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  Introduction


  I owe Steven Lloyd a cup of coffee. I have for about a decade, ever since my first novel was released and he asked to do an interview for Kingdom of Shadows. He was my first and (though I’m not sure) I think I was also his, so thanks to the net we exchanged emails with questions and answers sailing back and forth. For those of you who have done these things, you know questions tend to be general: Why do you like writing horror? Who are your favorite writers? What frightens the Father of Nightmares?… What? Actually it was that last question that will forever standout much more than my answer, which I don’t really remember. Still after doing a dozen interviews, that question will be the only one I remember.


  Ten years passed and I get an email from Dave Dinsmore of Biting Dog Pubs asking me to read a story they planned on releasing, “The Wooden Box” by Steven. I did—I told him I loved it. Another year passes and I receive a message asking if I’d be willing to do the introduction for Strange Roads (with a copy of the stories). Rule 1 for such requests: Only put your name on work you like. Only once didn’t I follow this. As a favor I praised a novella that I actually didn’t like, because—well some of us scratch backs in the business. Needless to say such actions can easily destroy one’s credibility so I stopped doing such things until now. I sat and read the seven stories you’ve got in your hands and said, “Wow.”


  Wow—I said it again this morning as I finished reading Strange Roads for the third time. If you’re new to Steven Lloyd’s work, you’ll be saying it too as you read the following seven tales and a taste of an upcoming project. The collection begins with “The Wooden Box.” If you’ve read it before I suggest you do it again, because it is a nice welcome for what follows. This tale of love and ultimate sacrifice guides its readers into the uniqueness on his work, the understanding that stories can stir the soul without being immersed in blood and gore.


  There is no letup beyond “The Wooden Box” and I think you’ll love the way he draws you in to characters who attempt to conquer whatever has been laid before them. We have a fighter battling the ultimate opponent, a man who battles for what is his—in spite of the consequences, a sin is uncovered and paid for, and two brothers with an evil secret. Beyond these, Steven shares his YA tale “Where There Be Dragons,” which is a nice breather to close the collection.


  Don’t shut the book until you check out Steven’s interview. I actually read this section before getting into the stories, because I find knowing the whys adds to the enjoyment of reading and he shares just enough to bring the reader closer to the work. Whether you do so before or after, once finished take a few minutes to reflect then do others a favor. Spread the word about Steven Lloyd and Strange Roads—not because he’s a friend, relative or fellow writer, but because he’s damn good and people love discovering good storytellers before they become household names, and this deserves to be shared.


  That said, I was just looking over my notes and smiled because the question hit me in the face again: What frightens the Father of Nightmares? I’m not afraid of monsters—zombies, werewolves, vampires, whatever. They aren’t real and they don’t force me to lock my doors at night. It‘s stories like the ones in this collection that frighten me—tales seeded with the darker emotions of human nature. It is writers like Steven Lloyd who do it to me and I’m sure he’ll make many of you feel the same way.


  —John Paul Allen


  Springfield, TN


  September 2014


  The Wooden Box


  Mack Grainy didn’t notice the sun going down. He’d been working in the barn, chiseling away at the smooth pine box ever since Nora took ill six months ago. As he stood up to stretch his legs, he heard a flutter of wings.


  About a year ago, an owl made its residence in the rafters. At night, if you took a mind to, you could stay up and watch it come and go from the barn to the meadow searching for rats. Most times, though, it just hooted a lot. Kind of raised the hair on the back of your neck if you’ve never heard one before.


  The barn itself, a towering structure of aged cedar and oak consisted of a loft and four central stalls, all of which stood empty except the one on the end. That was Minny’s. Minny was their last and only livestock, a kicking rough neck of a mule that’d plant your face to the other side if she didn’t know you. Mack wanted to eliminate the stall gate at one time or another, but Minny kicked the damn thing off its rusting hinges one night. Guess she liked it that way. She’d go out and graze in the morning, trot back in the afternoon. They let her have the run of the barn.


  Mack finished for the day, threw a tarp over the box, then went to the house.


  Inside he sat at the kitchen table, rolled up a badly wrinkled newspaper. He swatted an assemblage of flies perched on the table. He missed all but three. “Damn things,” he said. They scuttled up the walls and kitchen counters. He knew why they were here. Nora. They were waiting for her to die. He wanted things to be normal again, like they used to be. But that wasn’t going to happen. He faced the facts a long time ago. She was dying and there was nothing to be done about it. He smacked the table again scattering the winged bandits into the air. No matter how much tape he hung from the ceiling, they kept coming.


