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INTRODUCTION


Hi everyone! Ho ho hope you’re all having a great Christmas season. And if it’s no longer Christmas by the time you read this, well, it’s probably better; there are some really scary Christmas stories in here.

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 contest every month (along with many other projects, including our Still Water Bay dark fiction series).

We post the Shallow Waters flash fiction contest on social media and in our newsletter every month, and give authors the rest of that month to write and submit the story within the parameters of the contest (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 contest, patrons vote for a winner. The top three stories get a cash prize, and an author spotlight in our newsletter (and on our Patreon page) for the winner, along with 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. For this Christmas anthology, I also invited a few author friends to participate. So far the series is ten books strong (along with a Halloween-themed anthology), with one more volume coming in 2023.

These contests 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

16 December, 2022

 


Anthony D Redden is a writer of science fiction and horror short stories. He lives amongst the lush green rolling hills of middle England with his wife and three children. He is a full-time carer, and a writer the rest of the time. He has a Master of Arts in Creative Writing and has a particular interest in disability representation in fiction, alt-history fiction, red wine and sherbet dip dabs.



Julaften Heks

Anthony D Redden



He would never catch me.

I was fast as the wind and the knife in my hand sharp enough to easily cut his throat should I need to. The woodsman was large though, a giant of a man, much bigger than my father, from what I remember. I watched him as he struck the logs with a frightening force, spitting them in two with one stroke. From a safe distance hidden within the bushes, he couldn’t see me, and the winter breeze rustled the leaves enough to hide any sound I may have made.

I steadied my breath, and urged my muscles to carry me with the speed and might I needed to strike down the man. But even with the fire that burned in my veins, I hesitated. My aunt’s words haunted me.

‘You are too little and too weak to amount to anything Eliza. The best we can hope for is to trick the Baker’s idiot of a son to marry you.’

I cursed my aunt's words for following me here, threatening to prove her right.

‘Oskar,’ I whisper his name to focus on my purpose.

The woodsman threw the remaining logs into a basket and then swung it upon his back. I held my breath in frustration as I saw my opportunity for blood walk back to the hut and close the door.

I followed in the man’s footsteps and kept my head down and close to the shadows until I was at the woodsman’s door. I spied the axe he had left and exchanged it for my knife. The axe was heavy, but the edge was sharp. I carefully peered through the window and saw the woodsman warming himself by the fireplace. My anger would have broken down this door and butchered the man where he stood, but no, the only reason I was there was to rescue my brother, Oskar.

I lifted the axe and deftly crept beneath the window and around the hut to where the hatch to the cellar lay. The latch was secured with a chain and padlock, but no match for the heft of the axe. On the third strike, the padlock sprung open and the chain was easy to pull free. Snow had built up on the hatch and I needed to dig it free before I was able to lift it open.

The warm stale air that greeted my face was enough to make me retch. It was dark down there, too dark to see a thing.

‘Oskar?’ I called, but there was no response.

Braving the dark and the stench, I descended the steps.

‘Oskar?’ I called again, daring my voice to penetrate the dark bowels of the woodman’s abode.

I was all at once aware of movement around me, and as my eyes adjusted to the dimness, I saw a sight that caused my breath to falter. Small animal cages, those a poacher might have to secure his game, lined the walls of the basement, some stacked two or three high. From inside the cages, the pale faces of children stared at me. The intensity was horrific, the looks of distraught hope on tear-stained faces all yearning for help. I desperately searched for my brother's sweet face, and to my relief found him—one of the lost children, one of the trapped animals.

I unhooked the latch, a simple yet effective lock that was out of reach to the children. I swung open the door and pulled my brother into my arms. Squeezing his quivering form, surprised to find a healthy bulk to him. In fact, upon inspection, all the children were far from the emaciated frames I would have expected, but instead plump and rounded, well fed and in fact fat.

I released the latches on all the cages and the children emerged, gratefully hugging and sobbing. But I knew we had little time for gratitude, there was still the threat above. The woodsman, who at any moment could appear. I ushered the children up the ladder to the snowy chill outside, and free of the basement.

