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      Yera lives alone in a dusty, crumbling temple, the only priestess remaining to carry out her family's pledge to care for a giant tortoise.

      In a drought-stricken land, she prays for rain to satisfy the tortoise's ever-growing thirst.

      She'll trade anything--goods, services, morals--for water.

      In fine fairy-tale tradition, a down-and-out girl must venture into the wilderness.
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      “Rain. Rain!” Yera lifted fisted hands to the sky.

      On the longest day of the year, Yera's foremothers had dressed in their finest attire and led services before a crowded temple to welcome the sun. Yera made do with the only unblemished linen sheath in her possession and root sandals. She hadn't used precious water to wash, not even her lank, ash-colored hair, and didn't bother to hold services in the empty, decaying temple. Instead, she stood on the broken mosaic of birds and tortoises covering the temple yard.

      Plants withered on the parched land, suffering yet another year of drought. The mountains surrounding the valley held no hint of white. The meagre winter snows had melted before the start of summer proper, though they should have provided snowmelt for weeks after.

      The big, stinky lake nearby, boasting water undrinkable and unusable for washing, smelled even more rank than usual. The immense clay jar in the yard held only enough drinking water for a few days. Foraging trips in the marshes left a whitish residue of the salty lake water on mottled gray skin, worst on her legs and arms. She spread redsweet honey to keep her skin from splitting and to counter the stench of the lake.

      Overhead, bits of blue peeped through a growing wealth of gray across the sky. The gods played games, teasing and raising hopes as the clouds darkened here and there only to brighten, part, and let the hot summer sun shine through.

      Yera had never seen any of the gods, but she believed in them. Cruel and capricious, they took and took and took.

      In her first foremothers' day, they took magic.

      Over the next generations, they wrought earthquakes and destroyed two of the three rivers feeding the lake. People clustered around the third, the sole remaining steady source of fresh water.

      Sending wave after wave of sicknesses across the land, they stole people and decimated Yera's family. Her mother's lingering death to a wasting disease the previous summer left her all but alone.

      The temple remained, but the mortar holding stone on stone crumbled. Any wood exposed to the sun—doors, posts—blistered and splintered. The canopy sheltering a quarter of the yard was frayed and much mended.

      As for the sacred creature, a giant tortoise, with every passing day it proved more annoying and required more water. Despite a lingering affection, Yera couldn't help but wish the gods had taken it and left some of her family instead.

      “Rain, damn you.” She shook her fists at the break in the clouds, which let hot sunlight scorch the temple yard.

      “Rain soon.” The tortoise honked from across the yard, stretching and pumping its neck.

      “Are you certain?” Yera studied the sky, noting a band of darker clouds rising above the western mountains.

      “Make ready.” Taraysat bent and dipped its beak into the water bucket Yera had hefted over earlier.

      After a moment's hesitation, Yera went to work. Sandals thudding against the cracked, sun-warmed stone and dirt, she strode to the big, red-glazed water jar and pulled off the woven straw cover, sending the pebbles which kept it from blowing away skittering over the uneven ground. Turning, she checked the blistered and splintered poles holding the faded blue canopy up, adjusting the closest pole so any water falling on the tarp would run into the jar.

      She ducked into the small storeroom and dragged out the few remaining buckets and dishes, including the tall, two-handled jugs that smelled of wine, although they hadn't held any for years, and the battered and much-mended plainware mugs she'd drunk from as a child. Anything capable of catching and keeping water, whether hard-fired clay or hollowed stone, she laid out under the open heavens in hopes. She even ventured into the temple proper and brought out the massive red-and-white stoneware platter used for offerings when anyone bothered to attend a service.

      A hint of movement over near the fraying wooden gate caught her eye. She squinted in the gray light then frowned at the twitch of whiskers and a long tail.

      Light on her feet, she tiptoed to a niche in the wall and grabbed a slingshot and pebble. She wouldn't kill it, not in the temple yard, but a good fright deterred most rodents for days on end. Taking careful aim, she let fly. The pebble hit the stone wall in front of the pest, which turned and fled through a gap beneath the door.

      The sound drew Taraysat's attention.

      “Stones now.”

      “You're sure it will rain?”

      “Promise.” Taraysat hissed. “Stones now.”

      “Very well.” Yera grabbed a cake of greens baked under the sun the previous day and sat under the canopy's shade, facing the tortoise out in the sun. Taraysat did have a sense for rain, appropriate given how much water it drank. On the other hand, it called any water falling from the heavens “rain.” It had washed up on the shores of the great stink after a horrendous storm long before Yera's birth, its shell covered with thick salt deposits no amount of scrubbing managed to remove. It described that storm as rain—as well as small, brief showers which added nothing to their store of water. She hoped but preferred not to over-rely on its predictions.

