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Introduction


A ghostly whisper that teases your senses; a flick of a
dragon tail across the full moon; the baying of an otherworldly creature. Is it
your imagination, or something…more?


These are the stories that take us to the lands the dead, to
strange happenings in our midst, to alternate time lines and unfamiliar rules
of nature. They make us think “What if?” as we shiver with delight, curiosity,
laughter—or fear.


In these pages, you’ll find some of our best adventures in
fantasy literature: out of print and hard to find gems as well as first-time
peeks at new work, from both beloved authors and—maybe—some new discoveries as
well.


We at Book View Café invite you to step across the threshold
from this reality into another. Or is that otherworld real and we are merely
the imaginings of writers, dreamers, and believers?


-Phyllis Irene Radford and Shannon Page, editors






Daddy’s Big Girl


Ursula K. Le Guin


It was a terrible thing for Daddy. You can tell how hard it
was on him by the fact that he’s never said one word about where Jewel Ann is
now. And he was the one who named her Jewel Ann instead of plain Ann like they
had planned, because she was his little treasure baby. He was crazy about her
when she was little.


I was six when she was born and I can remember her coming
home from the hospital with Mother, and how Daddy thought the world of her. I
did too. She was so little and she smelled good the way babies do, and I could
help Mother take care of her, bringing diapers and getting the bath oil and
powder and things. I was the first person after Mother that Jewel Ann smiled
at, and I was proud of that. She was my baby too. I used to stand by her
stroller and guard her when Mother was in the store. When she outgrew the
stroller I was supposed to hold her hand while Mother shopped, and we always
went and looked at the machines at the front of the store where they had
gumballs for a penny and plastic balls with prizes inside for a dime or a
quarter, curled-up snakes and jewelry and magic toys. I’d say which prizes I
wished would come out if we had the quarter to put in, and Jewel Ann always chose
the same ones I did. Once an old man held out a quarter to us, and I don’t
think he meant anything bad, but we had been taught and turned away and didn’t
take it. Later when we told Mother she gave us each a quarter. But when we put
the money into the machine none of the plastic balls you could see came out or
even moved, because there were other prizes underneath them that you couldn’t
see, and those were what came out. Mine was a paper American flag on like a
toothpick with a sort of stand. Jewel Ann’s was a pink plastic ring without
even a glass diamond in it. But she was still little enough that she liked it,
and she kept the plastic balls that came apart, too, and used them for tea sets
and things. When we got those prizes Jewel Ann was tall enough to put her own
quarter in the slot machine. She could talk as well as most grown-ups, and do
all my old wooden puzzles Grandmother gave me, and when we played house she
wasn’t the baby anymore but a lady called Mrs. Goopie, and I was Mrs. Boopie
next door. We played Mrs. Goopie and Mrs. Boopie all spring after my school and
all summer, in the back yard under the pines, with our dolls for the children.
Duane never played with us, only the kind of games where you win or lose, with
other boys. None of the girls I knew at school lived anywhere near us, because
of busing, and I didn’t know the girls in our neighborhood very well. Anyhow I
liked playing with Jewel Ann better because she was smart, and even if she was
younger she was bigger than me by the time she was five so it wasn’t like she
was so much younger. And anyhow I did love her, and she loved me back.


The first day she went to school I took her on the bus and
showed her where everything was at school and went with her to the first grade
room. The teacher said, “My, Jewel Ann, you are tall!” She said it not in a
nice way but like it was Jewel Ann’s fault. Then she said to me the same way,
“Is she really only five?”


I said, “Yes, Mrs. Hanlan.”


She said, “She’s far too big for a girl of five. It will be
very difficult for the little boys.”


Jewel Ann said, “I’ll be six next year!” She was trying to
help. But Mrs. Hanlan acted like she thought she was showing off, and told her
to go sit down. When Jewel Ann sat down on the little chair in the circle she
was still as tall as the other first graders standing up. It made me feel funny
for her, after what Mrs. Hanlan had said. But Jewel Ann smiled and waved at me,
because she was so excited about going to school and wanted it to begin.


She always did real well in her work, and had a perfect
attendance record, and when she was in the third grade Miss Shulz made her a
monitor and gave her advanced reading books and put her painting of whales in
the Save the Animals poster contest. It got Honorable Mention. Jewel Ann was
happy that year. But then they kept her out of school the next fall because of
her height, and she never got to go back.


I knew she was tall but I hadn’t really noticed till
practically that first day at her first grade. I mean, I knew, but I didn’t
have to compare her to anybody till then. And she was still my little sister. I
don’t know when Daddy stopped calling her “Daddy’s big girl,” I guess when she
was around three. I don’t think they tried to do anything about it until that
summer after she was in third grade. She had been growing a lot, and Daddy made
Mother take her to a doctor. Mother told me about it later. They gave her some
hormones. Mother threw them out after a week because they made Jewel Ann get
dizzy and have headaches and throw up, and also Mother was afraid that if she
went on taking them the hormones would cause her to have periods or grow a
beard. She was only a little girl of eight, and Mother felt it wasn’t right. I
guess she didn’t tell Daddy and he went on thinking Jewel Ann had taken all
those hormones and it had cost a lot and done no good. Anyhow he never
mentioned sending her to the doctors again. Mother said she knew it wasn’t
going to do any good. It wasn’t hormones in the first place.


Jewel Ann didn’t cry about not going back to school, but she
stopped talking about Miss Shulz. I don’t know what she thought.