My brother and I were the last to escape and found the children had already run for cover, like skilled woodland animals they had all disappeared, only tracks in the snow as evidence they were ever there. I followed their lead, Oskar in tow close behind. I scoured for signs we had been discovered, but there was an unusual quiet befallen the hut and surrounding land. I gestured for my brother to continue home, but something intrigued me beyond reason. The quiet lull seemed to deaden my senses as if a blanket of silence had fallen upon the clearing. Then from the corner of my eye, I noticed the dark figure for the first time, a hooded tall creature, that moved silently through the snow towards the front of the woodsman's hut. A thin boney arm reached from beneath the thick material of their shawl and at once the door swung open of an accord seemingly at the creature's command. My curiosity compelled me to circle around the hut, scrambling through the woodland, for a better view of the creature.

The figure entered and the door slammed shut behind it.

I ran to the hut and peered in through the window. There was the figure, besides the fire, in front of the woodsman. The big beast of a man seemed to cower in the presence of his visitor. His fear was evident in his cast-down eyes, his quivering hands, and his backward steps to maintain a distance.

I could not hear what was said, the sound of voices was as dull as the unnaturally muted sounds of nature. The man bowed his head in homage before scrambling away from the creature and downstairs into darkness. Down into the basement. Down to the cages.

Oh, what a surprise he would have when he discovered our dareful deed, the rescue of the children. Whatever his need for the youngsters, he would be sorely disappointed.

When the man reappeared he was clearly distraught, his face red, his hands held up in front of him submissively. It is then that I beheld a sight unfit for youthful eyes. The mysterious visitor threw back their hooded cloak to reveal the hideous features of a nightmarish creature, part woman, part serpent, all monster. It was then that I recognised the creature from the cautionary tales I had been told by my parents whilst they were alive, about the creature that lives deep in the forest, that feeds upon children, the devourer of innocence, the eater of youngsters. It was the De Julaften Heks - The Yuletide Witch.

I froze momentarily, transfixed at a sight I was too scared to process, yet too scared to turn from. The witch held up a hand and the woodman was caught in an invisible force, gripping him, squeezing him. He was lifted from the ground, unable to escape the power of the witch, and then with a swing of her arm, talons as long as daggers sliced the air and with it the neck of the woodman. His head was at once cleaved from his torso and dropped to the ground amidst a spray of blood. I let out a scream, forgetting myself, and that scream broke the silence. The witch turned and at once I was caught in her glare.

I pushed away from the window and ran. I ran as fast as I could, towards the woods, towards the lane home. I followed the footfalls of the children, skipping branches and ducking the low-hanging canopy. Ahead of me, I saw my brother, his small form a stark figure amongst the bright snow. Each step caught him up, each swing of my arms pushing me further and faster.

I heard the door of the hut burst open behind me and a shriek that sent chills through me. I dared not look, but I knew the witch was following. How she moved so fast I do not know, but I at once felt her presence behind me and darkness began to fall with a coldness beyond the winter chill that froze my muscles and stung my bones. I felt a hand fall on my shoulder. A thin, boney hand, with fingers that gripped me and squeezed tightly, talons that dug into my flesh. My feet became heavy and I slowed my pace, swiftly coming to a halt. The darkness began to quickly envelop me, and the last sight I remember is the figure of my brother running for home. My heart yearned to be with him and my soul longed for home. And then there was darkness—full and impenetrable as death. Even now after my tale is told, I still feel the icy grip of the winter witch upon my shoulder, and I wonder, in this dark void of nothingness, if she will ever let me go.

OEBPS/image2.jpg
Dive into our Shallow
Waters anthology series
for 99c¢ each.

Shaty, SHALLUW WATERS

EDITED BY

I
THE BRAM STOKER AWARD-WINNING

JOE MYNHARDT






OEBPS/image3.jpg
JOIN
CRYSTAL LAKE PUBLISHING'S

INTERACTIVE COMMUNITY OF READERS

AND AUTHORS ON PATREON
FOR EXCLUSIVE BEHIND THE SCENES ACCESS.

(the higher your tier the more monthlyirewards youilliteceive)

e

\i@ THE HOME OF STILL WATER BAY





OEBPS/image0.jpg





OEBPS/image1.jpg
WELCOME
TO IHER

N
)

CREATION

Join today at www.crystallakepub.com & www.patreon.com/CLP





