
        
            
                
            
        



    
        
          Animythical Tales

        

        
        
          Sarah Totton

        

        
          Published by Fantastic Books, 2026.

        

    


  Animythical Tales

 

by Sarah Totton


  Dedication

 

 

For Mom and Dad and my editor, Doug.


  Copyright

 

Copyright © 2010 by Sarah Totton

 

            This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this collection of stories are either fictitious or are used fictitiously.

            All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission except for brief quotations for review purposes only.

 

In-house editor: Douglas Cohen.

 

Fantastic Books

1380 East 17 Street, Suite 2233

Brooklyn, NY 11230

www.fantasticbooks.biz

 

Print ISBN: 978-1-60459-932-9

 

First Print Edition, 2010

First Electronic Edition, 2024


  Table of Contents

 

Introduction, by Forrest Aguirre

A Fish Story

The Man with the Seahorse Head

Flatrock Sunners

Pelly Medley

Bluecoat Jack

A Sip from the Cup of Enlightenment

Choke Point

The Bone Fisher’s Apprentice

A Little Tea and Personal Magnetism

The Teasewater Five


  Introduction by Forrest Aguirre

 

 

L et’s face cold, hard facts. Not many people make it through a busy editor’s slush pile. I’ll forego the statistics, but suffice it to say that the odds of an unsolicited submission making it through the first round of editorial cuts, while not astronomical, are fairly slim.

            Occasionally, though, through gloomy nights of bleary-eyed reading, the editor spots a shimmer in the dark and looks more closely. Something shiny catches his attention, grabs him by the collar, and screams “You must look more closely!” The editor, wiping the rheum from his eyes, looks at this shiny thing and sees pleasing patterns emerge from the ink. Turns of phrase; quirky, lovable characters; enveloping settings. All of these combine and enwrap the editor, pulling him into the fictional world, only letting him come up for air long enough to say “I must show the world this beautiful thing I’ve found.”

            Sometimes that shine is just that—a false beauty, fish bait. Other times, when the shine is more closely examined, one begins to see the colors underlying the shine, the chromatic elements that give the shine its surface sparkle.

            This is where Totton’s work first grabbed my attention, in the “color” of her work. I don’t know where there is any intentional symbolic purpose in Totton’s use of color, that is a question best left answered by the author. But I have felt, at times, when reading her stories, like I’m walking into a field of Technicolor gems. Even in the grayest portions of her stories, one notices the lack of color first and foremost, like an Odilon Redon painting that has been drained of its hues by some demented anti-artistic vampire. There is a sense of loss in those word-landscapes that show just enough brightness to portray what might have been vis-à-vis the grayness of what is.

            Beyond the mere descriptive, Totton’s emotive pallet is a bit more complex. Gone are the rainbow colors, the distinctive, sharp visual lines that make her word-paintings so striking. This is not to say that her characterizations are muddled. Far from it. They just show a wide breadth of emotion. One cannot easily categorize Totton’s characters because they are moving targets, capable of change and growth. These are not the melodramatic manic-depressives that so often infiltrate the realms of speculative fiction. These characters rarely brood or have unwarranted “happy attacks,” put there for the sake of moving plot or establishing mood. They are more real, more like “the rest of us”. Sometimes happy, sometimes sad, not omniscient, but not ignorant, not insatiably curious at all times, nor buried in ennui. Her characters dodge stereotypes, engaging the reader with their complex inner lives.

            And this is where the reader (and the editor) become fully entrapped. Totton excels at luring her readers into her characters’ labyrinthine hearts and minds. Once inside, for all their variation, the reader sees one repeated theme, whether implied or explicit, that seems to provide the kernel for all the complexity and all the color of Totton’s stories. The core of the onion, as it were, is childhood innocence, either in its celebration or in its loss. When one sees through the kaleidoscope of word, color, emotive complexity, and gets a glimpse of that innocence, one has arrived at an understanding of the connection one instinctively feels while reading these stories. Totton’s work strikes a familiar chord in anyone who has been a child, and that is everyone. The effect can be pleasant or unpleasant, depending on the reader’s experiences and depending on the story. But in any case, one can expect, upon reading these tales, a revisiting of long-forgotten feelings and memories, like looking up into the clouds and seeing shapes you had left far, far behind one lazy summer day.

