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  Introduction


  Tony Tremblay: The Person Behind The Words


  Like many writers of speculative fiction and horror, Tony Tremblay is a paradox. Tony Tremblay, the writer, pens stories that are dark and menacing, often violent and heartbreaking. Yet Tony Tremblay, the person, is one of the warmest and kindest men you’ll ever meet. He is a great conversationalist, knowledgeable on so many topics. He is funny and cheerful and always has a smile and a kind word for you. So, which is the real Tony?


  Before you turn the page and begin reading Tony Tremblay’s stories, there are a few things you need to know about him—because after you finish his stories, you won’t believe a word I’ve written about him. First, Tony is a devoted family man and a loyal, caring friend. He enjoys a good scotch and an occasional cigar, and he’s a fiercely proud resident of Goffstown, New Hampshire—you’ll often see him wearing a cap bearing his hometown’s name. I was a fan of Tony Tremblay, the person, long before I became a fan of his writing. A lot of who Tony is seeps into his stories. Now, about those stories…


  I became a fan of Tony Tremblay, the writer, after reading “Blue Stars” in the Necon anthology Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep. It’s a devastating story of loss, heartbreak, and kindness gone wrong. It’s one of those stories that will stay with you long after you put it down. Then, just when you think it has faded like the fragile memory of a dream, you see a person sitting alone in a restaurant or at the park, and it all comes rushing back and breaks you again. That’s the clout Tony Tremblay’s writing holds. “Blue Stars” is included in the very book you are holding: you’ve been warned.


  Let’s talk more about this book. “Blue Stars” is just one example of Tony’s talent. His writing takes on so many shapes that it’s impossible to define it in any single genre. “Steel” is a post-apocalyptic story of survival, but the very next story, “The Scum Bar”, is a gritty noir tale of betrayal. “The Thaumaturge” is historical fantasy/horror, followed by “Eyes” which is…what? Weird, bizarro fiction? “Incident on N.H. Route 666” and “The Reverend’s Wife” are two stories I won’t even try to put a label on. After you read them, you’ll know what I mean. And so, it goes. Thirteen stories in all, each unique and powerful.


  There is something that ties all of Tony’s stories together—his ability to mesmerize the reader with his words. Tony uses words first to seduce you, to lull you and welcome you into his world. Then he turns those words into weapons, sharp objects and blunt instruments to cut you with and bludgeon you. To leave you spent and breathless. And, those words leave scars and nightmares in their wake. But they’ll also leave you wanting more, because that is the nature and power of beautiful writing.


  The time has come for us to part ways, and for you to journey into the many worlds of Tony Tremblay. I recommend a well-lit room and perhaps a box of tissues for the trip. You might hit a few rough spots on the ride, but when you come out on the other side, you’ll have had the pleasure of meeting Tony Tremblay, the writer. The only thing better is to meet Tony Tremblay, the person.


  Tom Deady


  December 2018


  Tom Deady’s first novel, HAVEN, won the 2016 Bram Stoker Award for Superior Achievement in a First Novel. Tom’s second novel, ETERNAL DARKNESS, was released in early 2017. His other works include WEEKEND GETAWAY and BACKWATER.


  Story Notes (Steel)


  A voice popped into my head one evening as I was drifting off to sleep. The voice was male, young, deadpan. It spoke, “We all watched Frankie die.” The phrase was loud, clear, and it jolted me awake. I jumped out of bed and wrote the sentence down.


  I thought about that prompt for over a month. My one-way commute to work is ninety minutes, and in that time, I was able to concoct a short story around the phrase. It led me to an apocalyptic tale, which I submitted to a writers-exercise group in the old Horror World website. That story, “Burning Rain”, is the last tale in this collection.


  Months after I wrote the story, I started work on a novella titled The Sad Saga of Mattie Dyer (The Seeds of Nightmares, published by Crossroad Press). When Mattie was finished, I thought about expanding it into a novel, and with some tinkering, “Burning Rain” would have been a good fit. Time wasn’t on my side however, as the deadline for Seeds was creeping up so I put the project aside.


  The Seeds of Nightmares was released in January 2017, and the following July, I attended a wedding of two good friends. Also at the wedding was Stacey Longo, an author and publisher whom I had met a few years earlier at a convention called Necon.


