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  I have a confession. I’m not usually a fan of short stories. I know it seems blasphemous coming from a writer of many short stories, but I often find myself feeling shortchanged after reading them. I come away either wondering where the hell the rest of the story is, feeling grossed out, or completely mind-numbed by some present-day philosopher who has a cryptic vision only a PhD could decipher.


  With short stories, an author is given a window—usually 7500 words or less—through which they can offer their wares, and in Horror, it seems to me that too many authors squander this word limit trying to send you reeling and running for a barf bag, a therapist, or a thesaurus.


  It is not this way with Tony. I love his stories.


  Like a toboggan ride down an unfamiliar, twisting slope, they’re fast, slick, a whole lot of fun, and what I like most (a smooth salve to one of my greatest pet peeves with stories—short or long) is they have a decisive ending. Oh, Tony may fool you and send you careening into a brick wall or over a cliff, but you’ll get up, shake it off, and head back up that slope hankering for the next ride.


  In THE SEEDS OF NIGHTMARES, Tony offers us a smorgasbord – a feast of emotions and genres that cover the spectrum. Take his opening offering for example, the nasty little novelette The Strange Saga of Mattie Dyer, a darkly humorous, Lovecraftian, western, tale of vengeance (yes, you read that right). Wrought with unsavory and despicable characters—a thwarted woman, a vile creature, redneck gold-diggers, and Indians—it’s a virtual Pandora’s Box and a hell of a first run. Look out for the holes!


  In Something New (my favorite), a thwarted husband bent on revenge finds himself snared in a deadly blizzard he can only escape by acknowledging the sins of his past. Vengeance (a consistent, well-handled theme in many of Tony’s stories) takes a surprising turn in The Black Dress, where it’s a jilted lover versus his cheating wife. Who will win? I guess it all comes down to perspective. In the little noir gem The Old Man, an ex-mobster finds that hiding from his kingpin isn’t as easy as he hoped, and in The Soldier’s Wife, a widow confronts the truth of her boorish deceased husband’s past while attending his funeral.


  A few of these tales may make you uncomfortable, like An Alabama Christmas, which might be the most disturbing Christmas Story you will ever read, and Stardust, which gives us a twisted celestial tale of redemption, retaliation, and hope, within an unusual family—presented in a way quite unlike any Joni Mitchell might have envisioned.


  Tony takes aim at family in The Burial Board, as a man’s attempt to fulfill his grieving wife’s appeal goes horribly wrong. Tony again targets family, but goes for the heart in Tsunami, a part-mystical, part-existential tale of woman who survives the tsunami that claims her family during a tropical vacation, only to find that it is the doorway to truth (if she so chooses)…or is it? It continues with Husband of Kellie where a wife is driven to do the unthinkable, which only gets worse from there. In The Pawnshop, a man is forced into a Catch-22 that threatens the lives of his wife and daughter, and in The Visitors, a corkscrew of a tale about a campground owner who encounters a mother and daughter team who rock her like a hurricane.


  Perfectly placed about halfway through, Tony balances the collection—but knocks us dizzy—with Chiyoung and Dongsun’s Song, a hilarious and unusual allegory tale of Korean yore about an unusual young man whose affections for an unusual young woman drives him to unusual lengths to make himself irresistible to her through unusual means. Did I say it was unusual?


  As with the best story collections and anthologies, THE SEEDS OF NIGHTMARES is a wonderful blending of genres, sentiments, and sensations, and like Tony himself, is chuck-full-o-heart (Yes, those who know Tony are aware of his penchant for cute animal videos and misty-eyed Facebook posts). There will be twists, bumps, a little blood, and possibly a few tears, but you’re tough…you can take it.


  So have a seat, strap in, and enjoy the ride!


  —John McIlveen


  Haverhill, Massachusetts


  January 4th, 2016


  I’ve always had a fascination with holes. My obsession started back in 1991 with a reading of The Cipher by Kathe Koja, a novel about a young woman who discovers a black hole on the floor of a nearby apartment. The Cipher was unrelenting—it was bleak, gritty, and creepy as hell. As much as I enjoyed it, I thought it lacking in one element that would have made it perfect—more black humor. For two decades I kicked the concept around on how to make a story with a hole as a plot point terrifying, yet make it bizarre enough to leave a reader with a smile at the tale’s end.


