
THOSE THE DEEP CLAIMS

Five Tales of Antilles Horror

––––––––

by Asterix Merino

––––––––

Antillas Publishing House



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THOSE THE DEEP CLAIMS

    

    
      First edition. December 21, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Asterix Merino.

    

    
    
      Written by Asterix Merino.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

THE BELLY-LESS

THE SARGASSO

LOS DESAPARECIDOS

THE CENOTE AT COCHINOS

LOS FLOTANTES

Sign up for Asterix Merino's Mailing List

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THE BELLY-LESS


[image: ]


The lantern cast shadows that moved like living things across the damaged walls of the research station. Dr. Elena Vásquez cataloged specimens by its amber light, her handwriting precise despite the tremor in her fingers. Three weeks since Hurricane María had torn through the Lesser Antilles, and the island still felt wrong. The ocean sounded different through the broken windows—hungrier, somehow. More present.

She labeled another vial: *Acropora cervicornis*, collected pre-storm. The staghorn coral fragment floated in preservative, bleached white as bone. Most of her samples had survived the hurricane. The station itself had not been so fortunate. The roof was gone in places, tarps flapping in the constant wind. The solar panels hung at broken angles. The satellite phone worked intermittently, when it worked at all.

Elena should have evacuated with the others. Marcus had begged her to leave, his voice crackling over the radio as the storm approached. But someone needed to stay. Someone needed to protect the research. That's what she would told him. That's what she would told herself.

The truth was simpler and more pathetic: she had nowhere else to go.

She had supplies for six weeks. Water. Canned food. Rice. Enough to last until the supply boat came. If it came.

She set down her pen and stretched, vertebrae popping. The clock on the wall had stopped at 3:47—the moment the power died. Her watch said it was just past midnight. Four hours until dawn. Four hours of lantern light and the sound of waves against the cliff below the station.

Elena walked to the window and looked out at the beach. The moon was nearly full, painting the sand silver. The tide was out, exposing rocks and debris the hurricane had deposited. A refrigerator lay on its side near the waterline. A section of someone's roof. A child's bicycle, twisted and salt-crusted.

And a woman, standing in the surf.

Elena's breath caught. A survivor? Impossible. The evacuation had been complete. she would watched the last boat leave herself, had waved to Marcus as it disappeared around the headland. That was three weeks ago. No one had returned. No one could return—the harbor was destroyed, the roads impassable.

But there she was. Naked, standing motionless in water that reached her knees. She did not move with the waves. did not sway or shift. Just stood, facing the station.

Elena grabbed her flashlight and ran outside, her sandals slapping against the wooden stairs. The wind hit her immediately, warm and salt-heavy. "Hello!" she called, her voice swallowed by the surf. "Are you hurt? Do you need help?"

The woman did not respond. did not turn. Elena ran across the beach, her flashlight beam bouncing. The sand was still littered with storm debris—she had to dodge a tangle of fishing net, leap over a shattered boat hull.

"I am a doctor!" Elena shouted, though that was not quite true. Marine biology, not medicine. But close enough. "Please, let me help you!"

She was twenty feet away when the woman turned.

Elena's flashlight beam caught her face. Young, possibly twenty-five. Dark hair plastered to her skull. Eyes that reflected the light like an animal's. And her stomach—

Elena stopped running.

The woman's stomach was smooth. Perfectly smooth. No navel. No belly button. Just unbroken skin from ribs to pelvis.

"That's not possible," Elena whispered.

The woman tilted her head, studying Elena with those reflective eyes. Then she turned and walked deeper into the water. Not swimming. Walking. The waves parted around her as if reluctant to touch her.

Elena blinked, and the woman was gone.

She stood on the beach for a long time, flashlight beam playing across empty water. The wind pulled at her hair. The ocean whispered against the sand. When she finally returned to the station, her legs felt distant and strange, as if they belonged to someone else.

She did not sleep that night. Instead, she sat at her desk and tried to convince herself she would hallucinated. Dehydration. Stress. Isolation. The human brain did strange things under pressure. she would read studies. Knew the symptoms.

But she also knew what she would seen.

At dawn, she walked back to the beach. The tide had come in, erasing any footprints that might have been there. Elena searched anyway, walking the waterline until the sun was high and hot. She found nothing. No evidence. No proof.

She told herself that was good. That meant it had not been real.

