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Mike Allen has always been synonymous with the mysterious and the macabre. The name of his press, Mythic Delirium, gives us a tantalizing hint, a glimpse of the worlds he loves to create. His stunning, surreal book covers embody his vision and his multiple awards showcase the magnificence of his writing.


I’ve known Mike for over twenty years. It was he who looked me up when I vanished in 2005, to make sure I was still alive and writing. 


Mike is the friend who will give you cheerfully honest, patient, and immensely helpful advice for your prose and poetry. His kind critiques have shaped much of my work, even when I feel like I exhausted his goodwill. And he will remember your stories and poems, even years later.


As an editor, Mike is intricate and precise, his selections demonstrating an eye for excellent work in the genre, as exemplified by the Clockwork Phoenix anthology series and his journal Mythic Delirium.


His writing is exquisite and vivid, his worlds rich with brilliant detail. As a poet, his words shimmer through the pages like magic, seeping into you. They hold great depth and power.


Decades ago, Mike showed me what magnificence in a poem looked like. I saw firsthand how eloquently his words sang, woven seamlessly together in a sinister quartet at an orchestra. I marvelled at how rich the tapestry of his writing felt, the startling tactile sensation of the thick curtain, even when describing the grotesque right at the end. Whenever I see a Mike Allen poem, I always see magnificent poetry. Vivid imagery to startle and consume. 


After we had been friends for a good amount of time, we began a collaboration, a poem titled “Godbody,” that epitomizes beautiful language, something I only ever saw in Robert McCammon’s epic apocalyptic novel Swan Song. I learned how words can be used to create scenes so beautiful not only in their descriptions but in the words themselves.


Often, the most exciting books mix genres—poetry with fiction, science fiction with horror, myth with terror. In this age of instant gratification, it is a thrill for many readers to anticipate what the next page will bring, to keep guessing. This is my experience of reading a Mike Allen book.


In his latest collection, Slow Burn, Allen marries both poetry and fiction in a mind-bending blend of myth and horror. 


The images he paints with words are terrifying and mesmerizing, keeping you enthralled and unable to look away as he gently pulls you into his universe. 


The poem “The Fifth Horseman” demonstrates this perfectly:






skyscrapers shedding mold-black chunks,


red rot unveiled beneath






In “The Sacrifices,” this picture still remains imprinted in my mind:






Ankle-deep in concrete, we became


a ring of pillars, living dolmens.






Irony plays a part in the poems and stories of Slow Burn. Regard the poem “The Strip Search”:






The Gate said “Abandon All Hope.”






I thought I’d tossed all my hope away, 


but when I stepped through the Gate, it still pinged. 


One of the guards slithered out of its seat, 


snarling as it drew forth a wand. 


C’mere, it hissed, 


it seems you’re still holding out hope.






Sometimes Mike uses metafiction in his stories to great effect. In the title story “Slow Burn,” the protagonist Aaron Friedrich sounds suspiciously like Mike himself: 






Aaron Friedrich, publisher, editor and sole journalist of the online-only Owlswick County Observer, leaned close and squinted as the grainy security camera footage flashed to white.






Mike’s mastery of his craft is clear in his openings. In “This Rider of Fugitive Dawns,” Mike shows us how to begin a story with a powerful hook:






The ancients huddled below my window, their narrow backs bent double, gray skin stretched taut over knobby spines and splayed ribs. The ochre ghosts that rode them raised smooth faces to look at me.






Mike is best known for transforming worlds of the grotesque and macabre into things of beauty, no more perfectly seen in his short story “The Green Silence”:






Whenever Violet goes dormant, Gerry pines for her with a skin-peeling, meat-dissolving hunger he does not dare express.






A fair warning: descriptions grow more visceral as the story progresses. If you have a delicate stomach, do not read this while eating.


For me, Mike’s greatest strength is his poetry. Consider this beautiful opening to “The Dream Eaters”:






When a dream achieves substance and shape, 


condenses from the fog that forms 


our collective unconscious, starts to 


quiver, stretch its limbs, open its throats 


to test its many voices, it also becomes edible.






The stunning imagery in “Astynome, After” is a showcase of his mastery: 






The Fates persist in fractal layers,


the tapestry they weave 


spreads fingers, grips skeins






It ends with an unforgettable scene:






… We 


will wind my new fate 


full frontal, we will brave 


Ptolemy’s wobbling spheres, 


hopping from disk to disk, 


and at the edge of the universe 


we’ll pay the Moirai a call, 


you keep them talking 


while I transmute their spun wool 


into a gunpowder fuse.






With that, I will hold you back no further. Step into worlds of horror and myth filled with conflicted protagonists and wily antagonists doing objectionable things.


Ready? Now, turn the page.
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The windows breathe in this place, the ancient 


time-thinned panes flexing out and in, 


the reflections of the rooms ever shifting, slipping, 


tricking your eyes, your own face unrecognizable 


as you peer in the glass, vainly seeking a glimpse 






of Outside. 






Unseen, the eaves of this house ever howl, screaming 


when the wind blows and when it slumbers; 


and darkness forever ascends the stairs, rising 


from the depths to snuff the lamps of any 


who dare descend; ignore the sounds you hear 


as you grope in the pitch black, and carefully count 


the landings, or you may not find the floor you seek, 






or any other. 






