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Welcome to Winter Enchantment! This anthology will whirl you through spellbinding snow-covered destinations, with stories from fourteen different authors plus one of my own. From Italy to Scotland, Canada, Australia and Iceland, we have a truly global array of authors, and an exciting variety of snow beings, creatures, and goddesses to encounter. 

The collection opens with The Greatest Source of Joy. What can it be? I'll give you a clue, it has something to do with winter... 

Christmas is approaching, yet as Snegúrochka gazes down from the sky, she cannot see any sign of it. The trees are bare and the cities are filled with grey concrete. In her effort to unleash snow from the sky, she wields a power she does not understand, and her actions will bring consequences...

In Frozen Tears by Toshiya Kamei, we move on to snow-covered Japan. On the way to meet the man she loves, Oharu gets caught in a snowstorm. With concise, visceral language, Kamei conjures the blizzard, as Oharu struggles and the tears freeze on her cheeks, followed by the feeling of warm hands holding her. It's a beautiful contrast as Oharu seeks to discover her mysterious rescuer. Her rescuer asks for nothing in return... except for one small promise.  

The story fallows Oharu as she encounters various challenges that test her resolve. Why is Ohari's rescuer so secretive? Will Oharu keep her promise? And what are the consequences if she doesn't? A story of forbidden love, secrets and honour.  

S.J.C. Schreiber whisks us off to Iceland in Behind the Waterfall. The story is inspired by Gjáin Waterfall, a real place in Iceland. When a married couple with a troubled relationship encounter a grey-cloaked stranger, they must navigate a new situation together. 

What strange and marvellous wonders await behind the waterfall? 

How will their discovery impact their relationship?

And how will their experience change them? 

Our next story is by Australian writer R.A. Goli. At the opening of Winter's Widow, Evelyn has lost the joy she once felt in the winter. The sight of frost-sprites gladdens her eyes but fails to lift the sadness within. 

Goli draws us into the story while revealing only a minimum of details about Evelyn. We follow her through a mysterious winter setting as she walks through the snow to a clandestine meeting. At first it is not clear what Evelyn is doing, which contributes to a sense of building intrigue. Once it become clear, a moral question is raised. 

Will Evelyn find the strength to do the right thing? Will she overcome her sadness and regain her sense of joy? How can magic return to her world?

Journey to the lands of the Inuit in Wish Spider, set in the magical Arctic village of Tusonbi. Paul Wilson references Inuit mythology with his mention of the Anirnitt, the spirits of living brings that can be pacified through ritual but may seek revenge if provoked. 

Wish Spider is about a young boy called Kyle who has just moved to Tusonbi. While walking in the woods, he comes across a giant spider who offers to grant his wish, in exchange for a sacrifice. Using his wits, Kyle counters the offer, challenging the Great Spider in a way it has never experienced. Will Kyle win or will he become the fantastic creature’s next meal?

In the Dream Stone by Ryan Gibbs, Princess Zorina prepares for her wedding, but fears Prince Casimir will not accept her. She journeys across the frozen plains to see the old woman of the Grey Mountains, who offers advice she does not understand. Ignoring the advice of the wise woman causes trouble. Can the princess overcome her arrogance and grow from her experience? How will she unlock the power of the dream stone?  

An original fairytale with a wise and beautiful message.

Jump back into contemporary times for the Bridegroom's Verse by Eve Morton, based in Ontario, Canada. In this modern fairytale, our scene opens in a snow-covered city the day before Winter Solstice. 

On the eve of his wedding, Jonas is anxious. When his father hints that there is something Jonas does not know about his past, he refuses to hear it, and sets off through the snowy streets. 

Asked to select one book as a gift, a book about gods and goddesses of snow seem to call to him. 

He is also given a note containing the Bridgroom's Verse. 

What must he find for the Bridegroom's Verse? And how will he unravel the secret of his origins?

Speculative fiction writer Marisca Pichette brings us a magical story of creation in Thread and Needle. 