But that night, she saw three of them.

* * *
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They stood in a line along the beach, spaced evenly like sentries. All naked. All motionless. All watching the station with those animal eyes.

Elena watched them from her window, her hand pressed against the glass. She counted: three women, or what looked like women. Different heights, different builds. But all with that same smooth stomach. That same impossible absence.

She grabbed her camera and ran outside. This time she would have proof. This time she would document.

But when she reached the beach, they were gone. She photographed the empty sand anyway, the flash strobing in the darkness. Later, reviewing the images on her laptop, she saw only beach. Only waves. Only night.

"Stress hallucination," she said aloud, her voice too loud in the empty station. "Isolation-induced psychosis. Perfectly normal under the circumstances."

She almost believed it.

The scratching started on the sixth night.

Elena woke to the sound of fingernails on wood. Soft. Wet. Persistent. She lay in her cot, staring at the ceiling, listening. The scratching moved along the outside wall of her bedroom. Slow. Methodical. As if something was feeling its way around the station, learning its shape.

She wanted to look. Wanted to throw open the door and confront whatever was out there. But her body would not move. Fear had turned her muscles to stone.

The scratching stopped at her window.

Elena's breath came in shallow gasps. She could see the window from her cot—a rectangle of moonlight, curtainless since the hurricane had torn them away. She watched that rectangle and waited.

A hand appeared at the bottom of the frame. Pale. Dripping. The fingers were too long, the joints bending at wrong angles. The hand pressed against the glass, leaving a wet print. Then another hand. Then a face.

It was the woman from the first night. The one who'd stood in the surf. She pressed her face against the window, her breath fogging the glass. Her eyes found Elena's in the darkness.

Elena could not move. could not scream. Could only watch as the woman's mouth opened, wider than any human mouth should open, and—

Nothing. No sound. Just that terrible gaping silence.

Then she was gone. The hands. The face. Gone like mist.

Elena did not sleep for the rest of the night. She sat on her cot with her flashlight and her grandfather's old machete—the one she used for clearing brush—and waited for dawn.

When the sun finally rose, she found the wet handprints on her window. Five-fingered. Human-shaped. But the prints had no whorls, no fingerprints. Just smooth, featureless impressions.

She photographed them before they dried.

* * *
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The satellite phone worked on the seventh day. Elena called Marcus, her hands shaking so badly she almost dropped the receiver.

"Elena!" His voice was distant, crackling with static. "Thank God. we have been trying to reach you for days. The storm damaged the relay towers. Are you okay?"

"I am fine," she lied. "The station is damaged but functional. I have been continuing the documentation work."

"That's good. That's really good. Listen, we are organizing a supply run. Should be able to get a boat to you in about two weeks. Can you hold out that long?"

Two weeks. Fourteen more nights of scratching. Fourteen more nights of watching them gather on the beach. But wait—she would talked to Marcus yesterday, had not she? And the day before. Every day since the hurricane. Or had she? The conversations felt real. But the phone had been dead for days. had not it?

"Elena? You still there?"

"I am here. Two weeks is fine. But Marcus, I need to ask you something. Have you ever heard of... of people without navels?"

Silence on the line. Then: "What?"

"Belly buttons. Have you ever heard of people born without them?"

"That's... I mean, theoretically? There are some rare genetic conditions, but—Elena, why are you asking me this?"

Because I see them every night. Because they are getting closer. Because I think they want something from me.

"Just curious," she said. "Something I read in one of the old journals here. Probably just folklore."

"Probably," Marcus agreed, but his voice had changed. Become careful. "Elena, are you sure you are okay? Isolation can do strange things to—"

"I am fine," she said quickly. "Really. I will see you in two weeks."

She hung up before he could say anything else.

That afternoon, she searched the station's small library. Most of the books had been damaged by water, their pages swollen and stuck together. But she found what she was looking for in a journal from 1953, written by a researcher named Dr. James Whitmore.