The old timbers that form these floors 


always creak, whether trod upon or not; it’s best 


to believe the footsteps that follow you 


from room to room are merely the protests 


of the house as it shifts; the hungry shuddering 


groans no more than the complaints of aging wood. 


Sometimes a door opens on a soft, sloping hall, 


rounded, glistening, so much like a gullet. 


Another trick of the eyes, perhaps; still 


it may be wise to shut that door and wait, 






or find another way. 






Some come invited to this place; others trespass, 


or so they think; some have lived here all along 


and never knew it; some learn too soon or too late. 


And me? I am no more than I seem, bent and shriveled, 


with cataracts, quavering voice, a dodderer, a servant, 


a guide to ensure your ordeal here ends no later 






or sooner than it should.
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The stout woman behind the cash register stares without smiling as Audra stammers through her request.


This front room with its age-warped glass and wholesome brick, with its bolts of brightly patterned fabric and pegboard hooks weighted with packs of beads, lines up not at all with the whispers of oxy and meth supply chains that end and begin within this building.


A square of sunlight frames a stack of bed sheets printed with grinning, bespectacled animals boarding a school bus. Audra’s gaze flits from bauble to bauble as she speaks.


Before Audra finishes, the cashier’s stony exterior melts enough for her mouth to bow into a scowl.


Audra hasn’t seen Russell in eight days. A couple years ago she gave up on aiming her grandson’s life toward the light, and scaled down her hopes to just keeping him alive long enough to reach full adulthood in spite of his terrible choices. Legally, yes, he was on the verge of adulthood, but there wasn’t anything like a grown man rattling around inside the skull swathed by that wavy red hair. He needed more time.


Russell claimed that a gang of younger toughs from southeast Hillcrest had it in for him because they’d caught him selling in their turf. Audra doesn’t believe Hillcrest is large enough to spawn real gangs, and some of the boys he named to her are friends of his, or they were, back when they were all in junior high.


Those boys are missing, too.


Audra stops talking. Her question dangles over silence.


The cashier does not stop scowling even as she tugs her apron straight. Concealed in a rumple until that moment, the name maude, sewn into the garment, stretches into clarity across her chest. “Why do you think I’d know a single thing about a bunch of bad apples from the city?” She waves toward the tables stacked with sewing supplies, the message embedded in her gesture: Ain’t nothing here they want.


“I never said you did.” Audra dredges up her courage. “But I’ve reason to believe somebody here would.”


Late last night, Audra attempted in her own special way to peer into this building, a former schoolhouse converted to a craft shop. She soared above the hills, descending from silvery heights in a form that physical barriers could not keep out. What she saw, when her dark-feathered head phased ghost-like through the roof, confused and unnerved her. Where even in her altered state she should have perceived floors and foundation, an abyss screamed.


The cashier’s stare flattens, loses sharpness, though Audra cannot deem it blank. The woman tilts her head ever so slightly as if listening, though the only sounds beyond Audra’s breath and pulse come from the clacking of the beaded curtain that veils the entrance to the next room.


“Well,” the cashier drawls. “Someone does want to talk to you. Follow me.”


Maude leads Audra through the curtain, out into a hall and down a flight of stairs to the basement. Carpets stitched with hyper-detailed images of jungle animals and floral lattices hang on crisscrossing clotheslines, this method of display partitioning one immense room into an exotic maze.


“Wait there,” the cashier says, pointing to a folding chair that crouches beside a drafting table. On the floor next to the chair stretches a long wooden bin filled near to the brim with buttons, their many shapes and colors a hundredfold more distracting than the packages hung on hooks in the front room. The carpets sway as the cashier steps backward into all-concealing shadow.


Confused by Maude’s disappearance, Audra cranes her neck, turns her head, wondering where her escort went, and nearly capsizes her chair at the sight of the massive, balding, pony-tailed man who has taken a seat in front of the table, not four feet away. She never saw him enter the space. He regards her with one brown eye and one green eye. The checkered blue shirt he wears must be made from enough fabric to double as a tent. Though his features are rounded, not chiseled, his upper arms look thick as tree trunks.


In her startlement she almost reveals her true self to him. The thought of what he might reveal in return keeps her in check. Her niece Leanne shares the traits that make Audra special, and the words Audra has tried to drill into that fool girl’s head return to save her at that moment. There’s things worse than men just waiting for one of us to slip up.


She’s still clutching at her chest as he shares his soft wisp of a voice. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” Even sitting down, he looms over her. Audra has long been used to men literally looking down on her, even Russell is almost two heads taller, but this man could hide a barrel of Russells within his frame. “I hear you’re asking after some acquaintances?”


Audra catches her breath long enough to remember her spiel. “I have a list of names.” She puts fingers in the front pocket of her purse. “Some boys who might have come in here—”


“Boys? In my shop?” The patronizing smile that warps the moon of his face nauseates her. “Only when they want to cause trouble.”


A coal kindles in her stomach, but she manages an off-hand laugh. “Some of them are like that.”


“Aren’t they all.” The shopkeeper shrugs. “A group of hooligans did sneak in here, or they tried anyway, about a week or so ago.”


Audra’s heart quavers like a mockingbird trill. She did not disclose to the cashier that her own grandson was among the missing, and every instinct tells her not to toss that morsel to this colossus. Instead, Russell’s merely one name on the list. She unfolds the note, preparing to read.