  I attempted two short stories, “Holes” (which was published in The Writers Den at Horror World), and “Stanley’s Hole” (which was published in Dark Eclipse Digest). Both were fun, but I wanted to do something longer and more involved with the concept.


  A few years ago, I reviewed a weird western novel by Steven Savile and David Niall Wilson called Hallowed Ground. I loved the story, and the notion of combining supernatural elements with an Old West theme appealed to me. I decided to try my hand at writing a weird western using a supernatural hole as the plot device and “The Strange Saga of Mattie Dyer” was born. Several first readers, including my writers group, Janet Holden, Thad Linson, David Dodd, and Keith Minnion read the first draft of the story. Their encouragement spurred me on.


  The original novella was 50,000 words, but after removing two-thirds of it (the portion of the story takes place after “The Strange Saga of Mattie Dyer” ends), I was ready to submit it for this collection. Before I got the chance to send it to Crossroad Press, John McIlveen asked if he could read the story. John came back with some line edits, and a suggestion I add a prologue, which would result in a tightening of the dialog later in story. When I asked John why he went out of his way for me, he explained Rick Hautala had once done the same for him, and John was simply passing it on. Because of people like John and Rick, I often reflect on how fortunate I am to be involved in this genre.


  The Strange Saga of Mattie Dyer


  Prologue


  Three brothers focused on the solitary cow in the corral, their eyes gleaming in the waning light of the sun. Clothed only in loincloths, they sat cross-legged with their hands clasped and resting on their laps. Their testicles, sticky and raw from the day’s heat, nestled in the desert sand as dusk delivered its requisite chill to the valley. The Indians were scouting the only remaining farm in the valley.


  A young man, scrawnier than a Joshua tree, and who possessed as much sense, lived in the cabin on the farm. His mate, a timid woman who rarely ventured outside,had even less meat on her bones. This couple promised the least resistance to their poaching, so the brothers saved their farm for last.


  With the light of the full moon to guide them, the brothers stooped and ran the distance to the corral. Slipping through the gaps in the fence, they crept toward the cow. The oldest of the brothers slowed, reached down to his thigh and slipped a knife from its sheath. The other two, reaching the animal first, steadied its head until the eldest caught up. He placed the tip of his blade against the animal’s throat, and mumbled a prayer of thanks to the Old Ones. When he finished the devotion, he plunged the knife into the animal’s throat and then twisted it, slicing through muscle and gristle to enlarge the wound. The cow bucked in fear as the three brothers stood back and waited for their dinner to bleed out. When their meal collapsed to the ground, they gutted it.


  It was the brothers’ turn to hunt the Whites’ food—to take what they needed, when they needed it. The Whites had come in droves, setting up villages and digging in the mountains for gold rock. They killed any game they came upon, far more than they could eat, and sometimes they hunted and killed merely for sport. The Indians often came upon food left to rot where it lay. Hungry and desperate, they consumed the decaying game.


  Their plan this evening had been to gather as much meat as possible from the animal, and then return with it to their encampment. Their father would appreciate the bounty, and they would all eat well for many days. They knew when these Whites left, as all the other Whites in the valley had, food would once again be scarce, but that was a problem for another day.


  As they cleaned the animal, their plans changed.


  The cabin door swung open, and the brothers turned toward it. The white man pushed his way through the opening and climbed down the porch stairs, singing and pretending to strum a guitar, unaware of them as he made his way to the outhouse. He stopped midway to the structure, lifted his head, and sniffed the air. The brothers knew what he smelled. They bathed in it. The White turned toward the corral, and even from this distance they could see his eyes widen. The White’s surprise turned into fury.


  They were not concerned. They were ready for him.


  The White charged toward a short-handled ax leaning against a water pump, reached out and grabbed it, never breaking stride. He lifted his weapon high, slashing the air in frantic arcs as he ran toward the Indians.


  The eldest looked to his brothers, grinned, nodded, and then stepped into the White’s path as the others stepped back and off to the side. The White continued on, spittle flying from his mouth as he swung the ax from left to right. He charged the eldest brother who made a beckoning motion with his fingers. The other two flanked the White, both holding tightly to their knives.


  When the White reached the elder brother, he paused, raised the ax behind his head and over his shoulder blades, inhaled deeply, and then lunged. The two brothers came up from behind and stuck their blades deep into his stomach.


