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  Praise for Martha Wells and the Books of the Raksura


  The Cloud Roads


  “[Wells’ Raksura books] are dense, and complex, with truly amazing world building, and non-human characters who are quite genuinely alien, yet still comprehensible and sympathetic. The characters, particularly the protagonist, Moon, are compelling and flawed and likable. The plots are solid and fast moving. But it’s the world that… just, wow! There is a depth and breadth and sheer alienness here that I have rarely seen in any novel. Shape-shifters, flying ships, city-trees, six kazillion sentient races, floating islands, and on and on and on.”


  —Kelly McCullough, author of the WebMage series and the Fallen Blade novels


  “The Cloud Roads has wildly original worldbuilding, diverse and engaging characters, and a thrilling adventure plot. It’s that rarest of fantasies: fresh and surprising, with a story that doesn’t go where ten thousand others have gone before. I can’t wait for my next chance to visit the Three Worlds!”


  —N. K. Jemisin, author of The Hundred Thousand Kingdoms


  “Filled with vivid action and memorable characters, The Cloud Roads is a terrific science fiction adventure story with a heart. I read it eagerly and look forward to its sequel with great anticipation.”


  —Sarah Prineas, author of The Magic Thief


  “It reminds me of the SF/F fantasy I read as a teen, long before YA was categorized. Those books explored adult concepts without ‘adult content’; the complexity of morality and the potential, uncaring harshness of life. This story’s conclusion satisfies on all those counts as well as leaving me eager for the sequel.”


  —Juliet E. McKenna, Interzone


  “There’s so much to like here: multiple sapient species sharing a world (or NOT sharing) with complex gender roles, wildly differing societies, and varying technologies. This is rigorous fantasy without the trappings of European medievalism. And most of all, it’s riveting storytelling.”


  —Steven Gould, author of Jumper and 7th Sigma


  “Martha Wells’ books always make me remember why I love to read. In The Cloud Roads, she invents yet another rich and astonishingly detailed setting, where many races and cultures uneasily coexist in a world constantly threatened by soulless predators. But the vivid worldbuilding and nonstop action really serve as a backdrop for the heart of the novel—the universal human themes of loneliness, loss, and the powerful drive to find somewhere to belong.”


  —Sharon Shinn, author of Troubled Waters


  “Wells … has created a new world of dragonlike shapeshifters and human tribes that could serve as the background for future novels in this exotic setting. Concise storytelling and believable characters make this a good addition to most fantasy collections.”


  —Library Journal


  “A rousing tale of a lost boy who finds his way home and discovers that he has a role to play in saving the world. High-octane fight scenes nicely contrast with Moon’s emotional growth and developing romance. Genre fans looking for something different will find this just what they needed.”


  —School Library Journal Blog


  “I loved this book. This has Wells’ signature worldbuilding and wholly real character development, and her wry voice shines through. I can’t even explain how real the world felt, in which each race and city and culture had such well-drawn back story that they lived on even outside the main plot.”


  —Patrice Sarath, author of Gordath Wood and Red Gold Bridge


  “The Cloud Roads is a terrific fantasy novel that stands out due to imaginative worldbuilding, accomplished writing and engaging storytelling. For everyone else, The Cloud Roads is a proud example of what the genre is capable of producing …”


  —Fantasy Book Critic


  “First off, the world revealed within this story is nothing short of amazingly detailed and intriguing…. you’ll find this an imaginative and engaging novel.”


  —John Vogt, Examiner.com


  The Serpent Sea


  “Using its alien protagonist to explore the politics of gender and belonging, this is a fascinating read for SF readers looking for something out of the ordinary.”


  —Publishers Weekly


  “The Serpent Sea is a wonderful and spellbinding sequel to The Cloud Roads, which was one of the best fantasy books of 2011. It gloriously continues the saga of the shapeshifting Raksura.”


  —RisingShadow.net


  “With these books Wells is writing at the top of her game, and given their breadth, originality, and complexity, this series is showing indications it could become one of the landmark series of the genre.”


  —Adventures Fantastic


  “I loved The Serpent Sea. It’s extraordinary story telling with engaging characters in an enchanting world I want to visit.”


  —Diana Pharaoh Francis, author of the Path and Crosspointe series


  “Another excellent and wonderful view into the universe of the Three Worlds and its fascinating inhabitants.”


  —SF Signal


  “Moon is a delightful character and a great focal point for the story. The world the author has created is wonderfully complex and vivid and has wonderful layers of characters, cultures and creatures…. Reading this series is a choice [readers] will not regret.”


  —Portland Book Review


  “Wells remains a compelling storyteller whose clear prose, goal-driven plotting, and witty, companionable characters should win her fans among those who enjoy the works of writers such as John Scalzi and Lois McMaster Bujold.”


  —Matt Denault, Strange Horizons


  “The Serpent Sea is a worthy sequel to The Cloud Roads and it features all of the strengths (fantastic world-building, great story, awesome characters) of that first novel. It is so easy to fall in love with this series and the reasons are manifold.”