“Oh, I didn’t get their names,” he says, before she can even start. “Could you ID them if you saw them?”


“You have them on video?” She didn’t spy any cameras inside or outside the building, but her next question lodges in her craw, because the shopkeeper has undone his collar and started to unbutton his shirt. “What are you doing?” she stammers, as he exposes his chest and reaches into the gap like he intends to pull a gun out of a concealed holster.


At that same moment, a croak-screech like that of a frightened, wounded crow scrapes from somewhere too far off to make any sense if the source lay within this gloomy chamber. Audra’s heart leaps into her throat. “Sir, I’m very uncomfortable—”


What he pulls out resembles a lengthy twist of towel. One end remains tucked into the opening in his shirt. The longer she stares at it, the more leathery it looks. The end he grips swells and stretches. Maybe he’s working his fist into it, splaying his fingers, she can’t quite tell. Abruptly she realizes she’s regarding a teen boy’s sparsely stubbled face.


“He look familiar?” the shopkeeper asks. “Oh, I see he does.” Misinterpreting her gasp as one of recognition.


She shakes her head in denial of both his conclusion and what she’s witnessing.


He tucks the twisted rag back into his shirt and pulls forth another. “How about this one?”


This time, despite the sags and stretches, when the face expands Audra does recognize the boy: Dougie Melcher, used to visit Russell every week when Russell was ten and Dougie was eight, a buck-toothed imp with a sweet grin and a predilection for slipping into forbidden rooms and scouring drawers and dresser-tops for things like loose change. About the time he reached high-school age, Dougie turned on Russell, following along with the crowd that cast her grandson out.




Her gut urges her not to acknowledge Dougie, though perhaps her widened eyes already gave the game away.


“How about this one, then?”


The same process, one limp husk tucked away, a new one drawn out, and Audra recognizes this one too: Jeremy Johns, another former friend of Russell’s, another sweetheart turned mean. She shakes her head.


The man regards her with dispassion as he produces another, and another. That fifth time it dawns on Audra that her host has no fear of showing her these gruesome skins because he has no intention of allowing her to leave.


The face of Moochie Repperton dangles from the shopkeeper’s saucepan-sized fist. One side of the enormous man’s mouth curls upward a millimeter. “Mrs. Whorley, you’re not doing much to help me narrow down this search.”


“I haven’t seen anyone I’m looking for yet,” she says as if his disgusting method of jogging her memory doesn’t faze her at all—even though her heart is jumping.


That smile deepens. “They recognize you, though. Have nice things to say about you, even.”


“They do?” Audra’s heart jumps faster. “When did you speak to them?”


“Mrs. Whorley, you can’t possibly be that stupid.” And that’s when it hits her that he’s addressed her by name twice without her having shared that information. “Moochie, tell Mrs. Whorley what you think of her.”


“You’re a sweet old lady,” says Moochie’s voice, not much lower than it was in childhood. “You sure deserve better than Rusty.”


Audra shrinks back, the feet of her chair scraping the floor. This creep performed some sort of ventriloquist trick. “You stop that! What a horrible thing to say!”


“Mrs. Whorley, your mother hen instincts are darling. They almost make me regret that you chose to come here. You need to pay a bit more attention.” The shopkeeper raises his fist, shakes the thing dangling in its grip, which blinks and locks eyes with Audra. It’s Moochie’s head, plumped out with flesh and bone and fully alive, yet instead of a neck, twists of leathery flesh trail back to the gap in the shopkeeper’s shirt. Audra once saw a photo of an ancient sculpture, some Greek hero holding up the head of Medusa. This is exactly like that.


“What Rusty says about you is worse, ma’am,” says Moochie, as if they were chatting at the kitchen table. “He’s always like, my mamaw won’t let me do this, my mamaw won’t let me do that, she’s a dried-up old hag, she still hates my dad and takes it out on me, she makes me wish I hadn’t been born.”


A hissing rises from the bin full of buttons, but she can’t concentrate on that because Moochie’s words slice like a serrated edge into bone. How to absorb such a cruel statement from a head dangled like a sack of fruit—her mind is trying to avoid focus, to hone in on the most insignificant details rather than accept the grotesquerie before her eyes. That statement couldn’t be true. Hate doesn’t fill Russell like that. Sure, he gets surly with her sometimes, but so did Charmaigne when she was the same age. Audra has worked so hard to keep her temper in check, she never ever wanted to drive Russell away. She can’t keep the world out, no matter how badly she wishes she could, but she can offer him respite from it.


“You’re young and hearty for a grandmother, you’d likely be quite upset to learn the dirty things these nasty boys think about you. Probably even more upset to learn what else they’ve gotten up to.” The shopkeeper stands, a monument to terror, Moochie’s head still clutched in one hand. Audra spies how the skin of Moochie’s forehead and the shopkeeper’s fingertips meld, no seams visible between them. “All your best efforts, all that slaving away in the cafeteria with a net over your hair and boss after boss speaking to you like a subhuman, and despite everything your grandson was going to turn out just like your daughter, or even worse, just like her boyfriend, and come to an even more horrible end than they did.”


Audra stares into Moochie’s moist brown eyes. “Where is Russell?”


Moochie answers, “He got out of line too many times, ma’am. We brought him here to straighten him out.”


