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Chapter 1

/\ >

The deet arrived on the wind that howled out of the Firgeberg, gray particles that
abraded skin, stung eyes. Solid crystals sucked by a chance breath over the edge
of the woolen scarf went down athroat already raw with altitude and exertion.

Heart hammered.
K nees ached.

To sweat into clothing that would hold moisture was to freeze. To sweat into
what carried it away too efficiently wasto give up vital moisture to the air—and
one layered the clothing and gave up nothing, because a human in the High Wild
couldn’t afford to give up any resource, not the warmth in his face, not the
moisture in his breath, not the day’ s ration of food he kept next his body, and not
the nighthorse moving ahead of them on this upward road, breaking through the
shallow drifts.

Especially not the horse.

You didn't rely on anything in thisworld of ice and sudden slips but what you
carried on your own person. That was what an experienced high-country rider
had told him, and it was advice Danny Fisher now believed as an article of faith.
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What he' d learned and what he' d heard in afast outpouring of detail from a
senior rider in arider shelter at the bottom of this road was going to bring him
through this. It was going to get his horse through this. It was going to get the
three kids behind him through this—

Or at least two of them. The hundred kilos of ironwood travois and supplies the
boys were pulling up thisicy road (his horse had better sense) was definitely not
all resource. He personally didn’t give a cold damn for the thirteen-year-old girl
constituting most of that weight, lying bundled and unconscious among their
supplies: but he was fighting like hell for her brothers.

And what he knew to do to get them all to safety now wasto climb at a steady
pace, trying to track passing time and changing conditions on this winding road
hung on the edge of the sky, in areasoned, planned progress from the shelter
they’ d left this morning to the shelter they’ d reach sometime before dark.

But with the wind getting up and the sleet continuing to come down, when the
reasoned, calculated world slowly disappeared in aveil of sleet and when the
posts that told truck drivers that used this road where the edge was were only
lumps of white in aboil of sleet and old snow, he relied solely on that snow-
veiled darkness, that living sense of shape, life, and <cold nighthorse belly> that
was moving ahead of all of them, to know where to set his feet. The most
valuable asset he ordinarily had from Cloud was that inner sense of the

mountain’ s shape—the land-sense that a nighthorse rider gained from his horse at
any distance under three meters.

But all the shape he could perceive right now was the location of himself relative
to Cloud and the two boys, and that stretch of sleeted rubble between him and his
horse and dlightly ahead of them. The wildlife from which Cloud drew his
location-sense was all hidden away in burrows, as anything of common sense
was dug in and asleep for the duration of the storm. It took human beings to
choose to trek up here.

Then in the blindness of a sudden gust his horse doubted for an instant where the
road was. Cloud imaged, giddily, <white> and <falling> as he shied back from
what was or was not the edge.

It was enough to make a snow-blinded human who valued that horse above al
human company want to sit down, grab onto the rocks and not budge for an hour.

But he was still standing. And it wasn’t white emptiness beneath Cloud’ s three-
toed hoof—but solid, sleeted rock. Danny’ s heart was pounding, and that might
be Cloud’s heart or his own or the boys’, but it was Cloud’s four feet that began
walking first, driven by <cold belly> and impatience to be out of this cold. The
boys with the travois hadn’t kept their footing through the scare: they had to pick
themselves up off the ground to get moving, shaken, not wanting to be where
they were any longer, that was for very damn certain.

But they couldn’t stop short of that shelter, not in thiswind. Don't try to camp on
the high end of the Climb: more advice he took on faith from the rider who'd told
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him the route. It was autumn. The temperatures, bitter as they werein this gale-
force wind, hadn’t fallen enough to create a dry cold—and if you ever let damp
form around you in the day, if you sat down where you could pick it up from the
ground or the rocks, or just dressed in such away that dampness built up, the
windchill would kill you, without argument or excuse.

Tonight’ s stopping place, the shelter they were aiming for, could sustain them all
winter if there weren't the recourse of villages and civilization in front of them, a
string of five such tucked against the mountain’s east face. But there was nothing
in reach behind them but a small shelter that definitely couldn’t sustain them, not
reliably so beyond afew days, and he' d felt compelled this morning to make a
calculated bet on the weather—taking them on a climb that on a good summer
day and with no wind he understood from that same rider as a couple of hours
ride.

It hadn’t been just a couple of hours. He was sure of that—and it was along,
weary hike. Cloud wouldn’t—couldn’t—carry him up this steep grade in this
kind of weather. The boys had the travois to pull, and from them he felt
numbness and cold right now, along with a lingering flutter of fear. Cloud’ s near-
disaster had called up arush of adrenaline, and the boys were using too much of
their strength pulling the travois to endure many surprises like that.

Bloody hell—he was scared and shaky. He hadn’t fallen down because he was
used to horse-images in all degrees of urgency and most times reflexively walled
the confusion out. The boys weren’t used to a horse’' s sending being that close to
them, and they couldn’t sort it out or keep their feet under them in the crisis.

Or stop themselves from reliving the slip again and again. Cloud’ s four-footed
gait had confused their balance and they wouldn’t let the moment go: they’'d
confuse Cloud'’s balance if they kept it up.

“Quiet,” he had to tell them out loud and in no uncertain terms. After aweek
together they knew he didn’t mean any audible noise.

They tried to be quiet and calm down after that—as quiet as two boys could be
who' d thought they were falling off a mountain.

The road they were on, by what he knew of it, followed the folds and bends of
the mountain upward supposedly akilometer and a half vertical distance from
their initial start on the east face of Rogers Peak—but he' d come to appreciate
how a kilometer and a half vertical trandlated to walking distance on a mountain.
He' d thought it a pretty straightforward climb. They’d come from the first-stage
shelter across a portion of the south face to reach the midway shelter last night,
and now they were east and up toward the settlements high on the forested
slopes.

But it didn’t do it by logic of what would get there fastest. It did it, he'd
discovered, by the logic of where the builders could hang aroad and make it stay
and not dlide. It was aroad built solely to get the logging trucks and oxcarts up
and down, and the road builders had patched in rubble fill and timber shorings
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wherever its precarious thread crossed a gap narrow enough for them to bridge
over asplit in the mountain instead of following the contour all the way back into
arecess. Placeslike that were wind zones. And where the builders hadn’t found a
bridgeable gap—he and his small party had to walk all the in and out contour of
the mountain, sometimes a considerable distance, until the builders had found a
place to make the road turn back the direction they actually wanted to go.

A couple of hours on a good day—hell. From the midway shelter they’d left at
dawn this morning they could make solid walls again before they slept—that was
what he intended: rest there a couple of days, and beyond that—

Beyond that, day after tomorrow, they’ d start across the mountain toward the
villages on a cam day when they could do it without struggle. There was a
doctor in Evergreen, the first and largest of the five settlements. They’d get
advice what to do about thirteen-year-old Brionne, ideally deliver Brionne into a
doctor’ s hands within the village proper, which would do as much for her as ever
could be done; after that the boys could find work in Evergreen or one of the
other villages and start their lives over, good luck to them and God help them if
their sister lived.

That would mean he’d done all his conscience told him he had to do, and he
would have carried out a job that had set Tara Chang free to take care of afriend
of hiswho was wintering down in that cabin before this road. Guil wasn’t well
enough to make this trip—having a hole through his side. While Tara—

Tarahadn’t wanted to have them snowed in with her and Guil. Danny’ d been
available to run escort to the next cabin over, which meant Taradidn’t have to do
it. He'd saved her from that situation and gotten on her good side, in his fondest
hopes, by taking the kids on—because if the kids were going to survive to reach
the villages above—if the kids were going to leave that cabin for anywherein the
world—arider had to escort them: no one, even experienced in the Wild and
armed to the teeth, could get from one shelter to another without arider to guard
him—and village kids wouldn’t be safe even inside a shelter and with agun if
one of the larger, cleverer hunters got the notion there was food inside.

A horse was the protection. A gun was for the mental comfort of the gun owner,
so far as he' d seen.

And guns were, unfortunately, also for human quarrels, in which horses were best
off if they didn’t participate.

And that was the other half of the reason they were on this road in this weather:
thanks to a human quarrel some days before their reaching the place, and not
uninvolved with Guil and Tara, the situation at the first-stage cabin hadn’t been
safe—and matters had combined to say that up the mountain might not only be
their eventual intention, but their immediate necessity.

Because at first-stage a problem had moved in on them—a horse whose rider had
died, a horse attempting to attach itself to any horseless humansin itsreach. It
wasn'’t unnatural that a grief-stricken horse should do that—but the only
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horsel ess humans in reach happened to be the two boys he was escorting and, in
his worst nightmares, their sister Brionne.

That had clinched his decision to move on. To hold that cabin otherwise he'd
have had to shoot the horse, which wasn't an easy choice for arider. Or he could
have run the gauntlet of its presence and taken them all back to Taraand Guil for
help.

But the last thing in the world he wanted was to come running back for help as
soon as a problem came up with ajob Tara clearly, emotionally, didn’t want back
on their doorstep. Next spring he had a rendezvous with her and Guil for a
salvage job—atruck that hadn’t been lucky on these same curves. Guil had as
good as hired him already, there was considerable pay involved from some
company down in Anveney town, and for ajunior rider with no working partner,
no references, and no prospects of hire this spring, that was an incredibly good
offer, one which he didn’t intend to foul up by destroying their confidence in
him.

So with the weather seeming likely to hold fair, they’ d moved for the next
shelter, higher up the mountain, a barren, hard-rock place where the horse that
had been haunting their vicinity would have no forage and to which it wouldn't
follow them.

They’ d moved again this morning—~because of the weather turning foul, on a
choice in which he had less confidence he was right; though thank God they’ d
shaken the horse off their trail somewhere between first-stage and midway. It was
lost and desperate—but not that desperate; and it might go back to harass Guil
and Tara, whose two horses would drive it off, or it might finally find the other
strayed horses on the lower skirts of the mountain and find safety with them. So
that part of the problem he' d handled.

That left getting them to the top of this road.

Truth was, this job of escorting the Goss kids, through all the complications that
had so far set in, was the first job he'd ever done completely on his own, and he
didn’t know whether he'd ever actually told Tara so. Guil, who knew, hadn’t
been tracking too well on anything for the time they’ d been there, so the matter
of his prior experience hadn’t actually, well, exactly come up. Tara, who knew
this mountain, had been concentrating her efforts on giving him a mental map of
the landmarks and problems involved.

So he didn’t think he’ d made the fact of his inexperience quite clear—but he
damn sure wasn'’t going to meet two senior riders next spring to confess he'd let
these kids die on the mountain. He' d do the job. He might know a great deal by
now that he didn’t want to know about the Goss family—~but he'd do it.

Then Guil and Tarawould trust him next spring and give him the responsibility
that would make him hireable by convoys that were only a distant, hard-won
hope for arider born to atown. He'd lived through enough up here to know he
wanted the high country and that with several good triesit hadn’t killed him. He
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was high on his own survival, he saw afreedom for him and for Cloud he' d never
known, never imagined, in town, and he saw a set of teachers he could otherwise
only dream of—if he could deserve their confidence in him.

Wind blasted into their faces of a sudden. He' d been able to see the rocks on the
right just a second ago and he felt Cloud walking ahead of them, so he wasn’t
disoriented; but suddenly it was just—white, with an abrading blast of sleet that
made him duck his head and shut his eyes.

So had Cloud. That didn’t help his orientation.
“God,” he heard from Carlo, avoice half-drowned in the wind.
“It’ s getting worse!” Randy cried.

The boys had stopped walking. Cloud hadn’t. “Keep going!” Danny shouted at
the boys. “It’s probably just this stretch! Snow coming off the height up there!”

“1 think it’s coming out of the sky!” Randy cried. Randy was fourteen, two years
younger than Carlo, ayear older than Brionne, and the kid had been gutsy and all
right until now—abut now <fear> was loud and clear in the ambient of emotions
and images that came at them relayed from Cloud.

<Fear> was suddenly feeding on its own substance, upsetting Cloud, upsetting
Randy as his own panic flooded back at him. Danny clamped down on the
accelerating distress with calm images: <Still water, water flowing over stones.
Snowflakes landing soft and perfect on white snowbank.>

And: “Move!” Danny yelled in aragged voice that didn’t come out of his throat
half so fierce or so low as he intended. He pushed at Carlo, who was on the right-
hand pole of the travois as Randy was pulling the left, and they struggled into
motion—they were starting across one of those rubble-and-shorings sections, by
the disorganized way the wind was coming at them.

