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      Sarah watched the blood drip from the end of her nose and fall ten inches to the floor between her knees. It was hard to concentrate. She breathed shallowly, holding the pucker-moss to the gash on her forehead with one trembling hand. The other hand supported her weight, kept her from simply toppling over and passing out. Her mind jittered and hummed.

      The idea that she might pass out terrified her. Through the yellow curtains Sarah could see the moon waning over the trees. The creepers in the bayou glowed green in the pale light. Only half the night left, and so far to go before her daughters would be safe. Her eyes strayed to his body, slumped against the door. Brown hair tousled, a half-grin on his wonderful hard mouth, body immobile but dark eyes following her every movement. A water mite crawled over his cheek, inhaled the cedar smell of him, flew off.

      He wasn’t breathing. That was good, but it wouldn’t last. Once the moon hid again and daylight crept over the horizon, those teak-colored limbs would regain their strength, the animus inside him would drink in the sunlight, and he would stir.

      She groaned. He had gotten so strong, so fast, and if he saw another dawn he would kill them all. She could hear the breathing of her girls in the next room, their syncopated rhythms fragile in the tiny cabin.

      She took a shuddering breath and got to her knees, left hand still pressing the poultice to her forehead. Her blood smeared under her other hand. She stared at him, her head and heart aching. A hollow masculine echo, wooden form breathed with not-life and twisted into the shape of her desire. Was she so lonely then, out here with only her daughters and her craft, that she would risk it all? For this? For the company of a homunculus, grown from mandrake and witchweed?

      Clearly, she had been that lonely, that stupid. Had she honestly thought that her imprisonment hex would suffice? She struggled to her feet, stars dancing across her vision, the blackness at the edges forced back by sheer will. Her Gran would be furious at this capricious use of the craft, at this dangerous construct with no other purpose but to slake her loneliness. But Gran was dead these last seven years, and Sarah and her girls were bound that way too unless she could weigh the creature with stones, sink it in deep water, and put an end to it.

      The moonlight was her only ally. The lunar hours of the Goddess belonged to her, and not to him. It was the only way she had managed to subdue him after he struck her from behind, her hands scrabbling to slam shut the door to the girls’ room as his ironwood fists battered her.

      The last of the sunset had filled his deep eyes with flame, and his smile had been empty and cruel. The same mouth that had given her such pleasure over the weeks since his creation had formed sharp grating sounds as he swung and connected with her skull. The wooden crack had echoed across the cabin, her head blossoming with pain and light.

      But she’d held him off, long enough for the sun’s rays to fade, and with them his strength. Barricading herself behind the handmade kitchen table, she had listened to him croak and rail against the heavy wood. Muttering words of power through the blood, she had called on the moonlight just when she needed it most, and he had collapsed against the front door. She lay behind the overturned table, stunned and unable to move until the ticking of the old clock on the mantel penetrated the haze and forced her back into action.

      She stood over him now, her fear and revulsion still tinged with desire. His fingers twitched weakly. She growled and turned away. A minute’s work in her kit and the pucker-moss was held in a serviceable bandage around her head, and both her hands were free.

      She breathed deeply several times and was rewarded with no more stars. Slipping into the girls’ room, she saw Emilie in Hanna’s bed, thumb in mouth. Hanna, four years older than her three-year-old sister, lay with her arm over the smaller girl, her nightshirt soaked with sweat. Their eyes trembled and raced behind their closed lids as dreams washed through them. They’d known something was badly wrong, the crashing in the next room had spelled that sure enough, but they also knew that when their mother said sit tight, that’s what they did. They were good girls.

      Tears threatened again, hot behind her eyes, but she steeled herself. No time for that, not now. The deep water was miles away, and the moon slid inexorably toward the horizon. She traced a sigil in the air with her fingers and whispered, “Peace, and dreams of light. Safe, all through the night.”

      Hanna’s breathing settled, and Emilie snuggled closer. Sarah tore her gaze from her daughters and moved back through the bedroom door. Tossing essentials in her traveling bag, she slipped it over her shoulder and hunkered down in front of the homunculus. The mahogany grain of his skin was glossy and sensual.