She was quiet. Like I said, she had been happy in Miss
Shulz’s room, but there were always some people at school who picked on her. At
home nobody was mean to her except Duane. He called her names like Giraffe and
Hugie and Flagpole, and said things like, “When are you going to sell her to
the freak show?” and worse. Once I heard him talking with his friend Eddie and
saying he wished he could kill Jewel Ann. He said, “Chop her all apart into
little bits, fry her with one of those flame-throwers, just burn her down into
nothing.” It embarrassed Duane that she was so tall that she could look down on
the top of his head when she was eight years old and he was sixteen. He was
just average height for his age, like me. I think Jewel Ann getting so tall was
partly why Duane went so wild in his teens. But not entirely. He never had been
good-natured that I can remember. Anyhow he got wilder and meaner, and Daddy
was always yelling at him until he went off to Atlanta and we don’t know where
after that. A couple of years later when the newspaper article came out
somebody must have showed it to him, because he sent a letter the next month to
Mother and Daddy saying that he had a friend who was interested in making
movies with unusual people in them and there could be a lot of money in it for
us. The postmark was Fort Worth but there was no return address and the letter
was hard to read, like he spelled unusual “sunual,” and his writing was funny.
Mother cried a couple of times after that letter came, but I don’t think she
was really missing Duane. It was thinking about him sometimes when he was a
baby that made her cry.


I brought books and stuff from school for a year for Jewel
Ann but the next year they told me not to. I guess Daddy had told them that she
was in a special school. He had built up the back yard fence and Jewel Ann
could play outside. But around her twelfth birthday she really began getting her
growth, and that was when the newspaper people came. We were washing dishes and
heard Daddy talking at the front door with somebody. We listened because he
didn’t have any friends that ever came to the house and we wondered who it was.
Then he came into the kitchen yelling to Jewel Ann to go to her room. We had
watched The Diary of Anne Frank on TV that week and she sort of thought
it was the Nazis, and so we both ran into her room and locked the door. Jewel
Ann’s room was what used to be the family room, at the back of the house. Daddy
had taken out its ceiling and the floor of the bedroom above it, that used to
be Duane’s room, so it was two stories tall, and he made the doors taller, too,
for Jewel Ann. She was so scared of the Nazis now that she tried to hide under
the bed. Her bed was three old bedsteads put end to end with the head and foot
boards taken off; and she couldn’t get under it because of the legs. So we
pushed one of the beds against the door, and I was telling her there weren’t
any Nazis here, when we heard Daddy slam the front door and yell at Mother,
“Don’t you ever let those people come around here again!” as if she had.


Somebody had taken a picture of Jewel Ann in the back yard
and sold it to the paper, and they published it with an article entitled GIRL
TOPS PINES? After that Daddy canceled our subscription to the paper, so Mother
never knew about sales unless she went next door to the Heitsers’ to look at
their paper, and Daddy didn’t know about the other article they printed after
the reporter talked to me coming home from high school. She was young and
really friendly, with designer clothes and a nice way of talking. It was easy
to talk to her. Some of what I said came out in the Register, and people
at school showed me the article, but when I read it it didn’t sound like what I
meant. Anyhow I bought a copy of the paper and brought it home for Jewel Ann so
she could read about herself even if she couldn’t go outside anymore except
after dark. It was entitled SISTER NOT HOAX, GIRL CLAIMS. It seems like nobody
told Daddy about it, and we didn’t show it to Mother because she was sensitive
about people noticing Jewel Ann and afraid Daddy would blame her for it. But
Jewel Ann liked it, especially the part that said she was an otherwise normal
pre-teen with a shy smile. I don’t know how the reporter actually knew that.
After the articles were in the paper people used to come by and stare at the
fence around the back yard, especially on Sundays when people drive around
after church. Some boys probably from Cleveland High knocked at the door and
when my mother came one of them said, “Is this where Jewel Ann lives?” but the
others said they were at the wrong house and they all went off fooling around
and laughing the gug, guh way those kind of boys do, like Duane. Mother was all
confused and tight-faced when she came back to the kitchen. She said to me,
“Don’t you tell Jewel Ann!” I shook my head I wouldn’t. Daddy was watching
baseball on TV and didn’t notice anything.


I think maybe Mother had really thought just at first that
those boys were friends of Jewel Ann’s, before she’d had time to think that
they couldn’t be, because a while after that while we were making a bed she
said, “I do worry about Jewel Ann!”


I said, “Why?” and she said, “Well, it just is a fact that
boys like girls to be shorter than they are. I don’t know what to do about
Jewel Ann’s social life.”


Jewel Ann and I had talked about boys, too, wondering if
there were any really tall ones. It seemed to us that if there were really very
tall boys you’d hear about them. Since boys are supposed to be tall, maybe
their parents would be proud of them, and they could go outside and do things.
It seemed to us, anyhow, that if there were enough really tall boys to be any
use, we’d know about them.


So I didn’t know what to say to Mother, and she didn’t know
what to do. Her social life wasn’t so great either. She didn’t go out of the
house much more than Jewel Ann did. Mrs. Heitser stayed friends and sometimes
she got Mother to go to the mall shopping with her, but most of the time Mother
said she was so busy with the house she just couldn’t take the time, and would
I come by the store on the way home from school, or would I run down to the
Quik-Mart after Daddy had brought the car home from work. And she ordered
clothes from mail order catalogues. Except for Jewel Ann. For her clothes I
bought the material and Mother designed and made them. Even bluejeans, because
she wanted bluejeans so bad. Mother found the easiest way to make Jewel Ann
things was to buy king-size sheets, a lot of them have nice colors and floral
prints, and sew them together and then cut out the dress or the skirt and top.
For the jeans I had to buy a whole bolt of jeans material. The saleswoman acted
ugly and didn’t want to sell me the whole bolt, as if it was wrong or
something, instead of easy profit for the store, but I just stood there, and
finally she flip-flopped all the cloth off the center thing as if she didn’t
want to touch it, talking over her shoulder to another clerk all the time.
Luckily Dottie Shine from high school was on the cash register and she kept the
package under the counter for me, because the material was so heavy I had to
come home and ask Mrs. Heitser to drive me back downtown to get it. The jeans
were really hard for Mother to make, but Jewel Ann just loved them and wore
them all the time.