Spinnaret weaves the world around her, spinning thread from the air. She wove her daughters into being, but as they grow, they test the limits of their world. The setting is a misty forest and the mist is the antagonist in this story. It challenges Spinnaret and waits for her to fail.  

While Spinnaret wants her creations to stay with her, her daughters run, search and climb as they seek to break free.

Will the daughters find a way out of the mist-covered forest? Will Spinnaret ever be able to let them go?  

Journey to a snow-covered Japanese garden in Three Friends of Winter by Sofie Wilkes. 

While both Toshiya Kamei and Sofie Wilkes write about a mysterious woman in wintertime Japan, the tales they weave are dramatically different. While Kamei focuses on the consequences of mistakes, Wilkes demonstrates how kind actions can be rewarded. 

In a suspenseful opening, Ichika is woken by a rap on the door. As she walks through a snow-covered forest with her little boy, Asahi, a hooded woman emerges from the snow and gifts her a casket containing three items, each with a special meaning. It is up to Ichika to find a use for the gift—with surprising results. 

In The Other Side, not only are the woods on the edge of town, they're on the edge of the world as we know it. Nirha was warned about the Eldras woods. Yet she follows her curiosity and steps through a portal to a magical wintery world, where she soon finds herself in a dangerous situation. A mysterious woman reveals insights about her surroundings and the strange beings who live there. Though Nirha seeks the way home, the snow realm is working its magic on her... 

A winter wonderland adventure from debut author Sienna Vijh, based in London. 

Our journey deepens as we delve into the world of myth with A Grave Welcome. By day, Kathryn Reilly helps her students investigate the power of words. By night, she reads myths and breathes life into new ones. The protagonist, Melinoe, is the daughter of Zeus and Persephone, a goddess who uses her powers to summon ghosts. Melinoe gathers the ghosts into a council, each representing a soul from a different century. On the night of Winter Solstice, she must choose one soul to represent the 20th century. But how will she choose when each ghost has a different opinion? 

Turn northward to the forests of Finland, where Sergio Palumbo serves up an exciting blend of Finnish folklore, historial fiction and steampunk. Paths in the Snow takes place in Kajanaland, a region central in Finland also known as Kainuu. The year is 1880. Veikko, a solitary hunter, follows footprints through a snow-covered forest that lead him to a startling discovery. Here you'll find action, intrigue and ingenious steam-powered devices, as well as elusive creatures from Finnish mythology. Veikko must figure out what the creatures are trying to show him, before it’s too late... 

If Paths in the Snow leaves you chilled, slip off your boots and step into a warm house where a table is laid for a feast. But this is no ordinary dinner...

An Extra Plate by Angela Nolan has a cosy indoor setting. Why is there an empty seat at the table, where nobody sits? While her grandmother piles an extra plate with food, it sits untouched and is gone by the morning. When the narrator decides to investigate, she discovers something extraordinary...

Cold winds sweep across the Isle of Mull, a craggy island in the Inner Hebrides, Scotland. 

Marka Rifat, a writer of poems, stories and plays based in Northeastern Scotland, brings us a mysterious tale called Second Sight. As May struggles to maintain her property on the Isle of Mull, a mysterious visitor drifts across the lawn. May must discover what the apparition wants. Her unusual response will demonstrate her generous nature...

For the end of the anthology, we've saved a frosty desert. Ghosts in the Snow is our second piece of historical fiction, set on the icy plains of Minnesota in the winter of 1866. It was written by Valerie Hunter, a teacher of English with an MFA in writing for children and young adults.

When Martin sees a cloaked woman in the snow, he refuses to believe his eyes. The sight reminds him of the stories his friend Eb used to tell, and as he plunges into memory, the sights and smells of his past imprisonment return to him. He his haunted by the memories of his friend, whose company kept him sane through the darkest of times. He remembers Eb's stories of an ice maiden with searing blue eyes. Martin finds himself in a snowstorm, only he is not alone... Will he follow his longing in a treacherous direction or heed the advice he resists?

