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  Welcome to issue 78 of Apex Magazine!


  This month we offer three outstanding works of science fiction to our readers. “Blood on Beacon Hill” by Russell Nichols is that rarest of things—a vampire story in our publication. We bought this several months before the announcement of the To Kill a Mockingbird sequel. That the story uses Harper Lee’s iconic novel as a structural element is purely coincidence. Also completely by coincidence is the use of the word ‘beacon’ in Day Al-Mohamed’s “The Beacon and the Coward.” Finally, we have a story by one of the genre’s rising stars, Sam J. Miller. “To Die Dancing” has a tightly bound emotional core that I think you’ll enjoy.


  Gemma Files is one of the best when it comes to writing unsettling fiction. To back my assertion, we’ve included her “Signal to Noise” as this month’s reprint feature.


  Rounding out the issue are interviews with author Russell Nichols and artist James Lincke, a thought-provoking essay by Ed Grabianowski titled “Cthulhu Apocalypse and the Terrifying Tradition of Horror Role-Playing Games”, and poetry by Brittany Warman, Chloe Clark, Michael Sikkema, and Julia Kingston. We have three excerpts. The first is How to Pass as Human: A Guide to Assimilation for Future Androids by Android Ø by Nic Kelman. The second is The Flux by Ferret Steinmetz. And, finally, The Weight of Chains by our esteemed managing editor Lesley Conner.


  §


  Congratulations are in order for Ursula Vernon. Since our last issue, her story “Jackalope Wives” has won the WSFA Small Press Award for Short Fiction. The story also picked up a World Fantasy Award nomination. The story has had an incredible run, failing only to make the Hugo ballot (due to the puppy slates).


  Apex Magazine has a new story by Ursula set to go in our January, 2016 issue titled “Razorback.”


  §


  Speaking of “Jackalope Wives”…would you like to read another story about Grandmother Harken and the world she inhabits? Ursula Vernon has written a fantastic 14,000 word novelette titled “The Tomato Thief” that Apex Magazine will also publish in the January, 2016 issue if we meet our goal of making $5000 in subscriptions, Patreon support, and financial contributions in our subscription drive. The drive starts on November 2nd and runs through November 13th.


  Help make sure we can continue to provide amazing fiction, nonfiction, and poetry!


  


  Jason Sizemore


  Editor-in-Chief


  



  To Die Dancing


  Sam J. Miller


  

  Half a block away I could feel it already, the old giddiness, the limb-tingling bliss at being about to dance, to sweat, to shake my body beside other bodies, and that’s when I knew I was in true mortal peril. I walked slower, then stopped, and took ten deep breaths, until the urge subsided. I waited until I felt nothing.


  Don’t be fooled, I told myself, arriving at the end of the long velvet-roped line. An old hotel, transformed for one night into a living museum. This is all a sham. Come morning it will disappear again. And no matter how many times they promise tonight will have no consequences, you know they’ll be watching. Once they know what you are, they’ll follow you until they find something. Mess up once and it’s the camps for you.


  Already a bassline was thumping from inside. Donna Summer? No. Too early in the evening for Donna. Donna you saved until the place was packed. Memory kindled long-dead smells, forbidden artifacts: pleather and hair products, sweat and smoke and scotch, poppers and nail polish and spilled beer.


  Above the archway, a banner: DEGRADATION EVE. Projectors covered the place’s entire majestic façade in swiftly-churning images. Disco divas and Playboy bunnies, arched backs and permed hair, fashion spreads and money shots. Alternating with bloody fetuses and ravaged wombs and brutal vid-clips of assault. To remind us all how vulgar and vile and degrading things had been, before.


  You were a fool to have come, I told myself. She won’t be here. You’ve kept your head down and your ass safe for ten years, and tonight you’re endangering yourself for nothing.


  But I had to know. And if Ummi didn’t show up, here, tonight, I could finally be certain she was really gone.