Despite her mind’s best efforts at defensive denial, the pieces click together. That head in this monster’s hands isn’t some kind of puppet. She manages to shape her scream into words. “What have you done to him?”


Moochie’s head shrivels up into the shopkeeper’s arm, a grape drying to a raisin in fast-forward. The huge man’s voice rises in authentic puzzlement or a mockery thereof. “You don’t know already?” Her silence inspires him to produce another condescending smirk. “How about I show you?”


That arm gropes for Audra and her panic overpowers every ingrained instinct. All disguise jettisoned, she spreads wings and talons. Her surroundings alter so alarmingly that in the next instant she is flesh and blood again, standing with her back against one of the hanging carpets, the threads tickling her through her blouse as if the entire surface teems with ants.


The shopkeeper’s extended hand glitters, paused to hover above the chair where she was sitting the instant before. He asks her what she’s been too shocked and tongue-tied to ask him. “What are you?”


Even if she was inclined to answer, her mind is paralyzed by shock. Since she was nine, she’s been aware of others like her, gifted or cursed with two bodies, one grounded in the world of flesh, the other grounded in the far more dangerous world of spirit. Her grandmother sussed out what she was and shared what she could about how to survive. Audra in turn saw it in her niece, Leanne. Not in her brother, or her daughter, or her grandson. It don’t choose everyone in a line, Audra’s grandmother said.


Like Audra herself, Audra’s grandmother followed the form of the raven. Leanne follows the form of the blue jay, which Audra still can’t conceive of as kin to ravens and crows, though apparently they are. Many other spirit folk exist, with spiders by far the most dangerous, but Audra has never seen or even heard of anyone or anything like this monster in the fabric store basement.


The crawling carpet against her back flexes and curls, attempts to envelop her. Hopping forward puts her back in the shopkeeper’s reach, and as he grabs for her again, his fingers expand. It looks as if the skin around his bones is unrolling like tissue paper.


She becomes raven, doesn’t phase back, her wings wider than a Cadillac is long, her substance pure spirit, unimpeded by cloth, wood and cement. What was a basement opens into a hellscape. Dante’s very inferno yawns below her, glittering with microscopic malevolent stars that leap like fleas from level to level and layer to layer. There are so, so many layers that form the slopes of this funnel.


Shrieks congeal in a single phrase, What are you? and it is the entirety of the pit that shapes this question, a throat that leads to the bottom of the world.


Good to see you again, ma’am, says Moochie. There he is, flattened like roadkill, sliding into the wall of the funnel, and Audra looses a human-sounding scream as she comprehends what the infinite sheaves and stacks of papery leather embedded in the funnel wall really are. Hides. Souls. Both at once. Her Russell is somewhere in that throat, crammed in among thousands of others, a single file of skin and agony misplaced in a nightmare cabinet.


She cries Russell’s name, but how can he hear her over the screaming of his fellow prisoners? She can’t bear the thought of the troubled boy she sheltered and raised ending his existence in this trap, not after she worked so hard to fill the wounds his father tore open with the gun he used on Charmaigne, then himself. She draws her wings closer and plunges.


From all sides of the funnel the bright motes spray toward her, hurtle through her, she can feel them questing, parasitic mites seeking purchases in her feathers, yet she is spirit and they fall right through her, just as they should—but their passage burns like hot wire.


The throat addresses her. We vibrate on different frequencies, Mrs. Whorley. When I reach the right station I’ll take you apart and find out all the how and why of you. The motes leap at her in hordes, their fury riddling her through.


The pain is nothing compared to what her pain will be if she abandons Russell to this place.


Another voice, smaller, to her left and below: no you’re going the wrong way


Her black eyes spy Dougie Melcher’s face herniating from the wall like a balloon forced partway through a mail-slot.


Help me find him! she cries.


His words spill in a jumble but she discerns every one.


he’s not here he escaped that’s why Lenahan took us all he flew away and he made us pay we hurt him bad but he flew so high get me out I’ll help you find him


Dougie’s face peels apart, all the cut paper pieces slurped back into the wall. The funnel emits a new noise, a roar vomited from the vaults of the earth that rapidly heightens in pitch as the funnel constricts, striving to lodge her in these depths, to choke on her.


She beats her wings, working to lift herself out of the pit, through the roof of the shop and into the spirit world’s silvery sky. The predatory motes shower and sear her, a rain of embers. She has plummeted so much further than she realized. The closer the opening gets, the smaller it shrinks.


The monster that is both shopkeeper and hellmouth still hasn’t found her frequency, but as she nears the top of the funnel, the walls close in to the point where her wingspan sweeps through them, phase through the people crushed in those layers, and she’s blinded by an avalanche of memories not her own, hundreds of lives spanned out over decades, all of them terminating in an encounter with that leviathan and his collection of buttons that aren’t buttons at all.


he flew


Hope against hope buoys her as she pulls her wings free of the mire of agony and propels herself higher still. She phases through the shop’s first story, through the second, phases through the roof, the monster baying its frustration below her.


we hurt him bad


She never saw any sign that Russell was born with a spirit form. But maybe it was there, buried deep, activated by sheer survival instinct when those boys brought him here and tried to feed him to the beast.


but he flew so high


A soul-searing cry wrenches from her lungs of its own accord, for all those below she cannot save, a foolish noise that could summon predators as terrible as the one ditched below, monsters that would be on her frequency.


