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  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  “These subtle, intriguing stories are beautifully told, with never a word wasted. Together with the author’s own illustrations they make for a superb combination – highly recommended.”


  — Alison Littlewood, author of A Cold Season and The Hidden People


  “There are a few good writers who are fair artists, too. I knew Keith was an excellent artist. But, as I’ve found out readinghis collection, Down There, he is also an excellent writer, too. His illustrations, often from an unusual POV, never give away a story’s punch line. I think most of the stories in Down There share this fine characteristic. The reader is not beat over the head with theme or ending. For example in my two favorites, The Holes and Old Bones, nothing is spelled out or obvious in the climax. Keith respects his readers enough to let them determine the endings. I’m underlining Keith’s name and watching forhis byline … like I guarantee the reader will do when he/she finishes Down There.”


  — Gene O’Neill, author of The Cal Wild Chronicles and Frozen Shadows and other chilling stories


  “I was first introduced to Keith Minnion, the illustrator, through his excellent work in Gwendy’s Button Box. I can now say that I am a fan of his talent as a writer as well. In his collection of seventeen well-written stories, Minnion shares his eye for detail to take the reader right there with the characters, allowing you to quickly connect and care about what happens to them. Down There & Others has something for everyone.”


  — Cindy O’Quinn, author of Dark Cloud on Naked Creek, and Return to Graveyard Dust


  "Keith Minnion is a true artist. His stories are carefully crafted and always interesting and thoughtful. If you haven't read his work before, you should start now."


  — John R. Little, author ofMiranda,The Memory Tree, andLittle by Little
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  “Silence is so accurate.”


  Mark Rothko


  “Nothing in this book is real.”


  Kurt Vonnegut, Jr.
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  Introduction


  My introduction to Keith Minnion occurred in 2010 over dinner at a horror writers’ convention called Necon in Bristol, Rhode Island. When the conversation turned to Keith’s talents, my eyes widened and my jaw dropped. I may have not known the man, but it turned out I was more than familiar with his work.


  Keith, an artist, had illustrated many of the horror novels I loved and held dear to me. This led to the inevitable question: “Have you ever drawn anything for Stephen King?” I still recall him shaking his head as he lamented having yet to illustrate for the master of horror.


  As the conversation progressed, my admiration for Keith grew. He was also an author, his fiction appearing in classic genre anthologies, top science-fiction periodicals, and popular horror magazines. I soon came to realize I was in the presence of a Renaissance man.


  Over the years that followed our first meeting, Keith’s body of work continued to grow. To date, Keith’s artistic talent has graced over 65 covers, and he has illustrations in over 500 published works. To critical acclaim, he released a chapbook called Island Funeral (2011), a novel titled The Boneyard (2014), and two collections. The first of these, It’s For You (2011), gathered many of his published short stories together. Dark Work (2014), a compendium of his artwork, followed. In addition, he resurrected his old publishing company, White Noise Press, releasing twenty-one high quality, limited release chapbooks containing original fiction by various genre authors (with at least one more planned).


  In 2014, Keith announced he was retiring from illustrating for others. Problems with his eyesight made it unhealthy for him to do detailed work for long periods. He would use his new-found freedom instead to paint landscape oils, set up a woodworking shop in his basement, and spend time with his grandchildren, Max and Chase (and soon Jake). Though retirement was everything he dreamed it would be, he found reason to place it on hold.


  Late in January 2017, Richard Chizmar, the owner/publisher of Cemetery Dance Publications, contacted Keith. Richard asked if he would like to do the interior illustrations for a novella Chizmar was collaborating on with Stephen King, called Gwendy’s Button Box. Keith agreed. The novel was an international best seller, exposing his illustration talents to a massive worldwide audience. Now, whenever that inevitable question pops up about illustrating for the master of horror, there will be no more head shaking. I imagine him nodding with a smile bright enough to illuminate a small city.