  The White’s eyes went wide and the ax’s descent stopped above his head, and then it fell from his hands. Shoulders slumped and head bowed, he fell to his knees, his hands slipping to his wounds in a futile attempt to stop the bleeding. When he tried to stand, the Indians slashed their knives in a flurry, each thrust sinking deep into the White’s back. Their frustration and hate boiled—an entire village would not have had enough hands to cover the wounds they made. When their energy ebbed, the Indians kicked the White over, laughing as he groaned. The White spoke one last word as he died. With blood bubbling from his lips, he whispered, “Mattie.”


  Only the elder brother understood what the White had said. He turned his head toward the cabin, and the others followed his gaze. Though the woman could not have heard her mate call, she heard the commotion. The door to the cabin opened and she stood on the porch, her eyes scanning the landscape and then focusing on the structure where they shit. “John?” she called. “John?”


  With another nod from the eldest, the three brothers turned their attentions to Mattie.


  CHAPTER ONE


  Southwestern Utah,


  June 22, 1880


  Mattie Dyer’s soul was empty.


  The most one might expect from Mattie in response to a “howdy, Miss” or a “good day, Ma’am” would be a non-committal shrug or, in the worst case, a lingering stare so fierce it could set one’s hair on fire. Why all that hostility and indifference? It was her way of holding up a sign, no different from the ones hanging on the front of the gunsmith’s shop or the general store. It was Mattie’s way of telling others that at one time or another she had been a victim—something she did not ever intend to be again.


  To Mattie, a smile possessed no more relevance than a frown. If she deigned to show one or the other, a person would have to look closely past the lines and wrinkles on her sun-bleached face to tell the difference. She had lived a tough life, experiencing more pain and sorrow than any female character in those cowboy-themed dime novels she devoured in her youth. And like a young girl tugging on her mama’s dress, troubles were never too far behind Mattie Dyer.


  It was less than six months after they had moved to Utah when her husband had been taken from her. After his passing, the weeks alone on the farm had stretched into months, and then years, giving Mattie plenty of time to crawl into herself and shut out the world. It had never occurred to Mattie that she had changed since her husband was murdered, that she might have become peculiar or unusual. She was what she was, a survivor who cared little about how she was perceived by others.


  But at that moment, if someone had stood on the dusty patch of ground adjacent to her collapsed barn and gazed her way, they would have seen an almost imperceptible look of concern in her countenance as she pumped away at her well on a rust-worn jack handle. Mattie was feeling uneasy, something she had not experienced in quite a spell.


  Normally Mattie approached unusual events similarly, cataloguing them in her memory and then filing them away alongside the other minutiae of her workday. She gave little thought to either the gifts or the travails that God had sent her way, but at this point in her life, this feeling of uneasiness was foreign to her and it demanded attention. She let go of the jack handle, straightened her back, and took a cautious look around the ranch.


  She ignored the distressed state of her cabin and its surroundings; her eyes swept the dry and dusty ground instead, taking note of the fowl that roamed in front of her cabin, the pigs in their sty and, finally, the lone horse lined up at the trough in the corral. While they all appeared to be safe and accounted for, they, too, seemed on edge, unnaturally quiet and crowding close to their own. Something wasn’t right and she was damned if she could figure it out.


  Mattie had an overwhelming feeling of being watched and, out of character, she felt vulnerable.


  Instinct kicked in. She glanced around, her eyes scouring the ground for a weapon and spied a small, short-handled ax nestled into a pile of leaky buckets that she had discarded over the years. Walking the few yards separating her from the weapon, she reached down and lifted it. She wiped its head against her dress, cleaning it as best she could for further inspection. A quick run of her fingers over its edge revealed some blunting, but she thought it still sharp enough to cleave brush. Maybe bone, if it came to that.


  Her thoughts of the ax were interrupted when a chill, akin to ice pressing against her spine, made her shudder. There was nothing in her line of sight that would cause this feeling but something in her peripheral vision caught her attention. She raised the ax into striking position.


  Mattie didn’t gasp, shriek, or do more than raise an eye when she spotted the source of her unnerving. Off to her side, close to fifteen feet away, an odd object lay on the ground. It was flat and circular, about three feet in diameter and so dark she took its color to be black.


  Lowering the ax, Mattie advanced toward it.


  Her first thought was that it was a piece of wood painted black, perhaps a cover for a barrel or a loose piece of planking that had fallen off of a passing wagon. She realized it was neither of those things. It occurred to her that it could be a hole, though she could see no depth to it. Its darkness was absolute; she could see no further than past its surface. Mattie stood close at its edge and shivered again. Her feeling of being observed intensified, and she stepped back.