  Cops strutted across the street. The western fringe of midtown Manhattan still throbbed with an ebbing Saturday buzz. Curfew would come soon. Already the officers had stopped a group of construction workers for on-the-spot dupe scans. One by one the men pressed their cell phones against a nightstick for half a second. The State’s backdoor Bluetooth channel would be copying every byte of data and running it against state-of-the-art sin-scan algorithms for offending content. Vintage or imported images of women with bare arms, for example, or knees, or hands. Texts with suspicious phrasing. App log-times during worship hours.


  The line behind the velvet rope was for Observers; a dressed-up anxious crowd, frightened and excited by the proximity of the forbidden. Women in their wimples; men in the drab charcoal-and-olive palettes of Party power players. Laughter, nervous and swiftly stifled. They had come for the spectacle of it, to smell the stink of sin, to watch an elaborate reenactment of the Bad Old Days. Lots of them had brought their children. And then, as one, their spines straightened and their faces became deadly serious: instructions, no doubt, coming in through their earbugs.


  My Participant badge let me breeze past them. I scanned faces, tried to imagine what was happening behind each one. People my age knew what to expect, could remember the time when this happened every night. I wondered what the younger ones thought. Some were still toddlers at the time of the Revival, and had spent their formative years hearing stories of the barbaric degeneracy of places like these.


  One man cruised me, his eyes bold and firm, and I felt an inner tremor of terror for him.


  Do you have a death wish, man? How have you survived the last ten years? You don’t know who the hell I am—I could be secret police, or some random zealot citizen. Even the possibility of ‘deviant mental activity’ could get you hauled downtown and hooked up to the Fruit Machine for testing.


  A gaggle of Participants bunched up at the entrance, signing waivers and waiting for body scans.


  “You look scared,” a man said, tough, straight, with Jersey vowels. No doubt it was the nostalgia, not the money, that induced him to volunteer as part of the spectacle. Club Night with the Fellas, ‘banging chicks,’ whatever it was that boys like him did then.


  I asked “Aren’t you?”


  “Petrified, bro. Had an aunt, back then, was a Born Again. When I was ten she took me to one of them, whaddaya call it, hell houses? Like haunted houses, but, you know, all religious and stuff. Adulterers burning in hell, drug addicts peeling their own skin off? That kind of stuff. Scarred me for life. And tonight that’s going to be me. Traumatize some little kid who never saw nobody dance before.”


  Scanned and waivered, we were each provided with a one-night Amnesty for any forbidden acts in which we engaged while inside the designated space for dancing. In digital and hard copy.


  “Got a cigarette?” asked a forty-something woman in a bright pink wig and a short skirt still creased from the drawer (or, more likely, secret under-the-floorboard stash) where it had spent the last decade. Bizarre to see her knees, when on any other night baring the ankles was enough to earn you five lashes. I laughed, out loud, at the incongruity of it, like seeing a ghost, these six or seven re-educable offenses she was committing at once.


  “Be careful,” I said, handing her one.


  She tucked the cigarette behind her ear and winked at me.


  Whitney Houston called out from inside: one long whooooo-oooo—


  As one, the crowd gasped. Participants and Observers. None of us had heard a recording of a woman’s voice in years, outside of scratchy cassette tapes and secret computer files we could be re-educated for owning. The kids on the line looked nervous, the way you do when you do something technically illegal. Jersey Boy and Pink Wig cheered, as did a couple other Participants, chests already puffing out with long-forgotten freedom. I wouldn’t let myself. I would keep my focus. I wasn’t there to have fun or feel free: I was there for Ummi. I went inside.


  Graffiti covered the walls of the low-ceilinged hallway: slurs for women, for a good time call—, promises of sexual savagery. The stink of actual piss was in the air. Recorded voices barked threats and catcalls. I breezed past the slow trickle of Observers moving through checkpoints meant to make them spend as much time as possible in this grotesque hall. Whitney Houston sounded flat and muted through the wall, a ghost voice, singing about losing control, about men, about power, and powerlessness. A door opened and the beat got sharper, and I passed through.


  “Clive,” someone said, and I was shocked at the hot rush of hate that shot through me.


  “Clive!” he said, again, and I turned, terrified, because I hadn’t counted on this variable. My self-control only extended so far.