            Welcome back.


  A Fish Story

 

[First appeared in Realms of Fantasy Magazine, October 2006. Reprinted in Fantasy: the Best of the Year: 2007.]

 

I n the Vale of Brecon where the fishermen hunt their game amid deep and succulent cloud, where the yaks are pink, and where the maidens are all beautiful (with some exceptions) lived the grand old dowager, Lydia Batterfly.

            Lydia Batterfly’s greatest regret in life was her niece, Dagmar. Dagmar was neither inclined toward the practice of womanly etiquette, nor sufficiently attractive to be forgiven her disinclinations. Despite attendance at finishing school for two full years, she stubbornly refused to act like a lady. Worse, was her tendency to make a spectacle of herself over the most inappropriate things, most recently and deplorably, “that awful tower boy,” as the dowager Batterfly referred to him.

            “I don’t know why you bother with him,” said the dowager.

            “His name is Henry,” said Dagmar, “and I bother because he is superb.”

            “Not by our standards,” said Lydia, by which she meant the standards of any sensible woman of good breeding and taste.

            Henry, the bell tower boy was nearly seventeen with limbs as long as a spider monkey’s and hair so short it barely colored his scalp. He went about town in simple white clothes, displaying no familial colors—the shameful apparel of a bastard. Henry’s job was to climb the tower and play the fish until their echoes rang from the valley walls. There were five fish in the tower, caught from the Sonorous River, in the days when fish swam in rivers, by one Martidel Bayliss, the greatest fisherman in Brecon history. His enormous catches had been bronzed for posterity and hung in the tower where they were twice daily made to clatter amongst themselves in a semblance of music. Henry, the current bell tower boy, was recognized as one of the better practitioners of the art of fish-clattering. Dagmar had been in love with him from the moment she’d first seen him, trousers rolled up to his knees in the Friday Bog with a frog clutched in his fist, squeezing it just hard enough to make its eyes protrude.

            The greatest disappointment in Dagmar’s life was that Henry did not appear to be likewise infatuated with her. She ascribed this, given her deceptively unremarkable appearance, to his simply not having noticed her. She set about to remedy this.

            On the eve of the coldest night of the year, just after the last murmur of the fish jangles had died away, Dagmar stationed herself below the tower looking up at the fish chamber fifty feet above. In her hands, she held her uncle’s bangy-wurdle, salvaged from the dowager Batterfly’s lumber room. Bangy-wurdles were the instruments of the insane, the bizarrely eccentric and the lower classes of society. No one of good breeding would even admit to owning one. The instrument produced a music often described as “a din of iniquity.”

            Practicing in secret, Dagmar had spent the summer learning to master the instrument. She reasoned it thusly: a piano was too difficult to drag to the town square, and a clarinet didn’t allow for singing. And sing she did. She sang a song she had composed for her love, amidst daydreams of his froggy hands, his simian limbs and his days at play among the shining fish. At the close of the second verse, as she launched into the chorus, she saw a white face thrust out from the tower window.

            “What’s that fuss?” said Henry. “Are you ill?”

            She finished the chorus and shouted up to him, “A song professing my love for you, dear Henry. Sit back and enjoy while I serenade you.” And she continued to play what was later described by the town wag as, “the musical equivalent of a cat caught under a pram wheel.”

            Despite several pleas from around the square for Dagmar to hold her peace, she played on, singing of Henry’s attributes.

            “My what?” Henry shouted. “What are you saying?”

            “Your glorious shining fingers,” she shouted back.

            There were some hoots of laughter from one of the nearby houses.

            “Clear off,” said Henry. “People will hear you.”