  Whenever you get a group of authors together, you can expect talk about writing, some gossip, and future projects. This wedding was no exception. Stacey, myself, and another author, Kristi Petersen Schoonover, were standing by a tree with drinks in our hands, when I put forth a suggestion. “How about the three of us each write a novella and find someone to publish it?” Alcohol consumption may have played a part in the over-enthusiastic response, but it was agreed by all that it was a wonderful idea, and Stacey offered to publish the book.


  This was my chance to expand “Burning Rain” into a novella.


  Using the premise of “Burning Rain”, I began work on Steel. I wanted it to be fast-paced—almost all non-stop action. The apocalyptic theme remained, with a reluctant, strong female lead propelling the narrative. I wanted the story to be bleak—soul-crunchingly bleak.


  When finished, I submitted Steel to Stacey, and she proclaimed it worthy of publication. Steel appeared in Triplicity: The Terror Project Volume One (Books and Boos Press) alongside excellent novellas by Stacey and Rob Smales. (Kristi’s novella would appear in volume two).


  While Steel is not a sequel to The Sad Saga of Mattie Dyer, they do share plot threads—primarily, my fascination with holes. Stumbling upon a hole is an aberration; it always leads to no good. My advice is to avoid them at all costs.


  


  Steel


  Chapter One


  The voice beside her was choked, high-pitched and pleading.


  “Please! Save her! Save Mel!”


  There wasn’t anything Steel could do. There was nothing any of them could do. They stood at the windows, looked between the bars, and watched Melancholy die.


  Though Steel couldn’t hear much of anything outside their shelter’s walls, she knew Melancholy’s skin was sizzling, making popping noises as the burning rain pelted her. It was the kind of noise a damp log makes when thrown onto a fire.


  They all looked on in agonized silence as Melancholy’s hair ignited. Puffs of steam floated above her head, but it didn’t rise very high before the rain, and what little breeze there was smothered it.


  Steel was glad Melancholy wasn’t close to the windows; the odor would have been awful. One of the worst smells is human hair when it’s burning, though it fascinated Steel to watch it curl up when touched by a flame. The pain Melancholy felt had to be tremendous, though she never screamed, not even once.


  The burning rain beat down harder and Melancholy melted, as if she were made of wax. Her forehead drooped, her flesh turning into a slow-moving wave of pink sludge. Her eyes widened and bulged to the point of bursting. In an instant, they disappeared, flushed away in a tide of lava-like skin. Steel and the other spectators leaned toward the window, battling an urge to turn and pull away from the sight. But, every one of them continued to look on, grimacing as Melancholy’s nose wilted and dripped down onto her lips. The skin on Melancholy’s face had turned into a ball of misshapen flesh. It clung to her chin, deciding where to go next. Finally, like taffy stretching, it slipped, pooling and forming a gooey mass on her breasts.


  As still as a statue, Melancholy continued melting. The rain ate its way through her clothes and skin, working its way through her muscles. Her insides squeezed through newly formed cavities and dribbled to the ground. The organs liquefied after contact with the rain, landing at her feet, forming chunky puddles. Like stew left too long in a cooking pot, they boiled away until they were blackened. Her skeleton remained upright, until the rain pitting her bones made them so fragile they cracked under their own weight. They split off in brittle pieces, fell to the ground and joined the chunky stock of Melancholy’s remains.


  It was something a sane person never got used to.


  The hardest part would be cleaning up the remains the next morning after the burning rains had stopped: there was nothing worse than stepping in that shit.


  They all turned from the windows and slunk back to the main area. There was plenty of room for them to sit as their numbers had dwindled to half their original total in the last few months. Melancholy might have been the latest of their group to die, but she wouldn’t be the last.


  Melancholy was the second to end her own life.


  Taking a seat in one of the rocking chairs they had salvaged from a nearby apartment, Steel hung her head. The rocker was missing its left armrest; her arm hung limp at her side.


  “Do you think she did it on purpose?”


  It was the voice that had pleaded at the window. It belonged to nine-year-old Daisy, the youngest of their group. Steel glanced up at the girl, looked into her teary black eyes, and held her gaze for a moment. It was a stalling tactic—she needed a few seconds to figure out how to answer the question.


