
The Violet Furnace


Table of Contents

Title Page

◘ | Edward Martin III

A Black Bed Sheet/Diverse Media Book

Also by Edward Martin III

Dedicated to: | This book is dedicated to everyone who takes the time to keep things clean. If you have a moment, thank them. If you have two moments, be one. | Special thanks to Katrina Martin and Amber Bariaktari, who are both the truest needles of a heart’s compass.

Landing

Belly

FAQ

Steps

Snug

Wizard

Algorithm

Clocking

Routes

Obstacles

Guess

Babies

Bottom

Ascension

Horizontal

Moisture

Horns

Voices

Emptiness

Persistence

Maturation

Topside

Crown

Air

About the author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

◘



Edward Martin III




















[image: ]


The Violet Furnace

A Black Bed Sheet/Diverse Media Book

May 2024

Copyright © 2024 by Edward Martin III

All rights reserved.

Cover art by Nicholas Grabowsky 

and copyright © 2024 Black Bed Sheet Books

––––––––
[image: ]


The selections in this book are works of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission from the author.

ISBN-10:  1-946874-46-9

ISBN-13: 978-1-946874-46-7

​​​​

The Violet Furnace

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Black Bed Sheet/Diverse Media Book

[image: ]


Antelope, CA

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Also by Edward Martin III


[image: ]


The Blood-red Night of Hatchet Valley

Terror Stories from the Territories

Blood, Tooth, & Claw 

Tales from the Blinkspace 

Fully Functional

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedicated to:


This book is dedicated to everyone who takes the time to keep things clean. If you have a moment, thank them. If you have two moments, be one.


Special thanks to Katrina Martin and Amber Bariaktari, who are both the truest needles of a heart’s compass.


[image: ]


Also thanks to James Watt, who kept me honest.

​​​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Landing


[image: ]


Bobbi’s Bell 407 bucked at the last minute. Not a lot, but enough.

“Hey, careful,” said Glen. She glanced back. Glen was short and compact. Curly black hair and a face that always looked like it was trying to not laugh at a secret joke. He hovered over his patient protectively. Some poor guy, bright red hair. Glen looked like a gargoyle, hovering over the guy, and drawing out his life force. But just the opposite. 

“You got him okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, just... be cool.”

She turned back to the controls. “Sorry,” she said. “Just a little gust. I’ll be cool. Have you down in a sec.” This was true—it was the smallest bit of unexpected wind. Cooper Center was tall and the roof well above the rest of the buildings. Wind swirled around it like snapping fingers. Bobbi had to land on the higher platform, which made it just that much more difficult.

She spared a quick glance across the roof to the lower platform.

A Sikorsky S-76 squatted on the lower platform. Of course.

Lance. What a dick.

She shook her head and continued down. Light touch on the descent, a final little twist of English, and then... with the smallest bump... she landed the Bell.

A pair of attendants dashed out from the doorway, rolling a wheeled gurney. They lifted it over the short steps to the upper flight deck and skidded to a halt outside.

Bobbi shook her head. Stairs were a bad idea for so many reasons, but at least these guys managed. Maybe someday, Cooper Center would convert that to a ramp, after the hospital was fully running. For now, at least they had the capability to treat the broken ankles that were sure to come.

The attendant in the back ducked under the rotors, but the one in front didn’t. “And that’s how I know who’s new and who’s not,” whispered Bobbi.

Glen flipped the door open and the three of them moved the poor red-headed guy out and onto the gurney. He flailed his arms, as if that would help. Maybe he could secretly fly, or was trying to levitate himself. Either way, Glen reached out and brought those hands under control. Once you’re the patient who’s being secured and brought into a hospital, there’s very little that you personally can do to help your situation, especially by windmilling your arms. That ship has sailed. Last year, one of Bobbi’s transports managed to surprise everyone by lurching out of the helicopter on his own, and flailing around for nearly thirty seconds before he was ever-so-gently taken down. That was nerve-wracking mostly because people flailing around near helicopters is a situation that has many possible endings, few of which are terrific.

Bobbi cycled through the engine sequence, shutting down the helicopter for now. As each system and subsystem whined down, she listened carefully. It’s not just the engine noises—she knew that how things shut down revealed a ton of useful information also. But this time, thankfully, nothing unusual.

