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An echoing rumble resounded from the well as the chain tumbled from its spindle, and Keia's heart fell with the descending bucket. The empty, hollow sound was not what she was hoping for. As she feared, instead of a delicious, liquid splash, a dull, empty, dry thump signalled the bucket's impact at the bottom. 

Her mule shifted position, nodded and snorted. 

"I'm sorry," said Keia, rubbing the mule's cheek, "I don't think there's anything here for us." She lay her head on its neck, feeling the familiar coarse hair and breathing its earthy, warm scent.

Trekking to the abandoned well had been a foolhardy expedition. She should have listened to her guardian, Ruen, and not wasted her energy and sweat. Now she must walk home again, with a dry mouth and thick tongue. The mule shifted position again, and gently whinnied.

"If I had water, I would give it to you," said Keia softly.

She wondered if maybe there were a few muddy dregs at the bottom the animal could drink. It would be better than nothing. Keia turned the wooden handle of the spindle, and heard the bucket scraping along the floor of the well before lifting upwards. The rough handle was warm in her hands as she pushed and pulled it round and round. The bucket appeared, and Keia pulled it to the well wall. 

"Myrna save us!" she gasped as she looked inside.

A dirty white skull protruded from a thick layer of mud at the bottom of the bucket. A human skull. Keia shuddered, and moved to push the bucket away, down into the well, but stopped herself and stepped back, wrapping her arms around her chest.

She stared around her, dazedly hoping for help. The derelict village, rolling, parched hills and mercilessly clear blue sky were empty of life. Steadying her breathing, she peered over the bucket edge once more. The skull lay on its side, eye sockets filled with mud, jaw bone missing. It was small, a child's skull. Keia's breathing slowed. A youngster must have drowned in the well, years ago. 

She wondered what she should do. Should she take the skull back to the village? It had to be the remains of someone's long lost child. She peered down into the well’s inky shadows. The bottom was too dark and deep to see, but the rest of the child's bones had to be there. She decided to leave the skull and go back to the village. She would tell Ruen about it. Someone would come up and collect the remains, and lay everything out in the proper ceremony.

She lifted the bucket down from the well and onto the ground. 

"Time to head home," she said to the mule, and lifted the reins over its head. The animal bent its neck to sniff the bucket's contents.

"Come on, there's nothing there for you." She pulled the reins, dragging the mule's head away. After a moment's resistance it relented and followed her down the overgrown road and out of the forsaken village. Keia did not ride the animal home. It was probably thirstier than she. It was kinder not to burden it, and walking was cooler anyway, despite the heat of the track under her bare feet.

She was in no hurry to get back to the village. The skull was not going anywhere, and with no water to irrigate the crops they were all slowly dying, which meant there was no work to be done in the fields. Ruen had been uncharacteristically irritable, and snapped at her whatever chance he got. Taunts from him were more than she could bear. She was well used to his wife, Orla's, spite, but Ruen had always treated her well. Until he found her, she had been alone and friendless in the world, as far as she could remember. 

Burning heat from the sun overhead distracted her from her thoughts. A sea of pale brown, withered trees and shrubs and yellow stalks of grass, spread out before her. In the dry expanse, a bird chirruped, unseen. A lizard skittered across her path. Above the trail, the air shimmered.

"Not far now," she murmured into the mule's ear. "We'll be home soon, and then I'll rub you down, and let you out. Maybe you can find a few last dregs of water in the riverbed. Mmm? Maybe?" 

She stopped to pick a stone from between her toes. As she stood upright, three things happened almost at once. There was a shout, and a bird exploded from the scrub; then arrow flew past, just missing it. Struggling to hold the startled mule, Keia looked to where the arrow had come from, but was distracted by the sight of another bird falling from the air, the arrow through it.

"Feargen's eyes! Did you see where it fell, Keia?" a disembodied voice called.

A young man stepped from behind a low tree, a bow in one hand, a quiver on his back. A familiar chill settled over Keia’s heart. It was Domen, Ruen’s stepson. 

