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      This collection is dedicated to my grandparents, two of the fiercest, most determined people I’ve ever known.
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      My grandparents had a farm. Full of rolling hills high up above the city, which in their time was just a moderate-sized town, the road that led to their farm was dirt, full of potholes and ruts. It made it very obvious when someone was coming. You could not speed on that road. It was too windy. You couldn’t approach unseen because of the sheer amount of dust that billowed up. If someone came towards their farm, you’d see the clouds over the far hill, watch the car creep around a very sharp corner and then plunge downwards past the drive up to their house.

      I remember being very little and watching cars struggle around the corner and down the hill, turning just as they reached the driveway to continue onwards and thinking that no one could ever get at my grandparents without they knowing well in advance.

      Robert and Betty’s farm is just like that.

      Though they have more reasons than my grandparents did for wanting to know who was coming at them. And why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Shadow Ghosts

          

        

      

    

    
      Robert hummed as he gently shaped his new chisel with white-hot hands. The metal had a dull grey sheen, legacy of the fire he'd wielded to shape its tip to a point and then narrow the shaft enough that he could socket into a chunk of apple tree branch. No reason to waste the trimmed branch when it could fill so many uses after cracking under the weight of Betty's apple harvest.

      Woman didn't realize how forceful she could get, especially in a temper. All the apple trees were groaning from her demanding a good harvest early in the spring. He'd gotten supports under the branches but left that one because it hadn't seemed to need it what with the thick limb and the short length of the branch. His mistake there.

      Didn't matter, really. The apples had been full ripe so he'd just trimmed the branch close to the trunk, gathered up the apples and delivered them to Betty at the back door between the house and the little two-story well-house that'd been their home after the fire.

      Robert didn't think that Betty still smelled the smoke, heard the crackling flames. She never hesitated to stand on the back step the way Robert did. In fact, just today she'd stood on the step and balanced without hesitation as it tipped to the left under her solid weight with the grace of the warrior she always had been and always would be, no matter how old she got.

      "They'll make a good pie, I suppose," Betty had finally declared.

      She'd marched off into the kitchen, already chattering about pies and applesauce and apple butter. Robert left her to it, taking the chunks of broken branch downstairs into the basement that was his domain.

      Work to fill the time was good. Something loomed in the distance beyond the edges of their land. Deep in the Indian Summer heat wave that turned the grass gold around the horses' trough and the gravel road to a dust cloud waiting to happen, there shouldn't be anything coming until winter crept in with wind, sleet and then a dumping of snow.

      Something lurked out there.

      Betty'd been on edge for the last two weeks. Every time she went out, down to town to buy supplies that they didn't raise for themselves anymore like eggs and milk, she came back spitting mad.

      He'd stayed on the farm, sniffing the dusty air while carefully weaving stronger protections into the electrified barbwire fence that looped around the farm. Spent a good bit of time soothing the horses so that Thunder didn't kick a hole in the hillside. He was getting too old for much of anything though he still expected Betty to ride him into battle tomorrow. At least his mother Sunshine was calmer. Not much likelihood that she'd get the wind under her unless Betty set herself on a rampage against whatever was lurking.

      At least his domain was quiet. The basement was cool and dark except where he'd flicked on the lights. Well, the portion of the basement that was his was cool and dark.

      Betty owned the pantry shelves under the kitchen full of canned pears, strawberry jam and grape jelly. Her fancy new washing machine and dryer held court next to the shelves. He'd saved up for over far too many months of bitter complaints about washing clothes in the old 1926 Mag-Tag washer with its carefully maintained mangle. Robert would've stayed with the Mag-Tag. It washed clothes well enough and frankly, the mangle was a damn sight better wringing the water from the clothes than that spin cycle was. He always expected the new washer to break right in the middle of spinning clothes dry-ish.

      "You leave my washer alone!" Betty shouted from the kitchen.

      Robert glared at the ceiling.

      "It works just fine," Betty shouted back at him. "That old Mag-Tag should've been thrown on the junk heap ages ago."

      Robert shook his head and went back to the new chisels he was making. No reason for all those new machines. The old ways worked just fine.