  —The Book Smugglers


  The Siren Depths


  “I really loved Book 3, which wound up as my favorite book of the trilogy. […] I’ll be pushing it on everybody who loves great writing, ornate worlds and wonderfully-drawn nonhuman characters. And I am also looking up Martha Wells’ backlist, right now.”


  —Rachel Neumeier, author of Lord of the Changing Winds and Black Dog


  “This is the type of Fantasy series I absolutely love—and highly recommend as a worthwhile series to read and fall in love with. […]The Siren Depths closes the series really well.”


  —The Book Smugglers


  “The first two books, The Cloud Roads and The Serpent Sea, were excellent, but in my opinion The Siren Depths is an even better and more satisfying book, because it takes the series to a whole new level of depth.”


  —RisingShadow.net


  “The Siren Depths has more of what I’ve come to love about the Books of the Raksura—a compelling story, great world-building in a unique setting, and lovable characters with very realistic problems. In my opinion, it’s also the most satisfying installment in the series.”


  —Fantasy Café


  “Truly inventive and stunningly imaginative worldbuilding perfectly melded with vivid, engaging characters make the Books of the Raksura one of my all-time favorite science-fiction series.”


  —Kate Elliott, author of The Spiritwalker Trilogy


  “Martha Wells writes fantasy the way it was meant to be—poignant, evocative, and astonishing. Prepare to be captivated ‘til the sun comes up.”


  —Kameron Hurley, author of God’s War, Infidel, and Rapture


  Stories of the Raksura: Volume One


  “Wells is adept at suggesting a long, complex history for her world with economy… Longtime fans and new readers alike will enjoy Wells’ deft touch with characterization and the fantastic.”


  —Publishers Weekly


  “An excellent collection of Raksura stories… demonstrates that there are plenty of intriguing stories to tell of the Raksura and the Three Worlds.”


  —RisingShadow.net


  “The worldbuilding and characters in these stories are as wonderful as the novels and I had no difficulty immersing myself into Wells’ world and societies again.”


  —SF Signal
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  THE DEAD CITY


  This novella takes place some turns before the events of The Cloud Roads, before Moon came to the Indigo Cloud Court …


  


  Moon had lost track of the days he had traveled from Saraseil.


  The sun was setting as the grassland below gradually turned to marsh. The salt-tinged wind told him that there was a sea somewhere to the south, and he had just enough sense left to avoid it. He had been flying low, following a rough track that was beaten through the sweet-scented grass by turns and turns of groundling feet. It was recent, and nothing like the ancient but still functional stone roads he had encountered often enough.


  Anyone else might have been looking for a place to die; he was so indifferent as to what happened to him next that there seemed little point in anything, even dying.


  The track stopped at the edge of a shallow lake, with stands of reeds and floating purple and white flowers. Big delicate insects with wings like shards of glass flitted over it. The far shore rose up into hills cloaked with heavy jungle.


  Moon circled and landed on the soft ground, his claws sinking into it. There was no dock, but there was a pile of long narrow boats, made by weaving the dried reeds together. A limp and tattered traders’ flag hung on a pole nearby. It was dull gold with a stripe, and meant the boats were free to use but not to be kept. It also meant that there was something on the other side of the lake, maybe a settlement, maybe just another track through the dirt. Mist rose over the water and the boats seemed to beckon. He had been going forward so long he didn’t want to stop.


  There might be people nearby, so he shifted to groundling. The shock of his exhaustion dropped him to his knees. He closed his eyes and felt the world swing around him. Maybe he had been flying too long. Maybe he was dying from contact with the Fell, as if even their skin was poisonous. After a moment the world subsided back into place, and he shook his head and pushed to his feet.


  Whatever it was, Moon couldn’t face shifting back to his other form. He pulled a boat off the pile, and found a pole for it, and pushed it into the water. The dry reeds cracked when he stepped onto it, but the weaving held together. As tiny crabs and little green-silver fish fled, he poled the boat forward.


  The last of the evening light gradually failed but the moon was half-full and the sky was clear, a dark bowl of starlight. There was a steady buzz and chirp from the insects, soft splashing and plops from the small shelled creatures living among the flowers. Every so often a muted light source glowed from under the water, a faint white light that illuminated the bugs skating on the surface. The light might be from the cities of tiny waterlings, or a plant, or a kind of water creature, using its natural illumination to attract insects to eat.


  After a short time, Moon saw he had been right to shift to groundling; there were lamps in the distance, reflecting off the water.


  The lights were steady, and the glow was white and clear, like the light beneath the lake’s surface. As he drew closer he saw the owners stood on two wide flat boats, and were drawing nets through the shallow water. He could tell they were bipedal groundlings, and not much else. He slid silently past them.


  Moon wasn’t sure how much time had gone by when he spotted another white light ahead. Closer, and he saw it hung from a pole with another trader flag attached, marking a dock. It lay at the base of the heavy jungle, which sloped upward to the dark shapes of the hills.