The attendants and Glen continued down the stairs and into the entrance.

No broken ankles. This time.

Percy chirped at her. On the seat next to her, she had constructed an elaborate open-topped cage for the piebald rat, and at this moment, he looked over the top of it at her.

“Yeah, soon as we can, we’ll head out,” she said. “Maybe when we get back, I’ll get you a piece of salami, for being good. You want that? Want some salami?”

Percy did, in fact, want a piece of salami and nodded his head vigorously.

“I thought so, little man,” said Bobbi.

The wooden sign on the outside of his cage used to read “Co-Pilot seating only,” but Percy had chewed through the middle enough that it read “Co-Pil eating only,” which Bobbi thought was much more appropriate. That said, half-chewed signage on a helicopter was generally frowned upon by inspectors. “We’ll have to make you a new sign,” she told Percy. “But I think it’s still okay to refer to each of us as ‘pills.’”

A few minutes later, Glen dashed back out, looking relieved.

He ducked into the helicopter. Bobbi appreciated Glen. He was efficient, cheerful, and no-nonsense about his work, and helped her keep on time for deliveries. His round happy face always cheered her up.

“You all good?” she asked.

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” he said. Glen strapped himself into his seat.

“Well, we gotta wait just a bit.”

“Why?”

She pointed with her chin at the big Sikorsky. “Lance over there already has permission to leave, so I have to wait until he clears before I can take off.”

Glen stared out at the other helicopter. “So...” he said, “I might not be a pilot or anything, but I can’t help but notice that his helicopter is not actually running.”

Bobbi leaned back and sighed. “Yeah, that’s the thing. There’s a technical issue with Lance’s bird.”

“What’s that?”

“The asshole’s in the front.”

Glen stifled a laugh. “Seriously, though, is there something wrong with his helicopter?”

“No, no, he does this kinda shit just to flex on me.”

“Is that legal?”

She shook her head. “Legality down here...? Well, it’s a nice thought, I guess. The legal issue is that he is scheduled to take off before me, so I have to wait. And he knows it. He doesn’t much like me, so he pulls this shit knowing that I have to sit here with my thumb up my ass while he can sweat me for a while. Now, what makes it annoying is that this fucks with you, too.”

“Well, yeah, I mean, I gotta get back.”

“True that, and I want to take you, but I can’t yet.”

They both stared out at the big helicopter for a long minute.

“Would it... would it help if I went out there and said something?” asked Glen.

“It wouldn’t,” she answered. “If you interjected, he would switch it up to being in Show Time mode. He would make up some officious doublespeak bullshit reason why he hasn’t started his engines quite yet. And then you would come back over here and just to be an extra dick, he would sit for even longer. Flexing on both of us is worth double points in his Little Dick Book of Points”

“So, we’re just gonna wait?”

Bobbi took a deep breath. “Nah, I’ll go shake his shit.” She unbuckled and opened her door. Then turned back and reached out a hand. Percy obligingly hopped up her arm and onto her shoulder.

“Me and Percy can probably convince him. Hang here a sec. I’ll be right back.”

She stepped out.

Percy switched over to her other shoulder. With a quick wiggle, the rat disappeared under Bobbi’s hair.

Bobbi looked up. The sky was clear and blue. The sun was warm on her face. “It’s just not cool,” she muttered to herself. Percy tapped her neck. “No, not you,” she said. “I’m sorry, Percy. I’m doing that imaginary conversation thing again. You are cool. Super cool. Being stuck on this roof is not cool.”

She walked down the steps toward Lance’s helicopter. In the cockpit, she could see him. He was focused entirely on his phone. “Oh, sure, I get it,” she muttered. “You’re just doing some last-minute weather checks. Totally reasonable. Totally justified. Dick.”

She walked directly under his side window.

Stood there.

“C’mon,” she said.

Lance remained focused on his phone.

“You know I’m here,” she said in a normal voice.

As if shocked at her appearance, Lance suddenly looked up and saw her.

He slid open his window and grinned.