  Shortly before he was asked to work on Gwendy’s Button Box, Keith had made a mental list of stories he had written but not included in It’s For You. After a trip to his filing cabinet and bookshelves, he realized he had enough to release another collection. Narrowing the selection, he chose sixteen tales as well as an excerpt from a novel-in-progress for his second release of collected short stories. Despite the toll on his eyes, he decided to illustrate each tale as well.


  The stories in Down There possess the literary and introspective stylings we have come to expect from Keith: the slow buildup of suspense, a remarkable ability to sustain tension, and a focus on shadows and the unseen. In addition, dedicated homages to Ray Bradbury, C.M. Kornbluth, and Samuel R. Delany highlight his influences and flavor these tales without overpowering them.


  A recurring theme in Down There is family. “On the Hooks,” a dystopian survival tale, “Close the Door,” a follow-up to his novel The Bone Worms, and “Little Sister,” the story of a young boy who carries his ill sister on his back, all deal with familial connections in the face of adversity and terror.


  Keith excels when exploring the underbelly of love and sex. We eavesdrop on the complicated relationships between a man, his ex-wife, and his android house cleaner in “Paterfamilias.” A blunt, visceral recounting of a man’s dealings with women throughout his life entitled “What Does It Feel Like When I Do This?” leaves us shuddering at its conclusion. Keith’s excerpted novel-in-progress, Dog Star, is an involving study of two people in love that foreshadows a horrific event. Many will relate to a woman’s ruminations on her dysfunctional relationship in “Runners, Running.”


  Two stories address opposite spectrums of childhood innocence. In “The Holes,” we follow a young boy and his friends after a horrific encounter that will affect them for the remainder of their lives. The tale “Moons for My Pillow, Stars for My Bed” is a feel-good fantasy about a young girl’s fateful meeting with an old man in a laundromat.


  Keith’s sci-fi chops shine in Down There. “Ghosts” is the tale of a young man tasked with flying a spaceship into a hellish environment. “Under the Wing” is a heart-wrenching story of a young boy whose parents abandon him to explore the cosmos. “Old Bones” is a Michael Crichton-ish tale—and my favorite—detailing the exploits of a group of scientists who discover a pocket in the earth that may contain a prehistoric world.


  No stranger to horror, Keith has put his unique stamp on several tales in the collection. “The Blue Cat” brings us into the life of an elderly woman and the malevolent blue porcelain feline she purchased. Our spines chill while reading “A Trail of Footprints,” about a young boy who disappears without a trace while walking in the woods. The title story, “Down There,” is Keith’s take on the Cthulhu mythos and one man’s solution to save humankind.


  I’ve always thought the toughest story to write is a flash-fiction piece. Keith includes two, both of which are strong and evocative. The first is entitled “The Wampyr,” and I challenge anyone to find another story with fewer than 200 words as imaginative and frightening. The other, “So Many Hats,” is a dark-humored tale in under 150 words that manages to convey dread with a wink.


  In appreciation of their narrative beauty and emotional weight, every one of these stories lingered after I had finished with them. I have no doubt you will share my experience. With seventeen tales that alternately stun, delight, and terrify, climb into Keith Minnion’s mind and see for yourself what he has waiting for you, Down There.


  Tony Tremblay


  August 2017
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  The Blue Cat


  Miss Foyle was too old to drive, and she disliked taking the bus, but she tolerated it once a month to visit the Care and Share shop downtown, to look for new Dresden porcelains to add to her collection. She had found her Woodsman and her Milkmaid there, both near pristine and priced very reasonably. The volunteer behind the dinnerware, crockery and figurine counter clucked like a mother hen when she saw her. “Sorry, dear, no new Dresdens have come in.”


  “Just as well,” Miss Foyle said. “I’m running out of mantel space anyway.” They both shared a quiet smile.


  Then Miss Foyle saw the cat.