I hope these stories bring as much surprise, delight and magic as they have to me. May they brighten your winter with the light of inspiration. 

So pour a mug of hot cocoa, curl up by the fire and get ready for a magical journey!

***
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She pulled her lower lip back and bit it. Not yet. The land was desolate. The fields below were still stretches of barren dirt. The towns were the unchanging grey of concrete. Threads of smoke drifted up from a press of pointed rooftops and dispersed to a metallic sky.

Greys and browns as far as she could see. She sighed.

It was the start of the Christmas season, yet no carollers filled the plazas with their voices. No booted men strode through knee deep snow to the forest, swinging their axes and belting out Christmas songs. No women in fur trimmed hats with plaits to their waists hummed lullabies as they gathered red berries to weave into wreathes. Only silent, black-coated people hid their cars in underground carparks and wandered fluorescent-lit wastelands to buy trees severed by chainsaw and hauled by truck from distant forests, or transported from factories, their needles static, plastic. 

With hands clad in pale blue gloves, Snegúrochka pulled on the reins and turned her sleigh northward. As the wind stirred, her long plait of golden hair flew out behind her. Her three white horses whinnied, tossed flowing manes and began to trot, hooves churning the fluff of the clouds and gliding on air, cold and thin, tracing currents of wind.

***
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Snegúrochka flew till a glad white expanse opened up to her, the mountains thrust white peaks skyward, pine forests lay beneath a mantle of snow and the snow-covered ground was perpetually frozen.  

The horses knew the way by feel. They soared down toward a white clearing rimmed by pine forest. She did not see the building till they were nearly upon it. Sunlight caught the icicles, sending the towers and spires sparkling. An ice palace.

They landed softly on fresh fallen snow. 

She breathed in the cold air and the scent of pine. She was home. 

Before Ded Moroz gave her human form, she was made of snow. It was her element.

She loved jumping into snowbanks, covering herself with white powder and feeling her essence. Though she wore a fur-trimmed coat she did not feel cold, but at ease. 

An elven groom in red velvet unfastened the sleigh and led the horses to the stables.

Snegúrochka stepped up to the gleaming palace. Doors of ice slid open to a light touch. 

Chandeliers sparkled with ice crystals, casting light on long hallways. In the parlour she found Ded Moroz, leaning in a chair with a high pointed back, legs stretched out and one boot resting over the other. On the table beside him was a slab of spice cake filled with cherry jam. Across from him blue flames crackled. 

Ded Moroz was ever old, his beard thick and soft as the first snow, but his arms were strong, his shoulders were broad, and he could carry a Christmas tree over each shoulder. 

Snegúrochka was ever a maiden, her cheeks full, her hair long and golden, her eyes sparkling blue. Over the centuries, she had only grown younger, shifting in the eyes of the people from Ded Moroz's daughter to his granddaughter. 

Ded Moroz smiled, his blue eyes twinkling. “A bite of cake, my dear?”

“No.”

Snegúrochka inhaled, and with all the heaviness she could muster in her voice, she spoke. 

“In the south, it has not snowed.” 

“That's all right,” said Ded Moroz in a deep, resonant voice. He had softened over the last two thousand years from the terrible Morozko to the kindly Grandfather Frost. 

“It's not!” said Snegúrochka, blue eyes flashing. “Let me borrow your staff and I'll summon the snow.”

“No,” countered Ded Moroz. “The staff is far too powerful for you. You will not be able to wield it.” 

“But I will.” She stuck out her small chin and placed a hand on her hip.

“Don't strain yourself, my child.” 

Snegúrochka drew back, scrunching up her lips. “I will not! I want to give the children what they long for.” 

“If you give children everything they long for there will be no end to it!”

“That's why it's your task.”

“I can bring them some of the presents they wish for,” he said, regarding her with a paternal eye. “But there's a limit to what I can give. Snow will come to the lands further south when it's ready and not before.” He took a bite of cake, sending a shower of crumbs into his beard. 