  The burning rain started at the same time each evening, and everyone knew they had to be inside the shelter before the rust-colored clouds reached them. The clouds arrived slowly: enough warning to seek refuge in the shelter. Even the few remaining animals knew enough to take cover when the daylight began to tint red. For some unknown reason, Melancholy had ignored the clouds this evening.


  Melancholy had sat about twenty feet in front of the shelter on a car seat pulled from an old Ford when the clouds had crested the city’s skyline. When the rest of their group had run past, telling her to get her ass in gear, she had refused to move. She’d been reading one of the books that Wise had placed in their bookcase. Steel had no choice but to close and bolt the door.


  They had all rushed to the windows and watched what had taken place.


  A raindrop had landed on Melancholy’s hand, causing the book to fall to the ground, splayed open. She had stared at the book for a full minute before she had moved. Finally, she’d stood, turned, and faced the shelter. Her gaze had gone directly to the windows.


  Maybe Melancholy had wanted one last look at them. Had it been her way of saying goodbye? Had her blank expression been an accusation of some kind? Steel wasn’t sure what her intentions had been. Seconds later, when the clouds burst and the burning rain fell in earnest, the look on Melancholy’s face never wavered. There was no doubt in Steel’s mind the girl had wanted to die.


  At the time Steel had thought, what a waste.


  “No, Daisy, I don’t think Mel did it on purpose,” Steel finally replied. “I’m guessing that she fell asleep while reading and didn’t wake up in time. When she did wake up, she was groggy and it was too late to save herself.”


  The tears flowed heavily from Daisy’s eyes. She turned her head so Steel wouldn’t see her sobbing then shuffled over to her sleeping area where she curled into a ball with her back to Steel. Daisy hadn’t reached out to her for comfort, and Steel hadn’t expected her to. Daisy might have been only nine years old, but she took easy to the ways of the world. Shit happens all the time. Daisy had to deal with it in her own way and then move on.


  Steel tore her eyes away from Daisy and glanced around the room. As expected, the other six surviving members of the group were staring at her. Their question for her would be different from Daisy’s. She could tell what they were thinking by looking into their eyes.


  Why?


  “I don’t know why Mel didn’t come in from the burning rain,” Steel began. “But if this was planned, she didn’t tell me or hint that she was going to stay out there this evening. I’m hoping that it was an accident—that she fell asleep or lost track of the time.”


  “Bullshit!”


  Steel didn’t have to look in his direction to know who voiced the angry disclaimer. Rock was always the one challenging her, questioning her decisions, trying to take leadership of the group away from her. She turned to him. “You got something to say, then say it.”


  “Mel wanted to die!” Rock’s retort was loud and venomous. “She was tired and hungry. She couldn’t take it anymore.” Spittle flew from his lips. “She hated staying in this damned shelter and wasting away!”


  Steel sighed. It always came down to this. Rock wanted to leave the shelter and take to the land outside the city. He believed there were others out there like them, in larger numbers, who managed to make surviving easier. But, Steel knew there was another reason: Rock was sixteen, the oldest of the boys, and she couldn’t help but notice his constant erections. Steel had slept with him in the past as a way to relieve her boredom. His oversized ego and possessive tendencies put a stop to it, and she had no intention of doing so again.


  “Look,” she began, “we’re tired and we’re hungry. And—”


  A crash against the north wall, thunderous enough to penetrate its thickness, caused them all to jerk their heads. A second later, the ground lurched. Screams pierced Steel’s ears as everyone stumbled to find a handhold. A second crash came, then another. Piles of clothing avalanched off beds, cookware rattled in the sink, and wall hangings tumbled from their anchors. The shelter continued to shake violently, with only short pauses between the attacks. Repeated collisions took their toll on the other three walls. They weakened, and their shaking grew stronger with every impact. A large, lit kerosene lantern sitting on a makeshift table skipped along with every crash until it slipped off the surface. Greasy shards of yellowed glass littered the floor, and a newly split seam at the base released its contents. Some of the kerosene splashed low onto a concrete wall, but most of it spread along the floor following a path of least resistance. Flames chased the fuel.