  It was a glass figurine, vaguely Deco, lacquered a pale powder-blue everywhere except its face, chest, and paws, which were clear. Whiskers were hurried slashes of black enamel, and its eyes were awkward dabs of dark red. It sat on its haunches, front legs at full extension, tail curled around to cover one paw. Like a little Egyptian god, Miss Foyle thought, instantly taken by the piece. She pointed to it.


  “Can I see that please?”


  “The cat?”


  The volunteer’s eyebrows rose slightly, but she took it down from the shelf and gave it to her. It was heavy solid glass through and through, with no chips or scratches. Miss Foyle turned it over to look for a mark or price sticker, but the bottom was blank.


  “How much is it?” she asked.


  The volunteer made a face. “It just came in, estate sale, I think. Tillie does the pricing, but she’s not due in today.” She shrugged. “A dollar?”


  Miss Foyle did not hesitate. “Deal,” she said.


  She didn’t notice the tiny parallel cuts on her forefinger, or the accompanying small smear of blood, until she was home and the blue cat was in its place on the mantel. “That’s odd,” she said aloud, and put the finger in her mouth. “How did that happen?”


  “Trouble!” Miss Foyle put her cat’s dish down by his water bowl, then turned again to the hallway. “Trouble! Dinnertime!”


  Trouble never missed a meal, except when he was in the woods behind the house, hunting. She knew he was inside because she distinctly remembered letting him in before taking her afternoon nap.


  Instead of the gentle tinkling of his collar bell, however, she heard another sound, equally gentle, but … different.


  Tink! Ting!


  Like one of her porcelains being lightly tapped by something hard and sharp.


  Tink! Ting!


  Was he up on the mantel again, living up to his name, traipsing through her porcelains?


  “Trouble!”


  Miss Foyle rushed down the hallway to the parlor, then exhaled in relief. The only cat on the mantel was the glass figurine she had purchased that morning. It looked across the room at her with its dark, ruby-red eyes. Then Miss Foyle saw Trouble. He was lying on the hearthstone, directly under the mantel.


  “Trouble?”


  The cat didn’t stir. Miss Foyle went over to him, knelt, and stroked his fur. “Trouble?” Her hand came away wet. A warm, thick wetness. She saw fresh blood on her fingers, but it took a few seconds for that to register, then a few more for her to cry out and leap back, stumbling up against the settee.


  Above her, the blue cat grinned.


  Tink! Ting!


  The first two days following Trouble’s death, Miss Foyle only entered the parlor to air it out, opening the front window in the morning and closing it before going to bed. Today, standing in the hallway before the parlor door, the air in the room still smelled faintly … foul. Like dead things. Like death itself. Her neighbor was due soon for their weekly tea and game of Hearts. She should open the window again. She should—


  The doorbell chimed. Miss Foyle turned, fingers to her lips, and saw a familiar shadow against the front door curtains. Goodness, she thought, was it that time already?


  Mrs. Grimsby, her neighbor two doors down, bustled past Miss Foyle before she even had the door fully open. “I’m so sorry to hear the bad news, Anne! So very sorry you lost poor Trouble!” Mrs. Grimsby made a right turn into the parlor, went over to the settee, and sat down.


  Miss Foyle hesitated at the doorway.


  “Well what are you doing standing there!” Mrs. Grimsby opened the side table drawer and took out the deck of cards. “Is something wrong, dear?”


  Miss Foyle gave her neighbor a pained expression. “No, nothing. You’re right.” She entered the parlor, carefully ignoring the mantel.


  Mrs. Grimsby put the card deck aside and patted the cushion beside her. “Come. Sit down for heaven’s sake. We’ll talk about it.”


  Miss Foyle took the seat offered, clutching her hands together on her lap. “I should make the tea,” she fretted.


  “Oh forget the tea! We can have that any time.” Mrs. Grimsby covered Miss Foyle’s hands with one of her own, and squeezed briefly. Then she gave a brief gasp of quiet astonishment. “And who is this?”


  A large cat, grey with white markings, had appeared in the parlor doorway.