A lot of moms are sure that their little baby boy is going to steal the hearts of all the ladies, but Lance’s mother had a knack of knowing it, and named him with exact precision. Lance was strong-jawed, chisel-featured handsome, with perfectly styled blond hair that gently curved just to his shoulders. He was a Nordic god who flew helicopters. Compared to him, Bobbi felt like a Transylvanian Rat Queen, but in her defense, that’s how she felt around everyone.

“Oh hey, Bobbi, are you here?” he asked. His perfect teeth gleamed. “Beach closed today?” And his hair. Bobbi could not understand how that man’s hair could be so exactly perfect. Like it was drawn by an artist. No man deserved hair that good, that luxurious, that perfect. Nordic god. Yeesh. Still a dick, though.

“You did not notice me landing?” she asked. “I mean, Lance, that’s one of those situational awareness things that can really matter.”

“Sorry, I was working. Logging my hours, deliveries, and such. You know how it is, right?” He glanced over at her Bell. “Oh, I guess maybe you don’t. And that is a tiny helicopter, you have to admit. Do you hand-start the rotor? Does it require any special certification, or can you fly that on a hobbyist drone license? You give any farmers free rides over their crops lately?”

“Oh, you come with all the right words, don’t you?” asked Bobbi. “Hey, I just want to get my guy back to his station, but as it turns out I can’t take off yet because someone has a lock.”

“Gosh, am I the holdup?” he said. His hands rose in mock shock. “I’m so sorry, I had no idea. Maybe I could wrap up my logging, and then I can clear off for you. I might have to quick-check the weather, but you know how that – Jesus Christ!”

Apparently, Percy had had enough of Lance’s nonsense and slipped out of hiding and curled around to Bobbi’s visible shoulder. At full height, Percy stood nearly seven inches tall, which brought him extremely close to Lance’s face.

“Is that a fuckin’ rat?!”

“Oh yeah,” said Bobbi. She reached up and rubbed a finger under Percy’s jaw. He leaned into it, bobbing his head with pleasure. “You haven’t met Percy yet. He’s my co-pilot. Keeps me company, helps with the navigation, and so forth. Maybe you should think about getting some sort of rodent on board, too. I mean, y’know, for company.”

Lance’s face was still a study in disbelief. “I’m not going to let vermin on my ship.”

“Oh, are you sure?” she asked.

Before he could reply, though, she continued. “I just want to get home. You want to get home. My paramedic wants to get home.”

Lance sighed. It was a mighty sigh, filled with so much feigned inconvenience.

“Okay, sure, okay. I’ll head out. You can go back to your... little crate over there, with your little pet whatever.”

“That would be awesome, thanks.”

Bobbi stepped away and Lance busied himself at the controls.

“And Lance?” she said. He looked up. “I know you’re real busy with whatever you’re doing on your phone, but if you want to hurry it up, using a valuable tip, stack the black ten over the red jack. That’s the right order.”

Lance sneered at her.

“Hey,” a voice behind her startled her. She turned and Glen was right there, in her space. “He gonna move it?”

“Yeah, though he’ll jerk around a bit more, because he’s all in a fuss.” She turned to head back to her helicopter.

Glen nodded, but his eyes glanced over her shoulder. “Hey, uh, what’s that?” he asked. “I realize this building’s all about the new construction, but that doesn’t look like anything.”

Bobbi turned back around.

Behind the Sikorsky, on the roof, was a series of low vents. Near the vents, something had spilled.

“Hm. I don’t know,” said Bobbi. “But now I’m curious.” Besides, we’re stuck here until Dingdong leaves, anyway.

They walked across the rooftop to the vents.

Four vents, about a foot high, lined up, pointed toward the center of the roof. From one of the vents, a thick mat of purple foam oozed.

“What the...?” asked Bobbi. “Is that foam? Some kind of fire retardant?” She had experienced several different kinds of fire-retardant foam in her life. Part of being her own mechanic at times. This didn’t look like fire foam, but she wouldn’t be shocked to find out the local building planners had accepted a lowball bidder on fire suppression. If that were the case, then none of this had to make sense. If there was any constant in the Universe, it was greed. Or stupidity. Maybe both.

Glen knelt down near it. “Not foam, no,” he said. “It looks dry. Like, I dunno, like some sort of chemical.”