Snegúrochka paced the plush carpet covering the ice floor. “But there's no cheer in the air. The people are drooping like cut flowers. I want to bring them joy.” 

“Be patient, dorogaya.” He popped the rest of the cake into his mouth and licked his lips. 

Snegúrochka huffed and walked out of the room.

He did not understand. She needed the snow. To drive out the grey mists of sadness that wreathed within. 

***
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As Ded Moroz snored in a bed with blue curtains and pillars of ice, Snegúrochka crept in, silent on slippered feet. 

The staff was resting against the far wall. She picked it up. It was heavier than she expected. With effort she carried it out of the room and pulled the door shut behind her. 

***
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The staff was made of white birchwood with a blue sapphire set into the top. She peered into its depths. It sparkled softly. She had no idea how to use it. She clenched her hands and gazed up at the sullen white sky. 

Snegúrochka slid silver bridles onto each of her horses. She cooed songs, stroking their muzzles. “Dekabr, Yanvar, Fevral.” They were named for the three months of winter. 

She hitched them to a sleigh of curved wood with a flourish at the back. It was painted in the blue of a sapphire sky and edged with silver. 

She wheeled the sleigh upwards. The ice palace flashed and twinkled in the night.

Snegúrochka drove south, until she reached a forested area where there was no snow. She set the staff on the ground. Nothing happened. She lifted it up and struck it on the ground, hard. Nothing. 

She shook it at the sky, spun it around and commanded it to snow. Still nothing. 

Sun peeked out from the vast woollen clouds. She lifted her pale face and felt beads of perspiration at her brow. Fear coursed through her. She remembered what had happened when she'd allowed herself to be in the sun, to love. The feeling of melting as she lost human form. She shook her head to banish the thought. Carried the staff to the sleigh and drove the horses into the sky. 

She flew until the rush of the ice-winds cooled her face and calmed her emotions. She was nearly in the clouds now, closer to the source of the snow... Her lips curled into a smile. She stood in the sleigh and grasped hold of the staff. Squeezing her eyes shut, she imagined snow rushing out of the sky and swirling above her. Power surged through her, so intense she nearly dropped the staff.  She clung on, tightening her grip. The sapphire glowed a vivid blue and pulsed a beam of light upwards. She looked up to see the first pale shape falling down from the blackness. A snowflake. 

She shrieked with delight as the sleigh rose higher and thick flakes tumbled from the darkness above.

Snegúrochka flew, southward through streaming clouds, until she hovered above a city of dull grey roofs. 

Energy surged through her as she sent pulses of intention through her arm to the staff. Flakes poured down, covering the rooftops like a sprinkling of powdered sugar. She flew on, tearing open the clouds with the staff to release flakes of snow. Looking down, she noticed she was glowing, her arm surrounded by a blue nimbus. Her arm began to ache but she did not dare let go. The energy coursing through her turned to pain. She screamed and dropped the staff. It clattered to the floor of the sleigh. She felt a sudden emptiness, searing and hollow. Her thoughts slowed and she collapsed, head folding like a doll to her knees. As the sleigh turned, her limp body fell and she tumbled through the clouds and frozen air. 

***
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She felt the sensation of being many disparate particles, falling with exaltation, swirling on air currents and merging with her brothers and sisters to become a white blanket on earth.

The pieces of her seemed to fuse back together. She felt her body again. 

Snegúrochka stirred. 

Above her she saw a pair of eyes, bright blue and filled with concern.

“Are you okay, my little dove?”

“I'm sorry,” she said. “I just wanted it to snow so badly!” She squeezed her eyes shut till tears welled out. Her tears froze, falling like jewels from her face. 

Ded Moroz reached out a gloved hand and helped her up. 

“Now you know. Let's go for a ride.”