  “Jeremy,” I said, gritting my teeth, trying to smile, failing.


  “I saw your name on the list,” he said, drunk, pathetic, with a politician’s fake cheer, in the mopey-dog voice I had first heard at planning meetings for protests of the very people he now worked for. “But I didn’t think it’d be you. Some other Clive Loff, I told myself.”


  “It’s me.” I looked at Jeremy, possibly the most powerful closet case in the Republic, and his proud smile, and a horrible thought hummingbirded into my brain. “Did you help put this together?”


  “I did,” he said, and my suspicion that Degradation Eve was intended in part to flush out deviants and get good blackmail shots hardened into certainty. Jeremy had always been good at getting ahead, especially if other people got hurt in the process. It was why he was where he was.


  “Good to see you, Clive,” he said, and extended his hand. I held on, willing him to make eye contact, but when he did I couldn’t ask the questions I wanted to ask. Why are you doing this? How do you live with yourself? And what the hell did you do to Ummi?


  Chubby Jeremy was gone. This Jeremy had lost so much weight I could see his cheekbones. Working inside a system that wants you dead will do that to you. He’d have been hot, if he didn’t look so sallow and beaten. And if I didn’t hate him as much as he hated me.


  He paused, waiting for something more from me. Finally he added, “I can’t believe I’m actually going to be able to dance, without worrying about getting arrested for it.”


  “Don’t they work for you, Jeremy? The ones who do the arresting?”


  “It’s not—” he said, then frowned, fiddled with his hands. I recognized the face he was making, the strenuous mechanics of rationalization. Back then he had worked for the most powerful woman in city politics, who rose to power by saying what men wanted to hear, a family-values schoolmarm vixen crowing Creationism and demanding the removal of songs sung by women from the radio. Whenever I needed to feel better about things I’d imagine what her face looked like, in the moment when she realized she was getting exactly the world that she wanted, and that there would be no place for her in it.


  I pushed past him. “I’ll see you around,” he called after me. “And try to have fun, okay, Clive?”


  Stepping out onto the dance floor, I scanned the crowd. I watched bodies bob and shake. Faces tilted and twisted. Men shrieked; women bellowed. Ummi wasn’t there, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t come. She had to come. If she was alive, if she was free, if she was still here, she’d come.


  My earpiece crackled and cleared itself of static. Spot-specific, triggered by wifi through the legally-mandated backdoor that allowed the Republic and its authorized agents to assert total control over every device. A man’s voice, wide flat Midwestern syllables:


  Hard to imagine, that sights and sounds like these were once commonplace. Hard to believe that people tolerated such behavior, and that a godless government allowed it. Which is why, as we celebrate our first glorious decade, it’s important to look back and remember. Why we fought, and how much we’ve won. How far we’ve come.


  I turned and watched the pink-wigged woman step out onto the dance floor. My heart broke, seeing her face. Her smile, like meeting a lover she thought she’d never see again. The promise of Saturday night, eleven p.m., a throbbing dance floor.


  It had all been pretend, until this moment. I didn’t believe in any of it. I didn’t let myself hope that I might be able to get this close to the joy and bliss and freedom that had gone out of the world. But here it was. Here we were.


  Early still; a small crowd. The DJ was good, probably the best they could find—so many had fled. Each song nudged the energy a tiny bit higher. I followed the woman to the bar, where she legally bought an alcoholic beverage for the first time in ten years. The men around her thought nothing of it; they did it all the time, but I saw the light in her eyes.


  The main dance floor had been the enormous lobby of a posh and decadent hotel. Above it were twenty stories of open space, twenty mezzanines looking down on it, each of them now a crowded dance floor. The new government had kept the entire building empty. It still stunk with the mold and rot of ten useless years.


  Women outnumbered men on the main floor. I focused on them, their happiness, their sweat, their bare shoulders. Anything to not see the men, writhing and radiant in too-tight T-shirts. Ten percent of the men in any room at any given moment were secret police, if you believed the propaganda. And the Observers filed past us all, shielded from sin by fear and a velvet rope. A little girl with a long blonde braid, too young to wear a wimple but not by much, held her father’s hand tightly.