“Don’t touch it!” said Bobbi.

Glen leaned back on his haunches. “I’m not gonna go touching some chemical,” he said. “What kind of idiot does that?”

He stood up and followed it away from the vent.

“Oh hey, did you see it over here?” he asked.

“It spread?” Bobbi gave the puddle a wide berth to come around to Glen’s side of things.

“Yeah, looks like it. And there it goes.” Glen pointed at the Sikorsky.

The chemical had wicked along a narrow crack in the rooftop cement, right to the back wheel of the Sikorsky. Additionally, the entire wheel was covered with the stuff, and it had crept up along the tail.

“What the hell?” asked Bobbi. She stepped closer. Squinted at the stuff on the tail. “C’mere, look at this.”

Glen stepped over.

“That look like a chemical to you?” she asked.

“It... it kinda looks like grass, like tiny grass. Or maybe some sort of mold or fungus.”

“But on metal?” Bobbi crossed her arms.

“I gotta get a picture of this,” said Glen. He whipped out his cell phone and snapped a few shots. “It looks kinda cool in the sunlight. Purple, but also little iridescent parts. Oh, like a sundew. Cool.”

“Okay, that’s nice, but also weird,” said Bobbi. She looked back up to the front of the helicopter.

“Glen, clear away from the tail rotor just in case he starts up. I’m gonna tell him, though. This is too weird.”

Bobbi jogged over to the cockpit of the Sikorsky again. Banged on the glass.

Lance slid it open. “I told you I’d be leaving,” he said. “You don’t have to harass me—”

“Just shut it and come out and look at this,” said Bobbi.

“Look at what?”

“There’s some shit growing on your tail, and specifically I mean the tail of your helicopter, not your own personal ass.”

“What?”

Bobbi waved her hands in the air. “C’mon, you haven’t even started the engine yet – you can afford to come out and do a safety check.”

Lance’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t trust you.”

Bobbi shook her head. “Like I give a shit. Come look at this.” She stepped away from the window.

With a last glare at her, Lance slammed the glass panel shut.

A second later, the side door opened and Lance stepped out. Now Bobbi could see him completely. Leather bomber jacket, white scarf, even goggles hanging around his neck. “Oh my god, you are a walking cliché!”

“Speak for yourself,” Lance said. “You’re the one flying a trashbucket Bell. So, what’s all this about?”

“It’s over here,” said Glen. Lance stepped over.

“Holy shit!”

“Yeah,” said Bobbi.

“It’s on my tail.”

“Yeah.”

“I mean, it got there in the last forty-five minutes. I did a Safety Check.”

“Yeah. Also, forty-five minutes ago and you still aren’t gone?”

He turned to her. “What the hell is it?”

Glen cleared his throat. “I think it’s some kind of fungus or something. Don’t touch it.”

“What’s it doing on my ship?”

Bobbi grinned. “Maybe it knew you needed a buddy.”

“Very funny,” said Lance. “This is crazy.”

“Wanna know what’s even crazier?” asked Glen. “Look more closely. You can see it growing.”

“On metal?”

Glen shrugged. “I guess so.”

Lance and Bobbi leaned in and looked. As they watched, the leading edge of the fungus slowly churned and unrolled more onto the tail skin.

“Jesus, it’s fast!” Lance stepped back, clearly freaked out.

“Smells weird, too,” said Glen.

Bobbi nodded. “Yeah, I was noticing something. Like cotton candy.”

“I don’t think you should eat it, though,” said Glen.

“Well, there go my plans for the afternoon,” said Bobbi. “What am I supposed to eat for lunch now?”

“But what about my helicopter?” asked Lance. “What am I gonna do about this shit on my helicopter?”

“Okay, so how about this,” said Bobbi. “You go ahead and close up and lock it down. That’ll probably keep it from going inside. Then we can get someone up here to find out what this shit is. After all...” She turned and pointed to the vents. “If it came out of this building, then someone inside the building must know what it is and if it’s safe. And how to get rid of it.”

Lance looked doubtful. “I could just take off,” he said.

“Are you really sure you want to?” asked Bobbi. “I mean, look at this – it’s already getting into the machinery.”

The fungus had crept between the body plates and into the rotor assembly.