And soon enough the wind was battering their right sides with a vengeance,
pushing them toward the left, where there wasn’t anything but empty air.

Cloud was <mad nighthorse.> Cloud had <cold belly.> Cloud was not pleased
with humans lagging back and distracting him with their stupid argumentsin a
cold wind. Cloud wasn’t panicked about the situation, but he was definitely
struggling for footing now, sending more strongly than usual, feeling his way
through the whiteout and using senses that even his rider wasn’t used to having at
the top of the broth of thoughts that was the ambient. Cloud was feeling <wind
on his hide> and getting a vague <mountain-shape> from it somehow, Cloud was
<smelling the wind,> and knowing <sky-side from rock-side> with a range of
discriminations the human brain might not even have categories for. Humans
being sky-fallen strangers to the world and horses being native to it, sometimes a
rider just had to take the little information he could get in his own peculiar way
of understanding and otherwise cast himself on his horse’s sense of direction and
his horse’ s four-footed stability.

Sink too deep into Cloud' s sending and he could look out of Cloud’s side-set
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eyes and see thettilt and pitch of his head and end up with two feet too few for the
catch of balance Cloud made in the gusts. Randy slipped and fell, or lost his
balance in Cloud’' s noisy sending, Danny didn’t know. He grabbed the kid' s coat
and got the kid on hisfeet again, travois and al, still letting the brothers do the
physical labor.

A nighthorse didn’t wear harness or carry cargo. Neither did arider. It was his
job to know where they were—and not to be distracted by atravois bumping
along and resisting. He had no possessions in the world but his guns, his
emergency supplies, the life-and-death stuff like waterproof matches, knife,
hatchet, pans, alittle food, cord, bandages, most of which made a very compact
tin-cased package, his last kit having proven unmanageable; and hell, no, he
didn’t trust his personal kit to their damn travois. Carlo had the shotgun and a
pistol— but the ammunition, which was heavy, Danny had most of, plus therrifle.

And when this morning the boys had wanted to pile everything including his kit
on thetravois, they’ d had sharp and angry words abouit it.

Oh, but they were pulling it anyway for Brionne, Carlo and Randy had protested.
And it was easier to pull their supplies on it than carry them on their backs. It
only made sense.

Listen to me, he'd said, and laid the law down as best he could.

They’d ignored his advice at |least as regarded their personal supplies. He' d heard
the maxim down in Shamesey, Don't ever get friendly with the convoy. Don’t
make friends of anybody you have to guide. And he knew why, now. He was
close to friendship with Carlo, as close as arider and a villager could come—and
having clearly and in front of both brothers gotten his orders from Guil and Tara,
he didn’t seem to have the credible authority to tell Carlo no. Carlo wason a
mission. Carlo was doing a Good Thing. That meant God was with them in
getting up this mountain and getting away from that stray horse that wanted his
Sister.

That was the villager mentality. God was with them and gravity didn’t count.

Maybe alot of things else didn’t count in Carlo’s head either. Damn sure some of
them didn’t add. Danny had a good ideawhat was driving Carlo, and it wasn’t
love for his sister.

Guilt, maybe. Atonement. There had been avillage called Tarmin at the bottom
of the road. It wasn’t there now. Every man, woman, child and sleeping baby in
that town had died the worst death imaginable on Carlo’ s sister’ s account.

That was the news they carried toward the villages above, and the girl
responsible for it all was the burden they’ d lugged up this road.

For what? Danny asked himself—and thought as he’ d thought more than once on
this trek upward that Tara Chang had been right in the first place: there was
nothing particularly sacred about athirteen-year-old life that wasn't equally
sacred about a person who'd proved himself a decent human being for twice that
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number of years.

And three human lives and a good horse were damn sure more valuable than a
self-willed girl with only a remote chance of recovering—but here they were, and
they tried, and they hung on.

The light had gone to that murky gray that heralded a thick spot in the clouds
directly overhead. Sleet scoured off the rubble surface of the road in the windy
zones and piled up in banks where the wind gave it up. Where it lay thick it
afforded traction—but yesterday’ s sun had created melt off a previous fall that
had already frozen. Worse—there’ d been high humidity this morning and the
temperature had fluctuated. They were dealing with patches of ice, and those
patches were growing more frequent on this stretch of the road.

Then—then by the pitch of a twenty-percent grade and a sudden shift in what
Cloud felt and smelled of the wind, he knew a picture he' d gotten from Tara, that
right-angled turn in the road that led around flat before it climbed—that point
where if they walked straight ahead and didn’t bend very abruptly to the right,
they’ d go over the rim and into white nowhere, straight down, no barriers, no
warning.

Truckers' hell, the sharp turn and the abrupt up or down grade that led to it. That
was where the truck had gone off that Guil and Tara meant to salvage. That was
where Guil’ s partner had lost her life—Tara had warned him of it, and, God, it
had to be. A lot of the landmarks Tara had imaged to him he couldn’t find with
the sleet coming down like this, but she’d dwelt heavily on this one image, and
the hell of it was—the thing that made him suddenly sick at his stomach—

He' d thought they’ d passed this essential landmark turn along time back.

So they weren’t as far up the mountain as he’ d thought they were. The whole
scale of the problem shifted on him. They weren’t making the time he' d thought.
And that affected—

Everything. Every estimate. Every hope.

Midway was hours behind them. If thiswas in fact the infamous turn—that
meant everything he’ d been sure he knew the position of was completely off.

And if his reckoning where they were on the mountain was off— he wasn't sure
of the elapsed time, either, and he couldn’t find the sun: it could have passed
behind the mountain into afternoon, for all he could tell. Light spread through the
storm with no distinction.

He caught <scared> from the boys, who' d surely picked up his distress. He
caught <white and cold.> A lot of that. He caught <cold nighthorse,> and
<white> and <cold, sore feet> from up ahead, where Cloud negotiated that
dreadful turn—and the damned travois, that had cost them so much time, bucked
and bumped over the uneven surface beside him.

Two hoursfor this damn trek in high summer.
Dammit, he didn’t know how he could be that far wrong—except if midway
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wasn't at all mid-way from first-stage—and, he recollected with a sinking
feeling, he' d learned already that the road crews put things not where they’d like
to have them but where they could put them. One set of expectations was skewed
by processes he hadn’t thought about, and other expectations could be, reason
told him in this thunderstruck moment, thrown off by the same logic. He'd
assumed by the name of midway—where he had no business to assume.

But panic didn’t serve anybody. They’d make the shelter. Just—maybe—not
before dark.

A little beyond that turn afold of the mountain came between them and the worst
gusts. Cloud stopped and turned his tail to the wind that did reach them, taking a
breather on his own schedule and at his opportunity, which Cloud did when his
needs exceeded the rests they took.

At such moments Danny and the Goss boys had generally stopped standing—~but
apileup of deet against the mountain afforded them a brake on the travois
tendency to skid downhill and afforded a chance for arest. Danny saw it, turned
his own back to the gale and stood there just breathing, with the wind battering
the back brim of his hat flat up against his head, and waited as a living signpost
in the haze until the two muffled figures overtook him with the travois.

Then he squatted down, and fell the last bit onto his rump, his knees beyond pain
and refusing such delicate adjustments. He got up into a crouch hislegs didn’t
want to hold, but did, as Carlo had sat down after much the same fashion—he'd
taken to heart the lesson about not sitting on the ground, but Randy just collapsed
helplessly downward and stayed.

Blacksmith’ s kids, both, and Carlo had the height and the arms Randy had yet to
grow to. Carlo shoved his brother, said ssmply, “ Squat,” and Randy managed to
get up off the ground and hold the position, with Carlos strong arm around him.

After that no one had the energy to talk, just sat huddled up against the wind, the
boys probably with the same sick headache, Danny thought, that increasingly
pounded behind his sinuses and behind his eyes and around his skull.

It was altitude causing that. He' d felt it alittle down at the cabin with the senior
riders, and Guil had warned him it could get debilitating—which he couldn’t
afford right now. Mouth was dry. They hadn’t eaten al day. He didn’t think he
could swallow the thawed food he carried; eating snow relieved the dryness but
chilled the bones, so he just took alittle mouthful, after which he shut his
eyes—partly to ease the headache and partly just to warm them from the wind.

But even with his eyes shut, he saw them all <sitting in snow> from Cloud's
senses, amoving sort of vision as Cloud came trudging back. <Tired horse, ice
lumps in histail, banging against his hocks.>

He had so much rather have nursed his headache and caught his breath
undisturbed, but he couldn’t let that annoyance go on. He bestirred himself to
check over Cloud' s feet for ice-cuts:. the threefold hooves had a soft spot high up
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between the juncture of the three bones, just behind the middle and largest toe. If
ahorsedidn’t feel abuildup of ice freezing on the scant hairs of the inside,
developed an ice lump and went on walking on it, so he’' d had from experienced
senior riders, the horse could go lame. He had to take off his glove and put a knee
on the snow, and take armfuls of wet, chilled horse-foot into his embrace, one
after the other, probing a bare finger into the crevice, finding no blood.

So he put his glove back on and broke the ice lumps out of Cloud'’ s tail—three
big sharp ones—by bashing them against his knee with his gloved fist and the hilt
of his boot-knife. The way the weather was going they’d form again off the melt
that Cloud’ s own body heat made, and dealing with Cloud was getting him damp,
when that was what he was most trying to avoid.

Cloud paid him when he was done with a warm rough tongue across the cheek
and awhuff of hot nighthorse breath in his face where his scarf had slipped.
<Cloud and Danny walking free, uphill,> swam across his vision like a view of
heaven. <Boys sitting under thick snow. Thicker and thicker snow.> Cloud
wanted him to get up and leave the boys. Cloud thought of <village. Ham
cooking.>

Cloud loved ham with all his omnivorous heart. It was so vivid he could taste it.

But so was Cloud’ s own case of altitude-generated dry mouth, and when Danny
took his glove off to fish for amorsel in the packet he had against hisribs, Cloud
couldn’t more than lick it into his mouth and work his jaws about trying to find a
<taste> that eluded him.

No words between Danny and his clients, nothing but breathing, atry at
massaging the legs, a thump of gloved hands at one' s boot-toes to be sure the feet
still picked up sensation. They stayed down so long as Cloud rested, hunkered
down in aknot sheltering Randy in Cloud’ s wind-shadow, warming the kid and
slowly warming up the backs and fronts of their legs.

Couldn’t do anything about the cold knees except the extra cloth they’ d wrapped
around—Tara had told them that trick: lots of air space and extrawoolen

padding. But Randy’ s wraps kept coming loose and gathering around his calves.
Danny tugged his up again, tugged at Randy’ s left one and Carlo fixed the right.

Then Cloud decided it was time to walk and they lost their windbreak.

“Kid can’'t do it anymore. ” Carlo’s voice was all but gone as they got up. “I need
help, Danny. ”

“You and me,” Danny said. Talking over the wind hurt his throat, and if neither
of them had understood during that moment of physical closeness that his
distance estimate was off, he didn’t want to tell them yet the trouble they werein.
Randy was light-boned and chilling faster than they were in the gale-force wind.
Carlo, sixteen, Danny reckoned as stronger than he was at a travel-hardened year
older—and maybe with the two of them really putting effort into it they could
make the cabin up there not too long after dark.
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So Carlo took the left-hand pole of the travois and Danny took the right one. The
spot where they’ d rested had had only a dlight incline, which tended to be true at
turns, for very sensible reasons for the truckers.

But the next stretch was a hellish stegp that began on the inside curve for a
downhill-bound truck, the kind of place where the builders had tended to do their
worst: thisturned out to be the worst grade yet, up to yet another wandering road
and into the teeth of an icy damp wind.

(* The mountain can surprise you. ” Tara Chang had even said it in words, plain
as she could make it. “Don’t commit to that road unless you' re sure you' ve got
several days running of clear weather. Ring around the greater moon means stay
put. If you don’t see cloud in the east—" (“ She means a weather system past us,”
Guil Stuart had interjected at that point. And Tara had said: “The troughs from
the west and over the mountains run about four days apart. ” And Guil: “But
sometimesthey lie, too. ”) “If you don’t see clouds in the east,” Tara had said
without looking at Guil, “and not too far east— don’t budge from that shelter. ”)

WEell, he' d seen no ring around the moon when they’ d |eft the first-stage shelter.
He' d seen clouds just past them in the east.

