editor. Bianca Spriggs moves from assistant poetry editor to poetry editor.


  Despite all the personnel changes, don’t expect the quality of the fiction or the style of our content to change a whole lot. We aim to publish challenging, thought–provoking (and entertaining) genre fiction. As an editor, I like to publish works that can affect change, which can provide an emotional response. This falls right in line with the work of Catherynne M. Valente, Lynne M. Thomas, and Sigrid Ellis.


  I hope you can take a moment to follow us on Twitter (@apexmag) and Facebook (www.facebook.com/ApexMag). In particular, we are active on Twitter. If you like to interact with the zine’s editors, then follow those two accounts.


  I’m excited about the occupational transition. That Apex Magazine will play a huge role in its potential success means a lot to me. Ten years… and here I am doing this full–time. I’m blown away.


  


  Jason Sizemore


  Editor–in–Chief
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  Pocosin


  Ursula Vernon


  

  Author’s Note: Pocosins are a type of raised peat wetland found almost exclusively in the Carolinas. The name derives from an Eastern Algonquian word meaning “swamp on a hill.” They are a rare and unique ecosystem, today widely threatened by development.


  

  This is the place of the carnivores, the pool ringed with sundews and the fat funnels of the pitcher plants.


  This is the place where the ground never dries out and the loblolly pines grow stunted, where the soil is poor and the plants turn to other means of feeding themselves.


  This is the place where the hairstreak butterflies flow sleekly through the air and you can hear insect feet drumming inside the bowl of the pitcher plants.


  This is the place where the old god came to die.


  He came in the shape of the least of all creatures, a possum. Sometimes he was a man with a long rat’s tail, and sometimes he was a possum with too–human hands. On two legs and four, staggering, with his hands full of mud, he came limping through the marsh and crawled up to the witchwoman’s porch.


  “Go back,” she said, not looking up. She had a rocking chair on the porch and the runners creaked as she rocked. There was a second chair, but she did not offer it to him. “Go back where you came from.”


  The old god laid his head on the lowest step. When he breathed, it hissed through his long possum teeth and sounded like he was dying.


  “I’m done with that sort of thing,” she said, still not looking up. She was tying flies, a pleasantly tricky bit of work, binding thread and chicken feathers to the wickedness of the hook. “You go find some other woman with witchblood in her.”


  The old god shuddered and then he was mostly a man. He crawled up two steps and sagged onto the porch.


  The woman sighed and set her work aside. “Don’t try to tell me you’re dying,” she said grimly. “I won’t believe it. Not from a possum.”


  Her name was Maggie Grey. She was not so very old, perhaps, but she had the kind of spirit that is born old and grows cynical. She looked down on the scruffy rat–tailed god with irritation and a growing sense of duty.


  His throat rasped as he swallowed. He reached out a hand with long yellow nails and pawed at the boards on the porch.


  “Shit,” Maggie said finally, and went inside to get some water.


  §


  She poured it down his throat and most of it went down. He came a little bit more alive and looked at her with huge, dark eyes. His face was dirty pale, his hair iron gray.


  She knew perfectly well what he was. Witchblood isn’t the same as godblood, but they know each other when they meet in the street. The question was why a god had decided to die on her porch, and that was a lousy sort of question.


  “You ain’t been shot,” she said. “There’s not a hunter alive that could shoot the likes of you. What’s got you dragging your sorry ass up on my porch, old god?”


  The old god heaved himself farther up on the porch. He smelled rank. His fur was matted with urine when he was a possum and his pants were stained and crusted when he was a man.


  His left leg was swollen at the knee, a fat bent sausage, and the foot beneath it was black. There were puncture wounds in his skin. Maggie grunted.


  “Cottonmouth, was it?”


  The old god nodded.


  Maggie sat back down in the rocking chair and looked out over the sundew pool.


  There was a dense mat of shrubs all around the house, fetterbush and sheep laurel bound up together with greenbrier. She kept the path open with an axe, when she bothered to keep it open at all. There was no one to see her and the dying man who wasn’t quite a man.