            “You are the most desirable man in the Vale of Brecon, and I am not going to stop until everyone knows it.” Dagmar continued to play. She had not quite finished her fourth turn through the chorus when Henry, desperate to shut her up, emptied a water pail out of the tower window. The air was so cold that the cascade had nearly crystallized by the time it broke over Dagmar’s head. Dagmar squeaked in shock and almost dropped the bangy-wurdle on the cobblestones.

            “Now go home!” said Henry. And he banged the tower shutters closed.

            Dagmar took a few moments to collect her wits, shaking the beads of ice from her coat and brushing them from the bangy-wurdle. Her hair was now frozen into points.

            Lydia Batterfly’s house abutted the square, and Dagmar retreated to it. There was no point in further stating her suit if Henry had closed the window. Unfortunately, as soon as she tried to open the front door, her wet hand froze fast to the metal knob. Try as she might, she could not get it free. Her shouts for assistance were met with answering shouts to shut up. Eventually, though, they drew her fondest friend Eora, the duchess’ daughter, from the house next door. Eora was of that sensible type who are really quite wonderful in a pinch, though they tend to be dull and full of advice for living a good life at other times. On this occasion, Eora, who’d watched the entire spectacle from her bedroom window, came prepared carrying a bowl full of hot water from the kettle. The bowl had contained some exotic fruits which were now dumped over her mother’s oak dining table. Eora proceeded to pour the steaming contents of the bowl over Dagmar’s hand in an attempt to loosen it from the doorknob. The major difficulty being to stop herself laughing so hard that she dropped it.

            “Yes, all right, all right,” said Dagmar peeling her hand from the door handle. “It isn’t funny. I mean, you have no idea what love does to a person. You’ll see.”

            Though really, Dagmar thought, Eora was the sort of person who would fall in love—or something respectably close to it—with a suitable gentleman approved by her mother the duchess, and they would be wed in a ghastly ceremony in which Dagmar would be forced to attend in some abominable dress. Dagmar loathed dresses.

 

W ord gets about in small places, and it wasn’t long before Eora’s mother, the Duchess, was informing Lydia Batterfly of what Dagmar had been up to while she had been out of town.

            “She’s sending me back to finishing school,” said Dagmar to Eora that afternoon.

            “Not again! That’s what...The fourth time? What are you going to do?”

            “Third, and I think she’s going to find that Madame Loge will have nothing to do with me. She doesn’t like to be reminded of her failings. They’re so few and far between. As to what I’m going to do, I’ve thought of another plan.”

            “Plan?”

            “To win Henry.”

            Eora stared at Dagmar and said nothing. Perhaps it was a tactful omission of words. When at last she spoke, she said, “What are you going to do?”

            “Come with me and see,” said Dagmar. She led the way down the center of the street, down the narrower alleyways of Brecon town, to Tyrone’s Fishing Tackle Emporium.

            “What on Earth?” Eora muttered.

            Dagmar went inside and accosted the shop’s proprietor. “I would like your best and strongest rod please.”

            “Yes, madam,” said the proprietor. “We have a variety of—”

            “The longest one you’ve got.”

            “Oh,” said the merchant, and he led her to the window of the shop from which he pulled a small brass cylinder.

            “That doesn’t look very large, man,” said Dagmar.

            “If you would come outside.” The merchant stepped out into the street and proceeded to extend the rod. The mechanism was a telescopic one. The merchant pulled each joint out, lengthening it until it stretched the entire length of the alley and protruded out over the High Street sidewalk. Curious onlookers peered at it warily and walked around it.

            “Well?” said the merchant.

            “I suppose if that’s the longest one you’ve got, it will have to do,” said Dagmar. “How much is it?”

            “Oh, madam, workmanship like this… This is a one-of-a-kind, made on the Gwyntog Coast and designed after the one used by Martidel Bayliss who once fished with it in the ocean. It is the most beautiful piece of wo—”

            “I’m amazed you’re willing to part with it.”