“You start this up now, you’re gonna spray that shit everywhere,” she said. “Let’s find one of the pros from Dover to handle their own mess.”

Lanced sighed. “Well, okay.”

“Yeah, that’s good,” said Bobbi. “If it’s nothing, it’s nothing, but if it’s something, then you don’t want it in your ship.”

“Besides,” said Glen. “Look at this.” He pointed at the ground.

Clumps of the fungus had slipped from the metal skin of the helicopter and fallen on the rooftop. Although the main body of fungus continued spreading on the machine, each blob of fungus that dropped also expanded like ripples on a pond.

“Okay, so, that’s a big no thank you,” said Bobbi. “I’m gonna go find someone right now. This is so not cool, even though it’s not my helicopter.”

“Oh thanks,” said Lance. “It’s my helicopter, so that makes it better?”

“You’re insured,” said Bobbi. “For all I know, even against stuff like this.” She backed away from the Sikorsky, toward the roof entrance.

Lance and Glen followed. Lance’s eyes never left his helicopter. “We better hurry,” he said. “I don’t want that getting everywhere.”

By the time they reached the entrance, the fungus had spread a foot in all directions.
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Grady didn’t appreciate being sent up to the roof. Technically, not the roof, but it was just as much a distant job away from everyone else. His wife even warned him this morning: “Don’t go out there today and get all Mister Crankypants. We can work out whatever’s going on here with Joe, but you take that attitude to work and they’re gonna fire you.” He assured her that he wouldn’t be a Mister Crankypants today, and so of course the first thing he did was go full Mister Crankypants. On Randy, which was worse, as Randy was the foreman. Not Grady’s foreman, but the foremen all knew each other and if you sass one foreman, you basically sass them all. Grady knew, but Mister Crankypants did not. Unfortunately, Grady was in the position of cashing the checks Mister Crankypants wrote with his mouth. Didn’t seem fair.

Which is what got Grady downgraded to, essentially, “go work in the attic.”

“Jules, can you roll those racks to the side?” he asked.

Jules nodded and got to it. She was a good kid, especially for her age, and strong as an ox, but she had the same problem he had – which is why she was also stuck up here working instead of down with everybody else. Randy probably figured they would drive each other nuts, and maybe later they would, but right now, Grady and Jules were getting things done.

Cooper Center had a few floors operating, the rest of it was still under construction. The easiest way to deliver material and equipment right now was on the roof, which meant that the top floors ended up being both storage and a kind of garbage-drop for all the things everyone needed stored indefinitely. Right now, it was a storage for several miles worth of coiled cables and wires, ready to feed painstakingly through the building’s new-fangled veins and arteries. State of the art hospital needs state of the art wiring and state of the art everything else, he figured.

“What’s coming next?” asked Jules. “What’re we making room for?”

Grady shrugged. “We won’t know until it gets dropped off,” he said. “Just that as soon as it appears, it’ll be the most important thing ever and if there isn’t any room to store it, it’s our asses.”

Jules nodded and turned back to the wire spool racks. At least these had wheels. The stuff on five had just been dumped on the floor, which made it a huge mess. “It’s gonna take me a while,” she said. “Could you move this cleaner out into the hall, though? It’s giving me a helluva headache.”

“No problem, I’ll check back in a bit,” said Grady. He racked his brain trying to remember what was supposed to be delivered today. He knew about the couple of overflow patients; everybody knew about them. With floors one and two starting hospital operation, overflow was bound to happen. Bay Hospital might have been state of the art in 1972, but now it was just embarrassing.

He picked up a couple buckets of cleaner and stepped out into the hall. The main roof doors were a few yards down, and behind him were the half-dozen different storage blocks.

Just then, the doors swung open, admitting three people. Three people and their accompanying noise. Their voices chirped and overlapped each other.

“Hey,” he called out.

They stopped talking and stared at him.

“What are you doing up here?” he asked.

Grady stepped closer and recognized them. Well, he recognized two of them. Helicopter pilots. They were the ones who brought in this afternoon’s patients. The tall one, the blonde supermodel, he also did all the construction drops. Grady knew his face. And then the short woman who looked like she was part beef jerky. He didn’t know much about her, but she was another pilot. The third guy had a paramedic’s coat on, so Grady figured he was probably a paramedic. That was a genius stroke, of course.