  Mosquitos whined in the throats of the pitcher plants and circled the possum god’s head. Maggie could feel her shoulders starting to tense up. It was always her shoulders. On a bad day, they’d get so knotted that pain would shoot down her forearms in bright white lines.


  “Would’ve preferred a deer,” she said. “Or a bear, maybe. Got some dignity that way.” Then she laughed. “Should’ve figured I’d get a possum. It’d be a nasty, stinking sort of god that wanted anything to do with me.”


  She picked up a pair of scissors from where she’d been tying flies. “Hold still. No, I ain’t gonna cut you. I ain’t so far gone to try and suck the poison out of a god.”


  It had likely been another god that poisoned him, she thought—Old Lady Cottonmouth, with her gums as white as wedding veils. She saw them sometimes, big, heavy–bodied snakes, gliding easy through the water. Hadn’t ever seen the Old Lady, but she was out there, and it would be just like a possum to freeze up when those white gums came at him, sprouting up fangs.


  Even a witch might hesitate at that.


  She waited until he was a man, more or less, and cut his pant leg open with the scissors. The flesh underneath was angry red, scored with purple. He gasped in relief as the tight cloth fell away from the swollen flesh.


  “Don’t thank me,” she said grimly. “Probably took a few hours off your life with that. But they wouldn’t be anything worth hanging on for.”


  She brought him more water. The first frogs began to screek and squeal in the water.


  “You sure you want this?” she asked. “I can put a knife across your throat, make it easy.”


  He shook his head.


  “You know who’s coming for you?”


  He nodded. Then he was a possum again and he gaped his mouth open and hissed in pain.


  She hesitated, still holding the scissors. “Ain’t sure I want to deal with ’em myself,” she muttered. “I’m done with all that. I came out here to get away, you hear me?”


  The possum closed his eyes, and whispered the only word he’d ever speak.


  “…sorry…”


  Maggie thrust the scissors into her pocket and scowled.


  “All right,” she said. “Let’s get you under the porch. You come to me and I’ll stand them off for you, right enough, but you better not be in plain sight.”


  She had to carry him down the steps. His bad leg would take no weight and he fell against her, smelling rank. There were long stains on her clothes before they were done.


  Under the porch, it was cool. The whole house was raised up, to save it from the spring floods, when the sundew pool reached out hungry arms. There was space enough, in the shadow under the stairs, for a dying god smaller than a man.


  She didn’t need to tell him to stay quiet.


  She went into the house and poured herself a drink. The alcohol was sharp and raw on her throat. She went down the steps again, to a low green stand of mountain mint, and yanked up a half dozen stems.


  They didn’t gentle the alcohol, but at least it gave her something else to taste. The frogs got louder and the shadows under the sheep laurel got thick. Maggie sat back in her rocking chair with her shoulders knotting up under her shirt and went back to tying flies.


  Someone cleared his throat.


  She glanced up, and there was a man in preacher’s clothes, with the white collar and clean black pants. The crease in them was pressed sharp enough to draw blood.


  “Huh,” she said. “Figured the other one’d beat you here.”


  His gave her a pained, fatherly smile.


  She nodded to the other chair. “Have a seat. I’ve got bad whiskey, but if you cut it with mint and sugar, it ain’t bad.”


  “No, thank you,” said the preacher. He sat down on the edge of the chair. His skin was peat colored and there was no mud on his shoes. “You know why I’ve come, Margaret.”


  “Maggie,” she said. “My mother’s the only one who calls me Margaret, and she’s dead, as you very well know.”


  The preacher tilted his head in acknowledgment.


  He was waiting for her to say something, but it’s the nature of witches to outwait God if they can, and the nature of God to forgive poor sinners their pride. Eventually he said, “There’s a poor lost soul under your porch, Maggie Grey.”


  “He didn’t seem so lost,” she said. “He walked here under his own power.”


  “All souls are lost without me,” said the preacher.


  Maggie rolled her eyes.


