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INTRODUCTION

Shallow Waters Vol.7! Can you believe it? All thanks to great supporters like yourself.

For those not familiar with the series, Crystal Lake Publishing has an amazing (and exclusive) behind the scenes community of readers and authors on Patreon, where we host a flash fiction writing challenge every month (along with many other projects, including our Still Water Bay dark fiction series).

We post the Shallow Waters flash fiction challenge on social media and in our newsletter every month, and give authors a few days to write and submit the story within the parameters of the challenge (word count, theme, or perhaps a prompt). I’ll personally choose the best stories and post them on our Patreon page for our patrons to enjoy. I post one story a day, and at the end of the challenge, patrons vote for a winner. The winner gets a cash prize, an author spotlight in our newsletter (and on our Patreon page), and publication in a future Shallow Waters anthology. The great part is that the best of the rest—stories that got a lot of votes but didn’t win—are also invited to join our series of flash fiction anthologies. So you’ll always be reading the very best of the best. Plus a few stories from Crystal Lake authors, of course.

The winners in this specific volume were Linda J. Marshall, Madeline Mora-Summonte, Derek Odom, Liam Hogan, and Esteban Vargas.

The challenges represented in this volume include themes of isolation, the drive-in, cars, love, tragedy and loss, post-apocalypse, and camp horror.

It’s a great way to reward our patrons with even more great perks, but it constantly proves to be a great source of inspiration and motivation for authors who rise to the challenge. It also brings a lot of new traffic to our Patreon page, which is constantly improving to offer readers and/or writers great perks.

So if you’re an author or reader, or just a fan of the genre and independent publishing, be sure to check out our tiers on Patreon. It’s a great place to go behind the scenes of the company while supporting authors, the small press, and this genre we all love so much.

For those not familiar with Patreon, it’s a monthly subscription-based site where you can follow creators in exchange for behind the scenes access, sneak peeks, and perks associated with the tier you pay for. There are a lot of amazing creators there. Just be sure to look for a tier that best fits your needs and wallet.

So welcome once again to Shallow Waters.

Welcome to Crystal Lake Publishing—Tales from the Darkest Depths.

Joe Mynhardt

16 April, 2020


Cribs

Linda J. Marshall

Izzy set her box on the narrow iron bed. It contained spare underwear, a report on online licorice sales that she dreaded finishing, and a photo of her holding the mortarboard from her graduation over her dog’s head.

“This mattress is stained.”

“Oh, yeah, sorry about that. I’ll bring a clean one right up.”

Her landlord looked her up and down.

She stepped away and said, “It’s smaller than I thought, but it’s still better than what I’ve looked at. One place wanted to rent a refrigerator box on their living room floor for four hundred a month.” The room was five-foot-wide, maybe six long. An old mirror lost most of its mercury from the back, making her reflection look ghostlike.

“It’s got history,” the landlord said. “These were cribs where hookers worked.”

“What?”

“All these old San Francisco buildings had them on the upper floors. Most been gutted to make offices, but I like history.” He walked to the door of her room. “See this little window?” He fished for a nickel in his pocket and dropped it in a slot. The shade on the window rolled up. “A guy who couldn’t afford a hooker, he could spend a nickel and watch.”

Izzy picked up her box. “I can’t stay here. That story…it’s too…”

The landlord signaled to stop. “Where will you go? To the cardboard box on somebody’s floor? Besides, you’re the first girl. I’m gonna fix this place up nice and every one of these mini-apartments will have a fresh-faced working woman in them. It’ll be like a sorority. Bathroom’s down the hall.”

She took a step toward the door. “I can’t stay.”

He blocked the door. “The prostitutes, they were happy. Working girls. The gold rush, just like the tech rush. Money everywhere. Rent was high then, too, so they rented these rooms. Called them cribs. Cribs. Funny, huh?” When she tried to step around him, he continued. “Listen up. I got new mattresses downstairs. I’ll bring one up.” He opened the door and made for the pale exit sign.

She hoisted the box onto her hip and left the room. Up and down the hall were fifty doorways to fifty tiny rooms, but no sign of the landlord. The lights were dim, just a few bare bulbs. Izzy peered down the long corridor. At the far end, a woman walked out of the communal bath.

“Thank God,” Izzy called. “I thought I was here alone.”

The woman, nude except for a sheet wrapped around her newly bathed skin, wore her curly hair piled on top of her head. Treading straight ahead, an unseeing look on her face, she passed Izzy.

“Excuse me? Excuse me?” Izzy watched her walk away. “I hope the other renters aren’t snobs.” The woman stopped down the hall, then entered a crib through the closed door.

Izzy backed to her own door, suddenly weak, sweat trickling down her face. “Nerves. I didn’t see what I think I saw.” In her room, she shut the door and pressed against it.