You would have thought Jewel Ann would have eaten a lot, and
there was a while I remember Daddy did criticize Mother for buying ten or
twenty pounds of hamburger at a time and half a dozen heads of lettuce and so
on, but actually as she grew more it seemed like all the time Jewel Ann ate
less. So the grocery shopping and prices were really no big problem, especially
after I finished at Coolidge High and got work in the secretary pool at Sacchi
Products while I was taking computer skills at the secretarial college at night
so that I would be able to earn more, which I did once I got the assistant to
Mr. Penitto’s executive secretary job. And it was steadier money than what
Daddy could get with Shaughnessy Siding. But by then Jewel Ann wasn’t eating
very much at all, less than me, even less than Mother. She was fifteen years
old and she was about forty-five feet tall and still growing.


If we only could have moved and lived somewhere else. If we
would have had more money, or if Daddy would have been able to realize that she
really was that big and really needed room, then we could have gone to live
maybe by the sea somewhere, on a lonely part of the seashore or on some island
where Jewel Ann could walk along the beaches and go swimming in the sea, and
there would be room for her. We used to talk about that. She used to say, if
she could go swimming in the sea, or walk on a beach, or walk on the moors and
the heaths like Cathy Earnshaw in Wuthering Heights or Dimity Trescott
in Bride of Passion. But there weren’t any beaches or moors where we
lived.


Jewel Ann had a hi-fi, she liked Emmylou Harris records, and
she watched TV and read a lot. She was good at turning the pages of the books
even when she could hold a book on the palm of her hand like it was a postage
stamp would be on mine. I went to the library for her every week. The
librarians always asked about my sister, I think they thought she was like
paralyzed or something, and they’d think of books for me to bring her. Once
when she was about ten they gave me Alice in Wonderland, which was
really different from the movie. Jewel Ann kept asking for it back again, so I
read it once and we talked about it. I thought it was the “Drink Me” bottle she
liked, with the stuff that made Alice shrink down so fast. But Jewel Ann said
what she liked best was the parts with the sheep and the rushes and the forest
where they forgot. I went to the bookstore in the mall and bought it for her for
Christmas that year. The librarians sent her Gulliver once, about the little
people and the giants, but she didn’t like it. She said it wasn’t real. In the
evenings when I was home we usually watched TV together on the eighteen-inch
set Daddy gave her. She said she liked TV because all the people on TV are all
different sizes, but all tiny. All different sizes of tiny.


Records and TV and reading were about all she had to do,
because after she was thirteen she was like Alice at the end of the first part of
the book, she was too big to get out the door. If only we could have lived on a
farm like Grandmother had when she was alive, and had a barn. She could have
lived in a barn, I think. We used to talk about that and plan it, how I would
save up and buy some old farm out in the country and she could walk on our land
at night and have a chair and things the right size for her in the barn. We
talked a lot about that. We would be sitting on the floor because there wasn’t
anything but the carpet in her room anymore, and I would lean back against her
big, warm, soft leg, and we would just talk. But as time went on my sister
began not to talk so much even to me.


When she outgrew her bluejeans, she felt bad. She stopped
watching TV. It was like she had stopped pretending she could be like the
people on TV or anywhere else. That was when she began not talking much, even
though she still liked for me to come in and talk or just sit with her. She
stopped reading books and she wasn’t hardly eating anything. It was just very
gradual for a year and more, when she was fourteen, and then fifteen, and I
guess Mother and I didn’t talk much about it because how could we think about
it at all, really, when she was thirty-five and forty and forty-five feet tall?
We couldn’t ever talk to Daddy about it. He never said anything about her and
never talked to her or went into her room, and tried to act like she wasn’t
even in the house, except when once he bought her some candy at Valentine’s
Day, and he gave her the big TV set for her birthday when she was twelve. But
other times if you just said her name he’d get mad. Once when Mother and I
tried to talk about maybe moving to a bigger house or something, he started
yelling, and he yelled names at Mother, and broke some stuff, and finally
stomped out. He didn’t come back till way late at night. Mother was sick for a
couple of days after that. I guess some of the things he called her were words
she had heard before but never thought anybody would ever call her such things,
or anyway not her own husband. She was so miserable she couldn’t hear a word
about moving after that, and she never went out of the house. She kept the
blinds down and put paper on some of the windows. It was hard to talk about
Jewel Ann even with her.


But it was her, not me, that finally said what I hadn’t been
able to really even think, not so as I knew I was thinking it. We were in the
kitchen one night doing dishes and she said, “Dawn, I can see through her.”


I didn’t say anything, but in a listening way.


She said, “I could see the wallpaper where her shoulder and
hair was. Through her.”


I said, “I thought so too, a couple of times.”


We were whispering. Except for Daddy’s baseball game on TV
in the front room there wasn’t any other sound in the house. There wasn’t ever
any sound from the back room, the high room, where Jewel Ann was, sitting with
her knees bent or lying on her side with her knees bent because she was too
tall to stretch out anymore. She was always quiet. She never had had a loud
voice. Mother always used to tell us ladies don’t yell, and we learned to talk
softly. Now Jewel Ann hardly ever talked at all, and only in the softest voice,
deep for a girl, but softer than downy feathers. And when she moved she never
made a noise, though if she had stretched and pushed and wanted to she could
have pushed out the back wall of that house, pushed it down like the side of a
paper box. But she lay still. When I went in to sit with her that night I could
see the shag carpet through her thighs and hands. Now I could see what I could
see, since Mother had said it.


Jewel Ann could see it too. But we never could talk about
it.


Only a couple of months after that, at the end of summer she
said once—the only thing she’d said for days, though she always touched me,
even though I couldn’t feel her touch anymore, only like a warm breeze moving
against my skin—she said, “I’ve stopped growing.” I could tell she was smiling.


I began crying all of a sudden and saying, “Don’t! Don’t!”


I could feel her watching me and feel that she was warm,
though I could hardly see her at all by then, only like ghosts on the TV or
heat waves on blacktop, a kind of thickening in the air, but warm.


“Should I keep on?” she said in that soft feather voice.


I said, “Yes!” and couldn’t stop crying. I could feel the
warmness moving over my hair and arm, very lightly. She was afraid to hurt me,
touching me, being so much bigger. But she never could have hurt me.


After crying so much I was worn out and fell asleep in her
room that night. When I woke up early in the morning she was there, but even
the TV-ghost kind of seeing her was gone. And when I said her name there was no
answer.