            “I could be coerced,” said the merchant. “But it would take a king’s ransom.”

            “Far be it from me to part a man from his beloved rod. We’ll look elsewhere, thanks.”

            “You will not find a larger or better rod in the entire Vale of Brecon.”

            “That’s as may be, but I haven’t got a king to ransom.”

            “Perhaps we could negotiate.”

            A price was settled, though the merchant claimed he would go bankrupt, and Dagmar claimed she would have no dowry, “Though without this, there would be no need for a dowry.”

            “Why, Dagmar?” said Eora. “What are you going to do?”

            “I,” said Dagmar, “am going to catch the Barbary Fish, and then—”

            “You’re out of your mind!” said the merchant. “You?! The best fisherman in the history of Brecon spent his entire career trying, and even he couldn’t catch the Barbary Fish.”

            “Please,” said Dagmar. “You interrupted me. As I was saying. I am going to catch the Barbary Fish and present him to Henry the tower boy as a token of my love.”

            “Dagmar…” said Eora.

            “I know,” said Dagmar. “I’ll need bait.”

            Dagmar strode off waving her rod, now telescoped down to a more manageable twelve inches. Eora was forced to run to keep up with her. Dagmar led her to the fishing grounds at Leechfield. The day was gloriously clear, and there were several fishermen sprawled amid the long grasses, eyes following the spiderfloss of their fishing lines which disappeared into the sky, ending at their lures glinting from colorful balloons. High above them, the braver fishermen rode in baskets beneath larger balloons, harpoons held at the ready, sighting along the Vale for the cloud-wisps of fish-spoor.

            Dagmar made straight for the oldest and raggedest of the veteran fishermen at Leechfield and without preamble, said, “If you were to try for the Barbary Fish, where would you set your line and how would you bait your hook?”

            The man looked at Dagmar and snorted. “Five miles of golden spiderfloss, four of silver. And for a lure, the blue stained glass from the window of Epiphany. And everyone knows the Barbary Fish frequents the hills at Devil’s End.”

            “You’ve never tried to catch him yourself?”

            “I’m not mad.”

            “Well then, thank you, sir,” said Dagmar.

            That night, someone broke the Epiphany window. It was later determined that a stone had been thrown through it. Three days after this Dagmar’s aunt found the family tapestry bundled up in the cupboard under the stairs. Half of it had been unraveled, and the gold and silver threads had all been pulled out. None of the servants would own up to doing it.

            Shortly afterwards, Dagmar became suddenly attentive at her macramé and crochet lessons. Madam Loge began to entertain cautious hopes for her reform.

            Ten days later, Dagmar appeared dripping wet at Eora’s door.

             “You’ll have to help me,” said Dagmar. She led her friend to Leechfield where a gathering of fishermen were ringed around the convex, glittering side of an enormous fish.

            “Is that the Barbary—”

            “Well, no actually,” said Dagmar. “But it’s quite a respectable one I think. It dragged me across Leechfield and all along the Sonorous River. Do you see this?” Dagmar proudly displayed a missing tooth. “Came out when I hit the Bridge. No one warned me it might take me up. Anyway, it dropped me in the sea and I suppose it expected me to let go, but I wasn’t going to give it the satisfaction. I worried it about a bit, then it seemed to tire, enough that I could wind it in close enough to start biffing and kicking it. It got the message and went to ground here. Which was lucky, as I didn’t fancy landing in the quarry.”

            “What are you going to do with it?” said Eora.

            “Have it bronzed, of course. It’s easily bigger than any of the ones in the tower now.”

            Eora’s eyes grew wide, but she didn’t comment. The look of fanatical determination in Dagmar’s eyes stilled her tongue.

 

H enry, as it happened, was neither pleased, nor impressed when Dagmar, accompanied by a parade of dancing acrobats and men in military costume, presented the bronzed fish to him at the door of the tower.

            “That won’t fit up the steps,” he said.

            “We’ll hoist it from outside,” said Dagmar. “This is a gift to you, a token of my esteem.”

