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*

I FIND IT INCREASINGLY disturbing that recent fantasy series portray women as either sexual objects or sexual predators. I understand that this is how life was in the Middle Ages. But the wonderful thing about fantasy is that you are free to make things up and write alternative views of history.

In this collection I wanted to include stories in a fantastical setting about women who were not promiscuous, but still manage to achieve their aims in life. I also wanted to explore, in part, why some men are counted as heroes and others are disregarded.

I have chosen these stories to reflect the non-stereotypes of fantasy women and men. In three of the tales the women escape from narrow lives prescribed by society, to live a life of fulfilment. And in the other two stories, I write about men who are not your usual kind of hero.

Freya Pickard, Paignton 2020
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inspired by movement of water

birthed from the plunging ninth wave

mane foams, tail like spindrift gleams

Laoka he names her

she runs with Zimtam

gives birth to Yalumi
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SHE CROUCHED IN THE sand at the top of the dune, gazing out over the turbulent grey water. White caps rushed towards the shore, streaming in the wind. She shivered, wrapping her bearskin cloak tightly around her. Tears dripped down her cold cheeks. She waited for peace to descend; that peace that had once been hers but now no longer could be reached.

She remembered a time, not so long ago when she had experienced peace and happiness. She had been married and her husband loved her, took care of her. The way he said her name, softly, in his deep voice, “Shella,” was like a caress in itself. But those days were far behind and it was all her fault.

Now she was here and the sea was as uninviting as ice at Candle Watch. Had she really thought the tales of Laoka would be true? The greyness of the sea was merging into night and she shivered within her cloak. She needed to find shelter and fire. Maybe the morrow would bring her wise counsel.
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THE NEXT MORNING SHE climbed the dunes once more and saw the endless sands, empty of life. The sound of the sea was an incessant hiss as it washed upon the shore. The endless sighing whispered in her ears as she turned her back on the sunlit waters. She huddled in the lee of a sand dune, sheltering from the cool breeze that blew from the foaming breakwater. Marram grass quivered around her. The shadows were blue in the bright sunlight, the sand was pale. Wind marked dunes curved away to either side and undulated before her; their smooth sides carved into motionless ripples by the ever-persistent wind.

A lock of copper brown hair fell across her face and she tucked it behind one ear. The breeze teased another strand loose and blew it into her mouth. She reached for the leather bag at her feet and withdrew a bone clasp. Swiftly, she twisted her long, reddish hair into a knot on her head. Then she hugged her knees again, resting her chin on the faded green material of her breeches. She half-closed her eyes, letting her mind wander aimlessly. Her gaze fell on her hands, weather-tanned with dirty, broken nails. She sighed and shifted her position until she was comfortable again in the sand.

Had she come all this way for nothing? It seemed a lifetime ago that she had left her town. She counted on her fingers; four moons. She was glad to be free from people’s small minds and to be free from the threat of forced marriage.
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A THREE YEAR CONTRACT had been nothing to be ashamed of. If she had managed to give him at least one living child in that time, he would have given her a permanent contract. But the fates had not even let her conceive and the fault could never be his. She did not hate him for not giving her the child he so desperately needed for his inheritance to continue in the bloodline. She could never hate him. He was the only man she had ever loved. There would be no other.

What she hated were her family and society. She was deemed a failure even though it was widely rumoured her husband was sterile. Her family’s disappointment when she had returned, was worse than any beating. They expected her to find another husband and be about her womanly business of bearing children and dying in childbirth if need be. But she had no desire for other men. She had gone to her husband’s bed a virgin and only wanted his touch. No other would satisfy her.
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NOW SHE WAS HERE, ON the edge of the world and there was nothing. The dark, sparse grass bobbed and fluttered and the sea crashed on the sand behind. A bird rose from the dunes, fighting its way up, singing a fierce, liquid song. She watched it rise, wings moving rapidly against the deep blue sky. Her eyes watered as it dwindled to a speck in the heavens.

She turned again to the sea, shading her eyes against the silver glare on the motionful water. White foam rushed in staining the sand. It rushed out again with a hiss, then crashed, as the next wave broke, sighing as it ran up the shore, hissing as it retreated. She watched the waves attacking, retreating; a mesmerizing performance. On the seventh wave, spume flew up from a boulder black with age, covered with green seaweed and slime. Spray flew higher on the next wave, dappling the dark rock with whiteness. The ninth wave towered, its blue-grey sides glossy in the sunlight. Her eyes blurred as the surface heaved and bubbled. Disjointed lines and half-shadows erupted in the wave, breaking the smooth surface. Then it fell on the sand, smashing into a thousand pieces. Hoof beats drummed on the sand and echoed in her head.
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SHE HAD WANTED TO FIND purpose for herself, so she took to weaving fine linen, dyeing it red and purple with berry juice and shellfish blood. Although she made a respectable income and lived apart from her family, they still insisted she marry.

She heard of the sea from one of the tradesmen who supplied her with the much sought-after shellfish. He told her of the wide open spaces of sand and water, of the black rocks and white foam, of green seaweed and shipwrecks. Into his tales ran the mysterious daeri, Laoka, the wild horse of the sea, stricken by madness and grief.

Shella felt she knew some of Laoka’s grief but could not believe that the seahorse was mad. When she spoke of these things to her family, they laughed at her and told her she had too much time to think. She should get a husband and busy herself having children.

Her trader friend also told her tales of the road, about a travelling brothel with ten beautiful women who sold their bodies for princely sums of money. The owner was rich and had several wives and many children. They travelled the land in wagons of green and gold. Each wife had her own wagon and each of the working women had their own wagon. The women lived lives of luxury and enjoyed happiness and knew no want.
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HERE, THE SANDS WERE smooth save for the tide line that wove its wandering trail along the coast. The ground there was uneven with patches of colour. She rose to her feet, slipping on her battered boots and slinging her pack across her back. Wrapping the bearskin cloak tightly across her shoulders, she walked towards the sea. At the tide line were scattered pieces of clam and crab and tendrils of seaweed. Pale pink and white shells crunched underfoot.

The sand was untouched, save for the occasional bird track. Her own trail barely marked the shore. Dry sand slipped into the hollows her boots made. The wind ruffled the loose strands of her hair and lifted them away from her face. Her feet made a regular thumping sound as she walked along the coast. At length she came to a small stream that wound through the dunes to empty itself into the sea. She stepped across and then crouched down, dipping her hand into its honey-gold flow. It was warm and trickled swiftly into the surge. She tasted the wetness on her hand; it was brackish.
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