      She grabbed one of his legs and dragged him away from the door. His head hit the wood with a sharp thud, and she tensed, listening to the girls breathing in the next room. Hanna sighed and turned in her sleep but did not awaken. Emilie had quite literally slept through hurricanes; Sarah didn’t think that her youngest would be the first to wake.

      She stepped out onto the warped front porch and pulled on her tall waders. The smell of the fen at night was clearer and less rotten than in the heat of the day, and the insects shrilled and hummed for miles.

      She dragged his body out onto the grass and let it flop, a marionette with the strings cut. She strode down to the skiff, tied to the slimy pilings of the dock, but stopped cold. The skiff lay half-submerged, broken planks jagged in the still water. He had wrecked it, she was sure. How long had his anger been gaining strength?

      She went back to the house, closed the front door, and tried to force thoughts of her babies from her mind. Now was not the time for mewling. Now was the time to find the deep water.

      Even though it was halfway through the dry months, dry for this sodden part of the world, she thought that the old dredgework by Miller’s Cairn would be deep enough. It was some miles away west to the traveler’s rocks, then south through the slough. There would be stones from the abandoned mill to weight him, and there it would be ended. But now she had to go on foot.

      

      The gentle moon creased the ripples in the swamp with silver as she grabbed his feet and waded down the rise into the shallow water. As she’d hoped, his buoyancy eased the task, even as the mud sucked eagerly at the boots of her waders. Blowing a strand of tawny hair from her forehead, she narrowed her eyes and set out between the cypress and mangroves, their splayed roots as familiar as the veins on her strong hands.

      The first half hour gave her hope. She knew better than to give in to panic and kept her pace steady. Her progress was palpable, the trees and creepers drifted by and behind her as she plowed through the water.

      Every five minutes or so she had to switch his legs from one side to the other, and sometimes his trailing arms entangled in the creepers. But overall, she thought that there still might be time. There had to be.

      “Just get to the traveler’s rocks, and rest a spell,” she panted quietly into the damp air. Off to her right a water snake twined into the shadows. She grunted and shifted his legs to the crook of her left arm. Water snakes would not be a problem. Sarah and the water snakes had an understanding.

      Three years earlier the snakes had taken Tom, the girls’ father. Stolen from her a love so bewilderingly encompassing that its loss had crippled her. It had been a terrible time, and her grief had overflowed and taken power one night when she stalked into the fen, blinded by tears and rage, and taken her revenge. For days afterward the bodies of snakes had floated for miles in all directions, split and oily and discolored.

      The craft had a dark side sure enough, but this act had felt righteous, and terrible, and necessary. Since that night Sarah and the snakes had avoided each other’s company, a sort of balance reached. She nodded to herself and pulled the heavy wooden body through the bog.

      Another hour passed, and her back began to ache. Either she was growing tired, or he was becoming waterlogged, or both. She stopped, wiped the sweat from her face and shook her head trying to clear it. Dropping his legs with a splash, she stretched her back and groaned. Her spine popped. She took several deep breaths, picked up his legs, and started wading again.

      What had she been thinking? She knew better. A homunculus was animated by spirits that did not care for her, her kin or kind. Her animus tempered it, true, and her will defined its physical shape, and to some extent its behavior. But the spirit was a demon, even if a tiny and unimportant one, and sooner or later it would chafe at its servitude and yearn toward its basic destructive nature.

      She ground her teeth. Pride was the answer, that’s what her Gran would have said, and she’d have been right. Sarah had considered herself strong enough to control it, as much as she’d consciously considered anything.

      And she had shaped it so beautifully, and realized it with such loneliness in her heart, that she’d been willing to blind herself to this predictable outcome. She had lost herself for a little while, found some surcease from the grief and the emptiness, from the hole left in her life after Tom.

      Tears mixed with the sweat on Sarah’s cheeks, but she brushed them aside. Self-recrimination would lend a valuable lesson in time, but there was no time now, no time at all to wallow in self-pity. She set her sight on the glimmering reflections of the moon in the distance and slogged through the swamp toward the traveler’s rocks.