*May 17th: The locals speak of "los sin ombligo"—the ones without navels. They claim these are spirits of the dead, trapped between worlds. The Taíno called them hupia. I have dismissed such talk as superstition, but last night I saw something that troubles me. A figure on the beach. When I approached, it vanished. I found no footprints.*

*May 23rd: I see them nightly now. They watch the station. I have tried to photograph them, but they do not appear on film. I am beginning to believe the locals are correct. This place remembers. The cave system beneath the station—the Taíno called it Cacibajagua. The origin point. The threshold between worlds.*

*May 30th: They came inside last night. I woke to find one standing over my bed. It reached for my stomach, touched my navel. Its fingers were so cold. I cannot—*

The entry ended there. Elena flipped through the remaining pages, but they were blank. She checked the station's records. Dr. Whitmore had disappeared in June 1953. His body was never found.

Elena closed the journal and looked out the window. The sun was setting, painting the ocean red. Soon it would be dark. Soon they would come.

She touched her own navel, feeling the small depression in her stomach. The mark that proved she would been born. That proved she would been connected to her mother, to life, to the world of the living.

What did it mean to have no navel? To have no connection? To be unborn? Undead? Between?

She did not want to know.

But she was going to find out.

* * *
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On the eighth night, Elena did not hide. She sat on the beach and waited for them.

They came with the tide. First one, then three, then a dozen. They emerged from the water like they would been there all along, just beneath the surface. Waiting. Patient.

They formed a semicircle around her, keeping their distance. Elena counted twenty-three. All ages, all genders. All with that same smooth stomach. That same absence.

"What do you want?" she asked.

They did not answer. did not move. Just watched her with those reflective eyes.

Elena stood. Her legs shook, but she forced herself to walk toward the nearest one—a young man, maybe eighteen. He did not retreat. did not react. Just watched as she approached.

She reached out and touched his chest. His skin was cold and slightly damp, like something that had been underwater too long. But he was solid. Real. Not a hallucination. Not a dream.

"Who are you?" she whispered.

The young man's mouth opened. Water trickled out, dark and thick. He made a sound—not words, but something older. Something that bypassed language and went straight to the primitive part of Elena's brain that still remembered how to be prey.

She stumbled backward. The circle of hupia moved closer, tightening around her. Not threatening. Not yet. But present. Undeniable.

Elena ran.

She made it halfway to the station before she realized they were not following. She looked back. They stood where she would left them, watching. One of them—a woman with long gray hair—raised her hand. Not waving. Pointing.

At Elena's stomach.

At her navel.

Elena's hand went to her belly button automatically, protectively. The woman nodded, as if Elena had confirmed something. Then they all turned and walked back into the ocean, disappearing beneath the waves.

Elena stood alone on the beach, her heart hammering, her hand still pressed to her stomach.

She did not sleep that night. Instead, she stood in front of the bathroom mirror and examined her navel. It looked normal. Healthy. A small indentation, slightly off-center. The scar of her birth. The proof of her humanity.

But as she stared at it, she could have sworn it looked shallower than before.

* * *
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The days blurred together. Elena stopped keeping track. Stopped cataloging specimens. Stopped pretending she was doing research. She spent her time watching the beach, waiting for nightfall, waiting for them.

They came every night now. More of them each time. Dozens. Hundreds, perhaps. They filled the beach, standing in rows like an army. All watching the station. All watching her.

And every morning, Elena checked her navel. Every morning, it was shallower. The indentation fading. Smoothing out.

She tried calling Marcus again, but the phone was dead. She tried her laptop, but the battery had died and the solar panels were not generating enough power to charge it. She tried to leave, hiking to the other side of the island where the fishing village had been.

The village was gone. Not destroyed—gone. The houses, the dock, the church. All of it. Just empty beach and jungle. Like it had never existed.

Elena walked back to the station in a daze. The island was smaller. She was sure of it. The ocean was closer. The world was shrinking, collapsing inward, until all that remained was the station and the beach and the cave beneath.

Cacibajagua. The origin point. The threshold.

That night, the hupia entered the station.

Elena woke to find them in her room. Standing around her cot. Dozens of them. They did not touch her. did not speak. Just watched with those patient, inhuman eyes.

One of them—the woman from the first night—reached out and touched Elena's stomach. Her fingers were ice-cold. They traced Elena's navel, circling it slowly.

Elena looked down. Her navel was barely visible now. Just a faint shadow on her skin. Almost gone.

"What's happening to me?" she whispered.

The woman's mouth moved. This time, Elena understood. Not words. Not language. But meaning, transmitted directly into her mind.

*Bridge. Anchor. Return.*

"I do not understand."