            “Look,” said Henry. He glanced at the acrobats somersaulting crosswise in front of him and lowered his voice. “Stop doing this.”

            “Doing what?”

            “Giving me things, publicly declaring your feelings for me.”

            “Martidel Bayliss didn’t stop trying to catch the Barbary Fish and look at him.”

            “Right, but he never caught it, though, did he?” said Henry.

            “No, but he spent his entire life trying. Isn’t that utterly marvelous? That is dedication, Henry, as I am dedicated in my love for you.”

            “But I don’t love you. I don’t even like you. What you’re doing… It’s embarrassing me. It’s insulting. Stop it.”

            Dagmar’s face fell, and her brow furrowed in thought. “Very well.” She bowed. “But take the fish.”

 

“S o, you have seen sense at last,” said Eora as they sipped wine in the conservatory.

                            Dagmar shrugged. “If you mean have I given up, then no. Not at all.”

                            “But he ordered you to leave him alone.”

            “Ah, yes. And that is because I have not done enough to earn his love. I have not sacrificed enough, I have not suffered enough.”

            “And you think he has not suffered enough either.” Eora sighed. “This is fatuous. It’s senseless.”

            “No. Senseless is in the country of Giving Up. What is the purpose of living if I can’t pursue him? If I stopped, it would mean I didn’t really love him. And I do.”

            “He says he doesn’t love you.”

            “If he really believes that…”

            “Yes?” Eora leaned closer.

            “…then I haven’t been trying hard enough.”

            Exasperated, Eora proclaimed, “A woman pursuing a man is a scandal. I think you are doing it to mortify your aunt Lydia.”

            “I am doing it for the glory,” said Dagmar. “A glory most women are afraid to taste.”

 

F or a few weeks nothing new transpired, except that Dagmar began to pay rapt attention to her art instructor. Then one morning, a large mural was found covering the front of Dagmar’s house. It depicted a man, endowed with yak-like proportions, strutting atop an enormous tower from which a golden fish hung.

            The next day, Henry of the bell tower asked the swineherd’s daughter to marry him.

            “Now, even you must admit defeat,” said Eora.

            “Not at all,” said Dagmar. “This girl, what do you know about her?”

            “She’s very beautiful.”

            “Ah,” said Dagmar, “But did she earn her beauty, or did she happen upon it by way of the womb? What has she done to be worthy of Henry?”

            “Well nothing,” said Eora, “except I suppose that he likes her. And perhaps she was patient enough to let him make up his own mind about that, and doesn’t wake him at midnight singing his praises, or drop uninvited fish and acrobats in his lap.”

            “No,” said Dagmar. “It can’t be that simple. If he truly believes he loves her, then it’s because I haven’t tried hard enough.”

 

E ora happened to meet Henry in Evelyn Street the next afternoon. They greeted each other cordially, if cautiously, like two people who share an embarrassing complaint.

                      “It won’t work,” said Eora. “I mean, if that’s why you’ve done it.”

            “What?”

            “Proposing to another girl. In fact, I think you’ve spurred her on to try even harder to win you.”

            “Tell her from me that she can go to hell,” Henry muttered. “Tell her I’ll send her there myself if she doesn’t stop it.” He stalked off.

            Eora went off to do as he asked, but at the door to Dagmar’s house, she stopped. Her hand, lifted to tap on the door, dropped to her side, and she regarded it pensively. What was the use talking to Dagmar? She wouldn’t listen to reason.

 

A few days later, Dagmar was sitting on the bank of the Sonorous River, working out a plot to stop Henry’s wedding. She was planning the speech she would make when the minister asked if there were any objections to the wedding. Of course there were. Anyone could see that Henry had become engaged solely to annoy her and not because he loved this other girl.

            Dagmar was deep in thought writing her speech when a shadow fell across the parchment. She looked up, but instead of an obtrusive cloud, she saw a man looming over her.

            “You’re in my
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