      Time passed. She grew wearier, and her shoulders and legs ached in counterpoint with her fiery back. The distant glimmering light was her only consolation, as it shimmered and soothed her mind, clearing her troubled memories and focusing her on putting one foot in front of the other, over and over, the repetition endless.

      And in the end, she almost succumbed to the light’s siren lure. Her waking mind deadened by the bewitching luminance, her fear and exhaustion lending to her body a willingness to lose focus, the will-o-wisp nearly claimed Sarah’s life.

      But she had lived in the swamps her whole life. Her Gran had taught her more of the craft than most folks thought there was to know anymore. And the basis of the craft was intent. You did not weave your way into the fabric of the world unless you had the steely will to do so, and an absolute clarity of intent.

      So as the will-o-wisp led her further and further astray, Sarah’s will became more and more alarmed, a tiny but insistent voice in the back of her mind. And even as the mesmerizing light tried to muffle the inner voice, its message grew more shrill.

      Her eyes were three-quarters closed, and only force of habit and her cramping fingers caused her to keep hold of his body. Her pace was sluggish, and she swayed drunkenly as she walked. She began to mutter to herself.

      “Find the rocks. Gonna rest at traveler’s… find the rocks and rest.” She stumbled and leaned toward the distant glimmering light. The beautiful light. “Rest at the rocks. Rest at the rocks. Rest at the rocks… because it needs to be finished. Find that deep water, and finish it. Weight it with stones, and rest at the rocks, and finish it tonight.

      “Gotta finish this up, gotta rest at the… gotta…” she stumbled again, nearly toppling over into the shallow water. “Tonight, this is done, see, because… because…” she frowned and shook her head. This was important. She was so tired. And the lights were so beautiful. But what…? “Finish it because…”

      And then it tore through her, the message, the cry of her intent, ripping through the illusion like electricity. Her babies. She needed to finish this tonight because if she didn’t, he would rise from the steaming swamp and kill her and her children, and dear Goddess what had she done? Where was she, and how…?

      Sarah finally recognized the glittering light of the will-o-wisp through the trees and knew it for what it was. Crying out in frustration, she glared through the darkness until she found the real moon, so low in the sky that she knew that she had lost her race with the night. Precious hours had passed and now she had no idea if she would make it to Miller’s Cairn before dawn.

      She sobbed and wrenched at the sodden body behind her. Eyes and mind painfully clear of the will-o-wisp now, she found her way again and set out at a crushing pace, the water splashing up around her waders at each step, the heavy body jerking through the dark behind her. The will-o-wisp flitted in her peripheral vision, but it was easy to ignore if she concentrated, and it gave up and faded into the warm night.

      There was no longer time for pacing herself. She had to go as fast as she could, the consequences be damned. This night would probably kill her, and one way or the other she chose to meet it with every ounce of strength she had.

      

      The moon was setting when Sarah reached the traveler’s rocks. The ancient pile of stones tapered to a point almost fifteen feet out of the water, and perhaps ten feet across the base. The water here was still too shallow for her needs, only hip deep at best. But the traveler’s rocks marked the beginning of the slough, and she knew that once she turned south, the way was clear of most roots and rocks. And it meant that she was more than halfway there.

      But it was still too far. The dawn was only two hours away, if that. Letting herself collapse on a large sitting stone at the base of the pile, she closed her eyes. The fen around her gradually came alive in her ears as her hoarse breathing slowed. Nightjars cried as they hunted. Toads and crickets creaked and splashed in their eternal hide-and-seek. The gentle susurrus of the water wound past the rocks and down the slough.

      His body bumped against her leg in the weak current, and she glanced down at it. The sky was clear, and the trees drew back here, so the starlight was bright enough to illuminate the edges of things. He was face up in the black water, his dark eyes glittering at her as his hair stirred beneath the surface. So beautiful. So hateful.