      "Oh, stop," Betty shouted. She stomped over to the top of the stairs, glaring down their too-steep drop at Robert. "The old ways do not work just fine. They're cheaper but slower and cost our blood and bone. You know that just as well as I do."

      "G-get b-ba-ack to work," Robert told her. "Pie'll b-burn."

      A spark of red-gold light flared between them, acrid smoke puffing up into the floor beams. It hovered in the stairwell that Robert had never dared close in with woodwork or sheetrock given how often they had these fights. They'd burn the house down again if they couldn't see when one or another set off a spark.

      He flung up a hand at the same time that Betty did. The spark zipped up to her, hesitated just shy of her hand and then flew back down to rest on Robert's palm.

      Betty shook her head even though her wry smile was accepting. He'd always been stronger with magic than she was. Same as she was forever the better warrior than him, no matter what he'd picked up during WWII working in the factories while painfully not-white.

      "You get back to work," Betty snapped at him. "Burn off some of that energy, you fool. We can't have another fire."

      She flipped her hair over her shoulder and stomped back into the kitchen. Robert smiled ruefully. When they'd met, he'd thought her hair was white it'd been so pale a blond. He'd never seen the like before. No one had blond hair in the barrios of Los Angeles. Beside that, white women, especially one with skin so pale she looked like she was made of poured skim milk and washed out blue eyes under their head of blond curls, didn't pay attention of Latino boys.

      Especially not mestizo boys whose noses hooked like a hawk's and whose skin was six shades darker than it should be to step out with a looker like Betty.

      It was truly white now, Betty's hair, but her skin was still milk-pale and her eyes as blue as the winter sky. Robert had gone a lot more pale over the years. Made a difference when you didn't spend all your time out in the hot sun working the oil fields or struggling to get your car to run. Idaho wasn't Los Angeles. No one looked at Robert now and saw a barrio rat getting above himself.

      "You're no barrio rat!" Betty shouted. "What your daddy did isn't who you are so stop dwelling on the past."

      Robert laughed and shook his head. Might as well ask the sun not to rise.

      "Don't tempt me, man," Betty shouted with a huff that shook the house like they'd been hit with a gale. "Those days are gone. Our kids are doing well, and no one has a clue. We're fine. Get to work!"

      He did, humming again because she was right, no matter how rude she was about saying it. That was then, back in the twenties and thirties when the world fell apart. This was now. And now it was time for shaping tools so that he could make what they needed to survive without relying on anyone in town.

      Whatever was lurking wouldn't stay away forever. Best to be ready. Hopefully, he wouldn't need to make another shadow sword that could cut through dreams as well as it did flesh. That one had cost far too much and taken too many before it was shattered. It had, at the very least, taken down the monster in a man's body. It was what had come after that had bothered him.

      Three more chisels, shaped with fire coating his palms and the edge of his thumbnail to make it sharp, got done that morning. The apple tree branch dried happily under his hands, singing quietly of strength, endurance, and the density that came from growing under Idaho's snow, wind, rain, and viciously dry summers. No scent of apple but then the applesauce bubbling away on the stove filled the house from rafters to basement so it hardly mattered.

      The leftover bits of apple branch were long enough for a good sword hilt for someone, eventually, just not thick enough, so Robert trimmed them, glued them, and left them to dry overnight. Tomorrow they'd be solid enough to turn on the lathe with his new chisels. Maybe he'd make their grandson a toy sword. The boy might be little yet, and gentle as a dove, but he was going to be big. A sword would do him good, even if his mother would yell at Robert for giving it to him.

      A car rumbled up the road that wound around the hill separating their little farm from the farms and houses perched on cliffs overlooking Fernan Lake.

      Robert frowned, shook the sparks off his hands and the sawdust off his overalls, and then headed upstairs to stare out their picture window over the south hay field. Apple hung so thick in the air upstairs that he was like walking through mulled cider.

      The road along East Fernan Hill wound along a narrow track cut into the steep hillside. It was covered with gravel and filled with potholes so whoever it was didn't come up on them quick. It was part of why he'd chosen this spot to buy back when their two living kids had gotten old enough that Los Angeles wasn't safe anymore. Three babies, dead in the womb, was a powerful reason to leave the barrios and deserts that would always dwell in his soul.