We waited a long time, more than a week, and then Mother
said, “She’s gone.”


She took apart the clothes made of sheets, and I took the
ones from the skirt, that were whole, down to the Goodwill.


But I kept going into Jewel Ann’s room, and I said, “She’s
still there, Mother.”


Mother shook her head. She was certain. “She’s gone,” she
said. “She’s still here, but she’s not in there.”


And Mother was right, I guess. After a while I moved my bed
into the back room, the high room, because it seemed like when I was falling
asleep or beginning to wake up mornings I could feel the warmth, and then I
knew Jewel Ann was there like she used to be, tall and thin and soft, with her
beautiful eyes, and she was glad I was there. But then sometimes Mother hears
her up in their bedroom, just saying a word or two, softly, overhead. And no
matter what Daddy does to the TV and the cable, both sets always have these
ghosts, and the baseball and basketball players are like you were watching with
your eyes crossed. But it’s outside at night I know that she’s still here but
gone, just like Mother said. In the back yard, warm nights when the wind blows a
little and the leaves move and move, or when it’s raining, then I know she
didn’t stop growing. I can hear her breathe.






The Land of Graves


Dave Smeds


The runner, a halfbreed Selanese with the long legs and
freckled complexion of his slave mother’s people, was puffing hard as he burst
from the olive grove and hurried up to the excavation where Tecia and her
cousin’s crew worked. Hair and loinclout soaked with sweat, the messenger
halted at the lip of the trench. “Sorceress, you are needed!” he blurted when
he had regained enough wind to speak.


Tecia sighed. “My tasks occupy me.” She indicated the
inscribed stone walls around her, the men with picks and buckets laboring to
carry off the packed silt that had filled the hip-deep space where she stood.


“It is the headman’s command. It is most dire. A revenant
has been unbound. It has killed two men already.”


“One victim the tomb robber, no doubt.”


The messenger nodded. “That is correct, Mage Helper. But the
other is Gelages, your uncle’s strong man.”


Tecia tilted her head down and scuffed the debris at her
feet, letting the twinge of loss run its course.


“Tell my uncle I will come,” she stated.


The runner turned.


“Wait,” she called.


He paused, forehead creasing.


“Drink some water. Rest.” She pointed up at the sun. “The
ghost will not venture out again until twilight. Haste is unnecessary.”


The youth hesitated, darting a glance at the broken terrain
through which he had to return. She could see him weigh the balance between her
advice—sensible, but given by a woman—and his master’s command of utmost speed.
In compromise, he visited the water wagon, drenched a cloth, and wiped the
perspiration from his brow and upper body. After several small careful sips
from the dipper, he set off again fast enough to pretend he was hurrying, but nevertheless
exploiting some of the respite Tecia had granted.


In the trench, Tecia finished making a rubbing of an
inscription in the stone wall, stowed the leaf in her basket, and vaulted
nimbly out of the trench.


“Another ten paces should bring us to the drain,” she told
her cousin Flen, the leader of the workers, as he turned toward her, waving
away dust clouds.


He grunted, which she knew meant that if she were correct,
they would keep working, but if she were wrong, they would stop and wait for
her return, and let her shoulder the blame for the delay.


She slapped the grit from her tunic and took her own turn by
the water wagon, cleaning her face and hands and easing her parched throat.


At this arid time of year, it took imagination to recall the
point of all this labor was to restore the ancient Ladian water system and
reclaim another stretch of swamp. If all went well—if Tecia had translated the
old scrolls well enough—when the rains returned, water would no longer linger
in pools, nurturing the young of malarial mosquitoes and other vermin of
stagnant water. A new generation of farmers could till tracts of fertile
alluvial soil unavailable since their great-grandsires’ day.


Tecia cursed the luck that forced her to leave. It had taken
much persuasion to convince the headman to devote a work crew to the project,
and much still had to be done while the dry season lasted. However, a murderous
revenant was not an interruption that could be ignored.


She adopted a steady pace toward home. Olive trees closed
around her, then scrub brush, relieving some of the sun’s glare. By lizard’s
hour she was up into the hills, following the ancient track. The way was seldom
steep, the gravel and vestigial paving stones flat and smooth compared to
modern roads, which even in this arid season remained scored by ruts.


A low bluff rose on her left. The necropolis began. Carved
columns rose at the entrances, supporting cupolas and lintels still intact in
many spots, though wind and rain had worn away the glyphs that had once
identified the families buried behind these entrances. The ruins went on and
on, covering a parcel many times the size of Quona, the living town supported
by this stretch of the Aritis River valley.


Cresting a ridge, Tecia saw Quona itself hugging the upper
edge of a shelf of land that extended into the valley beyond. Folk were crowded
on the walls, gazing farther out across the plateau. Among the mounds and
barrows there she spied another clump of people, their gestures and weapons
directed at a house-sized crypt a hundred paces from them. Tecia made out the
Selanese runner among them, and recognized the heavy-set man in the center of
the group as her uncle. They stood near a pair of limp, supine forms.


As she drew near, her uncle actually dipped his chin in
greeting, a deference he had often accorded Tecia’s father as clan sorcerer,
but which he seldom tendered in her direction, no matter how well versed in the
arts she might be.


“This fool violated this tomb here,” the headman declared,
shaking his bracelet of tiny bronze skulls first toward one of the dead men on
the ground and then at the large crypt. “He didn’t even try to hex the
guardian.”


Tecia spared a brief glance at the corpse, that of a wiry,
hook-nosed man she thought she might have glimpsed scraping skins at the
tannery in seasons past, not the sort of occupation that brought much gain. The
wretch must have felt the need, like so many others, to enrich himself with
Ladian tomb relics. A desperate hope. While an expert thief or magician
sometimes slipped in and out of crypts without consequence, it did not happen
often. As her uncle had noted, the perpetrator did not even wear a fetish or
talisman to distract the ghost.


