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In loving memory of Joey. 

Miss you every day.


INTRODUCTION

Welcome back to Shallow Waters. Welcome to the third volume in Crystal Lake’s series of flash fiction anthologies.

For those not familiar with the series, we post a flash fiction challenge on social media every month. Authors then have a few days to write and submit the story within the parameters of the challenge (word count, theme, or perhaps a prompt). The best stories are posted on our Patreon page for our patrons to enjoy. I post one story a day, and at the end of the challenge, patrons would vote for a winner. The winner would, of course, get a cash prize, an author spotlight in our newsletter, and publication. The winner in this specific volume was “Haunted Places” by Mark Allan Gunnells.

The challenges included themes of hauntings, the seven deadly sins, love at its weirdest and most harmful, and a few other surprises.

After voting ends and a winner is chosen, I invite the authors of the most popular submissions to join our series of flash fiction anthologies. So you’ll always be reading the very best of the best.

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 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 more to Shallow Waters.

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

 

Joe Mynhardt

19 September, 2019


Piece Meal

Madeline Mora-Summonte

Lucy ducks behind the gumball machine. Nearby, two girls from school flip through magazines. Lucy chews her bottom lip. She should go over, smile. Grandma keeps telling her not to be so shy, such a sourpuss. Instead, she turns away from them, hunches her shoulders then slips her quarter into the slot. She hopes for purple. The plastic capsule rattles down the chute. She pops open the top half.

It’s not purple. And it’s not a gumball.

It’s a tooth. A fang, really, pointed and sharp.

Whispering draws Lucy’s attention. The girls stare at her over the magazine they share.

“Are you girls going to buy that?” Mr. Lawrence walks over.

Startled, they shove the magazine in the wrong slot. “Weirdo,” one of them murmurs as they race past Lucy. Even though Lucy’s not sure if they’re talking about her or Mr. Lawrence, she hangs her head, tucks the tooth away. The girls’ giggles cling to the air like cheap perfume.

“Friends of yours?” Mr. Lawrence clamps a hand on her shoulder. She tips with the weight. White hairs curl into tiny nests on his knuckles.

She shakes her head, takes the bag with Grandma’s pills.

His fat fingers brush her shoulder blades. “Wings of an angel.”

Lucy jumps. “What?”

“Sings like an angel. The one with the blond curls.” He jerks his chin at the door. “She’s a little gossip, though. Not like you, Lucy. You’re a quiet one. Good at keeping secrets I bet.” He gives a big, slow wink. “Tell your Grandma I said hello.”

At home, Lucy puts the tooth in an empty cigar box. Whose tooth is it? How did it get in the gumball machine? Who else has gotten one? The thought that she might be the only one, that she might be special, pleases her.

She returns to the store again and again. She uses quarters from her piggy bank, from Dad’s change jar. Mr. Lawrence is always happy to see her. He asks after Grandma, asks how long Dad will be away on his route.

Soon the cigar box is full. Fangs. Claws. Slips of reptilian skin. Swatches of rough fur. Chunks of bone. Webs of wing. She searches for the pattern, for the solution to the puzzle. What if she’s missing pieces? How will she ever know?

One night, Lucy is the last customer. She grabs the capsule from the gumball machine but does not open it right away. Grandma will wonder where she is. She’s late, too late.

Mr. Lawrence flips the sign on the door to Closed, turns the lock. The sound echoes in the quiet store. Outside, dark swallows dusk.

Mr. Lawrence smiles. “How about a ride home, Lucy? It’s late.”

“Um, that’s okay.” Lucy steps back.

“Your Grandma’ll throw a fit if I let you walk home. Let’s go.”

Lucy grips the plastic capsule, follows him. In the car’s quiet cocoon, his breath is loud, heavy. Her stomach squirms.

At her house, Lucy unbuckles her seat belt.