  The dock was part of a ruin, a stone statue several times as tall as Moon. It sat in a kneeling position at the edge of the lake, a platform sloping out from it into the water. It would have been even taller, but the head had been knocked off at some distant time. As he pulled the boat up the platform and out of the water, Moon saw there was weather-worn carving on the body that might have been meant to represent scaled skin. Before Saraseil, that would have been intriguing, a possibility to be explored. Moon had never known what he was, had never seen anyone else like him since his mother and siblings had been killed, so many turns ago. Wherever he had gone, he had always looked for signs of people like him. Now … Now he just dragged the boat past the statue and left it in the grass next to the others.


  More boats were tied up along the shore, round ones and a few flat square rafts, more evidence that there was a settlement somewhere near.


  The track to it lay beyond the statue, marked by another flag, and he followed it up the slope through the trees. The jungle was a mix of giant ferns and hardwoods festooned with moss so thick it was like they were wearing cloaks, and their leaves blocked all the starlight. It would have been difficult for a groundling without good night vision, but Moon picked his way up it lightly and almost soundlessly, relying on his perception of shapes and a sense that told him what was a shadow and what was a solid object. The air was heavily scented by the moss and wet earth.


  At a bend in the trail Moon started to track movement not far away, paralleling him. It was a big body, whatever it was, sliding through the moss, brushing curtains of it aside, grass and small ferns crunching underfoot. Stalking him. He paused and growled, “Come and get me.” It came out deep and rough, in his other voice, though he hadn’t shifted.


  The movement stopped abruptly, was silent for several considering moments, then it changed direction and headed away.


  Moon hissed in frustration and continued up the trail. A few moments later he realized there had been no predator scent, and he wasn’t certain if he had hallucinated the encounter or not.


  After a time he saw more lights ahead, and then the trees gave way to a clearing. There was a structure but it was hard to make out in the darkness. He could see enough to tell it was made out of reeds, woven into big basket-like shapes, hanging from or braced against a tree or some other structure he couldn’t make out. From the lights hanging in the triangular windows, it went up at least four uneven levels, and it was draped with vines. There were caravanserai flags on a pole in front of it, the ones meaning that accommodation and food were available.


  Voices came from inside, and he followed the path up to the opening in the lowest level.


  There wasn’t a door, just a short reed-woven tunnel. The scent of the cut reeds was heady and faintly sweet, and made even more intense by the damp air. Moon stepped quietly, finding a doorway into a big open chamber. White lights hung from ropes strung across the curved ceiling, and the hearth was in a big metal ball on a stand, a grill around the middle keeping the coals from rolling out onto the reed floor. There were a dozen or so groundlings having a loud conversation in a mix of Altanic and at least one other language he didn’t know.


  Most of them were large and burly, covered with what looked like gray-green forest floor moss but might be tightly curled wiry fur, good for repelling water and stinging insects. It obscured their bodies and faces so it was hard to make out any other detail. They wore rough skirts made of woven leaves hardened with lacquer, and carried knives at their belts, but they were the sort of knives more used for fish-scaling than stabbing. They weren’t the only type of groundlings in the room but none of the others looked remotely like Moon’s groundling form. There was no possibility of blending in, but Moon stepped into the room anyway.


  Some glanced at him but went back to their argument. But one of the green-gray-furred ones shouted and shoved back through the others.


  He grabbed Moon by the throat. Moon felt the blunt claws dig into his skin and two things went through him: a wave of rage and the realization that he was ravenously hungry.


  The spark of self-preservation that had brought him here flared just enough to keep him from shifting. The groundling was saying, “This is our house now. What have you got to pay for—” when Moon took his hand and bent it back at the wrist. He twisted the arm around and put the groundling on the floor.


  He expected the others to attack him, but when he looked up they were all standing around watching, some concerned, others resentful. One, a short groundling with dark leathery skin and long white hair, said, “It’s not your house, Ventl. You, stranger, did you come here to trade?”


  Moon said, “I’m traveling. The flags said this was a caravanserai.” His voice came out rough and thick; when he had growled at the movement in the brush, it had been the first time he had spoken in days.


  The others muttered in a language that wasn’t Altanic. The one Moon was standing on who was apparently called Ventl said, “It’s for trade.”


  The white-haired one said, “You shut your face, Ventl.” He added to Moon, “It’s a caravanserai.”


  Moon released Ventl and stepped back. Ventl leapt to his feet and snarled, but kept carefully out of arm’s reach. He said, apparently not to Moon, “One traveler doesn’t make this a caravanserai, Ghatli!”


  Ghatli told him, “Take your stupid face and your stupid relatives and get out, Ventl. Go back to your camp before the miners eat you.”


  Ventl snarled again and made menacing grabbing gestures at Ghatli. Moon felt a growl building in his throat and managed to swallow it back; Ventl was just posturing, trying to save his pride. Some of the other furred ones urged him away, and the whole group moved toward the door. Other green-furred ones stayed, wandering off now that the fight was over.