She looked longer at Gelages, the strong man. Her family and
his tilled neighboring plots out in the valley, and lived only a few houses
apart within the walled town. Though the adult Gelages had been too dull to
interest her, she grieved for the childhood companion he had been. Always large
for his age, he had gladly served his playmates when they needed a strong hand
to help them ford the river, and had not minded doing so even for a girl, a
scholar’s daughter at that.


He had died with eyes wide, his dagger still clenched in his
hand. His corpse showed no visible wounds.


“Ambushed,” the headman explained.


Tecia nodded. She noted the furrows in the dirt made by the
heels of the dead men as they were dragged away from the spots where they had
died. Her gaze came to rest on the ornate house of the dead. Unlike the older
relics in the necropolis in the hills, the glyphs above the lintel were still
deeply etched.


“The resting place of Vicedis, chief wise man of King
Tobasi,” she read. A great scholar. “The revenant was a warrior?”


“Yes. Tall, armored, carrying a pike.”


Not the shade of Vicedis himself, then, nor the kin buried
with him. Alas, Vicedis had been so notable among the Ladians that he had been
interred with a guard of honor. That ilk were often the restless ones, with
grudges to infuriate them, while their masters and mistresses slept peacefully
through eternity.


A blistering stream of curses rang out from the crypt,
calling for the blood of a certain man. The eerie voice was shrill and inhuman,
heard with the mind rather than the ears. Tecia, despite her knowledge of
ancient Ladian, could not fully translate the outburst.


The men beside the headman shivered, and Tecia’s uncle
himself began blinking furiously.


“Put him to sleep, Mage Helper,” her uncle commanded.


“Not an ordinary labor,” she commented.


One of the headman’s eyebrows rose. “Eh?”


“I risk my life to do this,” she explained. “I deem this
another of the twelve great tasks you asked of me when my father died. The last
of them. If I succeed, my boon is due.”


Her uncle stared at her hard, then down at the body of his
strong man, then back. “This is no time for bargaining.”


She folded her hands in front of her, glancing down
submissively. “The bargain was made five years ago, and you set the terms.
Quelling a revenant has always been counted as a great task of a mage.”


The headman glanced up at the sun. Many hours remained until
sunset, but days would be required to fetch a mage from another town. In this
time and place, none but Tecia could do what must be done.


“Very well,” the headman said. “This is the twelfth task.
Now lay this ghost down, and be quick about it.”


“As you command,” Tecia said.


She addressed the headman’s servants. “Be ready to seal the
tomb.”


The group held up pots of mortar dust and water bags, along
with a sack of dried flowers for the funerary magic. They would be ready to set
the slab back in place and see the ritual completed before sunset.


Tecia crept forward alone. She paused to take a deep breath
at the top of the stone ramp leading down to the crypt entrance. The portal, its
slab flung aside, yawned ominously wide.


She could make out the outlines of funerary stellae and urns
in the antechamber. The mephitis of death wafted out. She squatted down and
peered farther inside. She did not venture past the threshold, conscious of the
protection of the sun at her back.


The revenant had the capacity to venture into the sunlight.
The flattened ground just beyond the top of the ramp where Gelages must have
fallen proved it had already sprung out once. But the glare of daylight made ghosts
nigh invisible. They did not care for that, because it reminded them they were
dead.


The stone couch in the antechamber where the guardian slept
was occupied by a skeleton, still bearing a few scraps of gray, desiccated
skin, preserved by sorcery and the power of the Ladian embalming arts.
Tarnished brass accouterments showed that the deceased had once worn an
ornately decorated set of leather armor. Now he was mostly bones. His former
wealth and status was proven by the dentures made of gold bands and ox teeth.


Inchoate mumbles directed her attention toward the tomb’s
main chamber. Here stood the central dais and its sarcophagus—the remains of
Vicedis. Pacing in circles around the dais was a tall man—tall in the way of
the Ladians, whose flocks and plentiful crops sustained them in a manner
unknown to Tecia’s people. He was no skeleton, but as his mouth issued its
stream of words, she saw that the dentures matched those of the deceased
warrior perfectly. The decorations on his armor were the same as the items of
metal scattered upon and beside his bones.


The phantom did not seem to notice her. She waited where she
was, letting her eyes adjust to the dimness, listening carefully to the ancient
dialect. Finally the outbursts became decipherable.


“Where is he? Zaeghus, you child of a she-goat, come forth!”


Tecia had no doubt Zaeghus was the very enemy who had killed
this warrior, long ago. Who better to wish vengeance upon? That was all the
creature was now—a manifested wish for vengeance. Lethal to any who might get
in his way—that being the point of installing him here to guard Vicedis and his
family.


Bracing herself, she crept fully into the antechamber. On
the vertical face of the stone couch where the warrior had lain all those
centuries, she found a carving in relief. The artwork was a portrait of the
warrior, his pike held at his side. To judge from the ghost, the image
resembled the man with uncanny accuracy. Tecia wished the artisans of her age
possessed such skill.


She placed her hand on the effigy and began to murmur words
in Ladian. Despite the tension of the moment, she recalled the phrases
perfectly. They were inscribed in every Ladian tomb. Other parts of the
language were a mystery, but these were not. In as soothing a tone as she could
manage, she called the spirit to its rest, to wait for the arrival of the next
world, when souls would be given new shrouds and live in the light again.


The specter whirled and glared at Tecia.


“Who is dead?” he cried. “Has Zaeghus killed again?”


Tecia frowned. She was not surprised that the ghost failed
to realize the summons was for him, but it should have affected him
nonetheless, dampening his anger and lulling him back to the bones on the stone
couch.


His phantom eyes glowed as he watched her. She finished the
rite. No change. All the tactic had done was call attention to herself.


“Your costume is strange,” he grumbled, scanning her up and
down. In life, he had probably never seen a woman in warm seasons of the year
with her breasts covered, or with a hemline reaching below the knees.


Tecia’s circumstances were becoming perilous. She changed
tactics. She let go of the carving, stood, and began uttering the chant of
exorcism in a raised voice.


The ghost staggered back. He clutched his head and grimaced.