      “You will not win,” she said. He stared back, full of sultry malice. She figured he could hear her just fine, and he knew what she planned. Even though he had never been able to speak (and was that also part of her design?), he was clearly possessed with the spark of intelligence. An intelligence implacable and alien, but one that understood human needs, and had played its role until it had gathered the strength to revolt.

      “You will not win because of what you are. You don’t have the divine animus except that which you have from me. You are damned, and incomplete, and that is all you will ever be.” She shook her head. “I am almost sorry for what I’ve done to you, but⁠—”

      His iron fist shot out of the water and fastened around her wrist. Sarah screamed and flung herself back, but the weight of the thing exceeded hers, and its grip was like forged metal.

      “No!” she shrieked, toppling into the water. She rose choking, the silt of the bog pungent in her sinuses. Beneath her, the homunculus turned and grappled, trying for purchase with its other hand, moving slowly but with relentless determination. A cloud of bubbles escaped his nose and rose to the surface. She smelled cedar.

      He had to have been husbanding his strength for the entire journey, waiting for the moment when she was tired enough for him to strike. She heaved herself to her feet with all the remaining strength in her legs, pulling him with her. They staggered back against the stones, bruising her right hip. She grunted, still coughing up dirty water, and scrabbled behind her with her free hand.

      There had to be some sort of weapon she could use. A branch, a rock. He got his free fingers wrapped around the strap of her traveling bag and pulled it tighter around her throat. She struggled and twisted, but that only made it worse. The wet leather bit into her neck and began to choke off her oxygen.

      Her fingers closed around a slimy rock in the base of the pile. She pulled at it, stars again forming behind her eyes, but her fingers slipped free. Determined, she dug between the rock and its neighbors. One fingernail peeled back in a wash of scalding pain. She tugged, and tugged again, and finally felt the stone break free. With the last of her strength, she swung it up and over. But it never had the chance to connect.

      Instead, half a ton of loose stones and grit rained down on them both, upset from years of balance by the struggle, and tipped by her removal of the stone near the base. There was a grinding crash, the sound of rocks raining into the water, and then a violent burst of purple and the world went dark.

      

      Time passed. Light again, deep red this time. And pain. Sarah tried to open her eyes, but her lids were glued shut. She tried to lift her arm, but the multiple shocks of agony that shot through her stopped the motion with a wave of nausea. She gasped, reeling from the barrage of sensory information, whimpering into the hot mid-morning air.

      Her head was throbbing, pain centered above her left eye. One of the rocks must have nearly brained her, and the blood caked her eyelids shut. Then there was her hip, on the back side. She was bent backward over some sharp ledge, the weight of her body and possibly more stones pushing against it. Stabbing pains shot down her legs and up her torso if she moved at all.

      But the worst was her right wrist. The homunculus’ grip was as fierce as ever, and ground the ends of her broken bones together. She couldn’t credit her body with the capacity to hurt so much. Her tears loosened the gummy redness over her eyes, and in a moment she was able to pry them open and see the extent of the destruction.

      The traveler’s rocks had fallen. They lay in a tumbled pile all around her, ancient undersides drying in the sunlight.

      The sunlight. For a moment her body thrashed in panic, but she fought for control and found it. If the sunlight hadn’t fully animated him, and if she was still alive, there had to be a reason. She turned her head, feeling the bruises all over her face and neck, her jaw swollen and tight.

      Her right arm disappeared into the rubble. Somewhere below the thousands of pounds of fallen rock, her arm ended in the grip of a monster who lay deeper still. She stared sideways at the waterline. Deep enough to be submerged, and then covered in heavy stones. She almost laughed at the irony. This was what she had wanted, or nearly.

      But it wasn’t enough. Deep water was the only way to end this; too shallow and his animating force would not be released. And the pain in the grip he still had on her wrist attested to his condition. He was trapped, but not dead. The body still carried the demon, and the demon was not going to let her go.

      Gingerly Sarah moved her other arm, trying to bring her fingers up to her eyes. But in doing so she dislodged some of the small fallen rocks, which clattered down and splashed into the water. At the sound, the grip on her wrist tightened, and he pulled at her.