The woman took Elena's hand and pulled her to her feet. The other hupia parted, creating a path. They led her outside, down the stairs, across the beach. To the cliff face behind the station.

The hurricane had opened a fissure in the rock. Wide enough for a person to slip through. Elena had noticed it before but had not investigated. Now the hupia led her to it, gesturing for her to enter.

"No," Elena said. "I am not going in there."

But she was. She knew she was. Because her navel was almost gone. Because she could hold her breath for hours now without discomfort. Because she was changing, had been changing since the first night she saw them.

Because she was becoming the bridge they needed.

Elena squeezed through the fissure. The hupia followed, their bodies moving with that boneless grace. The passage was narrow and dark, but Elena's eyes adjusted quickly. Too quickly. She could see in the darkness now. Another change. Another loss.

The passage opened into a vast cave. The walls were covered in Taíno petroglyphs—spirals and faces and symbols Elena could not read but somehow understood. Zemis carved in stone watched her descent. The air smelled of salt and time and something older than both.

At the center of the cave was a cenote. Black water, perfectly still. No bottom that Elena could see.

The hupia gathered at the edge. Hundreds of them now. Thousands, possibly. All the dead who'd never left. All the ones the ocean had taken. All the ones who'd drowned in hurricanes, in slave ships, in the Middle Passage. All the ones who belonged to these waters.

They were waiting. they would always been waiting.

For her.

Elena walked to the edge of the cenote and looked down. In the black water, she saw faces. More hupia. Thousands more. All the way down. All the way to the beginning.

She touched her stomach. Her navel was gone. Smooth skin. Unbroken. Like she would never been born. Like she would always been between.

The woman from the first night stood beside her. She took Elena's hand and smiled. Her teeth were too white. Too many.

*Ready?*

Elena looked back at the passage. At the way out. At the world of the living. She could still go back. Could still run. Could still try to be human.

But her navel was gone. Her connection was severed. She was not human anymore. was not alive. was not dead. She was between. She was the bridge. She was the anchor.

She was home.

Elena stepped into the cenote.

The water was warm. Welcoming. Like coming home. She breathed it in, and it did not hurt. It felt right. Natural. Like she would been breathing water all along and just had not known it.

She sank. The hupia followed. Or she followed them. It did not matter anymore.

Down and down and down. Past the faces in the water. Past the threshold. Past the point of return.

At the bottom, she found the others. The ones who'd come before. Dr. Whitmore was there, his skin pale and waxy, his eyes open and aware. He smiled when he saw her. Welcomed her.

Elena smiled back.

She was home. She was between. She was the bridge.

And she would wait. Patient. Eternal. Until the next one came.

Until the next one saw them on the beach.

Until the next one's navel began to fade.

They were always waiting.

* * *
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Six months later, a new research team arrived at the island. The station was destroyed, just as Marcus had said. Hurricane María had taken it. They were rebuilding. New station. New research. New beginning.

The young researcher—Dr. Sarah Chen, marine biologist, twenty-eight years old—spent her first night alone in the temporary shelter. She could not sleep. The ocean sounded strange. Hungry.

At dawn, she walked to the beach.

A woman stood in the surf. Naked. Motionless. Not moving with the waves.

Sarah called out. The woman turned.

Sarah's flashlight beam caught her face. Dark hair. Reflective eyes. A scar on her left forearm.

And a stomach that was perfectly, impossibly smooth.

The woman smiled. Behind her, more figures emerged from the water. Dozens. Hundreds.

All watching Sarah.

All waiting.

Sarah touched her own navel, feeling the small depression in her stomach.

The woman nodded.

And Sarah understood.

She was next.

* * *
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* * *
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The satellite phone rang at 3 AM on the twelfth night.

Elena stared at it, her hand hovering over the receiver. She had not heard it ring in days. had not expected to hear it again. The relay towers were down. The infrastructure was destroyed. There should be no signal.

But it rang. Insistent. Demanding.

She picked it up.

"Elena?" Marcus's voice, but wrong. Distant. Like he was speaking from underwater. "Elena, where are you?"

"I am at the station. Where else would I be?"

"The station was destroyed, Elena. Hurricane María took it three weeks ago. we have been trying to reach you. Where are you really?"

Elena looked around her room. The walls were solid. The roof was intact. The lantern burned steadily on her desk. Everything was real. Everything was here.