      Here, no one could sneak up on them and make sure that neither Betty nor Robert had heirs to carry on for them.

      Well, that plus the nice valley they rested in that gave them warmer weather and a shallower well than most everyone else around them. Better access to the water was always good. Robert hated drawing water up from too deep underground. He'd never been as good with water as with fire and there was no asking Betty to try. She couldn't work water to save her life.

      "Have to draw water every single month now that they put that development in up off Sleepy Lane," Betty commented as she came over to stand by his side. Just the way she dried her hands on the worn old tea towel they'd gotten from John and Virginia after the fire said how worried she was.

      "Pie?" Robert asked.

      "Baking," Betty replied with a nod that he should pay attention to how hot the oven got and how close the crust was to burning. No reason to waste good food after all.

      They kept their eyes on the road. This late in the season, everything they saw was gold and brown. The lawn he worked so hard to keep alive had tiny patches of green. Rest of it, from the foundation sweeping down towards the little barn where he kept the old 1925 New Holland tractor he'd bought used and then just kept fixing.

      Betty'd wanted a lawn. She got a wedge of lawn on the twenty-foot wide stretch of land that'd been smoothed enough that a push mower could go over it. The hill rose steep up to the big barn on the right. Dropped steep down to the irises and old yellow rosebushes on the left. The irises she'd planted at the base of the road swept back along the base of the hill between grass and the barbed wire fence marking the edge of the hay field towards the roses.

      That the stretch of perfect, hard-won lawn gave them a perfect view of the road and anyone coming at them while they were hidden behind the rosebushes looked accidental. It wasn't. Nothing about where the house sat or how the farm worked had been unplanned.

      Car that came over the hill was new. Would've been flashy if it weren't for all the dust it'd kicked up off the gravel. Betty's eyebrows went up. She nodded once and waved for Robert to follow her out onto the front porch.

      "It's Doris and Ruth Grant," Betty said. "They're not due to come by for another week. I've not gotten their dresses done."

      "Feels w-wrong," Robert disagreed. "D-dark."

      Betty nodded slowly as she put her hand on the doorknob. Didn't stop her from stepping outside, though. Nothing would ever stop her from going straight at a threat, other than it being a threat better met with quiet magic than a knife in the throat. Still, Betty patted her dress pockets for the knives he knew hid there before she rested her hands on the iron railing he'd made for the front step.

      He stayed inside the house when Betty went out to stand on the concrete block that was their front porch. Unlike the back step, the front porch was six feet wide, a good eight feet high, and made of so much concrete that it could've put another room's worth of foundation onto the house. Legacy of the first house, the one that'd burned down, it held enough power in its solid core that Betty's white hair glowed slightly despite the afternoon sun blazing down on her.

      Hearth and home, defending it, that was Betty's place. No surprise the house responded and gave her what she might need when the car creeping up the gravel road felt like it was dragging shadows filled with death behind in. Robert smelled rot on the wind, a faint scent that wasn't at all real.

      The car that was, actually, Doris and Ruth's didn't turn at the right-angle corner that marked their lane. Instead it slowed even further and crept down the hill towards their barn and then slowly, so slowly, rolled up towards the house.

      Shadows covered the sun, turning the west pasture dark enough that Thunder and Sunshine ran up around the big red barn at the top of the hill so that they could hide out in the pine woods blanketing their part of the mountain. He'd have a hard time getting them into the barn tonight, he just knew it. Those shadows crept up towards Betty who put one hand on her hip and raised her chin like she was ready to go to war with whoever was making Doris and Ruth do this.

      They were there. Robert could see both of them over Betty's shoulder. Doris' smile, normally bright enough that it warmed a room, fractured as soon as her lips tried to curl upwards. Ruth didn't bother with smiling. She glared as she got out of the driver's seat, slamming the door.

      The man who got out of the back seat, passenger side, wore a suit.

      "That's a five-thousand-dollar suit, that is," Betty said soft enough that it would only carry to Robert. "Good fine wool, hand tailored just for him. Shoes are easily five hundred, too. Wallet in his back pocket is tooled kid leather. He's trouble, he is."

