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Dedicated to Amy,

the first dog my wife and I ever had the privilege of raising.


INTRODUCTION

Time for Shallow Waters Vol.8! We’re nearing the end of this amazing series. Possibly only one more to go.

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 AJ Franks, Jay Bechtol, Red Lagoe, Jeremy Megargee, and Grant Longstaff.

These challenges are a great way to reward our patrons with even more 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

8 June, 2021


Prior to Slaughter

 

AJ Franks

 

 

They’d arrived like dogs signaled by Galton’s whistle, infiltrating the city in numbers too great to count, with masks and stark white uniforms concealing their identities. Not military. Too professional, too coordinated for a militia. Havana had nicknamed them attendants. 

Was it always the same one making deliveries? Did they smile beneath their facemasks as they left her food and supplies outside, then vanished? She imagined their features as she stepped on the scale. 

She didn’t recognize herself in the bathroom mirror. Her once glittery green eyes now appeared the dull hue of depression glass. Her sunrise-red hair resembled more of a pale moon, and her skin was now pasty and stretched around her frame. And her weight …

The scale’s numbers flashed, then registered. As if to mock the current circumstances, the number 251 revealed itself. Coincidentally, it was the same number of days she’d been in quarantine. 

Quarantine: That’s how the paper packet the attendants supplied referred to the situation. For days, it had been her sole source of information surrounding lockdown against the virus. Her phone, her electronics—all forms of communication had gone dark prior to their arrival. 

The message in the packet was clear: stay inside or be killed. There wasn’t a second option. All necessities—food, medication, supplies—would be delivered. They had all the information they needed on her, and without fail, each morning after a tap at the door, she opened it to find a daily delivery, a care package. 

Around week three her television turned on by itself, nearly causing her a heart attack. There was only one working channel, and as terrifying as the on-screen footage was—coverage of midwestern and southern states where courageous country folk fought, but failed, to protect their freedom—the screams, gunfire and bomb blasts were the only company she had. It wasn’t long before she concluded the broadcast was not meant to provide updates but to be a deterrent. 

And so, the Cardinal Rules of stay in or die was one Havana abided, along with the other instructions in the packet: Finish all your food if you want to eat the next day; report your weight each morning. (A scale will be provided to you.) Shower daily. (She found they never inspected for this one.) She assumed they mandated the rules to help control the spread of the pathogen. 

A knock at the door made her yelp and pull her purple cotton robe tight as she stepped from the scale. They’ve never come twice in one day, she thought, heading to the door, pressing her eye against the peephole.

“Havana Green,” the gruff voice behind the mask carried through the barrier, “open the door.”

The frame creaked as she turned the knob. “I’m Havana.” She felt stupid as the words crawled across her tongue. They knew who she was. 

“Come with me,” the attendant said.

“But where—”

He pushed past her into the apartment. Her mouth barely formed a scream when a needle pierced the soft skin on her neck. The world turned black.

***

She woke to find herself in the rear of a moving, covered truck, longer than any semi she’d seen. A pudgy, balding man across from her blinked as she came to.

“You okay?” he asked. 

Her eyes widened, and she straightened. I’ve lost it, she thought. That can’t be him. She forced the words. “You’re the—”

The man chuckled and lowered his empty gaze.

“You’re him. I recognize—”

His eyes narrowed. “No.”

Havana tried to clear her head of whatever drug they’d given her. He was about seventy-five pounds heavier, not as rosy-cheeked, but it was him. “You are!”

His jaw set. “Not anymore.”

The brain fog wouldn’t clear. She looked around. “But I don’t understand.” The truck contained dozens of overweight people. All were silent but for a few in the middle whose whispers she couldn’t understand. “Where are we going? Are you part of this?”

He lifted his chained wrists. “I’m no more a part of it than you.” 

Squinting, her eyes brought him into focus. “But you must know something. You’re the—”

“I’m not the fucking president!” The man’s eyes filled with pain as faces turned toward them. “Not anymore.”

Havana rubbed her throbbing head. “Where are we going? We’ll catch the virus!” 

The man laughed, his tone hollow. “We are the virus.”

“What?”

He sighed. “Humans. We’re the disease. And they’ve found a way to eradicate us.”

“Who?” Beads of sweat coated her clammy forehead.

“The Aboves.” 

“Who are the—”

He shook his head. “Not who. What. They’re higher beings.” He spoke as if he’d long been privy to the information.

“Higher beings?” Havana pressed. “Like God?”

“Not God,” he held her gaze. “Godlike, maybe, but…”

“What do they want?”

The truck’s bed vibrated as he shouted. “A snack! A goddamn snack!” Tears filled his vision. “And we’re it.” An attendant stood at the back of the truck, and the man’s rant continued. “They’ve seen how terrible we are to each other. This is their solution.” The attendant raced toward them. “What did you think was happening? Quarantine. Mandatory meals.” His rushed words were difficult to understand. “We’re nothing but fattened up cattle!” The attendant’s backhand struck his face, followed by a quick injection to the neck. The man, perhaps the most powerful in the world, fell limp as the truck stopped.

Attendants prodded the captives out the back, and Havana looked for an escape, growing hopeless. She couldn’t run, not in her physical condition. She crawled from the truck and followed the others into a warehouse. 

Wait a minute. Recognition clicked. This is the airport! The insides were gutted and emptied. Or it used to be. Now, it’s just a—

The smell hit her before the sight. Bodies, rows of them, hung from the ceiling, stripped of flesh, dripping blood into metal tubs beneath. She stumbled back and bumped into an attendant. 

“Welcome to the slaughterhouse,” he said.

 

AJ Franks is the author of more than thirty short stories and The Chilling Tales series. His debut horror collection, Keep You Cold: Chilling Tales, was a multi-category finalist in the American Book Fest 2019 Best Book Awards. The follow-up collection, Colder in Hell: More Chilling Tales is now available. Franks’ debut novella The Boy with the Spider Face is scheduled for a 2021 release from Crystal Lake Publishing.


A Quick Trip to the Liquor Store

 

Denver Grenell

 

 

The stench of death was strong today. An unpleasant bouquet of rotting flesh wafted in from the street outside Colin Mehrtens’ fortified house. Even the packet of patchouli incense sticks he’d lit failed to disguise the omnipresent reek of decomposition.

“Stinky buggers! Why’d you have to pick my street to die on?” he muttered to himself.

Flicking on the TV, he was greeted by the menacing hiss of static. The radio sang a similar song. Cellphone—no bars. The last emergency update came three weeks ago, and the Prime Minister’s daily speeches had stopped broadcasting the day before that. That meant the Parliament had probably been infected, too.
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