  Ghatli watched them go, narrow-eyed. Looking at him more closely, Moon realized he was actually female, or some gender close to female. The dark color and roughened texture of her skin made detail hard to see, but there were breasts under the clumps of white hair trailing down her chest and shoulders. Her fingers didn’t have the blunt claws of the others, but were long and delicate. She wore the same kind of loose wrap kilt, with decorative bits of polished shell sewn on fabric that looked as if it might be made from pounded reed. She turned to Moon and looked him up and down. “You’ve come a long way?”


  Being reticent about where you came from was never a good idea, and Moon answered automatically, “From Saraseil. Going toward Kish.”


  “Ah.” The hair tufts above Ghatli’s ears twitched. “We’ve had word of refugees.”


  One of the others said, “They said terrible things happened there. That it was the Fell. Is it true?”


  Moon conquered the impulse to shift and tear his way out through the wall but managed to make himself just step back instead. He didn’t want to talk about Saraseil. “Is it a caravanserai or not?”


  “That is actually a long story—” Ghatli paused, squinted at him and continued, “Perhaps later. You want food?”


  Yes, Moon wanted food.
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  When Moon woke he lay there for a time, sensing the change in the air that told him the sun had risen over the hills, feeling the faint vibrations through the reed floors and walls as the other inhabitants moved around in the rooms below. He felt more than heard their voices, and the mix of their scents blended with the sweet reeds in the damp air. His head was clear, or at least more clear than it had been last night. He just had no idea what he was going to do now.


  He had slept unevenly, all his dreams too close to the surface. He had heard Fell voices on the wind, over and over again, and woke in a flush of panic to find the night outside calm and filled with nothing but the chorus of insects and frogs and treelings. He knew the Fell could do things to the minds of groundlings; he had seen the horrific results at close quarters. And he knew Liheas, the Fell ruler who had captured him, had been able to affect him to some extent. He had thought he had broken free of it when he had broken Liheas’ neck, but maybe some influence still lingered.


  It was lucky he had found the caravanserai, a relatively safe and private place to have his nightmares. Maybe some day when Moon could appreciate still being alive he would feel grateful for that.


  After the encounter with Ventl, he hadn’t expected anything to be easy, but Ghatli had been surprisingly hospitable and no one else in the place had seemed hostile. Moon had still had a small bag of agate chips, which Saraseil had used for currency, and Ghatli had taken half of them in exchange for a pan of a rice mixture with nuts and pieces of fish that had been warming in another metal ball oven in the next room. Moon had eaten it standing beside the oven and wasn’t really aware of anything else until Ghatli handed him another pan. It was enough to take the edge off, though Moon was going to have to hunt soon. He wasn’t entirely sure why he hadn’t stopped to hunt before reaching the shallow lake, but then he wasn’t entirely sure how long he had been traveling.


  He had followed Ghatli through another roomful of groundlings who were having some earnest discussion about something and to a winding ladder that led up to the sleeping rooms, which were just small but private cubbies stacked on the third and fourth levels of the structure. Moon had stayed awake long enough after Ghatli left to find an emergency way out, an opening in the roof at the top of the ladderwell meant for ventilation. He had also stopped to look at the lights, and saw they were made of some very thin clear bladder-like substance with a little glowing mass inside that looked like coral. It must be harvested from whatever caused the occasional glowing spots in the lake.


  When he had finally retreated to his cubby he was so exhausted he didn’t even unroll the blanket, just curled up around it and sank into sleep.


  Now he sighed and rubbed his face. He knew what he should do, what he always did. Leave the caravanserai and keep going … whichever direction he had been going. North, towards Kish? He was definitely west of what was left of the city of Saraseil. Maybe one day he would travel far enough and find a place that had never heard of the Fell, and where shapeshifters weren’t regarded as vicious predators. Since every shapeshifter he had encountered other than his own family had been a vicious predator, this seemed unlikely.


  Even more unlikely now that he had seen the Fell for himself. At least now he knew why groundlings always mistook his shifted form for one. When he shifted, his body grew taller and his shoulders broader. He was stronger but much lighter, and his skin grew overlapping matte black scales with an under sheen of bronze. He grew retractable claws on his hands and feet and a long tail, and a mane of flexible frills and spines around his head that ran down to his lower back. He didn’t look exactly like a Fell ruler, but it was more than close enough for terrified groundlings.


  Moon dragged himself out of the too-warm cubby. Ghatli had said last night that there was a latrine and bathing area on the lowest level of the house. He climbed down to the main level and wandered through, ignoring the curious looks from the groundlings who either lived here or seemed to use this place as a general gathering area.


  Most were similar in shape and color to the green-gray-furred ones he had seen last night, but there was also a party of more unusual ones clearly preparing to leave. They were about waist-high to Moon and had heavy armored shells, rounded over where their heads should be, multiple dark eyes peering out from under a rim implanted with polished stones. They had tied their packs in front around their middles, so very little of the rest of them was visible, but they had several arms and large arrays of delicate fingers. Ghatli was speaking to them in a language Moon didn’t understand, but she seemed to be trying to convince them to stay.