This morning when they’ d left—hell’ s bells, he hadn’t been able to see the moon,
in a sleet-storm that his other source of advice, Carlo and Randy, who had spent
their lives on the mountain, said could be the leading edge of areal blizzard
coming down.

He' d listened most to Taratelling him how to move when the choice was
move—and not enough, he realized now, to both Guil and Taratelling him he
should wait for aclear, established trough between major storms—that was what
Guil had meant, not any stupid counting. He' d known all hislife that there tended
to be afour-day gap between storms that reached Shamesey.

But down there you saw them coming. He' d not imagined that up here you didn’t
see the weather. They were amost on the continental divide—and the
conseguence of being on the east of the mountain ridge meant the weather came
up hidden by the mountain until it broke right over your head.

The direct consequence was that a storm which hadn’t even been a cloud-line on
the horizon yesterday morning at first-stage had set in hard during the night of
their stay at midway. They’d seen it first boiling above the distant peaks of the
central massif when, coming up from that first-stage shelter at dusk last night,
they’ d rounded that last curve. The midway shelter had been there in front of
them and, a fact with which he reproached himself now, he’ d never thought to
turn around and go back right then, when, yes, they weretired, and they’ d walked
al day; and, yes, there was a horse down below they didn’t want to deal
with—Dbut it might have been better than this.

L ast night the wind had howled about the midway cabin, literally shaking the
walls of a structure poised on the edge of nothing at all. Their fire had refused to
stay lit against the draft coming down the chimney. Hisinformation from Taraas
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well as Carlo and Randy said the road above midway and below was subject to
deep, impassable drifting once winter set in. After the small stack of wood ran
out in that barren, treeless steep the snow might block them from leaving, and
they could freeze to death in a cabin that even with the intermittent fire last night
had been colder than hell’ s attic.

Even knowing that he’ d not seriously thought of turning them around and leading
them back to first-stage—because he’ d been unwilling to face that damned stray
horse.

He' d had too much sympathy for it—since it was itself arefugee from the
Tarmin disaster, lost, bereaved, more desperate than they were. Riders had died
down on the lower reaches of the mountain, and horses had survived—meaning
hurt horses, horses missing riders—and the one haunting the vicinity of the first-
stage cabin when they’ d arrived hadn’t been too sane to start with, if it was the
horse he most feared—a good chance it was that horse, considering where it was
hanging out, where arider had died who was, no question, crazy.

And the chance of Brionne waking up when it was prowling around the outside
of their cabin—or worse, intercepting them on the trail—and having a crazy girl
and a crazy horse on his hands— along with Cloud, who'd fight it for their
protection—

He' d felt the darting, fragmented—thing—that was the rogue the night Tarmin
had gone down. He' d seen and felt her half-waking in the cabin with Guil and
Tara, and he had no desire whatever to deal with her awake and within reach of a
horse that could carry her thoughts outside herself. She’ d gone out cold after that
brief incident the night they’d joined Guil and Tara—and nobody, not even her
brothers, invited her to come to again. If it had been Tara who'd gone with the
Goss kids to the first-stage shelter, he suspected now that Brionne wouldn’t have
lived past midnight; for the horse, Tara might have had pity. But Tara had taken
him aside for a moment before he left and said, aloud and in private, that if
Brionne died, he should come back.

He' d been—not horrified, but at least disturbed, and knew right then he was
talking to arider forged in afire he’d no concept of.

But after a handful of nights at first-stage with that horse outside he' d begun to
weigh what one life was really worth relative to all the others. He didn’t at all
have the cold-heartedness to have shot her; he didn’t right now have the
conviction to see that travois take a plunge down the mountain; but he' d gotten
scared enough by now that the thought did come to his mind.

Sleet kept coming at them, falling from the sky, swept up off the road, blown
down on them—nhe didn’t know, but thunder above them suggested it wasn't all
blowing off the heights. The light was a gray and sickly color, and he didn’t like
to look to the left, because there wasn't any dimension to it. They reached a place
where the darkness of Cloud' stail streamed first sideways and up and around and
sideways again—and when they reached it in Cloud' s wake, wind literally blew
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him and Carlo alittle sideways on the icy surface.

He found traction in patches of snow. He began counting thirty, forty stepsin that
struggle against the wind. It was an effort to keep his knees pulling straight. His
scarf dlid down. He grabbed it and stuffed it into place as best he could.

Carlo jolted down to one knee. Wind straight off the backbone of the continent
had scoured the roadway here to bare, frozen, lumpy rubble, and there they were,
braced, not at a good angle, on what looked and felt like ice.

“Areyou al right?’ Randy’s thin shout came from behind, and Danny didn’t
want to look back for fear of losing the scarf, maybe his hat, which he had tied
down as hard as he could. Carlo carefully got back to both feet.

Treacherous ground, treacherous wind. “ Change hands!” Carlo yelled against the
blast, and if Carlo waslosing his grip on that side, Danny wasn’t going to
guestion it, no matter the difficulty of making that changeover here. He was
losing feeling in his own fingers. He began, as Carlo asked, to effect the change
of sides, reaching for the far pole, edging across on slick ground.

The travois bucked up under a gust, spun, half over, girl and supplies and all, and
tried to sail up and out of their hands as Carlo struggled to hold it.

“Look out!” Randy cried against the deafening buffet of the wind, and Carlo
desperately elbowed aside his brother’ s help with: “Dammit, get out of the way! |
can handleit!”

Randy bid fair to get himself, Brionne, and Carlo blown off the roadway. The kid
tried to grab the side pole, Carlo tried instead to kneel and bear the travois down
to the ground with his weight; in the crossed signals, thinking to the last instant
he was going to see the whole thing and both boys go spinning down the icy
incline toward the cliff edge, Danny kicked Randy’ s leg from under him and
yelled, “Sit on it, dammit!” in what voice he had |eft.

Randy flung himself atop Brionne and coincidentally the travois as he fell—as
Danny and Carlo both fought the travois flat with their weight across him, all
three of them atop.

It skidded.

Danny dug his boot-toesin and it kept going until histoe hit alump of icy rock
on the roadway.

He didn’t move for a minute after that, just panted a series of deep breaths
through the icy and soggy scarf, lying on Carlo, lying on Randy, lying on
Brionne.

Then, waiting his time between the blasts of wind and bracing first his other toe
and then the foot carefully on the surface, he got up, let Carlo up, and snarled
“Stay down,” at Randy.

And again, when Randy tried to get up, “I said stay down, dammit!”
Randy and his stubborn helpfulness was ballast. Carlo was real help. Danny took
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one pole, Carlo took the other, and with Randy’ s weight safely disposed on the
travois, they struggled upslope.

There' d stopped being sky and earth and thistime he couldn’t tell himself they'd
just walked into a gusty area. Thiswas the wind picking up and sleet coming
down so thick they breathed it.

There was one thing—one thing Tara hadn’t known: that there'd been a horse
loose that Brionne could have latched onto—and that fear of it would send them
out of the safety she' d planned and into a rush up the mountain. On his best
judgment.

Now look where he was.

What in hell were two senior riders expecting him to do with the job he' d been
handed?

Not what he was doing, damn sure.

“Lousy, lousy weather,” Guil Stuart said from the vantage of the cabin he shared
with Tara Chang and two nighthorses. His horse, Burn, and Tara's Flicker (two
names having nothing to do with each other, since Burn imaged himself asfire
and dark and Flicker’ s name was sunlight in rapid flashes) were out cavorting in
the storm, chasing some hapless creature they’ d roused out of hiding—hapless
since it had fallen afoul of nighthorses looking for fresh meat. Guil limped back
to stand at the fireside where Tara was mending the bullet hole in his coat and,
staring at the embers of a comfortable fire, he thought about a handful of kids

he' d rather have counseled stay put, maybe back at Tarmin rather than first-stage.

He and Tara had disagreed on that point. But the village down the road (or what
was left of it) might not have been much safer for the boys to hole up in than the
first-stage shelter.

Tarmin would have been readily accessible and closer to them, there was that.

But Tara might have been right to insist the kids move out of their vicinity
altogether. Cloud was a young male. With Burn possessive of Flicker and Cloud
in the mix—there was no telling. But the fact of winter and horsesin rut had been
only a part of the consideration: the other part was a girl who could trigger an
explosion out of all three of the horses, a girl Tarafor both considered and
unconsidered reasons didn’t want near her.

That was the part of the reasoning that weighed on his mind.

It was remotely possible that the kids hadn’t gone on to first-stage, that they’d
trekked on down toward Shamesey before the snows came and were down by
now and making their way across the flatlands.

And that, in cold clear consideration, scared hell out of him.

Taradidn’'t need Flicker’s attention to know, not what he was thinking, but the
subject he was thinking about. She frowned at him and glanced up. The next
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stitch pushed too hard and sent the needle through into her finger. She sucked the
wound, scowling.

But she didn’t ask and he didn’t say anything—or intend to dwell on it in range
of the horses. He wasn't usually one for recriminations. A decision was a
decision was a decision, as they said down south, which was his usual range.

He didn’t know as much as he wished he knew about Tara Chang or her
mountain. But that was the way of winters. Y ou ended up in some small cabin or
in some encampment, pinned down and pent in for the season with whatever
other rider, sane or not, known or not, was in the vicinity, and on many points of
his present situation he couldn’t complain, especially considering that otherwise
he’' d have been flat on his back, wounded, and aone.

Instead he was recovering tolerably quickly, situated with plenty of supplieson
the forested bottom road of Tarmin Climb, with someone willing to cut firewood
and shovel the door clear till he mended enough to take his turn. He' d be here, he
supposed, and fairly content, till water ran downhill again.

He could have had the kids for help. That was true. But instead of that, he was
holed up with awoman who’ d been agood fill-in partner to himin abad
situation, awoman who'd saved his life, as happened, and the only actual fault
he' d seen in her was an ironclad notion of what was sensible and what

wasn’ t—well, that and a slight unwillingness to change her mind.

“If they stayed in that first shelter on the Climb,” Tara said out of long silence,
“they’refine.”

“1 hope they did. ” He didn’'t say that Danny Fisher was alowland kid from the
biggest town in the world, and that the things Danny Fisher didn’t know not only
about this mountain, but about any mountain at all, were frightening. Tara's
instruction to the kids, her giving them a map of the way up, had been sensible.
Charitable. Responsible.

And the foresight of riders who' d hel ped make the roads up here had provided
ample sheltersfor riders, summer and winter. If you didn’t use them for aslong
as they were designed for, and didn’t use caution in leaving them, you had
yourself to blame, no one else.

Problem was—they were kids. And kids didn’t notoriously do well with waiting
things out.

But stupidity wouldn’t have carried Fisher as far as he’ d gotten, and he trusted
the kid' s resourcefulness and common sense—as far as the kid' s knowledge
went.

That was a warm snow going on.

He decided he would sit down. With a hand on the fireplace stones he flexed his
knees gingerly and did that.

The horses had just caught their prey. They’ d begun a game of tag that had
everything of humor and blood and wicked behavior about it, but that was Burn
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for you. Burn was from the borders of inhabited land. So was he. Flicker would
have killed their supper. Burn played games with it.

In that, they were different. He found he had a soft heart for some things. He
didn’t admit to it, exactly, but Flicker’ s rider was afar harsher judge of humans
and horses. Tarawould have shot the girl—in the heat of the moment, granted,
and Tarahadn’t in fact shot her. But she nearly had. And the day she'd pitched
those kids out the door with a map of the higher road he' d been putting up a
pretense of sanity right up to their leaving. Now he couldn’t entirely reconstruct
what had happened or what he' d urged them to do.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Tara said.

They were deaf to the ambient—or at least their share of it. They might be
hearing the horses, but the horses weren’t paying any attention at all to them.
Which meant two humans trying to figure each other out just went by guesswork.

“Thinking Burn’s ason of a bitch. ”

“Bushdevil.” That was Tara s guess about the prey. It might be that. It was small
and dark and fast in the snowy brush, and it dug fast, but a horse' s tri-hooved feet
dug fast, too. Even match.

There was alittle silence.