      Robert nodded. The smile was too plastic, more knife-edged than genial though the man made a good effort of projecting delight at seeing Betty out on the front step. His eyes drifted over their little rambler, took in the well-house's slowly peeling paint and rested on the two handed scythe that Robert kept sharp so that he didn't have to maneuver the new gas lawn mower Betty insisted on buying two years ago down the steep hill between the lawn and Betty's iris bed. Not even the old push mower handled that slope as well as the scythe.

      Nothing but the scythe went near the yellow rosebushes that marked the memorial sites of their three dead children. Even that hadn't gotten close in a full generation. The rosebushes were too big for it, towering so high that they hid the house from the road unless you knew the exact right moment to glance across the valley. Between the roses, the wards he'd worked and the scythe, they'd been safe for a good long time.

      Hopefully, he wouldn't need the scythe for its other purposes today.

      "Good to see you, Doris, Ruth," Betty said as Doris hesitated by the car and Ruth glared at the man. "I've got a pie in the oven."

      "Oh, goodness, don't let it burn," Doris immediately said. "My nephew just wanted to come meet our friends."

      "He's meeting everyone," Ruth said with so much acid in her voice that it should've curdled the man's blood. "Big city developer here has ideas of building housing developments that overlook Fernan Lake."

      Betty snorted a laugh at that. "Not enough water in these hills for developments. The wells won't support more than farms that scrape by. Your nephew got a name?"

      "Joseph Donald Grant," Doris said in just the right way to make it clear that was a real name, a true name. "After my daddy and his oldest brother. They thought it might give him something to be proud of."

      "I'd love it if you'd call me Joe," Joseph Donald Grant said with a plastic smile that didn't reach his eyes. "That's a mouthful, you know. I like to think Grandpa and Uncle Don are proud of me, though."

      Ruth grunted like that was the worst joke she'd ever heard. She grabbed Doris' hand and dragged her right up the path past the day lilies that'd long since stopped blooming, leaving only knife-thin leaves that tumbled like the arcs of a spiderweb. Betty stepped aside and let them both into the house.

      As Betty stepped back inside, Robert stepped out.

      Doris and Ruth knew, of course. They didn't have much in the way of gift but they knew nonetheless. Women like them who lived outside of men's influence always saw what he and Betty were. A man like Joseph Donald Grant, though, he just smiled like a wolf as Robert pulled the front door shut and then gently clicked the screen door into place.

      "You've got a lovely farm," Joseph Donald Grant said as the shadows swept past him, up over the lawn, down the slope towards the irises and then towards the yellow rosebushes and their inch-long thorns that could tear through rawhide.

      "N-n-no," Robert said as he reached out to touch that five-thousand-dollar suit jacket's sleeve. He set a hook in Joseph Donald Grant's power, pulling him back sharp like Betty reining Thunder in when they went for a gallop together.

      The shadows jerked to a stop as Joseph Donald Grant's breath caught in his chest. A five-thousand-dollar suit felt like soft wool, like the red and black plaid skirt that Betty wore when they went down to the Presbyterian Church for their once a year visitation. Only for Christmas services, no other time. There wasn't enough substance to that suit to hold a spell that would protect Joseph Donald Grant. A spell to distract people, to make them see flash and substance where none was?

      Oh yes, it'd do well for that. So would those shiny leather shoes that the grass draped over to deposit a thick film of dust.

      "No?" Joseph Donald Grant asked. "No what?"

      He blinked several times while rubbing his elbow. Didn't seem to notice that his shadows were pulling back towards him, sucking inwards like the tide pulling away from shore on the Santa Monica pier. Good.

      Robert slowly sauntered towards the scythe which gleamed with anticipation despite the clouds blocking the sun. Joseph Donald Grant followed as if his feet couldn't stay away from Robert even though his head shook a silent no and his tongue darted out to moisten lips gone dry.

      Desert dry.

      Robert pulled on the Indian Summer around them, drawing in the heat that pounded across the area. He touched that part of his soul that would never, could never, leave the desert that surrounded the Los Angeles of his youth. Mother had been Mestiza. She'd taught him the magic of their ancestors, the heat that baked your soul and the cold that made the desert turn to ice at night. His siblings had never mastered it properly.

      War had taught Robert how to craft it into a weapon as deadly as anything Betty had ever wielded.