  Moon found the half-ladder half-stair down near the front entrance. The latrine and separate bathing room had been dug out of the hill and there were several small basins, a large round metal bath with a pump to fill it, a stove with a supply of wood to warm the water, oily soap, and old blanket remnants to use as towels. The stove had a banked fire that must be from use earlier this morning. There was no one else here now, and Moon thought the gray-furred groundlings who seemed to congregate here probably had no need for it. Their fur looked like it was water-resistant and they would have other ways to clean themselves. The bath would probably be for Ghatli and any groundling travelers who preferred water for washing.


  Moon built the fire up and was able to wash enough to feel vaguely awake again. He kept checking himself for wounds and not finding any; his dark bronze skin was smooth and unmarked. He hadn’t been hurt during his escape from Saraseil, but some part of his brain was still convinced he was covered with burns or deep tears and punctures from claws.


  When he was trying to get the ground-in dirt of the past several days out of his skin and scalp, the scent of smoke filled his lungs. It was memory, not a real lingering scent, and he stuck his head under the warm water until lack of air forced it away.


  He made himself think about practical matters. He had taken nothing with him when he left Saraseil, except the clothes he was wearing and the agate chips which had been in a bag in his pocket. It was part of the magic of shifting that he could take fabric and a few other objects with him between forms, but he hadn’t been paying attention over the last few days and it was just lucky he hadn’t lost them. The light material of the shirt and pants had been fine for city living but had gotten increasingly stained the few times he had had to shift to his groundling form to sleep. But he wasn’t committed enough to washing them to bother finding out if the groundlings here would care if he was naked while they dried. And he didn’t want to stay here that long.


  He went back up to the main level, where Ghatli stood in the outer door watching the short armored groundlings trundle away across the caravanserai’s yard. They were heading down the path toward the lake. The sky was overcast and it made the ferns and heavy foliage around the clearing look an even deeper green than they already were.


  Ghatli saw Moon and said, with a sigh, “Even the Agun-teil are afraid.”


  “Of the Fell?” Moon said, the words out before he could stop them.


  “Ah!” Ghatli shuddered, making her sparse fur shake. “No, not the Fell. Not yet. Not ever, please.” She made a complicated gesture which might be a ward against bad luck, or death, or Fell, or anything in general. “No, it’s the miners. They have been attacking anyone who tries to go along the hill trade route. They haven’t come down to the shore yet, but they’ve already frightened off a great many traders.”


  Moon considered leaving. The conversation, the caravanserai. If it wasn’t the Fell, he didn’t care. But it was a habit and an ingrained survival skill to pretend to show interest in things that groundlings were interested in, so he said, “The what?”


  “You haven’t heard of the miners? You must not have stopped at any of the trade camps along the Lacessian Way, I thought the word had spread—” She eyed him again. “Well, I suppose you didn’t. The miners appeared here three cycles ago. We call them miners because they dig into the hills.”


  A vague spark of real interest stirred and Moon squinted up at the rising terrain behind the caravanserai. It was all heavily cloaked in jungle. It looked more like hunting country, or a good spot for gathering fruit and roots. “What are they mining?”


  “We have no idea. No one lives up there. It’s good country, and the trade route is right there, but there’s been no settlements, as far as the fishers can remember. Of course there are tales of ghosts, but there always are, in empty places.” Ghatli moved her shoulders uneasily. “There is obviously something the miners want up there, but we don’t know if it is something natural, like metal ore or gemstone, or something buried under the ground.” She lowered her voice. “Perhaps something left by some ancient species.”


  Moon nodded absently. One thing that had become obvious in his travels was that the Three Worlds had been home to many and varied peoples over uncounted turns. The hills and the jungle might conceal anything; there were a great many things the miners could be digging for.


  Ghatli had apparently been hoping for a reaction of astonishment because she drooped a little. “We thought it a good theory. It’s at least the most interesting theory.”


  Moon shrugged, noncommittal.


  “Anyway, this place is a major route for the trade along the Lacessian and the Vaganian, which cross on the other side of the heights, but the miners have frightened almost everyone off, and the trader caravans are taking other routes.” She scuffed at the dirt with the horny pads of one foot. “That’s Ventl’s problem. He and the other fishers can’t get anyone to cart his reeds and the traders aren’t here to buy their fish anymore, and it’s made him angry, and he thinks taking over the caravanserai from me will somehow …” She sighed. “We are friends, still, I hope. But he’s afraid and it’s made him strange.”


  It took Moon a moment to remember that Ventl was the one who had tried to attack him when he had arrived. It hadn’t been much of an attack. Moon’s lack of interest in the trading difficulties of strange groundlings was in danger of overcoming him, but Ghatli said, “We can’t even talk to the miners. Trader caravans don’t want to mine, they want to trade. Fishers want to fish. The miners have no reason to think anyone here might impinge on … whatever it is they’re doing.”


  “They speak a different language?” Moon asked, looking toward the jungle again. He needed to hunt, and he could hear more groundlings plodding and stamping up the path from the lake. This place was getting crowded.