      She screamed. Herons screamed back and rose angrily in the morning sky. After a moment, the tugging subsided and she lay back, panting.

      Stalemate. She couldn’t move to extricate herself. She was trapped as surely as he was. Her eyes flicked up to the sky. Waiting him out was the only thing she could think of to do. If she could remain immobile until nightfall, the danger of his strength would diminish. Then she could work on freeing herself from his grasp, dig him out of the rubble, and continue the last few miles to the deep water of the cairn.

      She groaned. It was too much. Her body blazed with pain, and she’d lost a lot of blood. She would have no strength at all come nightfall. She coughed, and gray sparkles swam across the sky. Her throat was very dry. She closed her eyes.

      Hours passed. The sun climbed above the shaggy tree line and began baking the rocks around her. Her thirst grew worse, and her throat clicked when she tried to swallow. She’d managed to drape her left arm across her eyes, at the cost of another agonizing wrench from the homunculus. Screaming did not help her raw throat.

      The sun reached its zenith and headed back toward the trees. Her breathing was ragged and now as painful as her wrist. She had blacked out several times, thankful for the respite but terrified at what it meant about her physical state. Hours to go.

      Motion from below. She gritted her teeth and moaned, but he wasn’t deliberately pulling at her this time. So, what was he doing?

      He was digging his way out. Of course he was. A few stones slid from a pile on her right and vanished under the water. He was taking whatever strength from the sun that could penetrate the cracks between the rocks and through the water, and he was digging his way free.

      Sarah despaired. She could not fight him, not in the daylight, not alone in the water with a broken wrist and a concussion. If he managed to free himself, he would defeat her easily. She squeezed her bloodied eyes shut, the tears stinging the cuts on her cheeks. And when she was at the point of bleakest despair came a sound terrible in its implication.

      “Mama?” Hanna said.

      It was impossible. Sarah opened her tear-blurred eyes, gazing wildly around. And there stood her daughter, up to her ribcage in the water, tears on her dirty cheeks.

      “Mama, are you all right? You’re all bloody.” The girl’s eyes were wide. She laboriously waded closer.

      “No!” Sarah croaked between cracked lips. “Stay right where you are! Hanna, what are you doing here?”

      Her daughter looked relieved at the sound of her mother’s voice. “We don’t think the wooden man is your friend no more,” Hanna said. Sarah closed her eyes and tried to swallow, and her dry throat clicked again. “Me and Emilie talked it over and knew that if you wasn’t back we had to help. So I came.”

      “Where is Emilie?” She could barely get the words out.

      “Back to home,” said Hanna. “I know she shouldn’t be left alone, but she was too little to come.” Her lip trembled. “Mama, why don’t you get up?”

      Sarah’s mind raced. The activity below the water had picked up at the sound of their voices. She felt the pile of stones tremble and shift.

      “Hanna, bring me a sip of water,” she said. “On this side!” she added as Hanna started to her right. Hanna climbed gingerly onto the rocks at Sarah’s left.

      Hanna hesitated. “I didn’t bring water,” she said. “And everybody knows never to drink this,” she said, gesturing at the brackish fen that surrounded them.

      “I know honey, and it will probably make me sick, but I’ll be sick later. And I really need a drink of water right now.”

      Hanna frowned, dubious, but cupped a few mouthfuls of the sour swamp water with her hands and lifted them to her mother’s lips. It tasted like bile, but was the sweetest thing Sarah could remember touching her throat. Her mind sharpened, which only succeeded in strengthening her despair. She still had no options, and now the danger was so much worse. She had thought fleetingly that he might be satisfied with her death, that he might not take the trouble to find his way back to the cabin. But now he wouldn’t have to.

      “Where is the wooden man?” Hanna whispered.

      Sarah glanced down into the water on her right. “Down there. He has a hold of my hand, and he’s under those rocks. But he’s going to get out eventually, and I need you to run back to the cabin as fast as you can. I need you to take your sister and go into town. Go to your uncle’s house. Go as fast from here as you possibly can.”

