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  Introduction

  
  




Writers of flash fiction, stories of a thousand words or less, are often looked down on in one sense or another. There seems to be this thought process out there that everyone wants to write a novel and that short fiction is a sort of warm-up or practice to the graduation of novel writing. I think this is a toxic mindset, and one I hope deteriorates as flash becomes increasingly popular with the internet age. Some people, myself included, just plain like the format and like the ability to try out so many more ideas than what a novel writer or even a short story writer gets to play with.

I think flash fiction has a profound ability to showcase a powerful emotion or image in one nice, tidy package. The most successful flash fictions, in my opinion, are able to deliver a strong feeling or image while also juggling a lot of the usual elements of short fiction such as world-building and character development in miniature. The result is a quick, ten minutes or less, journey to somewhere else that gives you the feeling of having been a part of something without the three hundred or even twenty-page commitment of a novel or short story. I like flash, and everything I want to do with my small press Shacklebound Books is all about showing what a flash writer can do with very few words.

Maelstroms is the first flash anthology I’ve put out since the revival of Shacklebound Books. I’m very proud of the way it came together and I hope you enjoy what we have in store for you. Within these pages are twenty-three tales of dark fantasy and the high seas, and in the true form of giving twenty-three writers the same prompt, these are all very different takes on the theme. We’ve got mermaids, pirates, the Kraken, undead, creepy creatures, and the marooned. 

There’s a lot here to enjoy, and if you’re not already a supporter of flash fiction writers and their stories, I hope you’ll see how cool and powerful stories of this length can be. But, in the meantime, drink up me hearties yo ho!




-Eric Fomley, April 2022








  
  
  The Dark Winter by Taylor Rae

  
  




Ice scabbed over the sea, thick and black as an old wound. This was in the old days, when winter flattened the ocean’s edges into ice. The purple sky was already curling its fist around her. Soon, the dark winter would come, blanketing the world in months of forever-night.

Khyah sat alone upon the sleeping sea. The fishing hole she had carved watched her, wide and still as a dead moose’s eye. It looked like the bull moose that had trampled her husband in their last hunt together, at the end of summer. He wore its fur on his recovery bed now.

Frost clung to her eyelashes and nipped at her cheeks, tasting her.

The winter was hungry. She was hungry, too. Back at home, three starving mouths were waiting for her: her husband, with his forever-crippled leg, and their twin girls. The girls were only ten winters old, but they looked solemn as any god when she kissed their foreheads and told them, You’re my warrior-women, and you must use all your power to protect your father. I’ll be back before the long-dark comes. 

She did not tell them her mother once said the same, before she went hunting north and never returned. 

The wind pulled at her fishing rod, but Khyah’s grip was oak-sure. Her mother had taught her well: Keep the line steady. A frightened hook makes for frightened fish. She reached up and thumbed at her beartooth necklace. Her mother once wore its twin. 

Her hands trembled, but not from the cold. 

The water churned with a gentle current, as if something was circling beneath her. Perhaps an entire village of fish was considering the dried meat she’d strung onto her hook.

Anticipation buzzed down her arms. The moose-gut fishing line stretched, bowing the rod forward. Her head spun, dizzy with hunger and excitement. 

Steady, Khyah. You only catch the fish that see the trap too late.

Water sucked in and sloshed over the edge of the fishing hole, like the ocean was inhaling and exhaling. 

Khyah tensed. For a few long seconds, the water held its breath with her.

Her fishing pole jerked, yanking at her shoulders, and nearly slipped out of her mittens. She gripped the pole between her knees and tightened her grip. Her empty stomach rolled. It had to be a big fish to pull this hard and hungry. Some part of her mind was already home, telling her girls how much this one fought.

Something thumped against the underside of the ice, hard. Hard enough to tremble Khyah like a drum. A dark shape flickered beneath her, then disappeared again. 

Khyah grimaced. Whatever was under there—some whale or shark, some huge hunter—would scatter the fish and snap her line. If she reeled it in now, she could keep her line intact, keep her family fed, keep—

The ice silenced her thoughts with a crack as deep as the sky. The fissure spiderwebbed black along the surface of the ice, veining all around her. 

Fear stabbed her belly, hotter than any hunger. Khyah yanked the bone knife from her belt, cut the line, and bolted. Her beartooth necklace thudded against her chest like a second heartbeat. 

That immense shape coiled along the underside of the ice, chasing after her. It was long as a canoe but spindly, finned, fast.