  I headed up to the second floor and scanned the crowd. Still no sign of Ummi.


  Ummi was my best friend, the fiercest person I had ever met. A dancer. A genius. Punk royalty, six feet tall, piercings and ink you could never quite pin down or remember right from day to day. I spent more time with her than anyone, and even I couldn’t be sure that the intricate tribal patterns and cursive quotations on her arms didn’t shift slightly each time I looked away.


  I was a graphic designer, then. By night I made flyers for protests, went to the meetings she dragged me to. We all worked hard, in our own ways, to fight the fundamentalist drift. We could see the writing on the wall, but we didn’t know what it said. We couldn’t have known how bad things would get. Everything happened so slowly, a far-right politician elected here, a Supreme Court decision there, an unpunished upsurge in hate crimes, the Modesty Movement, the Promise Militias. Until all the pieces were in place for the Revival.


  On the second floor the dancing got dirtier. Couples bumped, grinded, dry humped. One by one I watched Observers’ faces redden. Some forgettable scrap of diva-pop throbbed. A Britney or a Debbi or a Tiffani. Its appeal had baffled me then and it baffled me now. Except now, knowing the terrible fate that befell all those women, the flimsy song had a certain fresh poignancy. I kept climbing.


  By floor fifteen, I knew she wasn’t there. But I couldn’t stop moving. Scanning every face. Participant and Observer alike, because it wasn’t completely unimaginable that one of Ummi’s admirers had risen to a place of some prominence in the new Republic, and offered to save her life by marrying her, although the risk of wedding a well-known woman artist would have been considerable. I’d spent a decade standing still, never visiting any of our old haunts or otherwise hunting for her, convinced the risk was too great for both of us. Now I couldn’t stop moving. The actors on the topmost floors were masked, acting out mock-rapes and murders. My flesh crept as I hurried past, scanning body types, scouring exposed flesh for matching tattoos and finding none. On the twentieth floor I walked to the railing and stared down at the yawning gulf of screams and laughter and music and fevered, doomed joy.


  “Attendance is triple our projections!” Jeremy said, appearing beside me suddenly. I sniffed for sulfur but didn’t smell any.


  “And the night is young,” I said.


  Was he sweating? From fear, probably. Maybe he had created a monster. Across town there was a rival event, the First Annual Celebration of Christian Art & Values, where men and women wore modest clothes and listened to the safe, male voices of legal music. If Degradation Eve was a big enough success, and the Celebration of Christian Art & Values bombed, it would become an embarrassment. The Revived Republic might have dissident threats under control, but the halls of government were themselves a terrifying and unstable place. Power struggles, interfaction posturing. Bloodbaths still happened, from time to time, and an ambitious little backstabber could climb the ladder fast by making a big enough stink about an evening of government-sanctioned gender treachery. Heads might roll. Jeremy’s might. Mine might.


  “Are you having fun?” he asked. He was closer to me than he needed to be, and smiling unwholesomely. His victory, he thought, was nigh. Any minute now I would finally fumble, and he could destroy me.


  “Tonight isn’t about fun,” I said.


  “You should try to have fun, Clive. We may never have the chance again.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that. Sometimes I had felt sorry for Jeremy, back when he would come to meetings ill at ease inside the suit he was forced to wear at work, assuring us even as we called him out on his boss’s latest sell-out move that he could do work within the system that would complement what we did outside it. There had to be some internal flicker of genuine radicalism in there, at war with the cowardice that let him delude himself so extensively.


  From behind him, he produced two drinks. “Here’s to one last night,” he said, handing me one.


  I clinked my glass against his, but then I set it down on the railing. We were not in this together. I had something Jeremy didn’t have. I had this fire, Ummi’s fire, the flame of freedom, corny as it sounds. One day it would happen, an uprising, a collapse, and I would be ready for it, and men like Jeremy would end up against the wall.


  To tune him out, I turned up my earbug.