A croak-screech in response, the same one she heard before, far, far above.


Far more luck than skill or parental instinct brings her right to him. She praises God, praises the denizens of the Silver City, whether or not they had anything to do with it.


Impossible passages bore through the sky of the spirit world, and by some miracle Russell lies within one, more spirit than flesh, wounded in both shapes, his black Scorpions T-shirt crusted blacker with blood. More blood stains the substance that forms the passage floor.


She inspects his wound. It’s long and ragged. She thinks of the spear from the Gospel of John that pierced Christ’s side, those words about the water and the blood from that gruesome hymn she was made to sing every Sunday when she was a girl.


Surely his transmutation is what keeps him alive. In the spirit world, he is a crow, smaller than she but still a burden. She has never tried to carry anything so heavy in raven form, she doesn’t know if she can get him down.


Were he to revert fully to flesh, it would be his death—though still a better fate than what his former friends intended for him. They were consumed in his place, and consumed by their petty hate and awful addiction well before then.


If she can save him, they will have to leave Hillcrest. The shopkeeper won’t be content until he—it—has them in his collection.


Though the notion terrifies her, she knows that she will have to leave him here alone. He needs water. She needs thread and needle. He needs the wound cleaned and closed. She can’t be certain it will help, but she has to try.


She enfolds Russell in her wings. His breathing calms. She longs for a few hours of peace, to rest, to think, to plan, or simply to be with her grandson if this is all the time they have left.
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No one loved time like Milton Chesterfield.


He loved dates, regardless of what events they marked. He loved all the times of day: dusk and dawn, noon and midnight. He loved the weeks and the months, especially the leap-year fluctuations of February. He loved minutes and he loved all of the hours.


He wound watches of all sizes and colors and wore them, bands of mechanical wonder stacked from his wrists to his elbows that thrilled as their ticking vibrated his body.


His eyes met mine, full of eager gleam. “Do you want to know the time? In Dublin, Paris, Cairo, Beijing?”


“My watch’s microchip can tell me that,” I replied “I don’t need sixty different watches.”


“Ah, but you have forty radios at home, all tuned to different stations.”


“That’s different,” I protested. “It’s faster than turning the dial.”


“It’s faster to glance at my arms than fiddle with tiny buttons.”


“But why should you want to know the time in Tokyo or Timbuktu?”


“Because there’s time everywhere. I mustn’t lose track of it.”


“What’s the time at the South Pole?” I demanded. “You know, where all the time zones converge? It must be every possible time all at once.”


Milton clutched his head.


The next time I saw Milton Chesterfield, he was wearing shorts. From his ankles to his knees were more watches, evidently with extra links in the bands, or much longer straps adapted from belts. Even more formed a collar—all the time in the world spinning him from head to foot.


I couldn’t help myself. “What time is it at Mount Olympus on Mars?” I asked him.


He staggered, aghast; and clutched at his chest.


Ticker trouble. He’d need a pacemaker now.


I went home and turned on all my radios at once.


And I felt like God.
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Gerry’s apartment contains only three rooms—a bathroom, a bedroom, and a combination living room and kitchenette—and he paces from one to the other to the other, hoping that Violet will stir. She does not stir.


Whenever Violet goes dormant, Gerry pines for her with a skin-peeling, meat-dissolving hunger he does not dare express. When he goes to work at the plant, and shuts the door to his office, he sits before a desk piled with blank papers, arranged so that his back is to the door, thus no one peering in the little window sees how he chews, chews, chews on nothing. He moves the blank papers from one stack to the next with urgency, to discourage interruption until he can escape and return to Violet.


If he did not pace through his rooms, he would regard her featureless face for hours, or rather, the cauliflower-textured cowl that hides whatever is gestating within her head. 


So he paces, even though he grows out of breath, his ragged panting sometimes drowning out the alto buzz of the dying refrigerator. As he paces, he turns over the most nagging question, whether he should leave Violet be to spurt and bloom naturally, or whether to accelerate her.


His knees ache as if injected with acid as, well past midnight but not yet to the wolf’s hour, he collapses in the chair beside the sofa where Violet lies. Yet he cannot rest, his heels bouncing as impatience wars with disappointment.


Violet has progressed. Yesterday the thick cowl split down the middle of her face to reveal vestigial nostrils. When he first spied those, hopes of a reunion arriving as soon as that morning made his pulse surge, his mouth water. But as he observed the doughy, uncooked texture of the exposed flesh above and below, no hints of teeth or eyelashes, that hope drained away.


Incapable of resisting the impulse, he tortures himself with memories of Violet awake and ambulatory. Blonde and stout, given to uplifting peals of laughter, ripping hair from his legs or beard without warning. Blue-eyed and brown-skinned, insulting him to his face as he pounded inside her. Towering and broad shouldered, possessed of hefty breasts and a bell-ringing left hook. Pale and fanged, refusing to reveal whose blood stained her clothes. A woman-shaped congeries of gossamer strands, weaving into and out of the cracks in the drywall, her movements like a breeze disturbing a grave.


Heels drumming the floor, he lifts the blanket to regard her body, finds no surprises. The cocoon that encases her from the throat down is even thicker than the cowl that swathes her head, giving her a shape somewhere between an oversized, legless beetle grub and a gigantic crinkle-cut fry. Gerry once passed a sleepless night by a dormant Violet’s side eating from a bucket filled with both those things, an ill-thought out placebo to pacify his bottomless, passionless lust. Even the memory churns the contents of his stomach.