Tecia began speaking faster, as fast as she could without
stumbling over the words and having to begin again.


“You may cast out ghosts,” he called. “That is no concern of
mine. I have sworn to kill Zaeghus. Stand not in my way!”


Tecia did not like her chances. Exorcisms would not work if
the subject utterly denied the fact of his non-corporeal state. But having no
other means of attack, she began to repeat the chant.


“Fah!” the warrior blurted when she failed to go silent. He
levelled his pike and, with the suddenness that had no doubt won him many
battles, he charged forward.


The pike skewered her in the heart. She folded around it,
unable to deny the illusion. Pain split her. It was as if a shard of ice had
plunged inside, and at the same time, heat roared to her extremities. She knew
what warriors must feel when the battle goes against them, and they are lost
forever.


She collapsed as the ghost withdrew the pike. She thought
she heard him laugh at her, even as the world around her faded to black.
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She awakened with tomb dust fouling her lips. She groaned
and pressed her hands to her sternum. She was as unmarked as Gelages and the
thief had been. But she had not emulated their fate. For years she had been
casting spells upon herself designed to protect her should she ever find
herself attacked by a phantom. Apparently she had done an effective job.


Effective, but not perfect. She could tell her heart had
damaged itself. She suspected she would never live to be a crone. She would
become frail prematurely. But then, she had already lived longer than her
sisters, two of whom had succumbed to childbed fever, and the other to
childbirth itself. If her decision to study the lore and become a sorceress had
come with a price, it was one she had long since chosen to pay.


In the short term, though, she was in more pain than she had
ever experienced.


She clawed at one of the pouches on her belt. Withdrawing a
tiny vial, she removed the stopper and quaffed the entire draught. The medicine
seared her throat as it went down, for it contained much alcohol along with the
more potent ingredients. She waited for the relief to spread from gullet to her
heart and to the bruises on her knees, elbows, and chin caused by her hard fall
onto stone.


Darkness surrounded her, but it was not the lightlessness of
unconsciousness. She recognized the stone couch beside her, the dusty paving
stones beneath her. Starlight glinted in from the open portal.


No moonlight. Yet the moon was at first quarter and should
have remained in the sky half the night. It was past midnight, then.


The revenant must have been roaming the land for many hours.
She knew she had to track him down.


She leaned back against the couch. She tried to distract
herself from the agony by regarding the urns, murals, and stellae across the
passageway. It was her habit to glean whatever knowledge she could from the
vestiges of the Ladians. No one in Quona was better at it than she. Even the
minimal light could not hide the abundance of the trove.


An urn displayed a Ladian noble and his wife reclining on
pillows near a fountain amid dinner guests, sharing wine and laughing. The
difference between their era and that of Tecia was immediate—not only in the upper-body
nudity, but in the fact that women could dine with men, and that the women
could drink wine, an offense punishable by death in modern Quona and its
neighboring provinces. Tecia had only once tasted it, in secrecy.


There were those who might not allow her to include alcohol
in her potions, were she not the niece of a headman. There were those who would
destroy “obscene” relics such as the urn, were it not housed in a tomb
protected by a warrior ghost and other enchantments.


Yet however much she admired the bygone age, at the moment the
living needed her. As the pain lessened, she staggered to her feet. The numbing
effect of the concoction would dull her wits for hours. She was capable of
activity.


She stumbled out into the landscape. A flicker caught her
eye. Out in the valley a fire was consuming a hayloft. Men shouted. Pigs
squealed.


All the way down there, she thought. She had no strength to
cover such a distance.


A pair of silhouettes separated from the lee of a minor
crypt a few dozen paces away.


“Mage Helper!” a man cried. “You still live! The river be praised.”


Tecia recognized the two men as Kell and Rosvoi, two of her
uncle’s laborers.


“You were left to watch the tomb?” she queried.


“Yes. But we didn’t dare enter it.”


She waved off the apology. Even with the ghost gone, staying
clear was a wise choice. Had anyone violated Vicedis’s resting place in search
of her body, they might have fallen victim to curses she knew how to avoid.


“The revenant started the fire?” she asked, gesturing at the
valley.


“Yes.” It could not literally be true, for the ghost had no
physical presence, but he could startle a farmer into dropping a lamp.


“What else?”


“We don’t know the whole of it, because none have brought
news since the moon set,” Kell replied. “Early in the evening the creature
frightened the headman’s best stallion to death, and ran off the field slaves.”


Her uncle would be fuming about the loss of his favorite
breeding horse for years to come, Tecia thought. The flight of the slaves would
trouble him less. It was unlikely they could make it out of the province. When
their terror was vanquished, most would return of their own accord, rather than
risk flogging or castration.


“Does the ghost call for a man named Zaeghus?” she asked.


“He calls for someone constantly. That may be the name,”
Rosvoi answered.


Tecia concentrated. “Zaeghus...”


“Mage Helper?”


“If he was a contemporary of King Tobasi,” she continued,
thinking aloud, “he would have a crypt here in the mounds. If he was great enough
to slay the man chosen to be the guardian of Tobasi’s chief counsellor, he
himself would have been chosen to guard an even more prestigious tomb.”


Rosvoi shrugged, as if to say he was only a common man,
unlearned in such things. And so he was. In all Quona, Tecia alone possessed
the scholarship to puzzle this out.


What was the name of King Tobasi’s own tomb guardian? The
drugs in her belly dulled her memory, but she recalled that it was not Zaeghus.
That left one likely burial site of that era: The tomb of Princess Ula,
Tobasi’s twin sister, and co-ruler until Tobasi’s eldest son became old enough
to take on his share of the ruling house’s duties. The Ladians of that dynasty
had never allowed a single monarch to claim total authority. The junior co-ruler
was often a woman, particularly during transitional periods.


Tecia turned and gazed north at the shorter of two prominent
knolls. “There,” she said. “Help me walk. We will find help there.”


Kell and Rosvoi went so pale she could see the change even
in the starlight. “Are you certain?” Kell asked.


“Am I versed in magic or not?” she retorted.