“They’ll have dug in,” Tarasaid. “The kids will.”
“Probably,” he said. “The kid' s resourceful. ”
Tarahad bloodied her finger. Third time.

He reached out and stopped further carnage.
“Give yourself abreak. Easy. ”

“Dammit,” she said.

Hereally didn't do well at argument. He carried the hand to his mouth and
nipped the finger himself.

“Ow!”

When maybe she' d expected tender sympathy. No luck. She jerked to get loose.
Didn’'t work. His hand was stronger.

“I"ve got the needle,” she said, and held it up.

And stuck it away in the mending and rose onto her knees and gently against him
as he tugged her other hand.

They’d been lovers.

They might be again, testing the extent of his healing, —except Flicker caught
the bushdevil and there was the distinct taste of blood in their mouths.

Burn caught the prize then and threw it with atoss of his head.
“Ugh,” Tarasaid.

file:///G|/rah/Cherryh,%20CJ-%20Finesterre%2002%20-%20Cloud's%20Rider%203S(v1,html).html (17 of 299) [1/31/2004 7:24:14 PM]



Cloud's Rider - CJ Cherryh - Finesterre 02

Horse mood was contagious. Outrageous play was one thing. Carnivorous
mischief was a difficult but not impossible background for lovemaking.

Next thing, the two would want to be let in from the storm.

It seemed to Carlo Goss that it had taken more than an hour for them just to make
the next switchback on the road, walking mostly onice. He couldn’t always
figure out whether they were turning or going straight—he couldn’t see Cloud
right now—couldn’t see a black nighthorse, the whiteout was so total in the patch
of roadway they were climbing. He couldn’t see Danny next to him or even the
ground under his own feet until the gray shadow of a crag on their left side hove
up between them and the wind.

Then he could make out Cloud’ s rump, snow-spattered shadow horse, tail
sprinkled with honest snowflakes, materializing slowly in front of themin a
world otherwise white. He could feel Cloud all along. But except for Danny on
the other pole of the travois and Randy atop it, and the ends bumping heavily
along the roadway, he couldn’t have sworn where the ground was.

“Get off,” he said to his brother, then, because the wind wouldn’t catch the
travois during the transaction here and his knees were growing rubbery with
fighting both the slope and the constant slippage.

Randy slowly took hisweight off the rig, so the load was lighter by him, at least.
“Breath,” Carlo requested, then.
“Minute,” Danny said.

The grade was too steep to do other than stand, but he needed the rest. His legs
were shaking under him, and he tried to ease the strain on them as they stopped
and stood on an icy steep where if they once entirely let go of the travois where it
was, it and his sister would toboggan down a giddy stretch of rubble and ice and
soar high and wide on the winds before it fell.

But in al thistrek Brionne had never waked.

Never would wake, in his guilt-ridden thoughts and guiltier hope. His sister had
been arider for a brief number of days—she' d been arider on a horse the whole
district and clear down to Shamesey had known had to die—the horse Guil Stuart
and others had come up here to get before it took a village out.

They hadn’t been intime.

His sister had ridden a rogue horse home; she' d gotten it through the gates that
defended Tarmin from the Wild. And in the confusion of that horse’s maddened
sending, sane villagers had opened doors, rushed to the aid of stricken children,
dying neighbors— abandoning their only defenses in the process. In the
confusion and the threat the rogue sent into the ambient, the best and the bravest
impulses that humans owned had sent neighbors running, blinded by things they
thought they saw and cries they already heard—running, some in panic, some to
save others—while a swarm of vermin, coming through those opened gates and
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those doors no one had the sanity left to shut, gnawed them down to bone. The
swarm had made the whole village prey; the virtuous, and the fools, and the
innocent. Brionne had ridden through it, immune to the swarm, on the deadliest
killer of all—wanting them, wanting revenge, wanting—God knew what—

And after the carnage, after the horse was gone, his sister had just started slipping
away, not eating, not speaking, eventually not reacting to the world at all. For a
few days down at first-stage, they’ d been able to make her drink—»but last night
at midway she hadn’t even done that for them. The horses down below wouldn’t
tolerate her. Cloud wouldn’t. They imaged <rogue> whenever they had to deal
with her, and it was nothing—nothing—a sane mind wanted to feel again.

Right now his sister didn’t move, didn’t think, didn’t know and probably
wouldn’t care if she went off that edge. Not only would she not drink since last
night, she wouldn’t blink this morning to save her eyes from the cold. That was
how fast she was sinking. They’d tied a bandage around her face to keep her eyes
from freezing— Danny’ s idea—and a scarf around that, and then folded the skins
around her with the fur side in. He could sense Danny and Randy through

Cloud' s sendings plain as plain, constant and alive—but his sister wasn't there.
Just wasn't there.

And he didn’t know whether he even grieved for her.
He wanted to. But maybe that was only to prove he could, after so much death.
He wanted to get her safely to Evergreen.

But he most of all wanted to get her to the doctor in Evergreen, so that if there
was a scrap of ahuman mind left in her that could be suffering, he' d have
brought her to die in a civilized and comprehensible environment, not in some
bare-boards cabin on ground too frozen to bury her—where—he didn’t want to
think about it— the scavengers would leave of her... nothing more than was | eft
in Tarmin now.

Beyond getting her to the doctor, he didn’t know. God forgive him, he wished
every night since they’ d gotten her back that she’'d just drift peacefully deeper
and not wake up the next morning. Even unconscious, she’d driven them out of
every refuge they had—and when that lost horse had shown up down at first-
stage, the last place where they could have been safe, he' d known it was his sister
it had come for.

He hated her—and he couldn’t et her go. There was the whole story in those two
facts. Danny was probably asking himself how he'd ever gotten them for his
responsibility. This morning Danny had been uncertain about setting out, and

he’' d argued with him—

He didn’'t remember all that he’'d said, but he' d bent every argument to get them
on their way before that horse found them, —the way he’ d wanted them to get
out of first-stage, because that horse haunting the fringes of the woods down
there had come up near the cabin walls that last night, calling and calling for a
hapless, foolish girl who'd, please God, passed beyond answering it or any horse.
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Because what in hell did they do if Brionne came to and they were in that little
cabin with a horse who—Danny tried to keep the lid on that feeling, but he
knew—might kill her and maybe him and Randy in spite of everything they
could do to stop it? He couldn’t blame Cloud for protecting hisrider. And he
didn’t want Brionne to wake and answer that lost horse down there, either. He'd
felt her stirring, down at first-stage, that last night.

And, God, he didn’t want her near a horse.

He knew, too, he shouldn’t be thinking about it. He tried to stop. He'd learned
from Danny how to listen to Cloud and see not just flashes of damning illusion
but clear picturesin his head.

The preacher down in Tarmin had always said if you listened to the Wild you'd
be attracted to thoughts of sex and blood that came and went for no reason. And
he' d felt them—>but he wasn't even sure what the preacher feared: he couldn’t
have explained to anyone how noisy the world was when he was around
Cloud—and how scarily quiet it was, even in the howling wind, when Cloud was
out of range. He' d gotten to depend on that presence for safety—and it wasn't
just hearing some ravening Beast, as the preachers called it— it was hearing
everything, it was an intensity of smells he didn’t smell, colors he didn’t
see—most of all a sense of whereness that he couldn’t explain in words, a jumble
at first that made you think you were off balance alt the time, but that
just—slowly turned into a sense of where things were and how far everybody
was from each other and who they were and how they felt—that in this place was
an assurance you were still on the mountain and not walking off it.

That was the sense you could really get hooked on, and the preachers didn’t
know that one—or maybe they did and weren't telling you that because it was
just too attractive, the way Brionne had gone off into it and gotten herself into a
place she couldn’ t— maybe didn’t want to—get out of.

That was the other side of it—you were bound to a creature that wasn’'t human.
And if it should die—

The world began to flatten out: Cloud had begun to pull out of range, growing
more vague as the snow came between them. He knew then he’ d been thinking
very dangerous, scary things.

“Pull, dammit,” came from out of the fog beside him.

He pulled harder, and as they came closer to Cloud the world re-expanded. That
was the way it seemed.

At the same moment came a sudden shove in what Danny called the ambient, a
flash of <water flowing over stones> and an awareness of <Danny beside him.>

Danny wanted him quiet. Danny didn’t want him interfering with his horse.
Danny was <upset.>

Foot skidded. Body reacted. Heart caught up late. He was too tired, too out of
breath. He' d never walked this far in hislife, never imagined what it did to feet
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and legs to walk up incline after incline with no letup.

The wind came at them from the side in a sudden gust. They couldn’t see Cloud,
but Cloud was still there, still aware of them—

Two hours on a good day, Danny had said. He couldn’t be that wrong.

Chapter 2

<N >

Storm brought early twilight to a cabin that, on the east slope of atall mountain,
lost the sun in mid-afternoon, and it meant peaceful horses now that they’d run
themselves silly in the gale—now that, moreover, they’ d eaten something
humans found entirely noxious, that |eft a faint aroma about them of bushdevil
musk as they were let in for shelter.

It didn’t stop two horses from starting alittle neck-nipping and tail-lifting in the
middle of their two-footed partners supper in avery small cabin. Then there
were the throaty rumbles and the explosive snorts that presaged |ovemaking,
which had its effect on two humans trying to concentrate on griddle-cakes and
hash, an early supper and an early bedtime, by their intentions.

Guil hadn’t been in the mood for the last several days—a hole in the side tending
to discourage a man. Tara had suffered the love-making in the ambient in lonely
resolution and was not resigned to do so tonight; he caught that impression quite
clearly through the taste of hash, the smell of dead bushdevil and the musk two
amorous nighthorses generated on their own. She had set her mind on making an
advance just real soon now—Iimited to milder activity, it might be.
Acknowledging he was doing well to be on his feet.

He was going to finish the hash. His horse could wait. Her horse could wait. Tara
could wait. He'd all night.

Taramade valiant attempts to slow down with supper.

But the horses didn’'t wait, and he didn’t taste the last of the hash. Neither, he
thought, did she.

One thing about horses, once didn’t satisfy them. They saved it most of the year
for this season, though they’ d not reject alittle offseason recreation. But in
winter, given time and opportunity and a couple of humans to care for their
essential survival, they had only one thing to do besides eat and sleep. It was the
force that bound herds together for the winter. It was the socia impulse that
shuffled the deck for pairings, that ended by spring in pregnant mares and
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smaller, saner groups, four or five, that hung together for the season.

And by the time two humans had wended their way through essential and polite
human processes—Burn and Flicker were through the first round and far from
finished for the evening.

Long winter nights. Long season.

Tara, fortunately, was taking the same precautions the mares did in bad seasons.
He didn’'t know if she had the first time they’ d made love: he hoped so. But
bitterweed was something the shelters kept, right along with the tea, the salt, and
the flour. Horses wouldn’t touch it until there was nothing else left to eat: it
prevented foals in years when there wasn't forage and it kept riders from getting
pregnant—maybe from siring as well: he’ d heard it speculated on but never
proved.

He' d drunk the damn tea, too, though, out of basic courtesy, because it tasted
really bad, sugar didn’t half cureit, and he didn’t think anybody should have to
suffer it alone.

Fact was, he liked this woman. He hadn’t said too much yet and some things the
horses didn’t carry in quite the human way or the human sense: nuances of
emotion were real chancy. But he felt safe with her, felt as though if things went
wrong he'd have solid, clear-thinking backup, and that on good daysit’ d be good
just to know she existed in the world.

Wished she' d felt differently about the kids, that was the only thing. He was
really, redlly disturbed about that, and hadn’t, in the dose of painkiller Tara had
shoved down him, had his wits thoroughly about him when she' d taken awide
decision in the matter of their own welfare for the winter. Taradidn’t hesitate on
athreat. Just didn’t. She' d been a Darwin rider before she'd cometo Tarmin, a
hell of alot rougher life than this mountain had been, and there were alot of
shadow-spots like that with her.

There would be for her with him—he knew he had alot. His partner wouldn’t
have died if he’ d had the capacity to follow blindly where she’' d wanted him to
be.

When the horses carried sex in the ambient, winter-long, thinking stopped in a
rider shelter. Partnership and springtime partings were where thinking took up
again—and as recent as Aby’s death was, and as recent as her partners’ deaths
were, he thought it possible he'd ride with Tara at least for the summer to come.