He has spent so many nights like this with her during her dormancies. Once they come to an end, once the new limbs break free, once her renewed torso reveals its shape, his joy is always such that he forgets the intolerable agony of the wait. Yet this wait has gone on so much longer, many days more than he can recall the process ever taking. 


He attempted to accelerate her once, the third month after he brought her into his home. That had not gone well, but he had not understood the best practices for acceleration. That was no longer true. He has devoted his thousands of hours of pacing to meditation on the process. 


Leaning closer, making mental note of the contours implied by her cowl, a narrower head, sharper cheekbones and chin, he finds his resolve, presses both agitated feet to the bare floorboards and stands. Practically skipping into the bathroom, he crouches beside the clawfoot tub. From the shadow beneath its massive mildew-grayed porcelain bowl, he slides out the incubator cabinet. Within their plastic-covered niches, the cabinet’s inhabitants wriggle.


The phone shrieks. Gerry cracks the crown of his head against the tub lip. The impact has the effect of amplifying the phone’s shrill as if someone has turned up a volume knob. Beneath the piercing ring, the phone rumbles his name, a deep and angry underscore. He does not dare ignore it, even though it means leaving the incubator cabinet in the open. The pain dizzies him, so he crawls to the kitchen counter.


Woozy, vision doubled, he perceives the base of the phone swelling like a frog’s throat as it rumbles his name again. He fumbles the receiver to his ear. “What do you want from me?”


A tiny, tinny voice. “Gerry, why haven’t you been to work?”


“Paul?” Gerry groans, an anxious worm twirling in his guts. “I told you. I don’t work for you any more. I work for the plant now.”


“Yes you do, Gerry. You will always work for me.” 


Gerry’s pulse hops and thumps in an odd place, just behind the flap of his right ear—especially odd as he has the receiver pressed to his left ear. It takes a tremendous act of will for Gerry not to scream his response. “Paul, you should leave me alone.”


“Not possible. We’re in this together.” The flutter behind his right ear turns wet, like a cat’s tongue rapidly licking. “Even when you don’t show up, you’re still working with me, working on me, working me.” Paul’s voice grows breathy with exertion and excitement. “But you need to show up. You need to concentrate harder. To press harder, squeeze harder.”


As the need to scream yields, Gerry crushes an urge to gag. “Paul, I am going to hang up now. You remember Violet? She hasn’t had breakfast yet. I need to cook her breakfast. I have to start now to have it ready on time.”


Paul gasps. “Violet! I need her back to work too! I need her—”


The phone wobbles from the force as Gerry slams the receiver back in its cradle. The dial rotates of its own accord in order to spin back into place with a hiss of rebuke. Gerry regains his feet, looms over Violet without seeing her, his fury at Paul’s intrusion throbbing in his neck and temples.


A clatter in the bathroom snaps him out of it. “Breakfast,” he says.


All the noise must have agitated the inhabitants of the incubator. Gerry hurries back to find that the entire cabinet has edged out further into the light, and he can’t help but imagine that the beings inside are as eager for Violet’s emergence as he is. 


“Breakfast,” Gerry says. He will accelerate Violet, because he has to warn her about Paul. Between his lingering woozinees and his rattled nerves he can hardly see or think straight, so rather than trying to select a single denizen then and there, he retrieves the entire incubator from the zigzag-tiled floor.


A twitch in the mirror snags his gaze. The most unwanted of possible pimples bulges behind and beneath his right ear, an eyeless miniature doppelganger of Paul’s round, jowly face, its mouth slightly parted beneath the reddened skin that stretches over it. The mindless expression could be comatose or orgasmic.


“Disgusting,” Gerry grunts. “I’ll deal with you next. I don’t work for you anymore.”


Again he looms over Violet, this time seeing her. Maybe the proximity of the wooden incubator tray full of accelerants will inspire her flesh by proxy. As the beings in the bins wiggle and vibrate, he watches for some sign of synergy, a hint to help select which accelerant her slumbering soul might prefer. Despite the airtight seals of their plastic containers, the beings sense Violet’s nearness, raising a susurrus of invertebrate tap-dancing.


The phone shrieks, a child’s high-C howl of terror. Small sharp teeth pierce Gerry’s right earlobe. He screams. He jumps. He upends the cabinet. Clear containers burst like bubbles all over the sofa, all over Violet. At least a dozen accelerants swarm into the crack in the cauliflower cowl, vanish into her vestigial nostrils. Six times that many scuttle under the blanket. He yanks it away to see tails, legs, stingers, spinnerets vanishing into newly-bored holes in the cocoon husks. He scrabbles to recapture the ones still unsubmerged but they thrash against his grip and bite his fingers. 


Though he could not perceive overlapping layers and gaps in Violet’s cocoon, the accelerants find them and slither between them, a scene akin to a hundred undersea creatures retracting into hidden crevasses. 


She twitches, a full-body click-beetle flex.


Spikes erupt through the cowl coating her face. Beneath, there are more spikes erupting from spikes erupting from spikes, a fractal blossoming. The spikes lose their rigidity, curl and stretch. At their tips, organs and objects come into existence spontaneously: toenails, typewriter keys, compound eyes, radio dials, chameleon tongues, squid teeth, dew claws, cloaca. 