  Months of training kicked in. Some of them rushed to smother the flame with blankets while others built a dam around the flowing liquid with sandbags. The battering at the north wall remained constant, adding to the confusion and fear of the fire. Hearing a cry, Steel turned to its source.


  “Put it out! Put it out!”


  It was Fleet, running in circles, his arm on fire.


  Steel ran to Fleet and tackled him to the floor. She flipped him over on his stomach, and hoped to extinguish the flame by lying on his arm. He wiggled trying to slide out from beneath her in his panic, but Steel had a weight and muscle advantage over him. Feeling the heat of the flames through her clothes, she pushed down harder trying to smother the fire. She raised her head and attempted a quick assessment of her surroundings to see if anyone else was in trouble. But, with smoke and concrete dust swirling around in the air, she couldn’t see more than a couple of feet. From what she could view, and from the snatches of conversation she could hear, it looked as though the others had managed not only to contain the fire but to put it out.


  She also caught a glimpse of Rock standing rigid, cowering against the front door, his eyes wide with terror.


  Leader, my ass.


  The building stopped shaking and, thankfully, Fleet stopped struggling beneath her. Telling him to lie still, she rose and then inspected the damage to his arm. He was lucky for two reasons. First off, while his arm was going to sting like hell for the next few days, his burns didn’t appear to be very bad. Only a small amount of kerosene had splashed on him and it hadn’t soaked into his clothes. Secondly, the oil had missed his legs. Fleet was the fastest runner they had; they’d be screwed if he were out of action for any length of time.


  Fleet looked into Steel’s eyes. She couldn’t miss the gratitude in them.


  “Go and put some salve on that arm, Fleet, and wrap a bandage around it. All we have is aspirin, but it should help with the pain.” Fleet nodded, lifted himself from the floor, and made his way to the first aid kit.


  “Was it a basher?”


  Steel turned to see Cookie staring at her. Cookie’s full frame shook, and her mouth twitched nervously. With all that had happened to them since the burning rains had first come, Steel marveled that Cookie was as plump as ever. Though food was scarce and they rationed what they could scavenge, Cookie’s body somehow managed to hold onto every scrap of food she ate. She was only fourteen, but she was twice as thick as any two of them, and her breasts hung heavy on her chest.


  Another reason why Rock seems to have a perpetual erection.


  Steel gazed around their shelter and answered Cookie. “Yeah, more than likely. But, everything seems to be okay. Those concrete walls are eight inches thick. They ain’t getting in here.”


  “You sure?”


  Steel looked deep into Cookie’s eyes. “I’m sure.”


  Cookie nodded back in relief.


  “Now go and help the others clean up. I’m going to take a walk around and see if the basher caused any damage.”


  Bashers hunted in the evening, never this early. Steel and the others secured themselves in the shelter every night. If this was the work of a basher, it would be one more problem they didn’t need. Bashers were the only animals immune to the burning rain, but that didn’t make them the most dangerous. Other animals, the ones that hunted during daylight, were the ones they feared more. Still, you couldn’t take bashers lightly.


  Once, Steel and Rock had found a dead one while hunting for food. They had cut up the carcass and brought it back to the shelter in several trips. Her stomach growled at the memory—that basher had fed them all for weeks. They were ugly brutes with their square heads and all, as big as some of those rusted cars that lined the streets in the city. Their eyes, nose, mouth, and ears were recessed, tucked away safely inside their battering-ram-like skulls. Bashers also had an acute sense of hearing, which was how they detected prey. With that thought, Steel swore silently to herself. The basher that attacked the shelter must have heard Rock’s shouting earlier. She was all set to go have it out with him when something on the west wall caught her attention. She froze, focusing.


  Steel walked casually over to the wall. Although she did not want to cause alarm, she couldn’t help herself: she gasped. There was a thin crack, about two feet long, running from the floor and up the wall. As her eyes followed the crevice, she knew at once that it was not a spider’s web or a stain. Closing her eyes, she rocked back slightly on her heels and held her breath—if only she could will it away. When a hand clamped onto her shoulder, she jumped.


  “How bad is it?”