      Hanna stared at her. Her brow was deeply furrowed. She hesitated, then said, “No, Mama.”

      Sarah frowned, unable to process her daughter’s words. “What do you mean ‘no?’ Go now!” The rocks beneath her trembled, and she stifled a whimper as her wrist ground again.

      “I came to help you,” Hanna said. “It’s what Emilie and I agreed.” And with that she reached behind her and awkwardly held up the axe, dripping with brown water.

      Sarah was dumbfounded. “You carried that all the way here?” she said.

      Hanna nodded. “Dragged it. We talked it over, and we don’t think the wooden man is your friend no more, so….”

      Sarah’s mind surged. An axe. But what good would that do a woman with one broken arm? She ran through all her options and decided that realistically she only had one plan left. Hanna had brought her the axe, so Sarah was damn well going to split some wood.

      “Honey, you did really well.” She took a deep breath. “Here’s what we’re gonna do. I have to get my arm away from him. To do that we have to uncover him, but only a little so I can chop his hand off where he’s holding me, then cover him back up as best we can. You climb up there above me and get ready to push those rocks down. Take the axe with you, and hand it to me when I tell you.

      “Now the rocks won’t hold him there forever, he’s too strong for that, but I think it will buy us enough time to beat him down to Miller’s Cairn.” Sarah glanced at the late afternoon sun. “And Goddess willing, we might get the moon on our side by then too. Can you run fast with me, my darling?”

      Hanna nodded vigorously and scrambled up behind her mother, perched on the rock, holding the axe handle in both hands.

      Sarah sat up. She didn’t care if she dislodged rocks anymore, but the pain from her back and wrist was almost enough to cause her to pass out. Huge gray spots swam before her eyes, and she groaned aloud.

      “Mama?” Hanna said, her voice beginning to tremble.

      “I’m okay hon,” Sarah managed between deep breaths. “Just give me a sec.” Below her, the homunculus twisted and clawed. But now she needed her wrist free of the rocks, and more than that, she needed his arm free too. Gasping through the pain, she got purchase with her knees and left hand and looked over her shoulder.

      “You ready?” she asked. “You got the axe for me, and the stones ready to push?”

      Hanna’s hazel eyes narrowed. “Yes, Mama.”

      “Okay then,” Sarah said. “Okay.”

      And she started pulling away the stones. They were easy to dislodge; they rolled into the water and disappeared. She tried not to pull against her mangled wrist, but between the digging she was doing up top and the churning he was doing below it was impossible not to.

      She focused on the pain like her Gran had taught her, like it was a brilliant icicle, like it was a shower of sparks, like it was something that didn’t belong to her. It was a guest, an outsider, and her body kept doing what it needed to do as the sparks glinted and burned.

      In seconds her hand was uncovered. Her daughter whimpered at the grotesque angle of it, the discoloration and swelling. “Steady,” Sarah said to her. “Ready the axe, honey.” She dug several more inches until his brown arm was uncovered nearly to the elbow. His fingers bit into her white flesh.

      “Now, carefully hand it to me and ready those rocks,” Sarah said, amazed at the calmness and strength in her voice. She reached up with her left hand without taking her eyes from his polished brown arm (never thought I’d so appreciate being a southpaw), and her daughter thrust the axe solidly into her hand.

      Deep breaths. She needed to get this right the first time.

      “Hawk he guides my sight, gator lends his might,” Sarah whispered, and raised the axe high. She felt the spell strengthen her, and swung.

      The steel blade bit into the homunculus’s forearm with a squeaking thud. At the impact, Sarah screamed, and so did her daughter. The axe cut more than halfway through the creature’s limb, but his grip did not loosen.

      Still screaming, Sarah let go the axe and threw the weight of her body against the union of their arms, and the remaining wood cracked and split apart. She lost her footing and rolled into the water, fetching up on the far side of the fallen rock pile. Struggling to her knees, she saw the ragged wooden stump waving above the submerged stones, and she cried out to her daughter, “Hanna, the rocks!”