Soft lips ran down his neck, gentle hands down his back.

—If there weren't the question about the kids.

—If she weren’t so hard-minded.

Hands stopped. The mood crashed.

“Thegirl’sakiller,” Tarasaid.

That was true. The girl was responsible for everything that had happened at
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Tarmin—for Tara s partners gnawed down to bone, still alive. That last was
Tara simage, not his, because Tara didn’'t buckle and she didn’t give the kid any
slack, not for the loss or the memory of it. She was damn tough.

And maybe, having lost a partner himself, he needed Tata's unforgiving mind the
way he needed the winter cold to come between him and what he’'d |ost.

She came around him, wrapped him tight, held him close.

Said, into his ear, “The mountain doesn’t forgive, Guil, and | don’t. | wasn’'t
made that way. ” Lips brushed his, gentle and kind, belying the words that passed
them. “I told Danny everything— chance to go up, chance to go down—adviceto
stay. But they won't let her die. And she should have. She should have, Guil. I'm
not talking about justice. ”

The girl was still adanger, in Tara' s mind. It was possible in his experience that
the girl would pull out of it—but it was equally possible she wouldn’t, and worse,
that she’d go on living and that she’ d be a problem around horses that might get
worse instead of better. Tara could be entirely right.

But if they just got through the winter they could ship the girl down to
Anveney—if they had to, with the first truck convoy that came up here—where
there weren’t horses, where there wasn’t anything alive, including grass, for that
matter. It was hell on earth for arider. But there the girl couldn’t affect anything.
There she’ d have no power. No meansto draw another horse to its death.

He thought when the storm passed and it looked like a good day he'd ride up the
road as far as the first-stage shelter and see if the kids were there, as he hoped to
God they’ d stayed put. The weather certainly hadn’t invited them moving on.

But, God, if they had decided to move, he hoped they’ d taken straight out. M ost
of al he hoped that they weren't up at midway when this hit.

She punched him gently with her fist.

“Dammit, Guil.” She propped herself on one elbow in the furs. Her shirt was
open. The firelight glowed on her skin. “Told him every damn thing | could,
Guil. | swear to you. —Better than anybody ever did for me! Don't look at me
like that. ”

“Somebody,” he said, tracing the line down the middle of her chest with agentle
finger, “should have done better for you. ”

She stared at him. Stared asif she were really mad.

But the surface of her eyes glistened in the firelight. “My partnersin Tarmin did
everything they needed to do for me. | don’t need people to do things for me. ”

“1 know you don’t,” he said.

“All right, I’'ll ride up and check on the next shelter. I’ll do it. I'll go tonight!”
“When the weather clears,” he said, “we’ll go. ”

“l don’t need you to go. It was my doing. I'll handleit. ”
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“When the weather clears,” he said. If Tarasaid athing she meant it. Tarmin’s
fall had done some brutal things to Tara Chang. Stripped away the veneer of
camp life and cast her back to thoughts of her own growing up, in dealing with
those kids. She hadn’t admitted that to him.

But Darwin was alot in her thoughts tonight when she thought about Tarmin or
the kids.

A hard life. Growing up aone in aworld of miners and loggers with no advice,
no oneto trust.

He' d been luckier. He' d had a partner from very, very young.
Then lost her. And almost lost himself.

Tarahad pulled him back from that. But it was off the edge of one cliff and
facing Tara s own drop into darkness. She was maybe a couple of years younger
than Aby or than he was—but she was harder than Aby, she was colder. She both
anchored him from a slide he could have taken and bid fair to take him down
another of her own.

But he wasn’t going to become Tara Chang. He wasn’'t going to shove Aby into
the past and take on the hardened self-sufficiency that was Tara s answer to loss.
He' d rather bleed. And she was scared to. That was what it came down to.

He drew her close, into hisarms. He made love to her, personally, carefully, not
the hard fast way that was Tara' s own urging. She was going to feel before he
was done, and she could do what she liked about it |ater, but he wouldn’'t be
ignorable, he wouldn’t be someone whose name she' d forget if she rode away.
Fact was, he wouldn’t forget hers, and he felt for her, and it seemed only fair.

And whether she thought so or not he was going up there to the first-stage shelter
to find those kids. He' d been flat on his back on painkiller and too damned
compliant when vital decisions were being made on his behalf, and her patched-
together notion of going up there now to check was only to satisfy him, and
protect him from the situation she’ d protected him from knowing about when it
was in the cabin with them.

That was the impression he got—though he could be wrong about her intentions.
He' d see about that, too.

His own way of grieving hadn’t been quiet or safe. He' d inspired a man to shoot
him. Hers seemed to be ignoring the loss of her partners except for a burst of
occasional anger. Seemed. That was the word.

And he didn’t think so: having just been through what she was going through he
didn’'t believeit. It wasn’t easy to love him—and God knew Aby’ d been patient
of hisfaults. It might not be real damn easy to get through the barriers Tara
Chang threw up.

As now he felt the panic under him. He felt the sensations she was feeling the
way she felt his—and most of all she wanted haste and satisfaction he wasn't
going to give her that fast or that cheaply. Not between the blankets. Not in
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letting her seal that shell around herself for the rest of her life.

Liar, he said to her in hismind. And she bucked and screamed and hit him hard
with her fist, forgetting he was the wounded one. She was instantly sorry and
didn’t object to what he was doing, just— wanted him to hurry; but he didn’t
give her up.

He wasn't her partner. But you knew arider by certain things. he knew the
woman that had taken care of that mare of hers when her own hands were hurting
so badly from the cold she'd had tearsin her eyes. How she’ d interrupted
grieving over her own hurtsto stand in as his partner when many men of good
sense would have hung back or turned and run.

And by everything he’' d learned about Tara Chang, he wasn’'t going to give her
up until she could tell him—in words, at which riders including himself didn’t
generally excel—that she’d made up her mind to be as shut down as arock
forever.

“Damn you!” she said, for what he was doing, not what he was thinking.
Afterward she lay and shivered, and in her mind still was the firelight. And him.
Then her lost partner. And him again.

She had her hand on his arm, and could have pulled away, and didn’t. Just lay
there, as he did, the two of them in the firelight. His horse, Burn, helpfully came
over and sniffed them over, approving.

That told him something, too. Burn didn’t like everyone.

There was probably a glorious view from the turn next and higher, as the wind
shifted into their faces again: all the peaks of the great Firgeberg Range were
probably right there behind that veil of white, but al they met was wind that
scoured what it hit. If they plummeted straight off the edge in their next snow-
blinded stepsiit still wouldn't give them aview—they’d just fall and fall, Danny
said to himself, in white no different from the snow that veiled the road.

From a high Shamesey window he’ d dreamed boyish dreams of the far crest of
the world. From the safety of Shamesey walls he' d seen Rogers Peak send out its
winter banner of white and thought it the greatest beauty in the mountains—his
mountain, his horizon against the evening sky.

Well, thiswas it. He was here. Best view he might ever have. And snow and the
fading of daylight were all the view he had.

One foot in front of the other—hand was numb, arm was numb, and Cloud was
getting too far ahead of them, moving into blowing sleet that didn’t let up, up an
increasingly sleet-gray road. Randy, walking near him, was dropping behind;
Danny realized that in a distracted moment and turned his head, blinded by his
scarf, to urge Randy to catch up.

“Comeon,” heyelled. “Keep with us. ” He saw their strength giving out, finally,
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to pull that travois. They’d dumped all the non-essential supplies. Held on to the
shotgun and most of the food. Couple of blankets. And Brionne. Randy had to
carry himself—but he looked to be losing his battle against the wind.

Randy might have answered his hail just now. Danny couldn’t entirely hear. His
ears were aching to match the duller ache racketing around the walls of his skull.
But Randy didn’t overtake them until Carlo stopped and beckoned and cursed
and refused to go on until Randy trudged past them again.

On that steeper grade, Randy struggled to keep walking. Feet skidded on snow-
packed rubble as often as they gained upward. More than once the kid slipped to
his knees and got back up in what had become an exercise of raw, desperate
courage. Danny’ s hand that held the | eft-side travois pole was going numb even
through the gloves, and his running argument with Cloud about <bacon> and
<cabin in the woods above> had degenerated to alitany of callson God as his
feet dlipped and his heart jumped—supposing the preachers' Beast-hating God
had a little concern to spare for a stranded and hellbound rider.

Carlo had hisfeet go out from under him, wrenched the travois down and almost
took Danny off hisfeet, and that was the way it went: slow going for along, long
distance as rubble fill bridged arift in the mountain flank. Wind blew the ends of
Cloud' stail straight sideways below the point where muscle and bone had it
tucked tight into Cloud’ s rump.

Then tail and horse alike faded into white ahead of them. Randy was
momentarily agray, ghostly figure and then gone, too.

It was like walking into awall. |ce particles stung exposed skin. They couldn’t
see, and what Cloud sent made Danny sure Cloud couldn’t, either. By the end of
the next switchback and the change of the wind from their flank to their backs
Danny couldn’t feel his grip on the travois pole at al. His chest hurt, his head
hurt, his lungs hurt, and the constant slipping and the scares it set into him didn’t
help hislabored breathing or his pounding, front-of-the-skull headache.

Carlo was bearing up somehow, but Randy—

Randy by now was walking on instinct, not mentally there, Danny was
increasingly afraid. He watched Randy, who' d stopped when they had, wander
off to the left and to the right again, averaging their course, but not holding a
steady line. The thoughts that surfaced from the boy were increasingly erratic,
things about home and <Tarmin> and going somewhere Danny couldn’t figure.

Cloud was struggling with the increasingly frequent idea of < shelter and shops>
coming from the kid. <Cattle tails,> was Cloud’s opinion of villagers walking
this road—<cattle tails> describing the feature Cloud most despised on the
creature Cloud most despised on the planet, adding <cattle dung> and <cattle rear
ends> for villagers who confused his navigation.

Foot dlipped. Randy went momentarily to all fours and got up again, amid <fear>
from Carlo, who surely knew the score. They couldn’t, Danny thought, afford
another test in this gale with Randy already chilled—couldn’t just pile him on the
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travoisin the open, either, if he was chilling. He kept looking for atall rock, a

snowbank, any place where he and Carlo could shelter Randy and stabilize the
travois for long enough to pack Randy in the furs with his sister—if she wasn’t
frozen.

Randy lagged back by them. Danny turned his head and in the fuzzy side vision
his frozen lashes and the edge of his scarf afforded him realized the boy was no
longer trudging beside him and Carlo. He looked back, fighting the scarf and the
wind for vision. Randy was standing still, slowly disappearing into aveil of
white.

“Randy!” Carlo yelled back at him. Carlo’ s voice was mostly gone, too, but he
yelled: “Randy, come on! Keep up, dammit, you lily-livered stupid kid!”

It wasn't exactly the encouragement Danny would have offered, but he guessed
Carlo knew his brother, because Randy started walking, and as they went at a
slower pace, caught up, <angry> and <wanting to hit Carlo.> Carlo shoved at
him one-handed as he passed, cursed him and made him madder.

Couldn’'t have the kid quit. They were—he' d tried to reestablish atime-
sense—maybe an hour from the shelter and the end of thisroad. It was getting
toward dark.

Get the kid to alevel spot, pack him on—he and Carlo could pull that weight.

Couldn’'t be that much longer. The shelter was supposed to be right at the crest, a
broad truck pull-out, so that trucks in convoy from the High Loop could park and
the drivers could sleep in them before or after that notorious steep. Villagers
appreciative of the means by which their goods had moved provided soft bunks,
even heated showersin the summer, Tara had said so. Tara had promised
them—nhe could see the image she’ d cast him.

<Hot water. Hot meals. A shelter still within the treeline> and away from this
rocky face, which meant firewood available if they had to wait out a succession
of storms.

He had no feeling in hisleft hand. With his free right, he gave a furious wipe
across his eyesto free his eyelashes of the accumulating ice—and in that moment
Randy slipped on arunoff trace of ice and shot past him downhill.

He dropped and grabbed the kid, and Randy’ s weight spun him, the travois, and
Carlo all to the left and onto the ice. Carlo—he thought it was Carlo—by a
miracle or a dug-in boot-toe held onto the other pole of the travois, flat on the ice,
and didn’t let them skid more than a body length further.

