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INTRODUCTION

 


How would a writer feel if he came back to
his chosen profession after being absent for ten long years? I
mean, totally absent. No contact with fellow authors and
publishers. No writing of any kind for the span of an entire
decade.

Scared shitless I would think.

That’s about how I felt when I decided to
return to the horror genre in the summer of 2006. After my own
personal 9/11 in the fall of 1996, when Zebra Books closed their
entire mid-list horror line without warning, I had grown bitter and
discouraged. In turn, I completely distanced myself from anything
concerning horror and the macabre. No horror reading, no horror
movies, no horror writing for one hundred and twenty long months. I
went as cold as cold turkey could get.

Then in July of 2006, my good friend Mark
Hickerson called me up and said “Hey, Ron. Folks are on the
internet, ordering your old books on eBay and asking about you on
the message boards… wondering if you’re dead or not.”

Well, that got me to thinking. In a sense, I
was dead. I had to admit that I missed the writing and I missed the
darkness of the genre, too. The sudden interest in my work fanned
the flame of horror-writing desire in me. I began to remember what
had motivated me in the first place; those cherished childhood days
when I was a monster freak watching “Abbott and Costello Meet
Frankenstein” and “The Creature from the Black Lagoon”, and putting
together those cool Aurora glow-in-the-dark monster models. And I
got the urge to get back into the game again… catch up where I’d
left off all those years ago.

But I had a problem. I was scared half out of
my wits.

You see, I didn’t even know if I could write
any more.

Sitting in front of that blank computer
screen after such a long hiatus was like a drowning man regarding
an empty ocean around him, with no sign of dry land. I was scared
half to death. Here I’d committed to my fans, telling them I was
coming back, and I wasn’t even sure that I could.

As it turned out, writing horror was like
riding a bike or having sex. I was a little rusty, but it all came
back to me. And I seemed to have a polish and an edge to my fiction
that hadn’t been there before. Perhaps those years away had done me
some good after all; maybe recharged my batteries and given me a
renewed appreciation for ghosts, goblins, and things that went bump
in the night.

The following seven stories are the first
tales I sat down and wrote after coming back. “Cumberland Furnace”
was one of the first of the bunch, thus the title of this
collection. And “fear-forged” is right on the mark. Fearhad a lot
to do with the writing of these fables… an emotion that goes
hand-in-hand with stories that are intended to horrify and
generally gross one out.

So here they are… the first seven of the
comeback stories. Got alot to choose from here. A couple of
old-fashioned ghost stories, some monster tales, and even a bit of
sick comedy thrown in for good measure.

 


Ronald Kelly

Brush Creek, Tennessee

February 2010

 




CUMBERLAND FURNACE

 


I can see it from my back porch, towering
above maple and sweet gum, standing in dark relief against the
Tennessee sky. Half of the structure is covered in thick-leaved
kudzu, the other half exposed; weathered limestone scrubbed smooth
by the passage of time.

There are nights when it blocks out the moon
and a pale halo surrounds its upper peak. Other times there is no
moon, but still it glows. Embers seem to rise from the open stack
and the cracks of the walls gleam as if with an inner fire. Several
years ago, someone called the Dickson County fire department and
they sent out a truck to investigate. They found the stones
December cold and the hollow of the structure as dark as a
tomb.

As I study it from a distance, it resembles
some long-forgotten shrine. In some ways, you might regard it as
such. For, over a century and a half ago, it was built as a
monument of sorts. A monument to a time of hatred and the blatant
disregard for a man’s right to own his own flesh and blood. A
monument to a war that pitted brother against brother.

Cumberland Furnace.

 


* * * *

 


I’d heard tales told about the Furnace since
I was a small boy. Sometimes at Daniel’s Store down at the
crossroads, other times at the county co-op. Mostly, though, the
stories came from my grandmother, who had lived to a ripe old age
of ninety-eight. Among other tales, the sordid history of
Cumberland Furnace was one of them. When I was seven or eight, they
just seemed like creepy ghost stories to me; tales that kept you up
at night, but whose impact faded with the light of day. Now I am
not so sure.

The Furnace was built by a man named Sterling
Petty in 1860. They said Petty was a cruel man who valued money
over everything else, including those who lived and breathed around
him. He had farmed cotton and corn on his plantation for many
years, but had abandoned that livelihood for the fortune that the
War Between the States might bring. In anticipation of the conflict
to come, he herded his slaves from the fields and used them to
build a huge limestone furnace on the south end of his property.
This structure was intended for the smelting of iron ore and the
casting of products such as cannonballs and artillery pieces. The
railroad tracks that ran adjacent to the Furnace gave an added
advantage. The iron products could be loaded onto rail cars and
shipped almost immediately after they were manufactured.

They said Sterling Perry owned six hundred
slaves and, in his eyes, each was merely an interchangeable cog in
his money-making machine. During the duration of the War, they
would labor twenty-four hours a day. Men would tote buckets of iron
ore by hand up a steep ramp and dump it into the depository of the
furnace. Others would constantly shovel coal to
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