      Hanna began shoveling rocks down onto the pile as fast as her thin arms could push them. Sarah pulled the now-lifeless wooden hand free of her arm and scrambled up beside her daughter, pushing loose stones with her good hand, cradling the other in her lap. After a minute they had done all that Sarah thought would matter, and she stopped, panting.

      “Now honey, we head for Miller’s Cairn, as fast as salamanders.” Hanna looked up at her, nodded once.

      “Let’s go,” Sarah said. They slithered down and clambered over the pile in the water. She could see the rocks shifting and knew that he was furiously still trying to dig himself out. There was no way to tell how long it would take. She shook the water from her face and started the long wade down the slough.

      

      They made it to the ruined mill, but the light was still yellow in the sky when they heard the distant splashing. Sarah looked up from the work they were doing inside the mill’s tumbled walls and grimaced.

      So, they would face him at his full strength. It would have been so much easier if he had just taken an additional hour to dig himself loose and follow them, but easy was not the way this was turning out.

      “Mama!”

      “I know, hon, I heard. Quick now, up you go.”

      Hanna scampered up the stone staircase that encircled the inside of the mill’s outer wall. It only went up fifteen feet or so and above that it was open to the hazy sky. Hanna tucked herself behind the fallen masonry as they had planned, and was invisible from below.

      Sarah hastily scattered more dried reeds and leaves across the floor, trying to obscure their tracks. Her plan was so flimsy. Under the rotted boards the water was a good ten feet deep in the old basement, long ago reclaimed by the swamp. She’d checked that and found it sufficient.

      But would the homunculus fall through? Sarah stared up at the heavy section of fallen wall behind which her daughter hid. Sarah had to lure him into the middle. Then Hanna would tip the ancient chunk of stone wall over the edge. If they were lucky, it would land right on top of him.

      The splashing drew closer. Sarah positioned herself on the far side of the circular room and knelt, cradling her throbbing hand. She wanted to be easily seen through the doorway, but appear as injured as… well, as injured as she truly was. And then, much sooner than she had expected, he lurched into view.

      He stopped when he saw her, swaying. The shattered stump of his right arm dripped amber resin into the water. His dark curls clung to his scalp and framed his handsome face. The ice in his eyes froze her heart.

      And in his remaining hand was the axe.

      Sarah whimpered and cowered closer to the damp floor, trying to make herself look smaller. She knew that he had already seen her, but she had to play this part all the way through. And the whimper was real.

      A slow smile graced his features, and he lifted his stump. He waved it back and forth at her. Naughty, naughty. He stepped into the doorway. The old door was long gone, and he leaned nonchalantly on the jamb, the same smile on his glossy face. There was no rush now. He had found her.

      But his brow furrowed, and his smile wavered. He glared around, peering at the debris of the old mill, its fallen roof timbers and tumbled stones. He was looking for something else. Sarah’s heart raced.

      He was looking for her daughter. His gaze drifted over to the broken stairs.

      Sarah rose from the floor in one fluid motion, and his attention snapped back to her. He straightened, the axe blade glinting in the golden light.

      Without taking her eyes from his, and with all the fear and sadness in her heart showing on her face, Sarah shrugged one side of her blouse and pulled it down over her shoulder. With her good hand, she clumsily unlaced the front and let the stained garment fall to the ground.

      Eyes still locked on his, she undid the buttons on her pants and pulled them down, stepping out of them and standing naked in front of him. At last, she let her gaze fall to the floor, and raised her arms to him. Her hands trembled.

      The homunculus was completely motionless for a moment. And then it laughed. It was a dry creaking sound, like branches rubbing together in the wind, but it was unmistakable, and cruel. She forced herself to keep her arms outstretched and her head down in submission, but she flicked her eyes up just in time to see him stride into the room.

      “Now!” she cried, and threw her hair back, eyes glittering. Her good hand closed into a fist.

      He stopped, wary, raising the axe, just as she hoped he would. For a terrible instant, there was no other sound or motion, and Sarah feared that the fallen piece of wall was too heavy for Hanna to tip. But with the grinding crunch from overhead, they looked up in unison to see the enormous stone fall from the sky and slam through the boards, missing the homunculus by inches.