"Domen, you frightened me half to death." She grabbed the skittish mule's reins with two hands. "Both of us. What are you doing?"

"Isn't it obvious?" He came striding through the long, dead grass. 

"Did you have to startle your game just as I was walking past? You must have seen me from there."

"Of course I saw you. Aren't you impressed with my fine hunting skills?" Domen leaned in for a kiss, but Keia swerved her head from his reach, her nose wrinkling. 

"Don’t do that. I hate it."

"Don't say that!"

"Anyway, you missed your bird."

"I didn't. I hit something else, that's all."

"That you were aiming at all along, I suppose?"

"Of course." He went into the scrub. "I think it's over here somewhere." His long strides took him quickly through the desiccated landscape. He stooped and triumphantly lifted a large, dark bird with a speckled breast above his head. The bird's wings flapped loosely open and its head lolled. 

"Oh, Domen," said Keia to herself.

"How about that?" he called as he returned. "A falcon! Pretty good shooting, wouldn't you say? It must have been diving for the bird I startled." He pulled the arrow from the falcon and wiped off the blood on grass before returning it to his quiver.

"Let's go back now." Keia pulled on the mule's reins to start it walking. Holding the reins over her shoulder, she went down the track.

"What? What's wrong?" said Domen, catching up to her.

"I don't think Ruen will be very happy you've killed a falcon, Domen."

"Ruen's too superstitious. And look around you Keia. What have the gods done for us? It hasn't rained in months; the Neral has dried up. I don't care what the gods think." He stopped and drew a knife from his belt. Slitting the falcon's neck, he held the bird up high and caught the dripping blood in his mouth. "Want some?"

Keia continued walking. Domen caught up with her and put an arm across her shoulders. She flinched and pushed him away, harder than she intended. His behind hit the dirt with a thump. Face twisted and white, Domen rose to his feet.

"You're a cold-hearted witch sometimes, Keia," he spat. "I’ve had enough of your rejections. You should take more care. You have no friends in the village. You’re an outsider here and you always will be." He turned and strode back up the trail.

When she arrived home, Keia was numb with tiredness and thirst, but she rubbed the mule's flanks with handfuls of straw before entering the small, low dwelling where she lived.

"The foundling's back," called Orla, Ruen's wife, as Keia bent her head and stepped through the doorway. "I suppose you disobeyed me and went to that well?" she hissed at Keia.

A burly, middle-aged man entered the room carrying a wooden beaker.

"Orla, how many times must I tell you to call Keia by her name?" he said.

"I keep forgetting," said Orla. She turned her face from her husband's view as she smiled. 

"The well was dry?" said Ruen.

Keia nodded, and Ruen sighed. "What a waste of your strength and the mule's. I told you there was nothing left in that cursed village."

"I know, but I thought maybe there was a chance the well had filled again. Nobody had checked it for months. But listen—"

"Filled from what? Some magical underground stream that suddenly appeared from nowhere? The gods sometimes grant us favours, Keia, but not miracles. Here, drink your water. Next time you get some foolish idea, listen to me." 

Each time she drank her water allowance, it tasted sweeter and more wonderful. She held the beaker over her upturned mouth to catch the final drips. Then she licked around the inside as far as her tongue would reach, and wiped her finger around the base before sucking her fingertip dry. 

"Ruen," she said at last, "there was a skull at the well."

Her guardian was at the doorway, about to leave. He turned.

"The bucket caught it up," said Keia. "It was a child's skull, I think." 

Ruen froze, his hand on the door lintel; his berry brown face pale. "A child?" He looked at Orla, who was watching him with steady, inscrutable eyes. "The skull of a—a young child?"

"I think so. It was small. About this big," said Keia, making a circle with her hands. She followed the look between Ruen and his wife.

"It might not be him," said Orla to Ruen. 

"Might not be ... who else could it be?" said Ruen. "What other child in living memory has been lost from this village?"

"You don't know how old the skull is. It could have been there hundreds of years," said Orla. 

"And it might be ..." He gasped and covered his eyes. "After all this time. At least if it is him, I'll know what happened."