  “They don’t speak anything, at least not to us. The fishers who went up into the hills to try to talk to them disappeared.” Ghatli quivered, a mix of anger and disgust. “We think they ate them.”


  Moon swallowed the urge to hiss. “They usually do,” he said, bitterly.


  “It’s a common problem?” Ghatli asked, startled, “Because—Oh, joy, here’s Ventl again.”


  Ventl was coming up the path from the lake. With him were a couple of his green-gray-furred cronies and a new group of groundlings. They were taller and broader than the stocky fishers and had boney square skulls. They wore light leather armor and carried heavy metal weapons: javelins and sickle-like curved blades slung across their backs. That was always a bad sign, in Moon’s experience. Ghatli’s too, evidently, as she muttered, “I hope they don’t want rooms. They’ll go right through the floors.”


  The first armored one strode up to them and looked between Moon and Ghatli, as if equally dissatisfied with both Moon’s tattered half-starved look and Ghatli’s appearance in general. Ghatli gave a frustrated twitch and said, “What is this, Ventl? I didn’t know you knew any Cedar-rin.”


  Ventl moved his big flat head in a way Moon interpreted as embarrassment or reluctance. He said, “They want to see the miners.”


  Ghatli’s ears lifted. “See them in what sense?”


  “That’s our concern,” the Cedar-rin said, his voice deep and grating. The skin of his face was oddly pale, but it caught the light as he turned his head and Moon saw it was coated with small pearly scales, and must be as tough as lizard-hide, though not as thick as Moon’s scales in his other form. There was a distinct resemblance to the scales on the broken statue at the old lake dock.


  From this angle Moon saw the leader had horns curling out from the back of his skull and the others didn’t. They were all a little smaller, their heads not as large and boney. They might be female, or another gender, or even a variant of the species. The horned Cedar-rin said, “Why is this one here?”


  He was talking about Moon. Moon didn’t answer, just continued to stare unblinking at him. Normally he believed in being more circumspect, but his patience for it seemed to have stayed behind when he left Saraseil.


  Ghatli said, “He’s just a lodger. If you want to see the miners, just go up that road—” She turned to point toward the wide path that curved up the hill at the far end of the clearing.


  The Cedar-rin reached to grab her arm and his hand bounced off Moon’s chest. Moon had stepped in front of Ghatli almost before he knew he was going to do it. He had no idea why, except that the Cedar-rin was large and Ghatli was small, even if she did seem tough and wiry. He looked into the Cedar-rin’s little pale eyes and said, “Tell her what you want. Don’t touch her.”


  The Cedar-rin stared, emotion hard to read on its boney face. The others drew their sickles. Ventl came up on the balls of his big feet and Moon could hear reeds creak as the inhabitants of the caravanserai crowded out the doorway.


  His voice calm and a little curious, the big Cedar-rin said, “You’re brave for a soft-skin. Do you think you can best us?”


  Soft-skin, Moon thought, feeling his upper lip curl. He knew he could best them. He also knew Ghatli and the others wouldn’t much care for him after they saw him do it. His back fangs itched and his fingertips hurt and his pulse pounded through his body with the urge to shift.


  Ghatli peered out from behind his elbow. She said, “We’re all friends here, hey? My good friend Ventl brought you here, didn’t he?” The look she directed Ventl’s way must have been poisonous because he rocked back on his heels from the force of it. “Do as my friend here says, and tell me what you want of us.”


  The Cedar-rin considered it, then finally said, “Take us to the excavation.”


  “It’s easy to find,” Ghatli said. “You take the path there up through the hills to the trade route—”


  The Cedar-rin grabbed Ventl by the back of his head, drew a knife curved into a half-circle, and held it to the fur at Ventl’s throat. Ghatli flinched and the other groundlings in the caravanserai gasped in dismay.


  If that was as fast as the Cedar-rin could move, Moon wasn’t impressed. But he would have to shift to stop them and he didn’t want to do that yet. He thought they would probably end up leading the Cedar-rin into the hills and it was best to get on with it.


  Ghatli held up her hands. “There is no reason to get violent! Of course I’ll take you.”


  [image: Image]


  The Cedar-rin made them go first up the path into the jungle. It was Ghatli, Ventl, the other two fishers who had come with him, and Moon. The Cedar-rin had ignored the other fishers and groundlings inside the caravanserai, and Ghatli had signaled them to stand aside and not try to intervene.


  The path was wide and had been well-traveled, but clumps of fast-growing grasses were already sprouting in the packed dirt. The tall fern-trees shaded it, along with moss-draped spiral trees and something that had multiple trunks that branched up and wound around in tight curls. It was warmer here, the scents thick and rich, but the insects, birds, and treelings were oddly quiet. There were a great many low flowering bushes and vines that obscured the ground.


  Ventl had tried to walk next to Ghatli but she had told him, “You, you I’m not speaking to. Now shoo.” He followed glumly with his two companions as Ghatli walked beside Moon. Now she muttered, “I hate people who use pejoratives. ‘Soft-skin.’ What does that even mean? He’s made it up himself, like a badly mannered child.”