  She recognized the voice and her tension drained. It was Stealth. He was a year younger than Rock, but, when it came to maturity, Stealth was without a doubt, Rock’s senior. She kept her back to him and answered without taking her eyes off the crack.


  “It’s not too bad. The shelter’s not going to collapse or anything. But, it’s not good. I don’t think it’ll spread on its own, though that wall’s not gonna hold if a basher keeps at it. We’re gonna have to patch it up and hope that it’s enough.”


  “Well,” Stealth said, “we know they hunt alone and they ain’t all that smart, so it’s not likely they’ll notice it and decide to bash away at it. Maybe tomorrow we can put something in front of it, you know, outside, so they can’t get to it.”


  Steel finally turned and faced him. “Yeah, that’s a good idea. No sense worrying everyone tonight. Let’s tell them in the morning. We might be able to roll one of those old cars over. That should keep them away from the wall.”


  “You’re looking tired, Steel. How about heading to bed?”


  Steel sighed. “Yeah, that sounds like a good idea.”


  “I’ve got room, if you care to join me.”


  The offer wasn’t entirely unexpected. She’d slept with Stealth before, too. She’d slept with all the older boys and had come to realize it wasn’t a good idea. Most of those she had slept with were dead now—one of them by her own hand. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake again.


  “No,” she said quietly, “I’m going to sleep by myself.” Steel could read the disappointment in his eyes. “I’m going to make sure the shelter is cleaned up from the fire and I’ll check on Daisy. Then, I’m heading to bed—my own bed. I suggest you do the same. It’s been two days without any real food and we’re going to have to go deep into the city tomorrow, which means waking up early. Get some sleep.”


  Stealth headed toward his bed while Steel did a lap around the shelter, making sure the blankets they had used to kill the fire weren’t smoldering and that the kerosene on the floor was cleaned up. As she checked the latches and locks on each of the windows and the front door, her mind wandered. She compared Stealth to Rock, examining their temperament, their leadership abilities, and their intelligence. If the worst happened to her, which one would take her place? She reached her bed without coming to a solid conclusion. Stretched out on her mattress, she decided not to remove her clothes. After turning off the small lantern by her bedside, she lay back and stared at the shadows on the ceiling.


  Her last thought before sleep was how she wished that Rock’s balls were as big as Stealth’s.


  Chapter Two


  Whisper woke at sunrise and roused the others from their beds—her job since becoming a member of the group. In her time at the shelter, Whisper had performed her duties efficiently, without the use of verbal prodding. Her lack of speech took some getting used to but now everyone accepted it without question. The only person who had ever heard her speak was Steel, who wasn’t sure what she had heard uttered from the young girl’s mouth was even a word.


  Steel had found Whisper a couple of weeks earlier on one of their rare foraging missions away from the city. They were in a remote wooded area that Wise, for some unknown reason, had always cautioned them not to enter. But, they had been desperate for food at the time and had no qualms about going in. Besides, Wise was dead, and there was no one to stop them.


  From outward appearances, the house hadn’t been vandalized, so Steel had been cautiously optimistic about their chances of finding something to eat. Her hopes had been dashed when she circled around the house and discovered the back door wide open. Once inside, she heard sounds coming from the upper level. With her right hand, she had reached down and gripped the handle of the weapon fastened to her left hip. With a tight hold on it, she had crept up a carpeted staircase to investigate.


  The sounds had been coming from a room at the end of the hallway.


  Steel had trodden lightly past a bathroom and a child’s bedroom, and then tiptoed to the doorway at the end of the hall and had peered into the room. Against a far corner of the wall, two males had a young girl cornered. The men were naked, and while Steel’s view was limited to their backs, it was obvious what they had in mind. The girl had been cowering and whimpering; her eyes, wide with fear, were directed below the men’s waists.


  Steel had slowly unsheathed her katana, a weapon she carried on foraging missions. The extra care she had taken to sharpen the sword the night before proved to have been a prudent use of her time, the blade so well-honed she’d had no doubt as to how effective it would be. It had taken only two swings to lop off their heads.


  The young girl had screamed as the bodies had collapsed to the floor, then quieted when she glared at her own outstretched hands. The men’s blood had speckled them red. The girl’s intermittent sobs had echoed off the walls.


