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Introduction




Welcome, for the very last time, to Shallow Waters! Well, sort of. There will be a special paperback edition, but this is the last volume in this series of flash fiction anthologies. There will be another series announced soon, since we’ll never run out of amazing flash fiction written by some incredible talent over  on our Patreon page.

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

The stories in these anthologies include the very best of the best, with either winning stories or those that also received 2nd or 3rd place. This is a free contest, with great prizes for the top three stories.

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. It’s been a pleasure entertaining you.

Welcome to Crystal Lake.




Joe Mynhardt

8 August, 2023












  
  

In My Mind, the Deep Calls


Maxwell Marais





The view out of the diving suit’s round glass window was dark, cramped. The crash and thrash of waves in wind far above filtered down, a muted bass imitation of the surface. This deep the water was not so agitated, not so tempestuous. As I hung steeping like a moldering teabag in some long-forgotten china cup, I wondered why no one had pulled me up yet. Little night fishes darted in my limited peripheral vision, pinprick glints of silver through the black.  

We’d searched this whole stretch of ocean three times over, the rest of the expedition and I. In our desperate excitement we had been certain that this time, this time would be the one. The night and the storm had not discouraged us. Shifting in the oiled-canvas bulk of the diving suit, I could just make out the dark, storm-tossed shadow of the bottom of the ship. I imagined my maps, charts, script translations and stone tablet rubbings slipping and sliding in the tumult, crumpling into the corners. Without them, down in the water’s undulating embrace, I couldn’t shake the feeling I might have been mistaken and, in this black expanse, I was impossibly small.  

Something was below me.  

I’d known for a while now. A tingling up my spine, the unmistakable sensation of being watched. Flicking on my electric lamp I watched its beam waver unsteadily, that one small source of light seeming horribly insufficient in the great encroaching darkness. But there! Down below, almost hidden beneath a crust of coral and sea plants, the light had hit smooth, carved stone.

Ruins.    

I gave a tug on the line tethering me to the ship to give me slack. Let me down; let me see. This is what we’ve been looking for all this time, isn’t it?  There was no response. I thought again of the downpour above, the rain-slicked decks, the crashing waves. Where were the crew? I floated, inert, shifting the beam of the lamp over the stone’s surface, squinting through the greenish gloom. The ruins seemed to imitate the plants that grew from them, spires and columns reaching ever upwards towards the impossibly far starlight. The architecture branched, growing paper-thin and needle-sharp. It had been carved in such a way that it seemed to melt upwards, walls like curdled wax, windows like gaping sores.  

Each time I looked away, I could swear a part of it had shifted. Not noticeably, just enough to make one question, enough to make me wish I could rub my eyes through the diving suit’s window to make sure.  

The feeling of being watched did not subside. The tether between myself and the ship was a thin, insubstantial crack in the ocean between me and safety. Without the crew above to guide the rope, I was little more than dangling bait on a fishing line. The ruins yawned below, needle tips reaching upwards like so many drowned hands. The plants lolled sickly in the dim and wavering light. The rotted seaweed along the walls and peaks swayed sluggishly, shadows casting strange and shifting patterns on the stone. The world down here was frozen in time, and I with it. I could taste the oily tang of the air from the pump above, as I breathed in and out, focusing on the prize below…what we’d been looking for all this time. 

But were we supposed to find it?  

A fleeting shadow shifted at the very edge of my vision…

Something’s moving. 

Something was down there, among those candle wax columns, and it was no longer just watching. It moved through spaces I could not see, moved through the overgrown ruins as though they were little more than the rest of the water, twisted around corners that did not, could not exist. 

It was getting closer. I blinked, trying to clear the blurry vision through my diving suit’s window. The oiled canvas pressed against my body like dead, clammy skin. I couldn’t quite make the thing out, not directly, only the places where it had been. The places it had grasped some piece of architecture and unwoven it like a threadbare sleeve, climbed up the dangling strings like a spider and then sewn it shut behind. The water rippled with a force that no current could create.  

Something gripped the edge of my suit, and I thought, This is what it must feel like to have one’s blood curdle. I must have screamed because down there in the awful darkness I heard something reply.  I dropped my lamp. The beam oscillated wildly as it fell, giving split-second glimpses of stone and seaweed, seaweed and stone, over and over and…

My God what was that?  

The tether yanked hard, suddenly taut. They were pulling me up, the crew far above, but I knew only the wild flailing of my own arms, the thrashing and kicking of my weighted boots, the hot stifling breath coming too fast, until I felt my head break the surface of the water. The cacophony of rain on my dive helmet broke the violent shock of what I had seen before the lamp went dark and I was cast into blackness.  