  Moon had heard it used before, but just asked, “What are Cedar-rin?”


  “They come from west of the lake shore. They have big stone cities over there, very uncomfortable, I should think. I’ve not seen much of them here. I think the talky one is a male and the others are drones.” She added, “They aren’t traders, at least not on these routes.”


  If they were mercenaries hired to drive the miners away from the trade route, they could have said so and been welcomed by the groundlings at the caravanserai with open arms. That they hadn’t didn’t bode well. “You don’t know what they might want, then.”


  “No. Perhaps the same thing the miners want? It’s a mystery, as no one has ever wanted anything here before except honest trading.” She looked up at him. “I think we are to be friends. What is your name?”


  Moon wasn’t willing to commit to friendship anymore. It had proved too painful in the long run. Often in the short run, too. But there was no reason to be rude to Ghatli. “Moon.”


  “Ah.” She was still looking at him. “And what are you, Moon? You don’t look like the traders I have seen from Saraseil.”


  “I’m from …” East, he used to say. Always east of where he was now. “I’m not going to tell you,” he finished.


  “Well, fair enough.” Ghatli made the gesture of flicking something away, apparently dismissing the subject. After a moment, she sighed. “Now I have to talk to stupid Ventl.”


  Ventl, who had clearly been listening the entire time, stepped forward and said, low-voiced, “I don’t know what they want. I met them on the Lacessian Way at the far shore, and I thought they were the escort of a big caravan, and I told them of the miners.” Ventl shook his furry head. “I thought they’d fight them to clear the way for trade, but now it seems they want what the miners are digging for.”


  “It seems that, does it?” Ghatli made a derisive noise.


  Ventl threw an awkward look over his shoulder, having to turn the upper half of his over-muscled body to do it. “But we could work with them, perhaps. Maybe we want what the miners are here for too—”


  “You don’t,” Moon said. He thought it was obvious. “The miners will kill to keep it, the Cedar-rin will kill the miners to get it, someone will kill you to take it.”


  Ventl went silent. From behind them, one of his companions whispered, “I told you so.”


  Ghatli muttered, “I just hope no one kills us before we have a chance to say we don’t want it, whatever it is.”


  Ventl said, grimly, “Here we are.”


  The path had been sloping upward and curving around, and now it met a wider track large enough to be called a road. It had been cut into the side of the hill and was heavily packed down, and lined with half-buried water rock. A stelae beside the edge of the path displayed a couple of flags indicating the presence of the caravanserai towards the lakeshore. Ghatli explained, “The hill route. This is as far as anyone’s gone and come back.”


  There was a pause where Ventl tried to convince the lead Cedar-rin that this was as far as he needed to be guided and got a clout across the skull and another death threat for his trouble. Moon figured Ventl had it coming, so he didn’t intervene.


  They continued on along the trade route. The jungle wasn’t any darker but seemed even more silent. They passed a spring that trickled down the hill through the trees and had been bridged with large flat stones where it crossed the road. A small stone basin had been installed to one side, to collect water for travelers and their grasseaters, and it was obvious this had been a well-traveled and comfortable route before the miners had arrived. Moon tried to taste the air without being obvious about it. The scents of the plants and wet earth still dominated. Unless the miners were unusually rank, he doubted he would be able to … There was movement ahead.


  He said to Ghatli and Ventl, “Get ready to run.”


  “What?” Ghatli was startled, but Ventl tugged on her arm.


  Behind them, the lead Cedar-rin snapped an order and the drones all drew their sickles. Ferns and branches crashed ahead, a frenzy of waving greenery as whatever it was gave up the effort to be stealthy. The Cedar-rin charged forward, roaring. Moon swept Ghatli off the road as Ventl and his friends scrambled out of the way. Moon shouted, “Run!” and Ghatli jumped back onto the road to comply, but one drone had stayed behind to block them. It lifted its sickle menacingly and Moon dove for its legs and knocked it off the road.


  He heard Ghatli yell, “Come on, Moon!” and her lighter footsteps merged with the fishers’ heavier thumps as they ran. Moon twisted away just as the drone brought its sickle down. Then he rolled into the heavy foliage and shifted.


  Moon leapt upward into the branches before the confused drone could see anything but a dark blur. He swarmed up to the mid-layer of the canopy and leapt from branch to branch, trying to keep the disturbance to a minimum. He wanted a good look at these miners and what they were digging for.


  He reached the upper part of the road again and saw the Cedar-rin fighting something big and white that moved too fast to see. Then whatever it was paused for an instant, and Moon got a good view.


  It was spider-like, taller than the lead Cedar-rin, covered with long white fur, with a round body in the center and three broad legs on each side. He thought there were limbs under the round center part, and probably a mouth, judging by the drones’ injuries, but he couldn’t see it from here. It leapt at the drones again and Moon climbed further up the tree.


