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						BOOK ONE
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Deathmoon
					
				

			

			
				
					
						ONE
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He had no idea what the village's name might be, and at the moment he did not greatly care. He had been
					
				

				
					
						traveling a long time and he was weary. More importantly, his cabo was just as tired, and a plainsman
					
				

				
					
						always looked after his mount's needs before his own. He was impatient to push on, but he had to stop
					
				

				
					
						to rest himself and his animal. The village looked to be as good a place as any.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The rider was a young man with ice-blue eyes above broad cheekbones. His copper-colored hair was
					
				

				
					
						slashed off at shoulder length. He had discarded the heavy skin clothing of his native plains in favor of
					
				

				
					
						light garments made of thin, colorful cloth, for he had been traveling in warm lands for the last month.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The cabo stamped its small hoofs into the hard-packed dirt of the road, groaning and snorting as he
					
				

				
					
						patted its neck. There was a strong scent of water in the air and he knew they must be near a river. He
					
				

				
					
						sat in his saddle and looked down the slope to where the road ended at the village gate. The village was
					
				

				
					
						surrounded by a log palisade and he could see
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						little more than that. It was still early morning and a dense fog lay over everything, obscuring his view
					
				

				
					
						beyond the palisade. The gate was open and someone stood beside it.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"I know, swift one," he said to the beast. "You would rather be out on the great grasslands, where you
					
				

				
					
						can run all day. But there is something important we must do, so you and I shall put up with these
					
				

				
					
						overgrown wetlands for a while longer. Come on, we'll go rest in that place." He nudged the cabo's ribs
					
				

				
					
						and it began to amble downhill toward the village.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						At least the beast understood his native tongue. The people of the lands he had been traversing spoke a
					
				

				
					
						dialect of Northern that at first he could understand only if they spoke slowly and simply. He had grown
					
				

				
					
						used to its slurred vowels and leisurely cadences in time, but he was not comfortable speaking it.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						A few peasants worked in the fields through which he rode, and as he passed they looked up from their
					
				

				
					
						hoeing and digging to blink at the handsome young mounted warrior who clearly was not from these
					
				

				
					
						parts. He carried a long lance before him and wore a sword at his belt. Tucked into the top of one high,
					
				

				
					
						soft boot was a knife, and a cased bow and arrows hung at his saddle. He rode with such easy grace that
					
				

				
					
						he seemed to be one with his mount.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The man who lounged by the gate studied the rider as he came closer; he wore a tunic, trousers and
					
				

				
					
						slippers, and a bronze medallion hung on a chain around his neck. He did not rise from his bench when
					
				

				
					
						the cabo stopped in front of nun.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"You're a strange sight to see so early in the day," the man said. "Who are you?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"My name is Kairn."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Where are you from?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The youth jerked a thumb back over his shoulder in a vaguely northwesterly direction. "Back there."
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						"That's a lot of territory."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Kairn nodded. "And I've ridden across most of it."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"You don't seem to have any pack animals. Are you selling anything?"
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						This seemed an odd question. "No. Why?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"The government doesn't care about travelers, but it cares about taxes. If you're not bringing in anything to sell, you
					
				

				
					
						don't need to pay me anything."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"That suits me," Kairn said. "Who is the government you speak of? This is the first town I've seen in days and I don't
					
				

				
					
						even know what kingdom I'm hi."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"This is the northwestern prefecture of Greater Mezpa."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Where is Lesser Mezpa?" Kairn asked.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"There isn't any. There used to be many lands and little kingdoms here along the great river, but Mezpa absorbed them
					
				

				
					
						one by one over the centuries, and now there is nothing but Mezpa from here south to the Delta and east to the great
					
				

				
					
						sea."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"That sounds like a great deal of land. Who is the royal authority in this town?''
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Official power is spread thin this far from the great cities. I'm it here in Muddy Bottom."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Kairn knew a bit about this land, things his father had taught him, but he thought it best to act the ignorant bumpkin.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Who is the king of Mezpa?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"There is no king. Mezpa is a republic."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"How does that work?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"There is an Assembly of Great Men. From their number they choose a Speaker, don't ask me how. The Speaker has
					