      Robert jerked his chin towards the well-house's paint, the simple little rambler, and the small apple orchard behind the house. He hefted the scythe, flipped it so that the blade swung over his head and let its shaft rest against his shoulder at the ready. Joseph Donald Grant grimaced.

      "Well, yes, it's old," Joseph Donald Grant said as if Robert had spoken aloud. He didn't seem aware that Robert hadn't. "I mean the land itself. The house and barn and all, those… You have to admit they've seen better days."

      True enough so Robert nodded thoughtfully as he rested his hands on the lower scythe grip. Add a cloak and he'd look like Death. It was a wonder that Joseph Donald Grant hadn't figured it out yet.

      Betty laughed so loud inside the house that it carried to their ears with easy. So did her shout. "True!"

      "She's… got good lungs," Joseph Donald Grant said. His eyes traced the blade on the scythe. After a moment they went wide. "That's sharp. You use that? You do use it! Why…? Aren't there better tools?"

      Robert chuckled and lifted the scythe with both hands.

      Joseph Donald Grant went so pale that the blood drained right out of those bright cheeks. He stumbled backwards as the shadow ghosts of his victims rushed back to cluster at his feet. The sun blazed down at them, making Joseph Donald Grant wince and shield his eyes.

      "That could…" Joseph Donald Grant didn't finish the sentence but "kill someone" hung along with "kill me" in the air.

      Robert nodded that it was true as he ambled between the well-house on the left and the house on the right. The memory of flames swept over him. As Joseph Donald Grant followed, the flames swept over him, too. It amplified the heat of the desert Robert had hooked into Joseph Donald Grant's soul with the first touch.

      He started to sweat like he was wearing that fine wool suit out in the Sonora with nary a cap to protect his head.

      "It's hot," Joseph Donald Grant said, breath catching in his throat which Robert could feel was as dry as if he'd gone hours with nothing to drink.

      Robert nodded. He moved to the end of the orchard near the electric fence that kept the horses from escaping. Until a few years back, it'd kept the cows from escaping, too, but they didn't keep cows anymore. Betty didn't want to milk them twice a day and Robert was just too old for hauling all that hay in the winter.

      Predictably, Joseph Donald Grant moved to lay his hands right on the electric wire. Robert caught his wrist, touching skin to skin for the first time. It was as soul-blackening as touching some of the generals back in WWII when they came to the munitions factory to check that the bombs were being made correct.

      Robert hadn't flinched for the blackness of their souls then. He didn't flinch now.

      After all, he had darkness inside of his own.

      Joseph Donald Grant jerked back hard enough for both of them. Maybe for a third person, too, as he stumbled backwards rubbing his wrist.

      Robert nodded towards the electric wire humming its threat.

      "Oh," Joseph Donald Grant said, eyes wide. He looked younger now, not the slick warlock set on his path to destruction. More the young man who he might still be underneath all the bad choices and dark spells he worked to gain and keep power he didn't deserve.

      "Oh wow," Joseph Donald Grant breathed. "Electric fence. I didn't even see it. Um, thank you? That would've hurt."

      Robert nodded, taking the thanks and weaving it into the spell forming up around them. Mother had always said the sneaky spells were best. The quiet ones that no one noticed until it was too late. When he was a barrio rat, he'd thought she was crazy. Better to have everyone know you'd gotten them, to feel the knife when you slid it into their kidney. How could you claim a real victory if it wasn't obvious that it'd been you?

      Now he was old enough to see how right she'd always been.

      The desert's heat sucked at Joseph Donald Grant like he was there instead of here. The shadow ghosts of his victims crept tighter and tighter around his feet as they burned away until there was nothing around him but the magic of his own body and soul. Robert had lived in the crucible of the desert, been born and bred for it like any barrio rat was.

      Joseph Donald Grant had been born to wetter places with fewer threats. His white skin was already turning red as he burned under the amplified sun. His lips had started to crack. He tugged as the silk tie around his throat.

      "Easily a hundred fifty for that tie," Betty shouted in the back of Robert's mind.

      "It's really hot up here," Joseph Donald Grant finally croaked. He stared at the scythe gleaming over Robert's head. "You couldn't actually use that here, could you? I mean, it's so hot. You'd get, I
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OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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