  “That’s Max.” Miss Foyle attempted a smile. “I just got him from the shelter this morning.”


  “Max!” Mrs. Grimsby bent and offered a hand. “Pleased to meet you!”


  The cat stared at the hand, then her, briefly, then left the doorway, back the way he had come. Mrs. Grimsby chuckled. “Friendly little beast! I am glad you got another one, Anne. Back on the horse, as they say.”


  “I know, but …” Miss Foyle blinked away new tears. “Just look at me,” she said, smiling helplessly.


  Mrs. Grimsby pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve and offered it, but Miss Foyle shook her head, pulled her own from the sleeve of her housedress, and dabbed at her cheeks. “It’s just …” she began, “… it all started …” She waved her handkerchief at the mantel without looking, “… that cat.”


  Mrs. Grimsby saw the blue cat for the first time. “Oh dear! Whatever possessed you to buy that?” She got up before Miss Foyle could stop her, went to the mantel, and took the glass figurine down. “Where on earth did you get this? At a carnival sideshow? It’s positively hideous!”


  “Be … be careful, Agnes!” Miss Foyle stammered. “You’ll get cut!”


  “Don’t be silly. Cut from what, these little cracks?”


  “Cracks?” That brought Miss Foyle up short. “What cracks?”


  Mrs. Grimsby thrust the blue cat nearly under Miss Foyle’s nose. “These, dear. At the base, and along the leg.”


  Miss Foyle saw a hairline pattern of cracks that she knew had not been present when she bought the figurine. They were new.


  “Honestly, Anne!” Mrs. Grimsby returned the blue cat to its place on the mantel. She turned, dusting her hands ceremoniously. “What were you thinking?”


  Tink! Ting!


  Mrs. Grimsby paused. “What was that?” Then she looked down at her hand. “And why on earth am I bleeding?”


  The shelter smelled of pet urine and flea powder. Miss Foyle glimpsed row after row of cages in the ceramic-walled room behind the counter, all of them holding cats and kittens. “I’m sorry,” the woman behind the counter said, closing her ledger with a loud thump. “No more cats for you, I’m afraid.”


  Miss Foyle gripped her handbag tightly. “But … I only want one. Just one. My first cat passed away last week, you see.”


  The woman tapped the ledger cover with a stubby finger. “Our records show you adopted two cats since then, Miss Foyle.”


  “But I … I like cats,” Miss Foyle said, pleading with her eyes. “And they like … company.”


  The woman frowned. “I’m sorry,” she repeated, “but that’s just too many. Too many in such a short time.” She tapped on the ledger again. “People might ask why.”


  Miss Foyle brought her handbag up against her chest. “But—”


  “I’m sorry,” the woman said a final time, “but no. We have rules.”


  When Miss Foyle finished her weekly shopping, she saw a sign hung on the community board just inside the exit door, crudely drawn in crayon:


  !!FREE KITTENS!!


  10 MOTT STREET


  Pushing her loaded two-wheeled cart slowly along the sidewalk, she detoured to pass Mott Street, and found another sign, very much like the first, taped to the picket fence of Number 10. As she pushed her cart up the walk a little girl with copper-red hair and lemon-colored overalls skipped across the front porch to meet her.


  Miss Foyle smiled at the child. “You have kittens, dear?”


  The little girl nodded vigorously, pigtails flying. “Lots! Eight! Come see!”


  She led Miss Foyle onto the porch to a large open cardboard box. Inside, a fat grey tabby cat curled on a fuzzy towel, surrounded by her litter: three grey tabbies, one black with a white face, two mottled white and cream, another all black, and the last all grey. Most of them were asleep, but the black one and the grey one were wide-awake, tussling and pouncing.


  “Mama says they’re old enough now to give away,” the little girl said, looking up at Miss Foyle. “Would you like one?”


  Miss Foyle looked in the box again. The two kittens were rolling around like a furry grey and black ball. “Actually … would you mind if I took two?”