"I am at the station," she repeated. "I am looking at it right now. it is damaged but standing."

Silence on the line. Then: "Elena, we sent a boat yesterday. The station is gone. There's nothing there. Just rubble and—"

The line went dead.

Elena set down the phone carefully. Her hands were steady. That was strange. She should be panicking. Should be terrified. But she felt calm. Distant. Like she was watching herself from far away.

She walked to the window and looked out at the beach. The hupia were there, as always. But tonight they were different. Tonight they were closer. Standing at the base of the stairs. Waiting.

The woman from the first night stood at the front. She raised her hand and beckoned.

Elena went to her.

She walked down the stairs in her nightgown, barefoot, her hair loose around her shoulders. The wood was rough under her feet. The wind pulled at her clothes. The ocean whispered her name.

The hupia parted as she approached, creating a path. Elena walked through them, feeling their cold presence on either side. They smelled of salt and decay and something older. Something that had no name in any living language.

The woman waited at the water's edge. Up close, Elena could see details she would missed before. The woman's skin had a translucent quality, like she was made of wax or ice. Her eyes were too large, the pupils too dark. Her hair moved in a wind that was not there.

"What are you?" Elena asked.

The woman tilted her head. Her mouth opened, and that sound came out again—the one that bypassed language. But this time, Elena understood more. Images flooded her mind:

*A cave. Darkness. Water. The Taíno people emerging from the earth, from Cacibajagua, the origin cave. The first people. The ones who came from between.*

*The hupia. The belly-less dead. The ones who were born from the cave, not from women. The ones who had no navels because they had no mothers. The ones who existed in the threshold between living and dead.*

*The hurricane. The fissure opening. The threshold widening. The hupia able to cross, but only partially. Only enough to watch. To wait. To search.*

*For a bridge. For someone living who could see them. Who could anchor them. Who could let them return.*

Elena staggered backward, her head spinning. "You want to use me. To come back."

The woman nodded. Not apologetic. Not cruel. Just patient. they would been waiting for centuries. They could wait longer.

"And if I refuse?"

The woman gestured at the beach. At the station. At the island.

Elena understood. The world was already collapsing. The village was gone. The station was gone—Marcus had said so. She was already between. Already transforming. The choice had been made the moment she stayed. The moment she was alone. The moment she was willing to see.

"How long?" Elena whispered. "How long have I been changing?"

The woman held up her fingers. All of them. Then again. Then again.

Since the beginning. Since the first night. Since she saw them.

Elena touched her stomach. Her navel was completely gone now. Smooth skin. Unbroken. She was one of them. Or becoming one of them. The distinction did not matter anymore.

"What happens to me?"

The woman smiled. It was not a human smile. Too wide. Too knowing. But not unkind.

*You become the bridge. You anchor us. You let us return. And you stay. Forever. Between. Watching. Waiting. Until the next one comes.*

"Forever?"

*Forever.*

Elena looked back at the station. At the life she would built. The research. The specimens. The careful documentation of a dying reef system. It all seemed so small now. So temporary. So meaningless.

She looked at the hupia. At their patient faces. At their eternal waiting.

She looked at the ocean. At the black water that had taken so many. That remembered so many. That held so many.

"Show me," she said.

The woman took her hand.

* * *
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They led her to the fissure. The passage was wider now, or Elena was smaller. She slipped through easily, the rock cool against her skin. The hupia followed, their bodies flowing like water through the narrow space.

The cave was vast and ancient. The petroglyphs on the walls glowed faintly in the darkness—or maybe Elena's eyes had changed enough to see them. Spirals and faces and symbols that told a story older than language.

The Taíno had known about this place. Had sealed it. Had made offerings to keep the hupia satisfied. To keep them from crossing fully. To keep the threshold closed.

But the Spanish came. Killed the Taíno. Stopped the offerings. The hupia hungered. Waited. Watched.

Then the hurricanes came. Each one opening the threshold a little more. Each one bringing the hupia closer to crossing. Each one searching for someone who could bridge the gap.

Elena walked to the cenote. The black water was perfectly still, reflecting nothing. She could feel the depth of it. The weight of all those centuries. All those dead. All those waiting.

"How many?" she asked.

The woman stood beside her. She gestured at the water. At the cave. At the island above.

*All of them. Everyone the ocean took. Everyone who
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