  A whip–poor–will called, placing the notes end to end, whip–er–will! whip–er–will!


  It was probably Maggie’s imagination that she could hear the panting of the god under the porch, in time to the nightjar’s calls.


  The preacher sat, in perfect patience, with his wrists on his knees. The mosquitos that formed skittering sheets over the pond did not approach him.


  “What’s there for a possum in heaven, anyway?” asked Maggie. “You gonna fill up the corners with compost bins and rotten fruit?”


  The preacher laughed. He had a gorgeous, church–organ laugh and Maggie’s heart clenched like a fist in her chest at the sound. She told her heart to behave. Witchblood ought to know better than to hold out hope of heaven.


  “I could,” said the preacher. “Would you give him to me if I did?”


  Maggie shook her head.


  His voice dropped, a father explaining the world to a child. “What good does it do him, to be trapped in this world? What good does it do anyone?”


  “He seems to like it.”


  “He is a prisoner of this place. Give him to me and I will set him free to glory.”


  “He’s a possum,” said Maggie tartly. “He ain’t got much use for glory.”


  The preacher exhaled. It was most notable because, until then, he hadn’t been breathing. “You cannot doubt my word, my child.”


  “I ain’t doubting nothing,” said Maggie. “It’d be just exactly as you said, I bet. But he came to me because that’s not what he wanted, and I ain’t taking that away from him.”


  The preacher sighed. It was a more–in–sorrow–than–in–anger sigh, and Maggie narrowed her eyes. Her heart went back to acting the way a witch’s heart ought to act, which was generally to ache at every damn thing and carry on anyway. Her shoulders felt like she’d been hauling stones.


  “I could change your mind,” he offered.


  “Ain’t your way.”


  He sighed again.


  “Should’ve sent one of the saints,” said Maggie, taking pity on the Lord, or whatever little piece of Him was sitting on her porch. “Somebody who was alive once, anyway, and remembers what it was like.”


  He bowed his head. “I will forgive you,” he said.


  “I know you will,” said Maggie kindly. “Now get gone before the other one shows up.”


  Her voice sounded as if she shooed the Lord off her porch every day, and when she looked up again, he was gone.


  §


  It got dark. The stars came out, one by one, and were reflected in the sundew pool. Fireflies jittered, but only a few. Fireflies like grass and open woods, and the dense mat of the swamp did not please them. Maggie lit a lamp to tie flies by.


  The Devil came up through a stand of yellowroot, stepping up out of the ground like a man climbing a staircase. Maggie was pleased to see that he had split hooves. She would have been terribly disappointed if he’d been wearing shoes.


  He kicked aside the sticks of yellowroot, tearing shreds off them, showing ochre–colored pith underneath. Maggie raised an eyebrow at this small destruction, but yellowroot is hard to kill.


  “Maggie Grey,” said the fellow they called the Old Gentleman.


  She nodded to him, and he took it as invitation, dancing up the steps on clacking hooves. Maggie smiled a little as he came up the steps, for the Devil always was a good dancer.


  He sat down in the same chair that the preacher had used, and scowled abruptly. “See I got here late.”


  “Looks that way,” said Maggie Grey.


  He dug his shoulderblades into the back of the chair, first one, then the other, rolling a little, like a cat marking territory in something foul. Maggie stifled a sigh. It had been a good rocking chair, but it probably wasn’t wise to keep a chair around that the Devil had claimed.


  “You’ve got something I want, Maggie Grey,” he said.


  “If it’s my soul, you’ll be waiting awhile,” said Maggie, holding up a bit of feather. She looped three black threads around it, splitting the feather so it looked like wings. The hook gleamed between her fingers.


  “Oh no,” said the Devil, “I know better than to mess with a witch’s soul, Maggie Grey. One of my devils showed up to tempt your great–grandmother, and she bit him in half and threw his horns down the well.”


  Maggie sniffed. “Well’s gone dry,” she said, trying not to look pleased. She knew better than to respond to demonic flattery. “It’s the ground hereabouts. Sand and moss and swamps on top of hills. Had to dig another one, and lord knows how long it’ll last.”