Shielded from the view of her husband, Orla threw a look of intense hatred at Keia. She recoiled. 

Ruen’s hand fell from his face. "Keia, tomorrow, at dawn, I want you to come with me to the well. I want to see what you found there."

Domen burst into the room, pushing Ruen aside. He was holding the dead falcon by its long-taloned feet.

"Tonight's dinner," he announced, victoriously lifting the bird up. Its head hung loose from the gaping wound in its neck and its dead eyes stared. 

Ruen gaped, lost for words, then shouted, "Blessed Myrna, what have you done? You slaughter a disciple of Granya and dare to bring its body into my home? Under my roof?"

"Keep your superstitions to yourself, old man," said Domen, lowering the falcon. Orla tried to intervene with a 'shush.' Domen ignored her and continued, "At least I'm feeding this family, which is more than you're doing with your stupid rites and incantations. It's time you stepped aside and let a real man lead."

"Domen," cautioned Orla. 

"A real man? A real man?" Ruen's face lost its paleness and turned blood red. "You ingrate. You snake. If it weren't for me you and your mother would be living off gleanings, like you were when I took you both in."

Orla stood and went to Ruen's side. "He doesn't mean it, dear. The heat has gone to his head. Domen, apologise to your father."

Domen set his lips and turned away his head.

"Domen, now," said Orla.

The young man flung dead bird on the floor and stalked from the room.

"Sit down, dear." Orla guided her husband to a chair. "You're overexcited. Keia, fetch my husband some water. A little extra won't make any difference."

"Overexcited? No, Orla, no more water. I won't take more than my fair share. I won't have it," said Ruen as he slumped into the chair and rubbed his temples. "That boy of yours needs to learn some manners."

"Yes, dear. But please don't call him 'that boy'. As far as I'm concerned he's your son. He looks to you as a father."

Ruen snorted. "He has an odd sense of filial duty."

"He's young, and hot-tempered. He doesn't mean what he says ..."

Sickened, Keia turned to leave.

"Keia," said Ruen. "if you're going, please take that." He gestured towards the dead falcon. "Lay it out properly. You know the rites?"

"Yes, Ruen. I remember."

"May Granya forgive us," said Ruen, as Keia gently picked up the bird. 
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RUEN LADLED WATER INTO Keia's beaker from the family barrel. Cradling her beaker as if it were a chalice, Keia looked into the barrel. Water reached less than a third up its sides, and the cool, dry morning air promised no rain that day. 

She drank her water and followed Ruen outside. He was carrying a coil of rope over one shoulder, and a bag of thick leather over the other.

"I can carry that," said Keia, taking the bag from him. 

"You're a good girl," said Ruen, rubbing her head. 

A brightening patch of silver gold on the horizon signalled the impending dawn as the two set off down the track out of the village. Blown by a steady, arid wind, dust breathed its sharp scent into their nostrils and pricked their eyes. Keia adjusted the heavy bag on her shoulder, and carefully chose her words.

"Ruen, can I ask who it is you think I found in the well? Might it be a child ... of yours?"

Ruen heaved a sigh. "The gods know it's no secret. I'm surprised no one spoke to you of it before, but people do say it’s bad luck to speak of the dead." He fell silent, and the pause stretched out. Keia heard, far off, carried on the wind, the insistent cheep of a bird.

"It was a little more than a year before I found you in that field, Keia, when you arrived from whatever gods-forsaken place you come from. I had a child. A son. Myrna took my first wife in exchange when she brought him into this world. He was all I had for a few years. It was a lonely time for me, Keia, until I invited Orla and Domen to share my home." He sighed once more and shook his head, but did not impart his views on the subject. 

"His name was Parren." Ruen lifted his head and looked into the far distance. "He was ..." He paused. "Parents dote on their children, Keia, and cannot see their faults. You can see that in Orla's love for Domen. But Parren really was a beautiful child in many ways. Myrna's blessing shone from him. All the village thought so."

Ruen's head sank so that he was looking at his feet as he walked. Keia heard the distant bird's cheep grow louder as they progressed up the track. She coughed, and
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