  The grandmother clock in the downstairs hall struck five, its muted chimes filling the otherwise quiet house. Miss Foyle awoke from her nap to find both kittens–the grey and the black–asleep on her stomach. She deposited them very carefully on the coverlet beside her, then found her glasses, ran her fingers through her hair and eased out of bed. She listened to the ticking of the clock downstairs, the quiet rush of a car going by in the street and the far off muffled cries of children outside playing a street game. Olly-olly-oxen-free.


  Then she heard it, and jerked her head toward the door. Dear God in heaven, she thought, so soon?


  Miss Foyle went downstairs, and the kittens, half-awake, tumbling and stumbling, followed. She stopped at the parlor doorway. Across the room, sitting on the fireplace mantel with her Dresden porcelains, the blue cat stared back at her. She rubbed her forefinger against her thumb, feeling the tiny scars.


  She heard the sound again: Tink! Ting! Glass gently touching glass.


  Tink! Ting!


  She brought her trembling fingers to her lips, looking at the blue cat, at its ruby-red, unblinking eyes, and at the space–at least an inch on either side–between it and the nearest porcelains on the mantel. Too soon, she thought, feeling tears begin to well, much too soon! She wiped at her eyes, and then looked down at the kittens, playing at her feet.


  The next morning, she returned to Mott Street. The sign was still on the gate and the big box was still on the porch. The little red-haired girl, however, was nowhere to be seen.


  Miss Foyle hesitated outside the gate, but then she saw a woman kneeling in a bed of tulips beside the house. She cleared her throat.


  “Excuse me?”


  The woman looked up, wiped her forehead with a forearm, and got to her feet. She dropped her gardening gloves.


  “Can I help you?”


  “I was looking for the little girl.” Miss Foyle pointed to the sign. “The one giving away kittens. Your daughter?”


  The woman nodded. “She’s at playcamp.” She dusted her knees, and approached the gate. “You interested in a kitten? We have a few left.”


  “Oh no, I’m sorry!” Miss Foyle fumbled in her coat pocket, and brought out the grey kitten. “I took this one home yesterday … but I found I was allergic.”


  “Allergic?”


  Miss Foyle could feel her cheeks burning. “Yes … to cats. I’m allergic to cats. I’m afraid I have to return her.”


  The woman reached over the gate, her expression neutral. “All right, hand her over.” She took the kitten from Miss Foyle, and without another word went up on the porch and deposited it in the cardboard box.


  “I’m so sorry,” Miss Foyle said.


  The woman turned and put her hands on her hips. “No problem. You’re allergic. Have a nice day.”


  “Hello? Anybody home?”


  Miss Foyle turned, creaking in her wicker chair.


  Mrs. Grimsby peeked around the corner of the house. “There you are!” She picked her way along the overgrown path to the steps of Miss Foyle’s back porch. “What on earth are you doing back here? It’s a jungle!”


  Their tea date. Miss Foyle glanced at her wristwatch with a sinking heart. It was past two!


  “Oh dear!” she exclaimed, “I’m so sorry!”


  Mrs. Grimsby came up the steps. “It’s just so buggy back here.” She took out her handkerchief, dusted the seat of the chair beside Miss Foyle, and lowered herself into it. She reached across and fingered the sleeve of Miss Foyle’s dress. “We look like twins today, Anne. I always said you look your best in mauve.”


  Miss Foyle made to rise.


  “Shall I make us that tea?”


  “No.” Mrs. Grimsby patted Miss Foyle’s knee. “Sit. Relax. You look tired, dear. You don’t look well.”


  “It has been a … trying week,” Miss Foyle admitted.


  “You haven’t been yourself since Trouble and Max ran away!” Mrs. Grimsby leaned toward her. “You haven’t lost another cat, have you, dear?”


  Miss Foyle’s embarrassed silence was answer enough.


  Her neighbor looked out into the tall weeds of the backyard. “Cats are resilient. I’m sure they’ll be fine.” She patted Miss Foyle’s knee again. “Still. Perhaps you should wait awhile before deciding about adopting another one, don’t you think?”