Danny lay still with a gloved fistful of Randy’ s dleeve and a second precarious
grip on the side of the travois. For all he knew the rig might be only balanced on
one pivot, ready to slide again if he moved.

He really hadn’t been scared in the instant he' d grabbed Randy. Now a shudder
went through him that passed to quaking shivers, a blinding acuteness of
headache, and an inability to get his breath.
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He couldn’t let himself panic. Couldn’t. He' d saved Randy. His eyelashes had
mostly frozen shut and he couldn’t judge where they were on the road or how
close to the edge or how steep it was below them.

“Just stay put,” he said to Randy, who was starting to struggle. “ Catch your
breath. Don’t move, dammit. ”

Cloud would realize their predicament. Cloud would give him vision if he
waited. It wasn't just iced rubble where Randy’ s momentum had carried them. It
was dlick as glass. And Cloud was coming back now, worried, picking hisway,
fearfully imaging <dangerously slick ice, Danny in danger.>

<Cloud stopping,> he sent back, frightened for Cloud’ s safety more than their
own at the instant; he could see <Danny and boys and travois> through Cloud’ s

eyes, but that warning wasn't going to stop Cloud long from arash approach if
they didn’t move immediately to get out of their predicament.

“What's holding us?’ he asked Carlo, and Carlo managed to say,

“My foot. On the snow. On our right. ”

“Can you pull us?’

“No! You'll dlide!”

His brain had started working. He had both hands occupied at the moment—but
at very worst he had a knife in hisright boot, if he could grab it and use it fast
enough to hold on the ice; but he didn’t want to do that if he had an alternative.

He worked and found alittle, little toehold for leverage. “Randy. Y ou take hold
of my arm. Y ou crawl over me. Onto the travois. Over to Carlo. ”

“Can't. ” He could hardly understand the kid. “Can’t. ”

“Cam down. Grab my arm. Then the rifle—the strap’ s solid around me. Just
crawl right over my back. ”

The kid moved. Grabbed his arm—qgrabbed the rifle barrel and Danny pressed his
face against the ice and hung on as the kid clambered over him. Everything
shifted, slid sideways—the travois turned slowly in the shift of weight and by
God knew what effort of Carlo’s arms, angled him slowly toward the snowbank.

Danny got afoot onto it and let Carlo drag him and Randy both to the snow,
where he could get a knee under him and get up, and they could walk.

Carlo had saved them, saved the damn travois and his sister—and he trudged
uphill with Carlo, pulling the travois with Brionne and Randy to the snowy spot
where Cloud waited for them.

“Up. " Carlo hauled Randy up by one arm then and let him go. “Walk on the
snow. Hear?”

Randy tried, but the scare and the cold of the ice had taken all the shaky strength
Randy had |eft. The kid was exhausted, trying to walk, but staggering left and
right, knees shaking under him. Danny got a dizzy feeling and felt pain he
thought was Randy’s.
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“We'reinreal trouble,” Carlo gasped. “Aren’'t we?’
“Shelter’ s going to be soon,” Danny said. “It’s got to be. ”

“Maybeitisn’t, you know?’ There was awobblein Carlo’svoice. “Maybe we
got off the track somewhere. ”

“Thereisn’'t anywhere we can get off. They cut the road out of the mountain, they
shore it up with logs—there aren’t any side roads. ”

“You’ve never been up here!”
“I've seen it, trust me that I've seenit. ”
“l saw what you saw!”

“Don’t takeit for granted. ” A senior rider had said it to him once, when he was a
week with his horse, and he hadn’t believed it then, but he fell back on it now as
the only authority he had. “Y ou don't pick up the details | do. Taratold me plain
enough what theroad is. ”

“Maybe we ought to make a camp. We could find a place in the rocks—we' re not
going to get snowed under in a blow like this. ”

“There’ s no place to camp!” He didn’t mean to attack. But he didn’t have breath
to argue, and if Carlo wanted to quibble and object to the only advice he had they
wereinreal trouble. “ Shelter's coming. Be patient. ”

“Y ou’ ve been saying that!”

What came through Cloud wasn’'t confidence. It was spooky-feeling, bite and
kick.>

<Blood on the snow> he heard then.

“Oh, my God,” Carlo said.

“Easy,” Danny said.

“It' s behind us! It’sthat horse again!”

“Cam down. It could be the kid. Could be he' s dreaming. ”

“It" s not coming from him! It’s followed us up here! It's still behind us!” Carlo
pointed back the way they’ d come with an accuracy his own direction-sense
echoed plain as plain. More, Cloud felt it, <wanting fight.>

“No!” Danny let go the travois pole without warning to shove against Cloud’'s
chest and sent a strong <quiet water.>

<Blood. Rifle crack ringing off the mountainside. Pain. And shock.>

“You said,” Carloinsisted in rising panic, asif he hadn’'t heard. “You said it
wouldn’t come up here—"

He' d thought so. And as strongly as it had come—the <blood on snow> image
vanished on them.

“It just wants help. ” Randy was weaving in his tracks. “Maybe it could help us.

file:///G|/rah/Cherryh,%20CJ-%20Finesterre%2002%20-%20Cloud's%20Rider%203S(v1,html).html (29 of 299) [1/31/2004 7:24:14 PM]



Cloud's Rider - CJ Cherryh - Finesterre 02

“No,” he said, more strongly than he intended. “Toss the rest of the supplies.
Everything but the shotgun and the shells and the food we're carrying. Food
packets might stall it off. —Randy, you get on the travois. ”

“No,” Randy said, but Carlo was already jerking at the ties on the supplies.

Chapter 3

< N>

The shutters banged and rattled and the flashing on the stovepipe on the barracks
roof sang with arising and faling note. All of Evergreen village was on the other
side of the rider camp wall, and neither Ridley nor either of histwo barracks
mates, namely his wife and his daughter, could completely ignore that fact even
in the quiet of the minds over there, a hundred metersisolated from the horses.

They lived at the very top of the world—well, at least halfway up Rogers Peak, a
very respectable mountain in itself, outlier to the towering Firgeberg. And at this
top of the place they called home, the horses were in their warm den, the fire was
crackling in the fireplace, and Ridley had his feet up, soles to the heat, doing a
piece of leather stitching, and didn’t plan to budge out of the barracks tomorrow
and maybe the day after that except to see to the horses.

They could be the only three people on the planet when the wind settled in to
blow like this. And he didn’t mind. Summer was full of hard work. Fall was long
hunts and a last-minute flurry of activity stocking the winter shelters. It had been
a hard autumn this year, a spooky, chancy autumn coming down to bad dreams
and cold sweats in the night for no damned reason the last couple of weeks.
Personally he was glad to see the advent of a good, hard, beginning-of-season
storm.

Now it was well-earned rest. Predators and prey alike spent more timein their
burrows. Some dug deep as the hunger grew and went to sleep, to wake again
when the world was new with spring growth and the old year was gone. Autumn
was a blood-time, a death-time, hunters' season, two-footed and otherwise.
Autumn was for killing. Winter was for ease and arider’ s own concerns. And for
love. There was that, too, passionate in every species that wasn't numb to the
rhythms of the world.

But alonely clangor started up in the fierceness of the gusts. Theringing of a
distant bell disturbed the peace and kept up in that regular and erratic way that
spoke of wind, not a human hand.
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The gate bell had come loose in the blow, was what had just happened, and
Ridley could blame Serge, whose job, on the other side of Evergreen camp’s
wall, was to guard and maintain the village gate, for not tying it down better—but
he couldn’t quite blame Serge for not getting out and climbing after it while the
wind was blowing the way it was.

So there it was, Serge’ s Fault, tolling a plaintive cadence in the violence of the
storm, and they’ d hear the damn thing all night. Pity the Santez and the Lasierre
households, who lived nearest the gate, and pity the miner barracks and the
logger’ s hostel, which were nearer still.

“The bell’ sloose, papa,” Jennie said.

“Noticed that,” he said.

“Isit going to ring al night?’

“1 wouldn’t doubt. But I’m not going to climb up after it. Are you?’

“No.” Jennie was eight and still played. Even runaway bells skittered out of her
usually skittery thoughts. She sat on the braided rug and arranged her carved
horses and her carved toy trucks. She had the trucks carry blocks for crates
around the patterns of the braided rags and under the table legs and back again,
until they could arrive at the wood-box, where she had laid an ambush of willy-
wisps. That was the knot of horse fur she' d gotten from the sheddings bag and
tucked beside the box.

“S0ois Serge going to get it?’ Thoughts had skittered back to the bell.

“1 don’t think so,” Ridley said to his offspring. “ Serge doesn’t want to go climb
the ladder, either, does he?”’

Supper was cooking. They had awinter deal, he and his partner Callie, the
mother of the Offspring: meals cooked versus trips out to break the ice on the
den’ s water barrel—plus cleanup of said meal. He' d done the ice-breaking twice
today, once at dawn before the blow had started, once before they tucked in for
the evening, and Jennie had helped him with a hammer. So Callie cooked and he
sat with his feet propped up.

Jennie ran her convoy into ambush and turned a truck over. “They had a door
come open,” Jennie announced happily. “Here' s the willy-wisps. There's
hundreds of 'em. Yum.”

Gruesome child. Ridley kept putting the whipstitch border on what was going to
be ajacket in another three weeks of spare-time work. Winter evenings were
good for that, and afancy jacket traded to a trucker come snowmelt was going to
be worth, oh, maybe a tenth what that trucker was going to sell it for down in
Anveney or Shamesey, and by the time it got to Carlisle, twice that. But, then,
that increase in cost was the life the trucker risked going there, and the lives the
riders risked getting him there in one piece, and they were all in the same
business. He' d get store money for it: the village supplied their riders with very
generous basics, but shirting and such, and shoes for Jennie’s growing feet—they
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al cost. Leather from the tanner—that, he had a deal on.

“They’re going to use the radio,” Jennie announced. Her riders and her truckers
had been shooting steadily for a noisy minute or two.

“That’'sreally stupid,” Ridley said sympathetically. “ Are the riders going to tell
them that’ s stupid?

“No, thisguy is sneaking and doing it.”
“He must be new on the job.”

“Here comes a spook-bear!” Jennie said. “He's going straight for that radio!
Grrr.”

There were snarls and pow-pow-pows.

“The bear got him,” Jennie said sadly.

“Too bad,” Callie said. “But they’ re going to have to wait. Dinner’son.”
“The bear’ s having dinner, too.”

“Oh, what anice thought,” Ridley said. “Wash.”

“I"'m not—"

“If there' swater available, you wash, youngster. Feet go in the den. Feet go on
this floor. Hands go on this floor. Hands get washed.” The bell had assumed a
steady cadence. A strong gust of wind caught the flashing and made it sing.

“Nasty wind,” Callie said, setting down bowls.

“We'renot init,” Ridley said, and got up and helped with the ladling-out. It was
stew, good, thick bear-meat stew. They had afair bit in the smoke-shed. They
had the hides at the tannery, and that was cash, too, come spring.

There wasn't athing wrong with the world this evening.

“1 washed!” Jennie announced.

He snatched Jennie up. Hugged her tight. Growled, “1’m the bear.”
Jennie shrieked and kicked with abandon.

“Supper,” Callie said, unimpressed. “ The bear better get the spoons.”

“If | let you go,” Ridley said, with hisarms full of daughter, “will you get the
spoons?”’

“All right,” Jennie said, and he let her down. She was growing. She'd landed a
couple of solid kicks. The bear thought he' d have bruises.

Jennie got the spoons. The bear held the bowls while mama ladled out the stew.

Sleet had given way to snow, drifting puffs on a gentler, darker wind as light
faded in what Danny knew now was storm-glow, no longer daylight. The grades
where they climbed were alot gentler. There began to be trees. that gave them
encouragement that they might find the shelter. But they’ d spent and struggled
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and spent the strength they had—and now Randy had all but run out of
endurance—the kid was still walking, but from Randy now came a muddied |ot
of <fireside at home> and <biscuits baking> and a disturbed recollection of
<mama at the table. Brionnein ared coat, coming out the door.> The kid was
drifting into dreams.

Or nightmares—as he slumped down onto his knees and then onto his face:
<Brionne standing on the road, still in the red coat, with no awareness in her
eyes.>

They reached him. Carlo knelt down and turned the kid and held him.
“Back on the travois,” Danny said.