      The tortoise plopped down in front of a pile of ruddy brown pebbles, all scratched up out of the mosaic in the temple yard at one point or another. It stretched its head up toward Yera.

      She knelt opposite it, reaching over and rubbing the warm, knobbly flesh. A patch of skin flaked off, and the smell of the creature's smoky musk increased, making Yera cough.

      “I hope the rain does not make us wait much longer.”

      “Water stone.” Taraysat retracted its head and nosed one of the pebbles into the flat area between him and Yera. “Key.”

      “Must we? I did it just yesterday.”

      “Rain now, rain no. Water stone. Now.” It hissed.

      A hard spring and early summer had robbed Yera of winter weight. Now she carried little more than skin, muscle, and bone, so Taraysat's massive shell outweighed her. It stood a third as wide as she was tall. The tortoise also outranked her.

      “Very well.” She gnawed on the greencake and built a pebble circle bit by bit.

      As a child, she'd considered the tortoise one of many siblings, perhaps the most satisfactory of them. A wonderful companion, it allowed her to clamber over its shell despite the number of times she kicked its head or limbs. It also played endless games of pebbles with her. Together, they designed dozens of layouts, recreating them over and over and over again.

      The very traits which appealed to a child proved far more irritating to the only adult left to care for—and entertain—the creature. She no longer climbed over its shell, but it demanded she continue to play pebble games and create intricate layouts.

      Focused on the pebbles, Yera missed the signs of a storm blowing up until her nose twitched at the sharp scent that presaged rain.

      An instant later, the plink of water falling into vessels filled the air with the most wondrous music ever devised.

      Drops clanked on dry surfaces and tinkled in the big jar that held all the water she'd managed to save. More pelted against the tarp, sliding down into the jar. The rain fell slow, but the sky overhead had enough gray to suggest more to come. In other years, she'd have turned up her nose at such a light falling, but in this third year of hard drought, she welcomed any and all water.

      Sound alone was not enough. Dropping the pebble from her hand, she rose and dashed out into the open courtyard. Cool water pelted her head and ran down her face, cooling her gray skin. She laughed and turned about, letting it douse her head to toe.

      “It's raining!”

      “Promised.” Taraysat lumbered out into the yard. “Keep word.”

      Leaning back against the stone wall, she opened her mouth to the rain. Water washed her breakfast greens down and cleared the dust from her throat.

      She grabbed soapstone from a niche in the wall and washed herself as best she could, then rinsed her hair. When the rainfall increased, she hung her other sheaths on the stone walls. A good scrubbing removed some stains from the undyed fabric.

      Rain continued to fall, water enough for more days.

      She danced, hands raised to the heavens, and turned so many circles she became dizzy.

      Taraysat danced with ponderous grace. Every two or three steps, it stopped and swayed. Each exhale resulted in faint gray trails of smoke rising from its nostrils.

      Squeals and laughter in the distance rang through the air, as the other inhabitants of the old quarter rejoiced in the rain replenishing water supplies.

      A crack resounded throughout the yard. Whirling, Yera watched the pole holding up the canvas sway and break in two. One part crashed to the ground. The other swayed then fell heavily against the big jug. It should have held. She froze, hands clenched into sudden fists as though she might will the clay to hold together.

      A line appeared at the top where hard, sun-baked wood met jar rim. Other cracks radiated out from it, and within moments the jug shattered into a hundred pieces. Water poured out over earth.

      Water.

      With a shriek, Yera darted to the jug, trying to hold up the larger pieces and preserve some part of the store of water. Shards of wet pottery slipped through her damp hands. Herbs and pieces of cactus, which kept the water drinkable, spilled across the ground.

      Most of the water in the jug drained into the land. What little remained pooled in curved portions of the jar—but only the smallest part of what it had once held.

      The gods gave rain with one hand and took away the ability to store it with the other. Cursed be their names. What had Yera and Taraysat done to deserve this?

      Even the poorest and least of the city's priests had rights to take water from the dwindling river. Yera still possessed sufficient strength and energy to heft a full water jug the long distance from river to home once a day. Although it would take precious time, she could supply her own need.

      But Taraysat required more water than she could carry. Tortoises in the wild

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





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/final-tortoise--feathers.jpg
. She’ must :s_drCri'Fiée» ForﬂWqﬁéﬂf

S AR Herle