  Miss Foyle rose. “You are right about the bugs. Let’s go inside and have that tea.”


  Mrs. Grimsby gave a sudden, nervous laugh.


  “Not in the parlor.”


  “Oh no,” Miss Foyle said. “Never in the parlor.”


  The grandmother clock downstairs chimed five times, echoing through the little house.


  Miss Foyle awoke from her nap but kept her eyes closed, pretending she was still asleep. If she opened her eyes, it would know, she was sure; it would just know.


  Outside, a little boy ran down the sidewalk, calling for a friend to come out to play. The faint drone of an airplane rose and fell in a slow, gentle arc. Downstairs, dust motes drifted through the afternoon sunlight of the parlor. On the fireplace mantel, she knew, the blue cat glared in ruby-red fury.


  Tink! Ting!


  Her hands, folded across her stomach, clenched white. She couldn’t help it. Stop, she thought desperately, uselessly. Just … stop!


  Tink! Ting!


  She opened her eyes with a quiet sob, and sat up in her bed.


  Somehow, then, she gained the courage to stand. Somehow, she made her way into the upstairs hall, then down the stairs. Somehow–dear God! Dear God!–she entered the parlor, went around the settee, and approached the fireplace.


  Somehow, she raised a trembling hand toward the iron poker leaning by the ash shovel at the side of the hearth.


  I will smash you! I will knock you to the hearthstone and break you into a thousand pieces! I will—


  Miss Foyle cried out, jerking her hand back. Three of her fingers were cut and bleeding, each with four deep slices across the whorls of her fingertips. There was enough blood to run into her palm and drip in flat-sounding splats to the hearthstone at her feet.


  “You are EVIL!” she screamed. “You are an EVIL THING!”


  The figurine looked back at her with a sly grin.


  Splat, another drop of blood fell.


  Splat.


  “There aren’t any more!” Miss Foyle sobbed, clutching at her hand, burying it in her chest. “I gave it back! You can’t have it, you can’t have any of them anymore, ever!” Her sobs ripped from her throat. “I’m done! I’m done feeding you!”


  Tink! Ting!


  She thrust her bloody hand forward once more, furious, beyond care, and again cried out at the new slashes of crystalline pain across her fingers. More blood, more droplets falling to the hearthstone. The eyes of the blue cat seemed to grow, to tilt ever so slightly, laughing at her.


  Tink! Ting!


  Miss Foyle stood paralyzed, speechless, overcome with emotion and pain.


  Tink! Ting!


  She moaned.


  Tink! Ting!


  She swayed, but kept her balance.


  Why can’t I run! Why can’t I run away?


  Tink! Ting!


  Why can’t I—


  Tink! TING!


  CRAACK!


  Quite suddenly, the cat broke into several large pieces. They teetered on the mantel edge, then fell to the blood-splattered hearthstone below, shattering into a hundred, a thousand shards of glittering blue.


  Miss Foyle, still rooted in place, stared open-mouthed.


  What did I do? How did I…?


  But she had done nothing, nothing at all. The cat, the insatiable, evil cat, had done it to itself.


  She moved then, took a step back, then another, until she was out of the parlor. The remains of the blue cat lay scattered across the hearthstone like diamonds. No, like … like simple, harmless shards of cheap blue glass.


  The grandmother clock chimed ten times; time for bed. Miss Foyle went down the hallway to the stairs, passing the open doorway to the parlor. She felt a small blush of pride when she did not automatically look into the room.


  She went slowly, steadily, up the stairs.


  Her bedroom door was solid oak, thick and sturdy, and she locked it from the inside out of habit. She was safe. She knew that. Finally, safe.


  She cradled her bandaged hand, warm under the covers. This would be the first night, she realized, the first night in weeks where she could sleep without fear, without dread. She smiled in the darkness. Tomorrow she would clean the mess in the parlor.
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