“Can't,” Carlo said. There was panic in hisvoice. “He'll go to sleep. He' stoo
tired. He' s got to get up, that’ s al. Come on, kid. Dammit, on your feet! Hear
me?’

Randy wouldn’t wake up. Not even when Carlo hit him.

“He' s cold,” Carlo said. <Fear> was thick in the ambient. “He' s gotten cold.
—Can’'t Cloud carry him? Can’'t you get him to?”’

“Hecan't,” Danny said. “He can’'t. He' sworked as hard as we have. Let the kid
rest. Calm down. Loosen theties, we'll bundle him in again.”

“He'll die!”

“He'll dieif you scare hell out of him—the kid' s doing all he can.” He jerked ties
undone and opened the furs, in which Brionne was still warm, to let Carlo lift
Randy, half-aware as he was, onto the travois.

Carlo wasn't saying anything now about being tired. There was just fear. Randy
didn’t want the cordstied down. “No!” he said— scared, Danny didn’t need the
ambient to understand, that the thing could finally get away from them.

“Wewon't let you go,” he said. “It'samost flat here.” He tied a couple of
rumbling knots, securing the kid in the only real warmth there was, and got up.

<Blood on the snow> still came to them, aflash of white, daylight vision. It
hadn’t stopped for their supplies.

“Best we can do,” Danny said as calmly as he could. “Keep going. Got to be a
shelter—a door we can shut.”

“| don’t think it'Il hurt us,” Randy said from beneath muffling furs. “I could talk
toit. It'slonely. | could try—"

“Forget it! We don’t need a horsefight on top of everything else!” He was
growing short-fused himself. And scared. Randy wanted a horse, Randy, like his
sister, wanted a horse to such a degree that Cloud didn’t like to be in closed
spaces with him, and that lost horse out there wasn’t in any sense one for any
green villager kid to take on. When creatures in the Wild started doing the
unusual they were usually sick—and for a horse to follow them up a mountain
through the wintry hell they’ d been through? Damn sure it wasn’'t behaving like a
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normal horse.

“It wouldn't fight Cloud,” Randy said. “I know. If you could just bring it in—I
could talk to it. That’s what it wants, doesn’t it?”’

“It' s not sane, if it tracked us up here, and it will fight Cloud.”

“It won't.” Fourteen-year-old logic. “If it thought | wasitsrider it'd come for me,
wouldn’t it? | can do it—"

“Shut up and listen to the rider, you hear me?’ Carlo’s voice cracked and broke
as he stood up. “We'rein trouble, we'rein real serioustrouble, here, kid. Don't
beg trouble. Keep quiet. Think at it and I'll hit you. | mean it!”

“Let’smove,” Danny said, and got up. Cloud had come back and wanted <Danny
walking,> ignoring the existence of boys or travois.

Worse, Cloud had his mind on the road behind them, and kept looking that way,
ready for a horsefight, sending out the impression of <male horse> and <wanting
mating> all over the mountainside.

It had to be the same horse that had been down at the first-stage cabin. Randy
was right that if it had fastened on one of them and saw its rider among them, it
would follow through hell and ice— and he was surer and surer which of a
number of horses it was. a horse that had always imaged itself as a succession of
horses, as something twisting and horselike and scary, and there and not-there. It
was the unhealthiest image he' d ever gotten from a supposedly sane horse, and
that was what, in the way of nighthorses, it called itself, no human naming it.

<Spook> was the human name he'd put to it. He' d never learned what Ancel
Harper had called it before he fired on the wrong rider. Harper, the <dead man in
snow,> the source of <blood on snow,> might get pity in hell. Not from him. Not
after he' d ridden with the man. And if it wanted Brionne Goss—that was worse
news than Harper.

<Gunfire. Rider lying in the white, blowing snow, not moving.>
“Walk,” Danny said.

Carlo had found another small reserve of strength. So had he. He hadn’t much
| eft.

But thank God for the snow finally giving them consistent traction. Cloud’ s three-
toed hooves, which shaped themselves very readily to rock, flexed enough so
honest dry snow didn’t pack in the clefts of those feet: Cloud was sure-footed and
confident now, so were they, and they were finally making time, through trees
that indicated they’ d turned away from the blasted areas and gone across a

natural slope of the mountain.

They should come to the cabin.
At any moment now.
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Chapter 4

<N >

Jennie was supposed to be asleep, but the wind was making a racket and she'd
been bored alot during the day. She was bored now, lying in the dark, in bed.
The storm had been going on for awhole day, and she had played games and
done chores and played games and she' d had a nap she didn’t usually take any
more. She wished there was something to do.

If she got up, mama and papa would scold. If she slipped in to sit by the fire and
didn’t make a sound, and just sat and watched the pictures in the coals, or maybe
played with her trucks real quietly, mamaand papa might not know she was up.

But the bell was still ringing out by the gate. Nobody had fixed it. The night was
scary with wind and things going thump, and she began to be convinced that
something spooky had waked her. She wasn’t sure what: she thought it might
have been a sending, and she wished she knew what that was.

Spook-bears and goblin-cats didn’t ever get inside the walls. Serge Lasierre slept
in the village gate house with his rifle on nights when the Wild was acting up,
and bears couldn’t get past Serge. Mama and papa had told her that.

But that bell was ringing and ringing. Maybe a bear had gotten Serge and that
was why Serge hadn’t fixed the bell.

Maybe out there in the wind and the dark something was really wrong.

She thought it might be Rain calling her. Rain was her horse, well, mostly her
horse, though papa said she’ d have to wait till Rain made up his mind, and Rain
might have to leave the way Leaf had left. But she didn’t think so. Rain was hers,
and he and she were friends. And papa knew it even if he didn’t approve.

Rain was, papa also said, aloud horse, because he was only two, and didn’t know
but one pitch to be at, —like some little girls, papa had said. And like little girls,
anyway, Rain heard things older horses didn’t pay attention to. Hearing
everything made Rain spooky sometimes, over shadows and thumps and over
things somebody remembered, so Rain’ s rider had to be very quiet and not think
scary thoughts, even alone in bed at night, in the barracks where the horses didn’t
ordinarily hear them.

But in the barracks they weren’'t supposed to hear the horses thisfar, either,
unless the horses were upset.

And it wasn't just Rain, she decided. Mom-horse Shimmer was nervous, too.
Shimmer was pregnant again and expecting afoal in the spring, and mom-horse
was getting angry, not angry at Rain, but disturbed at something Rain picked up,
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and that upset papa-horse.

So she wasn't just making-believe. Papa said don’'t ever make-believe near the
horses, and said that that was why they built the rider-shelter so far away from
the horse-den, so little girls being silly couldn’t upset them.

<Bang!> went the boards. She knew she didn’t hear it with her own ears, but the
horses were carrying it to her: papa-horse Slip had kicked out and shaken the side
of the den or something.

That was too much. She flew out of bed and grabbed her sweater. < Bang!> went
the boards again. Rain was <upset> and <wanting fight> and thinking <shadow
in the storm.>

She could tell where her door was because light from the common-room came
down the hall even when the fire was banked for the night, and it hadn’t been
banked too long, because there was a glow in the room. She had no trouble
finding her boots.

<Bang!> Thump! went the logs, one sound in her head and one in her ears. That
was real for sure; and she thought about waking up mama and papa; but they
were asleep and she didn’t want to make a fuss and be told she was silly or
dreaming, which was what mama had said the last time she’d come running to
their bed, scared. She'd seefirst.

So she hurried and opened the door to the snow-passage that led from the
barracks to the den, and took down the’lectric light from its shelf and carried it,
shining its light up and around and down the wooden walls and floor, wood
planks all shiny with ice where the drips were, and icicled in places.

The dark was scary. Vermin like willy-wisps would burrow under the boards or
anywhere they could when it got cold, and they got hungry and they’ d make
holes in the boards and try to bite your ankles; and you mustn’t ever fall if they
bit you, that was what mama said, because they’ d swarm all over you and eat you
till nothing but bones were left. Granpa when she was little had said they liked
toes, especialy in the wintertime and especially from little girls who didn’t mind
and didn’t do what they were supposed to.

But granpa had gone away with grandma and not come back and now her parents
didn’t think they were ever coming back. Mama thought they’ d fallen off a cliff.
Papa thought maybe granpa’ s heart might have given out and grandma wouldn’t
leave that place. Things did happen out in the Wild.

Things happened, too, in dark passages, where the light made scary shapes on the
boards around and underfoot and overhead. She wasn't supposed to be in the
passage before mama and papa were awake. She might get in trouble.

But now she'd mostly done it, anyway, and she was aready going to get in
trouble—so she figured she might as well find out if Rain was al right, before
papa and mama woke up and stopped her and she got in trouble for having done
nothing at all.

file:///G|/rah/Cherryh,%20CJ-%20Finesterre%2002%20-%20Cloud's%20Rider%203S(v1,html).html (36 of 299) [1/31/2004 7:24:14 PM]



Cloud's Rider - CJ Cherryh - Finesterre 02

So on that thought she ran, thump-thump, down the boards, and her light and her
shadow went ahead of her.

It was awfully cold. She' d thought she' d just be a minute, and then she wouldn’t
need her coat, but a brisk draft was coming through, blowing her hair and chilling
right through her clothes,

Then she heard another, slower thumping on the boards, one-two, three-four feet,
and she knew that was <Rain in the passage> where Rain wasn’t ever supposed
to be. Rain showed up, his eyes shimmering beneath the bangs that mostly
covered hisface and his split-lipped nose working, nostrils wide, to be sure who
she was in spite of the <Jennie with light> that was in his mind. She'd scared him
with her giant-shadow, and he scared her with his.

“It'sme,” she said in aquavery voice, but it was always dependent on the rider to
be the grown-up, so she talked like mama. “Silly. Y ou can’t turn around. Back
up. <Back up.”>

Somebody had |eft the door open at the den-end of the passage, she thought, and
that wasn’t her fault. But when Rain had backed, with her pushing at his chest, all
the way back to the den, she saw the door was kicked to flinders.

Rain was scaring her.

Rain was thinking about <something outside the walls> and it hadn’t any shape,
or it had alot of them, and the wind out in the dark was howling like bushdevils.
She thought, There' s something out there.

Or somebody out there.

But not—not someone like mama and papa. Not like the villagers. Not like
anybody she knew who' d be outside.

Shedidn’'t likeit. Rain didn’t. And Slip left the den altogether, an angry darkness
headed out into the snow from the open door. Slip couldn’t get out of the camp:
the outside gate was always shut. But Slip could get himself clear of every other
sending but that and then in avery loud sending let it know it wasn't welcome,
that was what Slip could do. Mom-horse was nervous and angry and Rain would
have gone out there, too—but she hadn’t brought her coat and she didn’t want
Rain to go out there.

Because there were things in the winter storms that could come right over the
walls and get you, grandma had said so when she was little, when once she had
opened the door at night. She never forgot it.

<Papa?> she thought. <Papa coming outside.> She didn’t careif she got in
trouble. She thought maybe being safe was better.

Something was wrong. Ridley knew it in the ambient before he was entirely
awake, and came out of bed in ahurry. So did Callie, and the horses weren’t
reaching them sufficiently to carry what they thought to each other, but his own
horse Slip was loud enough with the situation as it was. Slip was sending
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<females> and <male horse> and <living things in the storm> that had a vague
resemblance to willy-wisps. Slip didn’t trust what was running through the
ambient right now, something that had to do with <Shimmer> and <Rain,> and
<Jennie.>

That wasn't right. The whole center of the business was <scared Jennie.>

“Dammit,” Ridley said, heart speeding with the possibilities: that his daughter
was outside he had no need to guess. He struggled into his boots and sslammed his
foot into the heel on hisway for the door. Callie was pulling on her pants. He
grabbed his sweater off the chair and pulled it on as he reached the door where he
kept the shotgun. “Bring therifle!” heyelled back at Callie. If you met avermin-
rush a shotgun was the only answer. If it was abear or a cat you' d better have a
punch to take it down, because a shotgun was worthless unless it took it in the
face, and in the face meant it was coming over you before it dropped. He didn’t
know what they had to contend with. The nature of it wasn’t coming clear to him
as he headed into the passageway to the den and met a gust of cold air the minute
he opened the door.

He shut the shelter-side door—cardinal rule, not to leave a passageway end
unsecured when that door might be the only barrier between you and a
breakthrough of vermin.