  As the branches grew too thin to support him he pushed upward and snapped his wings out, and flapped to get high enough to catch the wind. He wasn’t worried about being spotted; the jungle was too thick to allow for much visibility, and everyone was too busy to look up at the moment anyway.


  It was good flying weather, the overcast breaking up toward the east and letting the sun gleam on the lake. There was a town along the shore, in a cove some distance down from the trading dock. The houses were built on stilts, standing in the shallows, boats docked beneath them, and there were berms fencing off shallow ponds for rice fields nearby. That must be the town of the fishers and reed-growers. Moon flew further up the rounded hills, able to spot the path by the lighter color of the fern trees that shaded it, and then to trace the more open channel of the trade route. But he didn’t need to follow it very far; the excavation was obvious.


  Not far ahead a series of hills like rounded cylinders surrounded a wide valley, and in it much of the trees and brush had been stripped away and lay in rotting piles. The white spidery miners were easy to spot, moving over the bare ground to and from a crevasse they were carving out near the center. Moon settled into a slow circle, high enough up that he could be mistaken for a large carrion bird.


  They were transporting the dirt and rock by using a system of ropes strung across the valley, supported at intervals by scaffolds about ten paces or so high. Big slings or baskets were hauled up from the crevasse on the ropes, and then run along them to the edge of the valley and dumped. Then the empties were hauled back on a separate system. The rubble formed huge piles of debris at the edge of the jungle. The baskets moved smoothly along the ropes, as if they were on wheels, and it seemed to take little effort to push them along. No, those aren’t ropes, Moon thought, circling again.


  On the far side of the valley a group of miners were building a second system, probably because the debris piles at the end of the first one were growing too large. As Moon angled around he could see that they weren’t stringing rope, but extruding it like a branchspider’s web from somewhere beneath their bodies, and knitting it into place with their lower limbs. The stuff must be as slick as glass, and the big baskets and scaffolds were probably made from it as well.


  The crevasse itself was about fifty paces long and growing, and he couldn’t tell how deep it was. He also couldn’t see anything of what they were digging for. They seemed to be discarding the rock and dirt and not even sorting through it, the way metal and gem miners did, so perhaps they hadn’t uncovered what they were really looking for yet.


  Which doesn’t explain how the Cedar-rin knew what it was, Moon thought. No, as far as Ghatli knew, no one had seen the excavation and if they had, they hadn’t survived long enough to talk about it. But the word from the fishers that a strange species they called miners was inexplicably digging in the hills had been enough to bring the Cedar-rin. There had to be more to it than that.


  Moon judged that he had run out of time for sightseeing. He turned away, caught the wind again and arrowed back down to see if the Cedarrin had killed the miner yet and how Ghatli and the others were doing.


  He flew above the path until he saw rapid movement in the canopy, as something large—maybe two somethings—climbed through it. A little further down, faint twitches in the foliage told him something was running. The gap between the two spots was narrowing rapidly. Uh oh, Moon thought. He shot ahead and dove down into the upper canopy.


  Moon climbed down the branches until he heard the pounding of running footsteps. He shifted to groundling and dropped out of the trees onto the edge of the path. Several figures came into view, Ghatli and Ventl, Ventl’s two fisher friends, and two of the Cedar-rin drones bringing up the rear. One of the drones had its armor half-ripped off, bloody streaks torn through the flesh and clothing beneath. Moon yelled, “Don’t stop! It’s getting closer!”


  “Moon!” Ghatli panted in protest as she passed him. She was pushing Ventl along; none of the fishers were particularly fast on their feet.


  “Keep going,” he told her. They passed him, the limping drone grimly determined to keep its wounded companion moving.


  The fleeing groundlings pounded away, down the slope and out of sight. A moment later, two miners crashed into view. They didn’t hesitate, but charged toward Moon. They knocked down small saplings and tore through the fern trees. Their motion was fast but odd, all six legs moving in a concert that was strangely not awkward.


  Moon waited, thinking about distance and relative strength and how these things were supposed to be sentient and maybe a smart predator might have taken alarm by now. Or maybe they just assumed he was frozen with terror. The first one drew close enough to crouch and leap.


  Moon had a moment to see the mouth, which was round and huge and lined with what must be hundreds of scissor-like projections. The two additional limbs to either side were long and slender, with at least six agile fingers.


  Then he surged forward and shifted.


  He sliced one arm off with the first sweep of the claws of his right hand, grabbed the other arm and used it to pull himself up and rip both sets of foot claws across the softer skin around the mouth. It happened too fast for the creature to know it was in pain; its teeth snapped at him as it tried to extend the musculature around the mouth. That was when its guts started to fall out.


  Moon flipped up between one set of legs and landed on its back as the creature collapsed under him. The second miner was still coming at him though that was mostly momentum; it flared its legs to try to halt itself.


  Curious about how to kill one from the top, Moon pounced onto its back and dug the disemboweling claws on his heels into its fur. The skin was tougher up here but his claws still sunk into it. The miner stood up on the three legs of its left side to try to bash him into a tree trunk. Moon sprang up onto one of its extended legs, wrapped himself around it, and twisted.
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