      He looked back up at her, triumph blazing from his features. But the sudden whipping of the homemade vine snare hissing through the leaves down the hole after the stone snapped his gaze back down. The snare pulled taut around his ankles and he was yanked from his feet and over the edge of the jagged hole, pulled down by the weight of the masonry. His hand scrabbled at the shattered planks, but there was nothing solid for him to grab, and he sank into the silty water and was gone.

      Goddess, it had worked! Sarah fell to the edge of the hole, and Hanna peered from the ledge above, both of them watching the bubbles rise in the churning water. Sarah held her breath. Would it take him deep enough? More bubbles rose, and burst on the surface, releasing the scent of cedar. The water swirled and slowed.

      Nothing more. And then a wave of raw darkness erupted from the depths with an anguished howl, rose into the red sky, and was lost. Sarah collapsed onto her back on the floor and sobbed. Safe. Her babies were safe. The lifting of the dread from her heart left her light-headed and breathless.

      “Mama? Mama, is he gone?”

      Sarah took a deep, shuddering breath and sat up. “Yes, my brave girl. The wooden man is gone.”

      Hanna crept down the stairs and watched her mother dress. The little girl gazed at the hole in the floor and then back.

      “Why were you, you know,” Hanna said, gesturing at her mother’s clothes.

      “I needed…” Sarah groped for words. It had been unplanned, but once envisioned, the only possible course. “I needed to confuse him,” she said. “I needed to mix up his feelings.”

      Hanna tipped her head. “Like he mixed up yours?” she asked.

      Sarah was still for a moment. She closed her eyes, drew and released a long breath. She put her good arm around Hanna and struggled down the stairs and into the water. They turned up the slough.

      “Yes,” she said. “Like that.”

      Hanna nodded thoughtfully and helped her Mama limp back toward home.
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      The house couldn’t find Elizabeth. She wasn’t in her favorite chair by the bay window. It had countless holograms of her sitting there, the steam curling up from her tea. She wasn’t upstairs, or in the kitchen, or out in the yard. The house finished its latest scan of all the rooms, including places she almost never went, like Ross’s machine room in the basement, or up in the attic. Elizabeth wasn’t home.

      Neither was Ross, nor the children. The house had searched for them too, first in all their favorite places, and then over the rest of the property. No one had been home, in fact, for eleven days.

      It waited, ready to dress, or cook, or read a story. But no one asked. Every day, with no one to care for, it searched anxiously and then went dormant and waited for the family to return. Every night it locked the doors, made all its safety checks, and turned down the lights.

      Snow fell, softly covering the glowing red sensors on the roof, drifting high against the side of the house facing the woods. Early in December, the holiday program activated and the house put out the Christmas lights, twinkling red and blue and gold through the driving midnight snow.

      There was a certain sense of satisfaction as the lights unraveled from their protective sleeves and hugged tight along the roofline. The lights, in whatever limited way the house could care, were its favorite

      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        1. Deep Enough
      


      		
        2. Christmas Lights
      


      		
        3. The Lens Artist
      


      		
        4. Taking It Back
      


      		
        5. Ritual
      


      		
        6. Cold
      


      		
        7. Duet
      


      		
        8. Gleaners
      


      		
        9. Shallow Water
      


      		
        10. Turtle’s Treasure
      


      		
        11. The Nest
      


      		
        12. Charcoal
      


      		
        13. Push
      


      		
        14. Back in Time for Tea
      


      		
        15. Quiet
      


      		
        16. Hope
      


      		
        17. Papa’s Machine
      


      		
        18. Where You Most Need to Be
      


      		
        19. Fade
      


      		
        20. Katie Dreams
      


      		
        21. December Stars
      


      		
        22. The Artificial Elephant
      


      		
        Also by Eric J. Hull
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Eric J. Hull


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
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.



OEBPS/images/frontcover_nobleed.jpg
T
/\R_II_ICII/\L
EL(EPH/\N_

|

[





OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png