  Cancer stole Nora’s leg this past winter. Toenails rotted away, and then her foot went all grayish-black. She’d lost it from the knee down. That was that. She lost her will right then and there. Due to the fact that the doctors hadn’t overlapped enough tissue to smooth out the stump, the bone jutted out like an ivory-colored fence post that’d been gnawed on. The cancer spread so fast there was nothing else could be done. They gave her six months to a year.


  He left the table, filled a pot with water. He placed it on the cookstove to warm. Even in the summer, when the heat came on without mercy, and before the illness stole her, she loved a warm bath. He collected two rags, one for drying, the other for washing, placed them over one wide shoulder, and walked into the bedroom.


  Nora was lying beneath four quilts. Her eyes were closed. By the time he’d placed the pot on the nightstand and sat down, she opened her eyes. “Thought you gone and forgot me,” she said.


  “Never,” Mack said as he soaked a rag, lathered it up with soap. “Been busy is all.”


  “Cain’t cook. Cain’t even get outta bed no more,” she said. “Done with my box?”


  “Why you in such a hurry to die, Nora? I want you around for a bit.”


  She’d been a hell of a cook in her day. When they had the chili cook-off, four counties converged on the small town of Goreville. Nora won each year.


  Then there were the four travelers last year. Said they came from East Texas. Mack’d seen his fair share of rag-tags, but these four had had it bad. They’d looked like they’d been chewed up and spit out. Life had done this. No mercy for those on the road. They’d asked about work. Mack told them no work needed done, so Nora invited them to bed down in the barn and a meal. She’d cooked up a mess of white beans, cornbread, and mashed tatters. The next morning they were gone. Mack had gone out to the barn to fetch them for breakfast, but they’d skipped out sometime before dawn. Mack tore away from the thoughts when he heard Nora.


  “Macky,” she said softly. “When’s it gonna be time?”


  Only two women called him that, and one of ‘em been gone morin’ thirty years. Man called him that he’d split their skull with a fist or axe handle. “Don’t you worry none,” Mack said. “You get your rest. I’ll deal with all that.” Looking around the room, he took in the wallpaper. Flowers. God, how she loved the damn things.


  Once Nora called from the house for Mack to de-weed the flowers around the house. Though she loved her flowers, Nora hated de-weeding them. Whatever caused her to think he liked doing it was beyond him. Had it been his way, they’d never been planted.


  An hour later he’d stepped into the house for a jar of water and to sit a spell. He noticed her sitting at the table and thought he’d best get on out to the barn. Make himself busy, case she wanted the house painted.


  Mack was almost to the door when she asked, “You de-weed them plants?”


  “Course,” he’d said. “That’s what I been doin’ since you told me to. Why? Got something else for me to do?” He answered too quickly, God knows, and she got up, pushed the chair under the table. He had de-weeded them, not just in the way she would’ve liked. Truth to tell, he’d pulled up every last one of ‘em. In that moment he’d wished those damn flowers would’ve sprouted back up in a hurry, ’cause Nora had gone all stiff like. Her eyes narrowed.


  “Did, huh,” she’d said, easing herself toward the door. “Do a good job?”


  Mack put his hand on the brass door knob, hoping to keep her inside a while longer. And when she’d reached the door he’d felt a single line of sweat drip off the end of his nose. “Good as I could, yes,” Mack said. “What you doin’?” he asked, blocking the door a little more. “Too dang hot out there. I took care of it. No need goin’ out there.”


  Her eyes’d gone all wild then, and she’d leapt on him like a rabid bobcat, hitting and slapping. Mack took the punches, and managed to open the door and stumble outside onto the porch. By then she’d crawled from his front to his back and was pounding something awful when she saw the yard brightly lit in different colors. He’d felt a few of them punches. Mack found her swinging arm and pulled hard, throwing her off of him and into the yard. She’d hit the ground so hard dust kicked up all around her. He got scared and ran to her. He picked her up and dusted her off, asked if she was all right. She was. A moment later they were in stitches and fixing to bust.


  “Meanest man in four counties, huh,” she’d said
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