  “Didn’t come here to discuss well–digging, Maggie Grey.”


  “I suppose not.” She bit off a thread.


  “There’s an old god dying under your porch, Maggie Grey. The fellow upstairs wants him, and I aim to take him instead.”


  She sighed. A firefly wandered into a pitcher plant and stayed, pulsing green through the thin flesh. “What do you lot want with a scrawny old possum god, anyway?”


  The Devil propped his chin on his hand. He was handsome, of course. It would have offended his notion of his own craftsmanship to be anything less. “Me? Not much. The fellow upstairs wants him because he’s a stray bit from back before he and I were feuding. An old loose end, if you follow me.“


  Maggie snorted. “Loose end? The possum gods and the deer and Old Lady Cottonmouth were here before anybody thought to worship you. Either of you.”


  The Devil smiled. “Can’t imagine there’s many worshippers left for an old possum god, either. ’Cept the possums, and they don’t go to church much.”


  Maggie bent her head over the wisp of thread and metal. “He doesn’t feel like leaving.”


  Her guest sat up a little straighter. “I am not sure,” he said, silky–voiced, “that he is strong enough to stop me.”


  Maggie picked up the pliers and bent the hook, just a little, working the feathers onto it. “He dies all the time,” she said calmly. “You never picked him up the other times.”


  “Can only die so many times, Maggie Grey. Starts to take it out of you. Starts to make you tired, right down to the center of your bones. You know what that’s like, don’t you?”


  She did not respond, because the worst thing you can do is let the Devil know when he’s struck home.


  “He’s weak now and dying slow. Easy pickings.”


  “Seems like I might object,” she said quietly.


  The Devil stood up. He was very tall and he threw a shadow clear over the pool when he stood. The sundews folded their sticky leaves in where the shadow touched them. Under the porch steps, the dying god moaned.


  He placed a hand on the back of her chair and leaned over her.


  “We can make this easy, Maggie Grey,” he said. “Or we can make it very hard.”


  She nodded slowly, gazing over the sundew pool.


  “Come on—” the Devil began, and Maggie moved like Old Lady Cottonmouth and slammed the fish–hook over her shoulder and into the hand on the back of her chair.


  The Devil let out a yelp like a kicked dog and staggered backwards.


  “You come to my house,” snapped Maggie, thrusting the pliers at him, “and you have the nerve to threaten me? A witch in her own home? I’ll shoe your hooves in holy iron and throw you down the well, you hear me?”


  “Holy iron won’t be kind to witchblood,” he gasped, doubled over.


  “It’ll be a lot less kind to you,” she growled.


  The Devil looked at his hand, with the fish–hook buried in the meat of his palm, and gave a short, breathless laugh. “Oh, Maggie Grey,” he said, straightening up. “You aren’t the woman your great–grandmother was, but you’re not far off.”


  “Get gone,” said Maggie. “Get gone and don’t come back unless I call.”


  “You will eventually,” he said.


  “Maybe so. But not today.”


  He gave her a little salute, with the hook still stuck in his hand, and limped off the porch. The yellowroot rustled as he sank into the dirt again.


  His blood left black spots on the earth. She picked up the lantern and went to peer at the possum god.


  He was still alive, though almost all possum now. His whiskers lay limp and stained with yellow. There was white all around his eyes and a black crust of blood over his hind leg.
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SEVERANCE

BY CHRIS BUCHOLZ

“If you're looking for an

e addictive story that explores
issues of human colonization,
genetic manipulation, and the
vagaries of human nature,
you need to read Severance.”
SFSIGNAL, Rachel Cordasco

In Severance, the debut novel from famed Cracked.com witer
Chris Bucholz, the inhabitants of a generation ark find two uniikely
heroes who fight to keep everything together.

“SEVERANCE is a clever, witty and entertaining romp through
outer space.”
Just a Guy Who Likes to Read
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