				

				
					
						something like royal power, until the Assembly decides to oust him. Last I heard, they were between Speakers. That
					
				

				
					
						might be changed, though. They don't telfus much up here."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Is there a place here where I can find food and lodging for myself and my cabo?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"There's an inn on the river. It caters mostly to the river trade, but has a stable. You'd better see to your mount
					
				

				
					
						personally, though. We don't see many cabos around here."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Kairn bade the man good day and rode through the gate. He hoped the inn might afford him better conversation as
					
				

				
					
						well. The gatekeeper was either very stupid or pretending to be so.
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						The streets of the village were muddy and narrow. The buildings flanking them were one- or two-story,
					
				

				
					
						with thatched roofs and walls made of upright timbers, the wattles between the timbers daubed with mud.
					
				

				
					
						He could see how the town .had come by its name. The drab architecture was relieved by small gardens
					
				

				
					
						and flower boxes sporting a riot of blooms. He asked gaping villagers directions to the inn and followed
					
				

				
					
						their pointing fingers until he came to what at first seemed to be a hill, but which he soon saw was a long
					
				

				
					
						earthwork, twice the height of a mounted man, its top perfectly level.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						A minute's ride brought him to the inn, a low, rambling structure as drab as the rest of the town. It had a
					
				

				
					
						rail-enclosed pen which held a few dwarf bumpers. To one side of the pen was a shed with a thatched
					
				

				
					
						roof supported by poles. Kairn dismounted and tied his cabo to a gatepost.
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						He ducked through the low doorway and found himself in a sunken room with a bar along one end.
					
				

				
					
						Behind the bar, a man stood polishing horn cups. He looked up as the young man entered.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"What will it be, young sir? Food or lodging?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Both. For myself and for my cabo. We will rest here for a few days. Have you feed for a cabo?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"The best, sir." The man came from behind the bar and looked Kairn over as they went back outside. "A
					
				

				
					
						warrior from the west, eh? We don't see many of those here."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Have any like me been here in recent months? I am looking for a party of my countrymen." He feigned
					
				

				
					
						casualness.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The man shook his head. "No, not for two or three years. You come from the land of Hael, the Steel
					
				

				
					
						King?" This epithet referred not to the king's character, but to his nation's major export.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"I am," Kairn said, deeply disappointed. Where had his father gotten to? They discussed the cabo's feed
					
				

				
					
						and accommodation for a while, then Kairn looked around at the flat, muddy townscape. "The man at the
					
				

				
					
						gate said that the inn was on the river, but I see no river."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The innkeeper grinned. "You are not far from it. It is on the other side of that." He pointed to the great
					
				

				
					
						earthwork.
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						"Is this thing the work of men?" Kairn asked, surveying the seemingly endless wall of earth.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"So they say, although I can't see how anything so huge could be man's work. Go on up and have a look.''
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Using his lance as a walking stick, Kairn climbed the steep, grassy side of the earthwork. A few of his long strides took
					
				

				
					
						him to the level top, which was about ten steps in width. He crossed it and looked down the far slope, his mouth
					
				

				
					
						dropping open, his eyes widening in astonishment. People in these lands spoke of the river as if there were no other,
					
				

				
					
						and now he saw why. All the rivers of the west combined would not have matched this one. He had never dreamed
					
				

				
					
						that a river could be so huge.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						His father had told him of the great sea: a body of water so vast that a man could not see across it, that you could
					
				

				
					
						travel upon it for days in a ship without coming to the end of it, but Kairn had not been able to visualize it. He could
					
				

				
					
						see across this river, but just barely. He could make out trees on the far shore, but they were smaller than blades of
					
				

				
					
						grass in the distance.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						It was more water than he had dreamed could exist and it 
						moved. 
						The current was slow but he could see rivercraft
					
				