  When the girl had calmed down, she looked up, directly into Steel’s eyes, and whispered one word:


  “Thanks.”


  Over the ensuing days, Steel wondered if Whisper had even spoken. Perhaps she had only mouthed the word, and Steel herself had put the voice to it.


  Steel and the girl had dragged the bodies outdoors to where the rest of the foraging party had waited. Whisper had returned with Steel and their bounty to the shelter, but the girl had refused to engage in any conversation during the journey. Throughout the day, none of them had been able to get much information out of the girl, who insisted on communicating only with her hands. They did manage to learn that she was sixteen years old, still a long way from becoming an adult. They welcomed her as the newest member of their group, and Steel gave her the name Whisper.


  Steel now felt Whisper’s hand on her shoulder, gently shaking her awake.


  When Steel opened her eyes, the young girl was leaning over and smiling. Steel had been taken with Whisper’s innocent countenance and her beauty since that day she had found her in the house. For the first time in what seemed like ages, Steel found herself smiling.


  Steel planted her feet firmly on the floor and lifted both arms to stretch the kinks out of her back. When she turned to speak to Whisper, she saw the girl had disappeared. A portion of Steel, larger than she cared to admit, was disappointed with Whisper’s absence.


  Steel’s empty belly rumbled but she made a determined effort to ignore it by concentrating on her surroundings. Around the shelter, everyone else was already up, preparing for a trip into the city. Reluctantly, she shuffled to a small alcove at the south wall. The middle of the alcove contained a built-in storage area flush to the floor. She dropped to her knees, lifted the lid, and removed a container of liquid that was much too large for its meager contents. She raised it to her mouth, using both hands, and drank, careful not to let any of it spill from her lips. A basher had an extraordinary sense of smell—blood-stained clothing was just as effective as a shout that there was fresh prey nearby. After taking two small sips, she replaced the container, closed the lid and walked back to her sleeping area.


  Steel removed her katana from its peg on her headboard and fastened it onto her hip. Wise had given her the weapon shortly after he had introduced her to the group. More importantly, he had taught her how to use it. She had been a fast learner. She stood by her bed and waited for the prompt. It took only a few more minutes for everyone to get their gear and weapons at the ready, and then they all stood at attention by their own beds. One at a time, they nodded at her. She nodded back and then led them out of the shelter.


  Once outside, Steel informed them about the crack on the west wall. There were murmurs and a few exchanged glances with wide eyes. Steel walked over to the crack. They all followed her and inspected it together. Though she noticed the nervousness on their faces, none of them replied with much more than a grunt or a sigh. She recounted her conversation with Stealth after they had discovered the crack. Afterward, she announced their first order of business was to find an automobile with four good tires. She assigned Stealth, Rock, Fleet, and Whisper to the task. Next, she asked Cookie to clean up Melancholy’s remains. Steel then called Daisy to her side and told everyone that she and Daisy were going to look through the maps to plan that days foraging expedition. When no one spoke up, Steel nodded to the group. They all nodded in return and went off to their assigned tasks.


  Chapter Three


  Fleet, Stealth, Rock, and Whisper, paraded down the main road, single file, away from the shelter and toward the city. Fleet knew they wouldn’t have to travel far to find an abandoned car—there were plenty lined up along the road outside the shelter. Finding one with four good tires and a key in the ignition to unlock the steering wheel would prove tricky, though. Since the terrain was level, pushing it wouldn’t be too strenuous. With Whisper steering, there would be enough strength among the three boys to overcome any slight inclines.


  Without discussion, Rock assumed control of the mission, which irritated Fleet, though he reined in his objections. Rock, after all, was the oldest of the group, though not necessarily the smartest or bravest. Fleet had seen Rock cowering by the door the previous evening during the fire, but decided this was not the time to bring it up. Rock had a tendency to be ill-tempered, or hot-headed as Wise had once more accurately described it. Because Rock had the only working firearm in the group, Fleet thought it best to wait until the evening when all weapons would be stored before he confronted Rock over leadership during a mission.


  Everyone carried a weapon except for Whisper. She steadfastly refused when one was offered. Stealth and Fleet both carried long knives they’d taken from a pawnshop almost a year ago—not long after the world had turned to shit and all the adults
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