Down below, though I would never tell a soul, had been an eye, down among those ruins, impossibly huge, sealed shut with limpets, barnacles, and salt. In my ignorance I had thought it part of the stone (or was the stone all part of it?). But as the last of my light fell upon it, as that thing had taken hold of my suit, I had known, truly…  

I had been seen.  

It had opened. That ancient, rheumy lens peeled wide and fixed its gaze on me.  



      [image: image-placeholder]It’s been over a week now. Our ship is headed home, the rest of the expedition believing their search utterly unsuccessful. I have told them nothing. How could I? I cannot look them in the eye when I lie. I cannot look anyone in the eye—but thankfully, none of them pry. They want to trust me, and that is perhaps what makes it the most difficult to stay silent. That thing has seen me, and that is something that cannot be undone. But a captain knows no duty as strong as that to his crew. They must not know. They must not be seen. 

The thing below is still with me. I have come to realize over the past few days that it did not stop at my suit. It unraveled a part of me as well, as it did the water and ruins. There is some sort of infection on the inside of my ankle, just below the bone. It grows larger by the day, the skin becoming gray, oily, soft like pulp. 

Even now, scales push their way through my ruined flesh.  

I dream of the eye in the ruins. In some I am in my diving suit, hanging as it watches me wordlessly like a specimen in some enormous briny petri dish. Hanging as I feel the unnamable thing unravel the canvas and crawl up beneath my skin, grey-green tendrils slipping into veins and between muscle fibers.  

But in others I am with it, among the lolling sickly sea-plants, the fish, and spires. When I wake, I find revolted the feeling that lingers is one of home.  

I am changing. The air on the ship is dry and stings my parched skin. My toes are growing webbing. The scales itch beneath my clothes. I can’t hide these signs from the crew much longer. Some of them already glance suspiciously over the rims of the cups of rum I ply them with. They question why I am absent at some of my duties, why I do not speak more like I used to, or what exactly I am doing up at the bow of the ship leaning into the cold salty spray until my clothes are soaked through. 

But none are brave—or foolish—enough to question what happened the night they pulled me up from the water blank and staring, mouth opened wide to scream, but silent. Glassy-eyed. Fish-eyed.   

I will not be with them much longer. 

My plans are made. This morning I found fine little slits beginning to open along the length of my neck, raw and purulent. I am ready.  

A part of me is repulsed as I walk out onto the deck. A part of me still kicks and screams and rejects what I am becoming. The stars wink dully behind a thin layer of cloud. My hands grip the railing. That part of me is ignorant. It is foolish to be fearful of change. We cannot change what we become. What we have always been? I swallow my disgust.  

I left a note in my cabin. They will find it eventually. It is the final lie I must tell my crew. I am not dying, but for their sake they must believe I am. For their sake, they must never know.  

They must never know about the ruins.  

They must never know about the eye that calls in unspeakable and voiceless tongues.  

The rail and the ship are behind me now. The water is blissfully cool as I sink and wriggle free of my clothes, as my new gills flower open in the darkness and I breathe.  

In my mind, the deep calls.  

And now, at last, I answer.  

Maxwell Marais is an author and illustrator of all things horror living in Montreal, Canada. When they aren’t frantically scrawling down the weird fiction and horror that crawls out of their brain, they can be found attempting to summon (with limited success) horrible abominations from beyond our world. Their works have been featured in such publications as The NoSleep Podcast, Thuggish Itch, and Dark Recesses Press.








  
  

Motel 8


Francesca Maria





Camellia needs a good night’s sleep like a junky needs a fix. A two hundred mile stretch of nothing forces her to keep driving on the gray potholed roads from Texas to California. Her eyelids droop, carrying the extra weight of her weariness. A pink neon beacon of hope a hundred yards up the highway draws her in like a fly to a bug zapper on a warm summer night. 

A lone motel isolated on an acre of dry dirt looms through Camellia’s windshield. Camellia doesn’t notice the lot is empty as she pulls her car under the overhang that reads OFFICE. The single level structure reminds Camellia of the countless strip malls she’s passed along her route. The white trim of the flat roof hangs over the building just enough to create shadows on the doors and yet not enough to keep out rain, should it come. Camellia sees paint chipping away at the dark brown exterior. A dead rat blocks the office door.

A bald, middle-aged man with a face that has been punched more times than most pushes the protesting screen door and leers at Camellia. He kicks the rat into the dried bushes across the driveway.
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