				
					
						moving to its surging power. The vast brown stream bore a dense, fecund odor, as if it were the place where life had
					
				

				
					
						originated.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						So enthralled was he by the river itself that at first he took only,scant note of its busy traffic. As the impact of the great
					
				

				
					
						water waned, he began to see that not only did it bear a good many craft, but that they were of numerous types, from
					
				

				
					
						log rafts to small, one-man boats to vessels for which he had no name. He did not think that any were as large as the
					
				

				
					
						seagoing ships his father had described to him, but he saw some larger than anything he had ever expected to see on a
					
				

				
					
						river. |
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Not far from where he stood, a rickety wharf thrust into the lazy, inshore current. Tied to it was a boat about ten paces
					
				

				
					
						long, with a stumpy mast and locks for six long oars. Though not large, it was fully decked and bore a small cabin in its
					
				

				
					
						center. Men lounged on its deck and several boys fished from the wharf with long poles. From the base of the wharf
					
				

			

			
				
					
						8
					
					
						 
					
					
						John Maddox Roberts
					
				

			

			
				
					
						a muddy path wound over the earthwork, ending at a cluster of shabby buildings that looked like
					
				

				
					
						warehouses.
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						Having looked enough for the moment, Kairn descended the earthen bank and returned to the pen,
					
				

				
					
						where he unsaddled his cabo and turned it loose in the pen. It went to a pile of hay and began to eat,
					
				

				
					
						aloof from the squalid humpers sharing the accommodations.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He carried his saddle, his weapons and bags into the inn, where the owner showed him to a small room
					
				

				
					
						that seemed to be reasonably clean. He left his belongings there and returned to the common room.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"It's early for ale or wine," the innkeeper said, "but I have both."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Kairn shook his head. "No, but I am famished. What do you have?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"My boy has not returned yet from the butcher's, but I have some fine fish."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Fresh?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Caught not an hour ago and brought in still flopping. Is that fresh enough?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Kairn took a seat and a few minutes later a serving girl set a platter of grilled fish before him. Kairn did
					
				

				
					
						not think highly of fish as food, but decided that this would hold him until he could set into some real fare.
					
				

				
					
						The rest of the meal was the usual for establishments of this sort: bread, fruit, cheese and a bowl of
					
				

				
					
						assorted nuts. Everything was fresh, to his great relief. He had spent too much time on preserved travel
					
				

				
					
						rations, and some people's methods of preserving food could be dangerous to strangers not used to it.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The serving girl stood shyly by his table as he ate and studied him through lowered lashes. Her brown
					
				

				
					
						hair formed a fringe that ended just above her eyebrows, the rest plaited into a score of thin braids with
					
				

				
					
						colored shells fastened to their ends. She appeared to be a little younger than he, perhaps about sixteen.
					
				

				
					
						Her skin was a pale shade of brown, her eyes darker brown. Everything and everyone in this village
					
				

				
					
						seemed to be brown, as if all had taken on the hue of the great river that flowed so near.
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						"Can I get you anything else, sir?" she asked.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Just some information. First, what shall I call you?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"My name is Yellow Bird."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"A pretty name." In his homeland and other places he had visited, names were just sounds. In these southeastern
					
				

				
					
						lands, though, people delighted in fanciful names. Some were taken from nature, others from myth, and yet others from
					
				

				
					
						no discernible source.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"What would you know?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"For one thing, what is that great earthwork that lines the river?" He dislodged a sharp fish bone from between his
					
				

				
					
						teeth and looked at it with distaste.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"We call it the levee. It keeps the river out when the water rises."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The thought of that great river actually rising, becoming even more formidable, was unsettling. "How high does it
					
				

				
					
						rise?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"In some years, it will come within a foot of the top of the levee. Then you can't see the far shore at all. It's as if the
					
				

				
					
						whole world had turned to water."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"You mean the whole town is below the level of the river?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Oh, certainly," she said. Despite her solemnity, he was sure that she exaggerated.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"I saw boats and rafts on the river. What sort of people work on the water? What do they carry or trade?"
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