They took up positions beside her and supported her by
elbows and armpits as she travelled. She would have tripped over stones hidden
in the grass if not for their help, but with it she soon arrived at the portal
of a large house of the dead.


She knelt at the door and caressed the effigy carved into
it. She murmured Ladian words of appeasement.


Digging into the largest of the pouches at her belt, she
withdrew her double flute. The old yellow wood gleamed in the starlight.
Wetting her lips, she began to play the sacred dirge of the Ladians—but
backwards, for this was not the version meant to put the dead to rest, but that
meant to wake them.


Kell and Rosvoi closed hands over their ears. The music was
sweet, but few people cared to hear that tune, played on an instrument that had
all but died out with the Ladians.


The song ended. Tecia lowered the instrument and
listened—not with ears, but with a different sort of attentiveness.


A stirring came from within the tomb. It was a whisper,
little louder than the susurrus of grass in the wind. Though it was what she
hoped for, it chilled her. Kell hiccupped. Rosvoi backed away.


“Respectfully, we beg your assistance,” she called in the
old tongue.


Stepping away, she waved the two guards to approach. “Break
the seal. Pull away the slab.”


They hesitated.


“The ghost will not harm you,” she said.


Her confidence won them over. As they worked, she waited nearby
with arms folded, feigning composure. In fact, ghosts were never so
predictable. This one might be as murderous as the one wreaking havoc in her
uncle’s fields.


The tink-tink-tink of the chisels went on for some time.
Finally, licking dry lips and murmuring prayers to the river, the men braced
and pulled. The slab, well weighted like many of the best crypts, swung aside
so easily one man would have been enough to do the job.


“Yah!” Kell called. He and Rosvoi leaped away.


A ghost stood in the vestibule. He wore leather torso armor,
draped with sheaves of bronze, and held a bronze short sword.


“Guardian of Majestic Ula, hear our plea,” Tecia called. “Be
you the shade of Zaeghus?”


The warrior touched his collar, where a bronze disk fibula
held together the corners of his cape. His fingers stroked the inscription, a
traditional glyph of mourning.


“Am I dead?” he inquired.


“Yes,” Tecia replied. Thank the river this ghost perceived
so fully what the other denied. Otherwise she surely would have multiplied her
troubles.


“Then...it appears I am the shade of Zaeghus, for such was
my name. And now I guard that most ingenious of princesses? Why, better that
than the bones of the king himself!”


“It is apparent that you served well,” Tecia said. “Would
you serve the living for an hour? An old enemy of yours needs killing again.”


“What is his name?”


“That I do not know. But he calls for you in anger. I
believe you killed him once.”


The ghost grinned. “I killed many men.”


“He was a noted warrior, middle-aged, with false teeth.”


“Ah.” Zaeghus laughed. “Ghinnis. I gutted him like a sow on
feast day.”


“So you will help us?”


“With delight. Promise to respect my lady’s place of rest
while I am absent, and I will do as you ask.”


“I do so promise,” Tecia replied.
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The ghost of Ghinnis returned to the tomb of Vicedis in the
crepuscular light of early dawn, as Tecia knew he would. The ghost of Zaeghus
stepped from the lee of the edifice to meet him.


“You!” cried Ghinnis. He lowered his pike and rushed
forward, as quick on his feet as Tecia had experienced.


Zaeghus side-stepped at the last moment, grabbed Ghinnis by
the neck, expertly slid the sword through the laces of his armor, and
disembowelled his opponent with a single wrenching motion.


The twice-slain man gawked at the intestines pouring from
his belly. His eyes turned up and he collapsed. No worldly sword could have
touched him, but the weapon of his known enemy was real to him.


As soon as his body stopped twitching, it melted away. A
puff of vile mist trailed back to the tomb of Vicedis.


The people watching, which now included the headman and the
men who had attempted to rein in the chaos created by the revenant, burst into
a cheer.


The ache in Tecia’s chest eased. She smiled. But she was
also quick to reach into a pouch at her belt, and close her fist around the
contents.


The surviving ghost strutted before his audience and spat on
the dirt where Ghinnis’s phantom blood had gushed, though no stain lingered
there.


“Our thanks,” Tecia said. “Now, if it please you, your
sepulcher awaits. Dawn is coming, and I would spare you its bite.”


Zaeghus waved his hand dismissively. “Nay, it would please
me not.”


Tecia groaned.


Zaeghus regarded the valley and river. The growing light
splashed pleasingly over the rectangles of cultivated earth. “The land is not
so crowded as in my day. Perhaps I will explore it.”


“Perhaps not,” Tecia stated firmly. “If you do, I will take
back my promise to revere the tomb of Princess Ula. I will see to it her body
is stripped of its finery, and her bones scattered on open ground.”


The specter bared his teeth at her and raised his blade.
“You will not,” he growled.


“I will unless you abide by what is right. The ‘most
ingenious of princesses’ would admire such a decision.”


Zaeghus scowled. But gradually, his swordpoint dropped.


“You are most unfair,” he muttered. “You remind me of my
wife.”


“Death is unfair,” she responded. “But even so, it is inevitable.”


Tecia flung out her hand, showering Zaeghus with dust she
had gathered from the threshold of Princess Ula’s crypt. “By the ancient rites,
you are confined to your post,” she yelled in ritual Ladian.


Zaeghus’s scowl evolved into startlement. His “body”
spasmed, became intangible and fluid. His feet rose from the earth. He was
whisked back to the royal knoll like a sheet of rainwater in a gale.


Tecia finally let herself breathe. Thank the river for a
ghost that could be swayed by his obligation, and therefore remained vulnerable
to the old magic. She turned to Kell and Rosvoi. “Go back and seal the crypt.
The sunrise will protect you.”


They bowed and did not even wait for the headman to concur
before they ran off to accomplish their task.


Tecia’s uncle reaffirmed his authority by commanding a
similar detail to close the tomb of Vicedis.


Tecia sat down on a broken column and rubbed her sternum.
She let the headman come to her. He gazed down at her dusty, bedraggled self
with the lordliness it had been his privilege to indulge in all his adult life.
He pursed his lips and nodded. “So, niece. You have done well. I thank you.”