“Wait.” Mr. Lawrence’s palm spans her thigh. She is pinned, a butterfly in a display case. The hair on his knuckles glows ghostly beneath the streetlight. He shifts his big body toward her.

The porch light blinks on. The front door opens. Mr. Lawrence squeezes her leg, a promise of something to come. She flies from the car as he calls hello to Grandma.

In her room, Lucy peels her fingers from the capsule, opens it with shaking hands. An eyeball—cloudy and mucus yellow, veined with red—stares up at her. What did it see between her fingers? What did it see of the ride home?

Lucy locks the bedroom door, the window, then crawls into bed. Terrible dreams send her twisting, whimpering, half-waking through the night to see her window wide open, curtains pushed aside, fluttering in a soft breeze. Panic tries to seize her, but sleep steals her away again.

In the morning, the neighbors buzz like excited bees. Did you hear about Lawrence? Killed in the store’s backroom. Maybe tortured. Maybe attacked by an animal. Pieces of him are still missing. Not only that, but the police found dirty pictures scattered around, all stained with Lawrence’s blood.

Lucy opens the cigar box, stares. All the pieces from the gumball machine are there. Along with one new addition—a meaty finger with white hair curled on the knuckle.

The eyeball gives a big, slow wink.

 

Madeline Mora-Summonte is a writer, a reader, a beach-comber and a tortoise-owner. Many of her creepy little tales are out prowling in print and lurking online. Visit www.MadelineMora-Summonte.com for a taste of her work. Just be careful something doesn't taste you back.


The Anonymous Dark

Jonathan Winn

Frozen cold, her breath was, its echo clouding the air. She remained still, certain these new shadows would see her, could see her, might see her. Somewhere something unfamiliar moved, its curiosity close but still too far. But, still, her hallway waited before her, its length, its doors, the corner turned at its end, all familiar and safe. A comfort. So she moved, the length traveled, the doors passed, the corner almost turned when, from the air around her, a voice—the words clear, strong, too young, the breath threatening to warm her cheek—said, “I’m telling you, we have a ghost.” And, the lingering regret of a life lived once again haunting her, back into the anonymous dark she went.

 

Jonathan Winn is a screenwriter and author of almost a dozen books including Eidolon Avenue: The First Feast (“a great read…powerful and jarring,” Cemetery Dance), Martuk…the Holy (A Highlight of the Year, 2012 Papyrus Independent Fiction Awards) and The Martuk Series, Vol. 1, A Collection of Short Fiction.


Number Seventeen

Monique Snyman

How do I describe Alida Stafford?

The term “pretty” doesn’t seem fitting. When I think about pretty girls, I usually imagine them as being soft around the edges, big-eyed, and delicate. Alida was none of those things. “Pretty,” I suppose, is too mundane—and in some way the word can almost be seen as an insult—for someone like her.

Those high, prominent cheekbones, aquiline nose, and hawkish eyes certainly set her apart in a crowd, made her come across as a living, breathing sculpture. Not to mention, and this may sound utterly cliché, but Alida’s legs went on for days. When she walked, she didn’t just walk—she flowed like water. Her natural grace remains one of her most memorable features. More than that, Alida’s striking appearance made her breathtaking, unforgettable.

In the Greco-Roman era, she would have been prized as a trophy, there’s no doubt about it in my mind, but in modern times, Alida is better suited to an adjective like “handsome”. The phrase “unconventional beauty” is often attributed to her, too, but I personally enjoy thinking of her as “ethereal.”

Yes, she seemed to be a strange, beautiful dream as she walked out on the runway, debuting in Milan. She wore a bell-sleeve sheer blouse, which showed off hard, rosy nipples, and a pleated satin skirt that caressed her firm thighs like an old lover. Something about seeing Alida for the first time, so sensual and free, stirred me in ways I can’t quite explain. But I didn’t know for sure she would be Number Seventeen until her eyes inadvertently met mine across the crowded hall and the corner of her lips curled up into a naughty, almost triumphant little smile.
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