  This is the so-called freedom that women had back then. Freedom to wear provocative clothing, and to be assaulted for it. Freedom to go out after dark, where nothing good waited for them. Freedom to end a pregnancy, because liberal politicians peddled the lie that employment had more to offer women than motherhood.


  Still standing beside me, Jeremy pulled out his phone and doodled around on it. For a powerful closet case whose whole life had to be about fear of exposure, he was startlingly cavalier about using his swipe code in front of people. Then he shrugged apologetically, as if apologizing for ending the marvelous conversation we were not having, and put the phone to his ear and walked off.


  Watching him leave, I saw the blonde-braided little girl again. Sobbing now, watching snarling male actors hold a woman down. She tried to turn away, but her mother turned her back.


  I realized: if anyone had access to the kind of personal data that would help me figure out what happened to Ummi, it was Jeremy.


  For the next hour, I followed him. Staying far enough back that he’d never notice me. Watching him drink. Knowing he’d let his guard down sooner or later. Waiting for when I could snatch his phone.


  Three unmistakable guitar chords. A cheer went through the crowd.


  Donna Summer. “Hot Stuff.”


  “This song is doubly seminal,” Ummi once joked, drunk, when this song came on. “Seminal in that it’s hugely influential, and also in that it’s about semen.”


  I wanted so badly to hit the floor. To dance, to let myself go. But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t let Jeremy see me like that. The absurd, paranoid thought popped into my head: what if this is all for me? A Jeremy plan to get me to make the mistake he’d spent so long waiting for? The one that would let him destroy me like he destroyed Ummi? Ridiculous, of course, but hate is always ridiculous, and his hate for me had been pretty profound.


  It had happened so slowly. And then it had happened so fast. Telecomms down; rumors of coups and outbreaks; a nation terrified of the dark without the light of their cell phones.


  We may not know what’s going on, but we know what to do about it, someone said, in those early days of desperate, secret meetings. We take to the streets. I remember it being Ummi, but now I wonder if that’s not me aggrandizing my friend.


  We knew there were pitched battles happening in Washington D.C., and in some state capitals. We knew that their victory was by no means certain. We knew that the commissioner of the NYPD had already declared his allegiance to the new Republic, but that we still had a shot. So Ummi and I and a couple dozen of our most trusted activist friends started putting something together.


  And all of them vanished. All except me.


  I knew it was Jeremy. Somehow he’d sniffed it out, and traded the intel for one of the handful of Amnesties the fundamentalists dangled before known subversives and degenerates who helped them in those last, crucial months. Left me unscathed so suspicion within the movement would fall on me, which it did, which didn’t matter, because we weren’t a movement anymore, we were all scared rabbits hoping no one would come along to snap our necks. And then—boom. Ten years passed. Ten years of toiling in the Salt Mines, working from my Bronx basement apartment for the mandatory eleven hours a day. Scanning code for cracks in the Firewall of Jericho, which protected our people from foreign malware and accurate information.


  Back on the main floor, I followed the barely-remembered logic of hotel layouts to where I knew the offices would be. A cop saw me coming down the service hallway, came forward to block my path.


  “Evening, officer,” I said, not even tempted, after all these years of disciplined practice, to let my eyes wander to where his uniform cupped his package so precisely. Every month there were show trials for disobedience, with sentences including losing one hand, or one testicle. Nothing like a secret police force to keep everyone on their toes, including the actual police. “Jeremy around?”


  Was I really going to do this? Was I really going to steal Jeremy’s phone and use it to track down a subversive? Because if I did, I’d be kissing my ass goodbye. All those careful, careful years wasted. I’d be of no use to the eventual insurrection, dead or in prison. Or maybe sent to a Resettlement Zone, an open-air prison where Unrepentables picked cotton or gleaned scraps of food and tech from the mountain of garbage dumped daily over the wall.


  The cop shook his head. “Come back a little later.”


  “Will do, officer,” I said. I had to make eye contact to do it, and his were dazzling. Deep brown, framed in endless lashes. His jaw, bearded like a black seal’s pelt, sent blood to where there hadn’t been blood in a long time.


  Michael Jackson, when I got back to the main floor. “Billie Jean
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