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Dedicated to Lawrence ‘The Voice’ Santoro


INTRODUCTION

Welcome back to Shallow Waters! Can you believe it’s already the fifth volume in our series of flash fiction anthologies?

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 Guy Medley, Jennifer K Carstens, Kevin David Anderson, and Alex Ebenstein.

The challenges represented in this volume include themes of Karma, Travel Horror, War, and Graveyard Stories.

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

20 March, 2020

 


Driving On

Guy Medley

The man drove because there was nothing left to do now but drive. So, he drove. Next to him the woman sat in perfect silence, her face ruddy and sullen, tear-streaked, not so much as a plastic smile upon her trembling lips, afraid perhaps of what remained behind—of what lay yet ahead. The little girl in the back seat cried, the same as she had been since the trip began an eternity ago. Beside the girl, peacefully asleep in a bundled jacket despite the storm raging all around him, a baby boy. The man envied the baby the most, admired his lack of understanding.

He drove on, the apocalyptic fires consuming the world in the rear view, chasing them down like an out of control eighteen wheeler. There was no stopping for bathroom or burger breaks―for anything. How far could they make it? How long did they have left until the flames overtook them, swallowing them up whole? Before the car died―ran out of fuel, blew a tire, failed a curve―before it was finally just all over?

At first, he tried comforting the woman, the children, even himself, with rosy promises of ‘It’ll be okay’ and ‘We’re going to make it.’ But, eventually even he gave in to numbed silence, unable to admit to himself that they weren’t going to be okay―that they were never going to make it.

Maybe it didn’t matter anymore that they couldn’t see it, weren’t witness to the horrors his own eyes were as the hungry flames lapped at the bumper, the asphalt melting away practically beneath the road-worn tires, the very air outside the windows on verge of combusting and roasting them all alive. He told himself they saw none of it so that he could continue on—keep them moving forward for however much longer they could.

The skyglow filled the interior of the little car with fever red, while outside the trees and grass and deer and birds―all but cinders rising into the blistered sky, blotting out the sun to an insignificant pinprick.

The car shuddered, the gas petal pressed fully into the floorboard, gauges in the red as the road furiously struggled to maintain their course, to contain their trajectory into the blue, the car and its occupants maxed-out. The man drove on.

He dared not look at the fuel gauge, the mere thought of doing so―what he might see there―too terrifying. He drove on, through the stinging blur of sweat streaming into his eyes, and through the tears. He drove on.

The man drove on thinking maybe the woman and the girl and the sleeping baby boy―maybe they couldn’t fully comprehend what loomed behind them, and that was a blessing, if but a small one, but he was certain that they could all somehow see what lay ahead for them, what was coming, and that thought, that realization, was destroying him more completely than any fire ever could. So, he did the only thing he could do. He drove on.

He drove on―

 

Guy Medley enjoys writing dark fiction for the amusement of his friends and family. He resides in the solitude of California’s Mojave Desert, where the extreme heat has, undoubtedly, affected his mind.


Dichotomy

Jason Parent

Men scream as they die. The sound of my heart thumping in my chest drowns them out. I have not yet seen the enemy beyond outlines and shadows in the dark, their shapes monstrous, things children believe hide under their beds or in their closets, not creatures of true flesh and blood.

We’re dying, and I don’t even know where to aim. I hug my face against the dirt, low in the trench, rifle tight against my chest. The night above veils the carnage on the battlefield, an empty landscape between two civilizations. We know nothing of the Others or why we fight them. Just what we are told: that they are monsters, evil; that they must be killed so we might live.

My brother has fallen, so I need little reason to fight. Still, a tingling in my gut tells me this is all wrong, that we should keep to our side of the barren field and them to theirs, where both may live in peace and prosperity. But who am I to question my superiors; them, educated and wise beyond my years, me but a simple soldier knowing no more than a simple life filled with farming days and family nights? I am a fool to question them.

The stars above twinkle across a still plain, their tranquillity offering hope. They shine for all, even the Others. But they are too far away to hear our screams.

The enemy’s banshee wails have my comrades shaking. My hands tremble as I hug my rifle closer. I see my face, white and ghastly, in the shine of my bayonet, wondering if tonight will be the night I die.

Our men are fleeing the front line, but our captain orders them back. Those who refuse are executed. With numbers dwindling, it’ll soon be my squad’s turn to march. Fingers fumble as I check and recheck my bayonet stud, bolt, and safety. I am ready, I lie to myself. I don’t want to die.

A horn blows, our signal to move. I stand, but my weapon falls from my shaking hands. I suck in air, my breaths having come too fast and too short. I search inward for strength, the memory of my brother, the love of my family awaiting my return. It is not enough to steel myself for what is to come, but it will have to do. Courage comes from hidden places, I tell myself, chuckling awkwardly as if I could convince myself I’d find it.

Most of my squad has climbed over the lip. Cries of pain, death wails, come from everywhere. I pick up my weapon and dig my boots into the wall, climbing into hell before I lose my nerve. On unsteady legs, blinded by darkness, I charge. The enemy is in front of me, somewhere unseen.

Waiting.

The path before me is littered with the dead. I step over bodies, some of men I recognize: the baker from Danbury Street, an old schoolmate from my youth—people with wives and children, just like me, who will never share in their families’ love again. Their faces are still, watching the stars as the stars watch them back, neither caring about those still alive on the ground.

I think to retreat, to run home and hide. But something inside me compels me forward. Whether it’s fear of being slaughtered by my own comrades or of being labelled a coward by the ones I love, I do not know. Courage is the lesser of two evils. I must do this for my family, to protect them from the teeth and claws of monsters they’ll never see, though being a husband and father seems more important than foreign sacrifice.

Even as I conjure the soapy smell of my daughter’s hair all those times I cradled her in my arms, I step forward, closer to the enemy, the sight unseen. My boots squish in the blood of wasted heroes. Shots are fewer now. Screaming has been replaced by soft whimpering and prayers for help. I look to my left then to my right and see no one. Am I all that is left?

A massive shape, one of them, races toward me out of the black. I struggle to steady my rifle as I take aim, the enemy frightful, unnatural, instilling panic into my every nerve. My weapon shifts in my sweaty palms. I release my breath and close my eyes, the enemy’s wails driving a spike of terror into my brain. Opening my eyes, I fire.
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