“Aren’t you guys supposed to be gone after the drop-off?” he asked. “That was half an hour ago.”

“Have you been out there?” the tall pilot asked. Grady’s brain offered up a name: Lance. Right, Lance. What a name. “There’s some kind of spill on the roof.”

“A spill? From where?”

“Your roof vents,” the shorter pilot said. “Something coming out of this building.”

“Who do we need to report this to?” asked the paramedic.

Grady shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. The only thing that might have spilled on the roof would be coming from one of those helicopters. Everything else is below. Stuff don’t spill upward.”

“This stuff spills upward,” the short pilot said.

“And it’s growing all over my helicopter,” said Lance. “You gotta get someone out there to clean it up.”

“Do I look like a janitor?” asked Grady.

For much longer than expected, there was silence. Finally, the woman spoke. “Well, yeah,” she said. “I mean, I just assumed that’s why you’re up here instead of down lower, and you’re wearing overalls, and you’re carrying cleaning supplies.”

Grady took a deep breath and set the two buckets down. “Okay, well, I’m not. But I know some folks.” He glanced over their shoulders at the big double doors leading to the roof. “What kind of stuff are you talking about?”

“Come see for yourself,” said the paramedic. He gestured toward the door.

Grady stepped by. Swung open the double doors. “I swear to god if this is just shit leaking out of your helicopters, I’m going to make sure you all—oh!”

The fungus had spread down the steps toward the entrance.

“Oh man, it’s fast!” said Lance.

“This is what you’re talking about?” asked Grady.

“You know what it is?” asked the other pilot.

Grady shook his head. “Not a clue.” He stepped out onto the landing, toward the steps. He leaned down to look at the stuff.

A few years back, his daughter had picked up some doll, supposed to be a prince or king or wizard or whatever. What Grady remembered right then was the cloak this doll wore. It was fuzzy, like flannel, and deep purple. Little bits of glitter had been sewn into it, so that no matter how you looked at it or turned it around, the cloak would shimmer and sparkle. The toy eventually was mauled to pieces by the dog, but Grady remembered that cloak, because this stuff looked just like it. A fuzzy bed with sparkles.

He looked more closely. The sparkles were little droplets on the ends of stalks. So many of them!

Grady reached out the tip of his finger. It didn’t seem like something that might come from a helicopter, but Cooper Center was too new to have anything like this growing in it, so the helicopters were still the only possible candidate.

“I wouldn’t do that,” said the pilot. Grady just then remembered her name: Bobbi.

“Yeah,” the paramedic said. “We don’t know what that’ll do to you.”

“I think I’ll be fine,” said Grady. “What do you think will happen?”

At that moment, the fungal mat expanded slightly, nudging under Grady’s finger. Where he touched, the little sparkles died down, the little drops of fluid transferring from the fungus to his finger. He pulled his hand back and looked at the spot.

A wet streak of clear fluid marked his finger. As Grady watched, the fluid soaked into his finger.

“What the...?”

In a few seconds, the fluid was gone.

Grady shook his hand. Something didn’t feel right.

“You okay?” asked Bobbi.

“I think so, yeah... just not sure...” Grady rubbed his finger on the palm of his other hand and immediately realized that he couldn’t feel his own finger.

“Oh hey, it’s numb,” he said.

“Great, it’s probably some sort of neurotoxin or something,” the paramedic said.

“Maybe it’s like Icy Hot,” offered Lance. “Wouldn’t that be great, we discover something like that, just growing? We’d be rich.”

Bobbi and Glen stared at him for a second, then turned back to Grady.

“Please ignore him,” Bobbi said.

Grady stood and turned, but then stopped. His entire arm felt numb now. He looked at the group. “My arm’s numb,” he said.

For a fraction of a second, his brain kicked out a scenario. Maybe this fungus was incredibly toxic, like those frogs, or like a coral snake or whatever. And he would be dead in a few seconds. So all he could do was talk about that experience quickly.

“My whole arm’s gone numb,” he said. “There was some sort of fluid on it and it got in my finger and now
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