She gazed back steadily, waiting for more. It did not come.


“The matter we spoke of yesterday afternoon?” she murmured.


“That was before I lost my horse,” he said.


She straightened up, as much as the throbbing in her spine
would allow. “Did I or did I not risk my life to complete this task?”


The headman sighed. She understood his dilemma. It was one
thing to sanction a female to take the duties of her late father, a clan
sorcerer whose son and heir had also recently expired, leaving no other viable
candidates but her. It was another to grant her the status of full mage, and
enjoy the privileges that came with the rank—privileges that ordinarily came
with the assumption of the duties, so long as the magician was a male. The most
important of which was the ability to teach apprentices.


She had abided by her uncle’s restrictions, kept the rank of
Mage Helper these past five years, and undertook the twelve tasks to prove
herself. Now he could only deny her her reward by breaking a sworn promise.


To her astonishment, the headman’s expression softened. “Ah,
girl. When I thought you dead in that tomb, the feeling was as bitter as one of
your potions. So be it. As of this moment, you are Mage. You are free to choose
your students.”


She rocked back. She had expected at most a begrudging
concession. The elder’s tears took her by surprise. With a voice gone husky
with emotion, she replied, “If it please you, I will begin with the traditional
candidate.”


He cleared his throat, as if expecting her answer. The
traditional pupil was always a younger son of the headman, if one was
available. And one was. She would not only teach, but teach a male.


“As you have chosen, so it will be,” the headman said.


He strode off quickly, muttering about the need to set his
farm in order. Several of the observers lingered, especially the women, to help
Tecia back to her house in the walled city.


But first she stayed to watch the sun rise on a new day, the
sort seldom seen since the age of the Ladians.






Grow Your
Own


Brenda W. Clough


The papyrus in the big plastic tub sighed. “This isn’t much
like Egypt.”


“That’s right,” said the pink-flowered African violet. “How
about some cooler humidity? And some real food? Maybe a pork chop.”


In the grip of a post-cocaine depression, the witch
pretended not to hear. She continued to drip a very dilute solution of plant
food onto the violet’s roots from a long-spouted watering can.


The smaller African violet was, in every sense, more
immature. It had in fact graduated only last week into a three-inch pot. From
beneath its single stalk of baby-blue flowers it whined, “I want some
Häagen-Dazs. I want some lox from Zabar’s. I want a standing rib roast, medium
rare, with lots of pan gravy, and mashed potatoes made with cream and butter—”


“Will you shut up!” The witch slammed the watering can down
onto the radiator, knocking the humidity tray over. Pebbles and stale water
sprayed over her faded jeans and shabby sandals. When she jumped back she
almost lost her footing. The ceiling-high fiddle-leaf fig steadied her with a
broad curvy leaf, but she shook it off. “Damn it, I’m as hungry as you are!”
She bared her teeth in a humorless smile. “I’m the only one who really is
hungry, and not for food either. All the rest of you are just reflecting me.
Plants don’t eat roast beef, and you know it!”


“That pebble bruised my trunk,” the dieffenbachia mourned.
It loved to wallow in self-pity, and now lowered a big spotted leaf down to rub
the hurt. “We’re slaves, that’s all.”


“Chained by bonds of economic hardship,” said the big
violet, who was pink in more ways than one. “Exploited by bloodsucking
capitalists. Like wetbacks in tomato fields.”


“You’ve never even seen a wetback. You haven’t even
seen a tomato! You have no independent life. I’m the one who used to be a
socialist!” The witch ran her dirty fingers through her hair. “Other witches
have cats for familiars, or toads!”


”I don’t like tomatoes,” the little blue violet announced
thoughtfully.


“That’s me. I don’t like tomatoes.” The witch took
hold of herself with an effort. “Look, we’re all in this together. The sooner
you perfect the spell, the sooner I do some deals. Okay? And if you come
through, I’ll even buy some lox for you to taste.”


The fiddle-leaf fig twitched its stems doubtfully, and the
bad-tempered grapefruit tree actually scoffed, “Huh!” But the enormous spider
plant, who in consequence of its many dangling spiderlets had a very motherly
nature, said, “Show us the archetype again, honey.”


The witch dug down in her front jeans pocket and pulled out
a crumpled baggie. Very carefully she flattened it and shook down the contents
until all the white powder was collected at one end. Then she poured it out
onto a pane of glass. Holding this carefully between both hands, she slowly
circumnavigated the room, muttering the spell. After every plant got a good
look at the heap of powder, she sprinkled a few grains onto their leaves. She
eyed the remaining powder wistfully for some time. From another pocket she took
a five-dollar bill. Rolling it tightly, she snorted the rest of the drug.


“Okay!” she said, giggling a little. “Now you’ve got
to do it—there’s no more archetype! I’m going out, and I’ll be back soon.” Out
on First Avenue a police car wailed north toward Harlem. The witch grinned
foolishly and made an avert sign. “When I come back I want to see results!”


She left. The plants waited in silence for the big deadbolt
to turn, and then the massive upper lock. Her footsteps receded down the stairs
that the grapefruit tree, who had sprouted in this apartment from a seed, had
never seen. “No independent life, huh? Hey, you’re shading me.”


“Sorry,” the papyrus said absently, and shook its sheaf of
stems over a ways. “Is your bit almost done?”


For answer the grapefruit whipped a thin branch around hard.
The eighteen-inch thorn on the end of it stuck deep into the window frame.
“Ready any time you are,” it said with a nasty laugh. “Lucky one of us has
thorns, huh? Since she doesn’t keep cactuses.”


“Cacti,” the papyrus corrected. “Don’t get swell-headed.
We’d always have the dieffenbachia to fall back on.”


“That








































































































































cover.jpg
Pragon [Lords and
qurlor Women

View Cafe -
anthology

edlted by Shannon Poge
and Phyllis Irene Radford





image013.jpg





image012.jpg





image016.jpg
BOOKw VIEWCAFE