Between one blink and the next, Violet’s cocoon bursts, shards flying with the speed of glass shattered by a bomb. They flay Gerry’s forearms as he shields his face. He slams into the refrigerator, which roars a death rattle. Decaying bodies. Fruiting bodies. Bodies of work. Bodies in labor. Suppurating bodies. Desiccating bodies. Dissected bodies. Antibodies. 


Violet’s multi-jointed or completely boneless limbs catch him up, hug him close, coiling and coiling and coiling, pinning his arms, spreading his legs apart. Tips hard as fangs push into the wounds in his forearms, up between his thighs. He screams in pain and shock and she fills his mouth and plugs his throat, his tongue slapping uselessly against a column that tastes of blood and raw river silt. He gags. He vomits. Violet pushes further into his throat, his chest cavity. His struggles only prove how thoroughly he is immobilized.


She compresses his neck from both the outside and the inside. Paul whispers behind his ear. Yes yes yes YES yes yes yes 


When the load of pain in his lungs and capillaries and eyes presses past the edge of intolerable she releases the pressure enough to let air and blood through, allowing him a quick, choked exhale and inhale before compressing him again. Except he isn’t gasping on his own, when she loosens her grip inside and around his neck, she squeezes his belly hard, forces his diaphragm to shove air out and suck it in. She controls him completely, squeezing him to the brink of death without allowing him to die, yes crushing yes crushing yes


The obstruction dislodges, and Gerry spews an oversized chunk of gray and red gristle onto the china plate. Violet’s arms uncouple from his abdomen.


She hisses in his ear, unamused. “Good thing this meat didn’t cost us anything.” Small teeth nip his earlobe in reproach.


He would yelp in pain but he’s still wheezing, his blocked airway thirsty for oxygen. A large bug emerges from the meat hunk-cum-thwarted assassin and proceeds to carry the meat off the table. Either that or the chunk itself has grown legs. Gerry points, but Violet mistakes the meaning. “You want another bite already? You must really be hungry.”


Paul’s droll laugh runs razors along Gerry’s nerves. “You never can get enough, Gerry.”


Throat aching inside and out, Gerry draws in a deep, refreshing breath before taking in the dinner scene. The dish at the center combines broad crispy leaves with fried flowers and a meat that’s tubular like sausage. Paul, seated to Gerry’s right, has his cherub cheeks bunched into a leering smirk. He lacks the hypertension-red complexion he usually sports. He’s either making a show of staring Gerry down with eyes half-lidded or unusually tired and unable to hide it.


Violet is dressed to entertain, her skirt and blouse fitting tight, tight, tight, their fabric multiple shades of gaze-grabbing red. Multiple meanings of entertain seem to be signified.


Returned to her seat, Violet aims a haughty gaze of her own Gerry’s way, her thin but brightly rouged lips forming a line of disapproval. “Not even a word of thanks?”


Rescued, Gerry understands he’s still drowning, though the how eludes him.


One of the tubes of meat seeps an atypical amount of blood from a sliced-open end. Paul grows paler by the minute. Gerry can see, via the reflection captured in the spotless metal of the brand new refrigerator, that dark fluid is pooling under Paul’s chair, that the same fluid soaks the insides of Paul’s pants legs.


Paul taps another one of the meat tubes. “I paid a hefty price to put this food on your table, Gerry. To show you no hard feelings, Gerry. Don’t blame your clumsy gag reflex on me. You need to taste this. I know you’ll like it.”


“Don’t be rude, Gerry,” Violet says.


Gerry’s words stay lodged in his throat.
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Eons of water cascading over


brow, cheekbones, chin,


have worn the face of the colossus


almost smooth, the colors


of eyes and skin stripped by time.






Perhaps it had been buried deep,


exposed by inches over millennia


as the rivers carved their slow way down.


Its features so large, those of us


who farmed the plain, who cut






the trees, who built huts on the banks


—we, so much smaller, did not


know it for a face, not even when


we scaled down the cliffs to swim


in the pools at its base.






When our enemies came, armored


and hungry, drove us into the river—


used their spears to puncture us


like fish—our bodies broken on


brow, cheekbones, chin,






the water that cascaded down


its eyes and lips flowed red.


Our bodies bobbed in the pools


beneath its gaze, a glare that


come nightfall glowed red.






Soon our eyes blazed, too.


Without breath or heartbeat


we rose and ascended, rent


our enemies with rotted hands,


and sent them over the falls






to feed our new-awakened savior.
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ONE


John Starkey pulled a funeral shroud from one of the corpses stacked on deck, wrapped his shoulders against the chill. He bent the corpse forward to free the shroud; it stayed slightly bent at the waist, and seemed to stare at Starkey, eyes wide but without lustre, hands frozen in a gesture of clutching.


Starkey returned to the wheel of the Saint Catherine, and barely gave the corpse another glance. He was cold, he was busy. “Laying to” the one-hundred-and-forty foot sloop was ticklish, even with a full watch onboard; Starkey was the only one alive on this creaking, half-rotted vessel.