***
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Snegúrochka put on her silver crown. It was tall and curving, studded with crystals and hanging with loops of pearls. She wore a coat of powder blue embroidered with silver tracery and lined with white fur. As she stepped out of the doors of the palace, morning sun shone on her crown, sending out dazzling light.

She raised her eyes to the sky with a smile of delight. It was snowing. Hope filled her chest that it still snowed further south. She held out her gloved hands and twirled, fur-trimmed robe and full skirt billowing outwards, hands slicing through flakes before they touched the ground. 

She heard the crunch of boots on snow and Ded Moroz stepped out. He was dressed in a coat the blue of a winter's sky and trimmed with thick fur over trousers of red. He carried his staff and the sapphire sparkled with light. 

He took the reins and they rode, driving the sleigh across the snowy expanse and then upwards, into a crystalline morning sky. 

When they were moving at a steady altitude, Ded Moroz turned to her. “Do you understand now why you must not wield the staff?” 

“Yes,” said Snegúrochka, leaning into the fur of her cloak. “I’m sorry... I won’t do it again.”

“Good,” said Ded Moroz, holding her gaze within his. “Do you want to keep the human form I gave you?” 

“Of course.” She knew what he was saying beneath the words. That she must not allow her heart of ice to melt again. To love another human would dissolve her. The feel of warm flesh beneath icy fingertips... She clenched her hands within her fur muff. The memory of love was enough to keep her going. It sustained her like the crumbs of a Christmas feast. A shaft of light in the meadow that shone on the face of the shepherd, the way his smile spread when he saw her... 

Sadness stirred within her but she turned her face up to the swirling flakes and let the snow bury it. 

“I don't think you realise how much snow you brought down.” Light danced in the eyes of Ded Moroz.

“A blizzard from Lviv to Vladivostok, and still it snows on!” His mouth crinkled, dimpling. “I must admit, you made me proud!” 

His hearty laugh rose into the sky, and Snegúrochka laughed with him, light as the tinkling of bells. 

They flew from St Petersburg and Vilnius, from Minsk to Krasnodar. Snow transformed the buildings from drab to charming, rooftops coated like frosting. She saw the figures of children stamping through the snow, tossing snowballs, ducking and spinning. Watched adults pause to catch snowflakes or gaze upwards with expressions of wonder. Bells rang through the frosty air over shrieks of laughter. Soon the sleigh would groan beneath a huge bag of presents and the new year would begin with brilliant whiteness and festive cheer. 

Snowflakes whirled as they spun from the sky. They are, she decided. My greatest source of joy!

A feeling of delight rose within her and burst out through her lips. As the sleigh coursed through the sky, she began to sing: 

“And whisk me away, and whisk me away, to snow-covered distances far...”

***
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Frozen Tears

Toshiya Kamei
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Oh, how she misses him, longs for his touch, the warmth of his hand in hers, the feel of his lips on hers. Oharu trudges along the mountain path buried beneath a thick layer of snow. Before it gets dark, she’ll join Ichiro in the next town. She’ll jump into his arms and shower him with kisses. The mere thought of it makes her steps quicken.

A sudden wind sways silver icicles hanging from bare tree branches. She gazes up and sees the sky turn steely grey.

Before long, a blizzard closes in, blocking her view of everything. She squints as a howling gale whips up snow and ice, stinging her exposed skin. Her hands feel numb with cold, especially the one holding a walking stick. Despite the straw mino worn over her shoulders, a chill penetrates deep into her bones. Her feet are bare, except for her thin straw zori. She bites her lip to stop her teeth from chattering.

Each step feels increasingly laboured. She digs her heels deep into the snow until she can’t take another step forward.

A blast of icy wind hits her eyes, making them water and blurring her vision. She slips, stumbles, and falls for the umpteenth time. She tries to stand, but she buckles at once. She wants to cry, but nothing comes out. Instead, a silent cry echoes in her head. Tears freeze on her cheeks as soon as she sheds them. She closes her eyes as her life force slips away. Snow keeps falling on top of her as if bent on burying her.
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