Khyah’s heel skidded sideways and she sprawled on her back. Her fishing pole skittered away from her. She pushed herself up just as a huge, humanlike hand slammed into the ice sheet from below. 

The ice splintered with a hungry roar. 

Khyah scrabbled for traction, but her hands caught nothing but the ocean’s open mouth, broken ice floating upon it like teeth. She plunged below the surface. The cold thistled and thorned into every part of her. Khyah kicked and fought and spun in a mad circle but her coat gulped in the water, and there was no up, no down. Only the bleak certainty that she was going to die. 

And then she saw it. A monstrous shape, blacker than the water itself, knifing toward her. It had an orca’s bicolored tail, but its upper half was impossibly human: a spindly torso, a head of kelplike hair, lightless shark-eyes. 

It smiled, revealing row upon row of serrated teeth.

Time splintered like a bone, and Khyah floated there in its fragments. Frozen as the ice chunks spinning around her. She was there in the past, watching her mother leave for the last time. There in the future, watching her girls wait for spring to bring her home. There in the present, time stitching itself back together as the monster surged forward.

Its tail eeled through the water, drumming up new currents, dragging her backward. Khyah screamed, swallowing frozen water that needled at her belly, her lungs. She unsheathed her bone knife and kicked against the undertow, but those slippery hands crushed around her torso. Her ribs popped, dully. Panic into a low pulsing bloodcry as Khyah raised her heavy arms and slammed the blade down over and over into the monster’s thumb. White blubber gaped through the gouges in its skin, but the monster did not bleed.

It dragged her down, into the gloom. 

The surface was a tiny pinhole of light. She reached for it, helplessly, as her very blood boiled and burned within her. Even as the darkness consumed her, she couldn’t believe it was possible to die like this. She still looked shocked when the monster sucked the soft meat out of her skull, like a minnow.

It dropped what was left of her in a field of bones, slick with algae, gathered along an outcropping in the ocean floor. An underwater cemetery of bacteria-chewed mammoth tusks, caribou, bear, humans with their coyote mouths grinning. Khyah’s body settled beside another skeleton, unrecognizable except for the beartooth necklace, still clinging to its spine.

Dead fish always notice the trap too late. 










Taylor Rae is a recently-reformed mountain troll who is trying out city living. She holds her Bachelor’s degrees in psychology and English literature from the University of Idaho. Her work has appeared with Air and Nothing Press’s anthology Upon a Twice Time, Flash Fiction Online, and NYC Midnight. You can find her at www.mostlytaylor.com or in most caves.








  
  
  The Kingfishers Come at Dawn by Jonathan Ficke

  
  




Only fools fished in the coves by daylight, and unless I wished to pay in blood or catch, I needed to be far from the water before sunup. The kingfishers come at dawn, so I worked in the dark. The bow of my skiff gently lolled atop waters rolling gently in waves broken by the rocky mouth of the cove. Vivid pulses of green-tinged violet glowed luminescent beneath the surface. 

“It’s time to haul the lines.” Knotted scars covered the ruin where Arkady’s eyes once were, but still he navigated the curved deck of our skiff with practiced ease.

Every morning bore a similar pattern. Only the splash of brackenpike striking lines in the small hours before the sunrise shattered the gentle silence of the water. There was a simple tension in those moments—an illusion of merely being a fisherman, an illusion shattered every morning by the frantic flight to shore in a desperate race against the dawn.

“I’m not returning home to Eloise empty handed.” I adjusted one of the lines, willing a brackenpike to bite. 

“My daughter will live to the next sunset on an empty stomach,” Arkady said as he began pulling in a line, winding it over his arm, and hooking empty lures safely into place by feel alone. 

“She can’t live on hope for tomorrow’s catch. Neither can you.” 

“She cannot live on only the memory of a husband, either.”

I caught his hand as he reached for the last line. “Leave one,” I said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

He fixed his sightless stare on me. Even in the darkness, I read disapproval of my recklessness in his features, but he relaxed, and left the final line trailing in the water.

“It’s time,” Arkady said as the muscles around his eye sockets twitched. “Some of us have less left to give if we’re late.”

He was right. The kingfishers were implacable. Everyone who worked the waters of coast and cove either bore their scars or knew someone who did. Fools tried to reason with them, offering a portion of their catch as tribute, hoping to find common ground with creatures devoid of humanity, but it was never enough.
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