He needed to take her out the channel, and northward about three miles. There he would lash the mainsail over hard port, and the wheel over hard starboard, as close to simultaneously as possible. At nightfall he would fire the pitch and straw in the ship’s hold. The burning ship would drift south with the current. Starkey would be safely aboard the dinghy he was towing, rowing back to collect his fee. The good citizens of Bliss, those not dead from the Plague, nor taken to the hills for fear of it, would see the ship burn down to the waterline, and would know that more than one hundred and seventy of their stiff, cold brethren were being sent to the next world—and so would be off the streets, with neither smell, nor raw bone, nor ichor to bedevil the living.


The city fathers would give him seventy pieces of the local coinage—two years living, come what may. But coin was only part of the reason Starkey was here ….


The channel behind him, Starkey turned the Saint Catherine into the northern current. He was making the maneuver more complicated than it had to be. He needed a certain amount of extra time.


He would set the rigging first, since the wheel would be easy. He already had the ragged mainsail at full trim, and had a six-to-one block rigged to take a strain on the traveler, necessary to move the massive sail himself.


He was glad he was alone. He wouldn’t have to share his pay. And what he wanted to do, no one could see ….


He sweated with effort, despite the chill. The air began to mist over. Strange, thought Starkey. Not the right time of day for fog to form. He glanced at the surface of the water. The normal gray translucence of early winter seawater was now a crystalline blue, a blue like the glaze on porcelain. And above it, thickening fog.


It isn’t right. A current from the north, with thick fog? In late afternoon, well before nightfall? Could the blue water be that warm? Nothing makes sense ….


But this was not the time to puzzle. He pulled the end of the block rigging over to a ratcheting windlass on the port side amidships. He had the bitter end of the rig made around the windlass, and took up a wooden pin he could use as a lever. He inserted the pin, and leaned into it.


On deck, the stacked and shrouded cargo shifted a little as the boom tensioned and began to shift.


The fo’c’sle and jib entered the fog. Wispy fingers of mist curled ’round slowly, stroking the ship.


Starkey continued to crank the windlass, taking more and more strain. The block tightened some more, and the mainsail boom complained, but continued to swing.


The wind grew, and fog slid like snakes of smoke along the deck. The rigging creaked and complained, and the windlass shivered in his hands. Through his sailor’s calluses he felt that something was wrong. Damn this old condemned stack of splinters! The rigging was rotten, the mechanisms were rotten, the hull was rotten ….


A rogue wave from the north punched the Saint Catherine, she lurched port, and the stack of corpses shifted. One corpse tumbled to the deck, and its shroud fell open, revealing pasty skin and caked blood. Starkey had no time to think, as rigging groaned, then sang, then snapped. The mainsail boom swept the deck, and Starkey could only watch as things unfolded with unreal speed.


And then he was struck, and darkness. 










TWO


Starkey knew nothing but cold: a deep, invasive chill that frosted his bones, stung his eyes, and filled his head with visions of eternal snow. He slowly realized that his eyes were open. He lay face up on the deck, staring at a torn sail that flapped soundlessly within a shroud of fog.


He tried to rise and groaned as a knife of pain sliced his temple from within. When his eyes focused again he ran fingers through his hair, and drew them back bloody. Nausea coursed through him. He remained still until it passed, his gaze falling on one of the wrapped forms stacked nearby, on a calloused and dirty hand free from the swaddling shroud.


When he could breath steadily again, he rose, this time more gingerly, and peered seaward.


He couldn’t tell if it was twilight or dawn. The fog was so thick here on deck that when he held out his arms, his hands blurred in the haze.


He could see no horizon. Saint Catherine was still in the current of blue water, but there was no wind. Fog rose in columns like “sea smoke,” the fog old sailors talked about encountering in the seas where Polaris was at its highest in the night skies.


And the quiet. Yes, of course there were sounds—the ubiquitous slapping of the waves, the groaning of the ship’s wooden body, the clanking of the tackle, and a distant, low creaking from far over the water which seemed to resonate in Starkey’s very bones—but these sounds were hollow and muffled, as if the fog had wrapped around the world like wool.


He needed to survey the damage. Despite his throbbing head, he made his way across the fog-shrouded deck. He stumbled once on a tangle of line ripped loose from the mainsail, but kept his feet and moved aft, making mental note of each piece of standing rigging he passed, barely noticing how the fog flowed over and around the corpses on deck as a stream dances through rocks. In a minute’s time, he was at the quarterdeck.


The wheel was tied over, hard starboard. He was relieved, but forced to search the mists of his own memory. When had he tied the wheel over? After the boom struck him?


So much was blank. Had the boom struck him at all? Had it come free? It was made fast now, with the mainsail over hard port. He’d heard of memory fleeing a man after such an event ….


No matter. He had to anchor himself in the here and now. So the ship had survived, the rigging was relatively undamaged, and the hull was as intact as could be expected. There was one last thing to check.


He went to the aft rail, and as soon as the painter, the line to which the dinghy had been tethered, came into view, Starkey could see that something was terribly wrong.


There should have been a strain on the painter as the dinghy was towed behind, but the line lay slack.


Starkey pulled it in hand over hand, and the fact that it offered no resistance confirmed his worst fear.


The painter had been a stout rope, two inches round. Starkey examined the bitter end. Broken? No, breaking lines unravel. Cut? No, cut lines showed uniform marks from a blade. These marks were strange … as if it had dissolved.


This was not the end of the world. The ship would drift southward with the current. Two knots current. In three or four hours the ship would run aground in the salt marsh south of Bliss, somewhere between Whitestone and Greater Saltburn.
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