It was a trick of the bad light.

Sitting on the bed, avoiding the stains, she put her head in her hands until she heard a mournful singsong.

One bit, you get a look. Two bits, you get a feel. Three bits, you get a poke. Over and over, with no joy, no hint of any pleasure to come.

Izzy wrestled open the small window in the wall. “Who’s singing? Who is that?”

The chanting stopped. From the left of her room came the sound of a man and woman laughing, glasses clinking, until she heard a bottle break and the woman sob. To the right came the sound of slapping, then punching. Again, a woman’s sob. Choking. Gagging.

“Who are you?” Izzy whispered.

From outside, the singing slithered up to Izzy.

One bit, you get a look. Two bits, you get a feel. Three bits, you get a poke.

She tried to slam the window shut.

It was old and warped and the lead paint flaked across her hands. The voice went on and on. The window loosened and closed. Still, the thin voice rose and tapped on the dirty glass.

Listen to me.

“No!” She covered her ears and paced, afraid to be close to the window, afraid to be close to the door. “I’m here alone. There is nobody else but me. Not a soul.”

Men and women laughed outside her door. Someone said, “Dance for us,” A woman’s trill, sluggish with liquor, sang, I’m Just a Bird in a Gilded Cage, while clumsy footsteps jigged beyond the door jamb.

“Go away,” Izzy screamed. “I can’t stand it.”

Quiet now. She dared to open the door. No one danced in the hallway. No laughter. No broken glass. Down at the end, the woman in the sheet emerged from the bathroom.

Izzy sped to her. “You’ve got to tell me what’s going on.”

The blank-faced woman passed her without a nod and disappeared into a crib.

“They don’t see you.”

Izzy swung around.

“Who’s there?”

“They’re only shadows, doing the same thing, over and over, night after night. You really are alone.”

“Show yourself.”

“Fucking and drinking, fighting and killing. Night after night. Year after year.”

She ran to her room, flung the door closed, and searched for a lock that didn’t exist. Shoving the creaking, rusted bed against the door, she snatched the picture of herself and her dog out of the box and backed to the far wall. The weary chant wafted up the facade and into her crib.

One bit. Two bits. Three bits.

She gazed at the face of her dog wearing her mortarboard. Tears trickled down her cheeks and she saw in the crumbling mercury mirror how ghostly she seemed. She turned to the door when she heard a sound.

A nickel plunked into the slot. The shade on the door’s window slowly rose.

 

 

Linda J. Marshall lives in Oklahoma, USA, and usually forgets to bring her laundry in at night. Some of her short stories delight the senses in the anthologies, Arterial Bloom, Shallow Waters Vol 4, and in the Flame Tree Press newsletter. Find her at the happyhorrorwriter.blogspot.com.


Going Home

Lee Smart

I love my daughter very much, but I have been careless and now I am going to kill her. All because of one stupid mistake.

The body had looked dead, lying prone amongst the ruined aisles of the grocery store. Its flesh was parchment tight over old bones, the fronds of coral poking through its skin were fossilized and inert. I stepped over it without a thought, just another corpse in a world of the dead. Until it reared up and wrapped a spiked, bony palm around my ankle. I brought my hammer down on its skull, shattering it into desiccated shards of bone and spongy matter.

The damage was done, though. Within moments I collapsed to the floor, vomiting and shaking. The infected had injected part of its viral colony into me, a hive of disease and parasites that quickly overran my control and burst through my flesh. I watched in horror as polyps slid from the skin of my arms, tiny growths of osseous coral erupting at their bases.

The disease forces me to my feet, and I stagger out of the store onto the empty street outside. I feel something move in my mind. The coral is working its way in, a creeping, voracious hunger at the edge of my thoughts. Before I can stop it, an image appears in my mind.

Home.

Suddenly my limbs explode into motion, wheeling me around and back down the street. The infection inside me has plundered my memories. It knows where my home is, a place with hosts for it to spread to, and I am powerless to stop it. Powerless, but fully aware of what the coral will make me do.

Familiar houses pass by my roving eyes, places that belonged to my neighbors and friends, now all dead and gone. A dry, cracking screech explodes from my lungs and I hope it will give enough warning to those I have left at home. I turn the corner and see it at the far end of the road, a tree in the garden spreading its branches over a red roof.

My house, my home.

My daughter is in our front yard, waiting for me to return. She looks so strong, so beautiful. Abigail instantly recognizes me; the coral has yet to warp my features into something inhuman. I can see the grief and loss pass over her face, swiftly replaced by a look of grim determination as she realizes what she must do now. The shotgun is pressed tight against her shoulder, the dark of the barrel focussed on me like an unblinking eye.
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