  Mattie lowered herself on bended knees until she was low to the ground. She reached out, gathered a few stones with her free hand, and then rose. She hesitated for a moment, and then tossed the stones onto the object.


  They bounced off, landing harmlessly in the dirt.


  Mattie’s discomfort did not abate for there was no sound when the stones struck the surface.


  Stepping closer, leaving less than a foot between her and whatever that thing was, she kneeled before it and scrutinized its surface. Whatever this object was, it was not natural. Despite her misgivings, she could not leave it alone. She placed the ax on the ground by her side, yet clung to its handle for assurance. She brought her free hand up and held it inches above the object, and then lowered her fingers until their tips touched its surface.


  Mattie was unprepared for the sensation.


  She had expected to feel some type of resistance, something hard, metallic maybe, perhaps static electricity. Instead, it felt damp, soft, warm, and slippery, although her fingers remained dry.


  It might have been curiosity or confusion, or the object itself calling out to her somehow, but Mattie was compelled to press her fingertips into the surface.


  They sank into the blackness.


  She withdrew her hand in panic, turning it left and right, looking for damage. She exhaled a noisy puff of breath in relief when she determined it had not been affected.


  She stared at the object, thinking of it as more of a hole than something solid. A hole, she mused, that seemed to allow only fingers, not rocks into it. She wondered if only living objects that were permitted through its surface. Mattie looked about to see if any of her chickens were nearby. They were always about pecking in the dirt, but it seemed as if they were staying far away from the hole. Instead of taking a lesson from her hens, she decided to experiment further.


  Opening her hand, she splayed her fingers, placed them palm down onto the surface, and pressed. As her hand descended, the feeling of dampness returned. It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling, just an odd one. She moved her hand slightly back and forth, wondering if she would feel any resistance.


  The hole seemed empty.


  Mattie moved her hand toward the side, her eyes widened when her hand traveled past the point where it should have touched.


  She leaned forward, placing more weight on the hand that held the ax and lowered her arm into the hole until it was almost up to her elbow.


  She felt something slight, almost like a tickle that traveled up and down the length of her arm. It reminded her of the time when she was a kid and went fishing with her dad. While he fished, she stuck her arm into the pond and hundreds of tiny minnows swam up to nibble at her. At the time, she had imagined the minnows were kissing her, and that’s what this felt like—little fish kisses.


  Intrigued, she rotated her arm in a circular pattern to see if the nibbling sensation followed. When it did, she smiled. She decided that she should lower her arm into the hole to see if she could touch bottom. As her arm descended, the tickling sensation ceased. Surprised, she cocked her head and lowered it closer to the hole.


  Something coiled around her arm and tightened.


  As sharp as barbed wire, it sunk deeply into her skin. Mattie cried out as she tried to lift her arm, but whatever had her held tight. She stopped struggling, hoping the pause would give her time to think, but she didn’t have the chance. Pain spread up her arm like wildfire as fishhooks tunneled under her skin. She felt them crawl, like ants descending on scraps of meat. Their motion turned feverous, her flesh and muscles igniting in agony as it chewed her arm from the inside out.


  Mattie was no stranger to pain. In her lifetime, she had shed plenty of tears due to its influence, but if you compared all those wails and screams from her past they wouldn’t come close to the intensity of the shrieks now emanating from her throat. She screamed until her vocal cords were raw, and blood mixed with spit clung to her chin. She pulled and pulled, trying to lift her arm out of the hole, but it was to no avail. She was exhausted, on the verge of passing out and falling into the hole.


  Then, the pain vanished.


  Slumped over, with her arm still dangling in the hole, Mattie rested. Though physically drained, she took a deep breath and prepared for another attempt at escape. She felt a tug on her shoulder, and then another. She grimaced when as her arm rotated, and then there was another tug on her shoulder. She tried to pull her arm free as another tug, so violent that it set her chin flying upward, set the nerves in her neck on fire. The next tug came seconds later, nearly strong enough to pull her into the hole, but she jammed her free arm into the ground, stopping her momentum. She closed her eyes in thanks to a god she never believed in, but a movement below her caused them to snap back open. Her arm started bobbing in the hole. The pace was slow, like a leaf caught on a pond’s ripple, but it quickened and was
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