Then he ran the wooden corridor, the ambient he was getting coming clearer and
clearer, that Jennie was in distress, that Slip was upset—Slip was his horse, and
Slip was giving him arush of impressions of <snowy yard, snow falling. Night,
cold wind, strange dark shapes in the ambient.> Shimmer was sending her
peculiar mare-in-foal antagonism; and <bite and kick,> Rain was sending, in
close company with <Jennie here.>

The door was kicked in. The horses had done that. Jennie was close by it, sending
<Jennie with Rain, Jennie with pregnant Shimmer>—scared and trying not to
show it.

He had the shotgun in one hand. He heard Callie coming. He hugged Jennie
against him with the other arm and tried to hear Slip’s notion of what it was out
there, as Callie wastrying to hear.

<Ridley with gun. Slip watching in the yard. Log walls standing safe in the snow-
fall, in the dark.>

“1 couldn’t see anything,” Jennie said. The kid had no coat. Ridley grabbed a
blanket they used for the horses and wrapped it around her. “1 heard <Rain
calling,”> Jennie said. “I know | shouldn’t come out. But you were <aslegp.” >

“Y ou wake me up any time you think of going out, hear?” He made his grip
harsh for a moment, and shook her. <Mama,> was in the ambient, and Callie
came through, riflein hand and <scared, mad> in away that set Shimmer off in a
series of <light-dark> and <hostile mare-in-foal> images.

“What are you doing out here?’ Callie wanted to know, and Jennie flinched and
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ducked behind Ridley, holding onto him, staying close to Rain.

“There’' s something out there,” Ridley said. “Hush.” Meaning both of them. A
spook in the night with the horses involved wasn't a situation for achild, but it
wasn't one for a child-mother argument, either. Jennie was spooked enough, and
Callie calmed herself down fast—he could fedl it in the ambient and he could feel
it in Jennie relaxing and being willing then to be near Callie.

“1 don’t want to go back inside,” Jennie said in afaint voice. “| don’t want to be
by myself.”

“Bestill,” Callie said, and calmed Shimmer down with <Callie and Shimmer,
Callie and Shimmer, baby inside> with no polite regard of a man and akid in the
ambient: it was something Shimmer and Callie remembered, a physical sensation
and afeeling both protective and fierce sent out into the dark and the storm. See
your bet and raise you, intruder.

It was quieter after that. They stood together in the aisle of the den, where the
wind could blow through from the open outside door; and Slip cameinside, a
shadow as fierce as Shimmer and almost as possessive of histerritory. Ridley
met him in the dark—they kept no lightsin the den for fear of fire, and all that
they could see of each other was blackness deeper than the dark of the aisle and
as deep as Rain’ s presence.

Deeper still as Shimmer left her nook and crowded in, seeking Callie, forming a
defensive bond. Get Jennie out, was the first thing that came to Ridley’ s mind,
feeling that hostility. But Jennie wasn't a baby anymore; Jenniewas alife
defending itself with Rain and Rain defending himself with her: in that way they
held the night around them, defining it as theirs, not provoking what was out
there, but not accepting it, either.

“There’ s someone out there,” Jennie was the first to say. “People out there.”
Ridley felt it, too, in the same moment, and knew Callie did.

“Several someones,” Callie said.

Human and horse, separated off from them in the storm and the snow.

On the other side of their wooden wall there were hundreds of human minds, deaf
to the ambient.

The other side of their wall was the whole village of Evergreen, full of life that,
isolated from the horses, couldn’t hear the dark outside the walls, walled in for
the winter, cut off from the world for the season. Snows had come before this
one, and the phone lines were down for the winter. The miners had comein. The
loggers had. But without a horse in the midst of the strangers out there, they
couldn’t have heard them that clearly—they’ d have only gotten their existence
from small creatures in burrows, and spotty at that. That strong a sending was a
stray rider out there, maybe not alone, maybe with some lost group of miners
they hadn’t known about: foolish novice prospectors did come up the mountain
sometimes with the truckers, and the really foolish ones were secretive, just too
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nervous about their findsto let riders know they were there so riders could
protect them.

Or it could be some group of miners who' d planned to winter-over underground
and had something serious go wrong. He knew of two such that were
staying—dug in and well-stocked and betting their lives on keeping the Wild out
of their burrows all winter without arider’s help.

But sometimes that wasn’'t a good decision, and they’ d been feeling things
generally spooky on the mountain for weeks. There was the ghost of that feeling
in the ambient now.

The question was—where had arider come from, and why come here and not to
the rider’ s own village?

“lI can’'t pinit down,” Callie said finally, and Jennie said,
“I"m scared. Rain’s scared, too.”

“Cam him down,” Ridley said, with no sympathy. “Right now. Think of
<flowers.” > That was what they’ d always taught Jennie to do when the spooky
feelings came: that was her calm-image, and < flower> came to mind, atimid and
shadowy flower, at the moment, alost in the dark, <shivering, scared flower.>

“Cdlie,” Ridley said, “tell the marshal what we're picking up. Better put more
guards up.”

“Bitter night,” Callie said. “Awful time to be out.”

“Sure don’t envy them,” Ridley said. Callie didn’t argue with the need to get the
marshal and didn’t argue about who was staying in camp with Jennie while she
went through the snow-passages to advise the marshal. Callie just traded him the
shotgun for the rifle, as the thing she’ d need more if somehow vermin had gotten
into the passages, as could happen if things went catastrophic tonight. And
Jennie, it turned out, had brought the hand-torch from the barracks: light flared as
she turned it on and gave it to her mother.

“Clever child,” Callie said. “Deserve your ears boxed, iswhat.” Callieleft at a
fast pace. Thelight died as Callie disappeared through the shattered passage
door.

Shimmer wanted to follow Callie into that passage and did, though she wouldn’t
get past the barrier that sealed off the village passages from the horses and would
have to back out; while close in the company of Slip and Rain, Ridley put hisarm
around Jennie. The reprimand for taking the emergency light had dlid off without
asting: worry about the situation hadn’t dlid off at all. They hadn’t brought up a
fool. Jennie knew things were serious, knew they weren't her fault, and worried
because things were happening that weren’t ordinary or right.

It didn’t make sense that anyone was out there. |ce wind was what they called
storms like this on Rogers Peak. If one got started, you didn’t run the risk: you
tucked in and kept low until the wind stopped.
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This rider—these presences in the storm—hadn’t done that.

And in the last of autumn the mountain had been carrying frequent disturbance to
them, night visions of fire and blood, game on the mountain seeming to runin
surges, abundant one day, gone the next, with no ordinary sense to the
movements. The seniors had said things like that happened worst of all when it
was setting on a bad winter. The wild things sensed the weather coming—so the
seniors had said.

And there were stories how when the vermin got to moving in waves, they’d
surged right over defenses and right down some miner’ s burrow. Y ou stopped it
fast and drove them back with shotgun blasts, or you went under for sure.

He didn’t want to think about that with Jennie and Rain there: any young horse
was noisy and spooky enough without encouragement—and in Rain’s case,
increasingly uncomfortable to have around the den. The colt would be waking the
village on hisown if Jennie didn’t keep him quiet, and it was al but dead certain
Rain was the culprit that had initially spooked Shimmer and Slip by picking up a
far sending like that.

“Silly lad,” he said, and patted Rain’ s neck, while Slip was standing close by,
great fool that he was, sending <fierce nighthorse male,> and at the same time
seeking shelter in the human presence.

Rain was, he decided, no small part responsible for the rolling panic that had now
sent Callie over to scare hell out of the marshal and his deputies, and, remotely
possible, Rain might be the entire reason the autumn had felt as spooky asit had.
Rain was weaned this fall, he was coming on puberty this winter, and a young
horse in that mood was all ears and all sensation. Rain kept the neighborhood
disturbed, and with mating season on them, was having sensations beyond the
understanding of an eight-year-old, even if she had seen Slip and Shimmer
getting babies.

Slip, who' d have chased a young male out of his territory without hesitation in
the Wild, wasjust, seniorlike in the band, increasingly out of patience with a
noisy youngster. That might be all it was, and all that was out there might just be
alate-season arrival with nothing really frightening about it—because they had
two spooky minds to contend with, Jennie as well as the skittish colt. Jennie was
worried about <Callie in the passages, dark villageside passages, > which Jennie
didn’t like, <echoey, thumping-boards, spooky dark passages. Dark, quiet dark.>
“Everything villageside is quiet,” Ridley reminded her—because she was trying
to listen into that dark where Callie had gone, and Jennie wasn't used to that side

of the wall: Jennie had had the noise of horses and human minds around her since
before she was born. The relative silence of villageside was scary to her.

“They’re deaf over there,” Jennie remembered. “But they hear us. Do they hear
that horse out there?’

“Probably,” he said. “But if they don’t, you can bet your mama’s going to wake
them up. Y our mama' |l wake the marshal up, first.” He felt Jennie shiver.
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“Cold?
“A little”

He had her sit on the grain-bin and tuck up her legsin the blanket. Rain came and
licked Jennie s face and hair. He couldn’t feel the noise from outside so keenly
now, maybe because Rain was distracted from it.

Or maybe not. It came and it went, maybe with the attention of a horse out there.
It wasn't a safe feeling. That was one thing he knew.

Chapter 5

< N>

With the storm-light all around them, and with the snow coming down on a
steady wind, the woods took on an illusory sense of peace, a wind-swept, chill
peace that bid fair to swallow down the weary— the mountain proving too vast,
the snowy night and the wind trying to fold them in—fatally so. What had been
traction was getting to be a knee-high barrier to horse and human.

“We' ve missed the shelter,” Carlo said.

“We'll get there.”

“1 think it’s behind us.”

“What do you want? Go back and run into that horse?’

“You said it wouldn’t follow us!”

“Yeah, well, best guess.”

“It can’'t be thisfar!”

“$S0 hire another rider!”

“Don’t give me an answer like that! What are we going to do?’

“If we've missed it,” Danny said, struggling for calm, “—if we have missed it,
there’ s another shelter.”

“There' s another! God, it’s hours on! It’s getting late! The sun’s gone! We could
miss the shelter ahead of us, too, Danny! What are we doing?’

“We don’'t know we' ve missed the first one!”
“There’ slogging trails that spur off this road. We could be off on one of them!”

“1 know. | know about them. There’ sthree. We never bear right into the trees.
That'swhat Tarasaid. All | can say. Keep walking.”
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“Dammit,” Carlo said. “Dammit.”

“Yeah,” hesaid. He ran out of breath for talking. The shadow that was Cloud was
pulling ahead of them again, nothing but a graynessin the ambient and a
grayness in the softly felling snow.

They’d pull and breathe, now, pull and breathe, Randy on the travois, half-aware,
neither of them who were pulling having breath to talk. But that ominous <blood
on snow> sending came to them now and again and drove them to greater effort.
Danny was sick at his stomach, he’ d had a nosebleed, which he only realized
because the blood showed up dark on his glove and <dark on the snow,> which
confounded itself with the dreadful image chasing them.

We'rein trouble, was all Danny could say to himself. It had assumed a rhythm
along with the pulling: We're in—real bad—trouble.

“We' d better look for a spot to tuck down,” he said to Carlo. “Dig in and stay.
We're out of options.”

It meant Brionne was going to die for certain. But they were down to Randy’s
life. And down to their own. There were trees. He had a hatchet.

<Snow. Blood. Gunshot.>
“Damn that thing!” Carlo cried, stumbling to astop. “I’ll shoot it!”

<Stormclouds and pain. Bite and kick.> That was Cloud answering the challenge.
Cloud had swung about, also stopped in histracks, head up, ears flat, nostrils
catching the night wind, and Danny dropped the travois and grabbed Cloud by
the mane, imaging <Cloud with Danny. Thin and hungry Danny. Danny lying in
the snow.> He was scared Cloud was going to take out chasing that sending, and
Cloud did drag him a distance through the snow, until weariness had its effect
and Cloud came to his senses.

Cloud stood shivering after that. But Cloud knew his rider was beside him at that
point, snorted loudly, and listened when Danny imaged <walking uphill.>

Cloud agreed, also wanting <Danny walking,> and Danny let go all but asingle
handful of his mane and walked past Carlo without aword, because Cloud' s state
of mind was as precarious as it could possibly be right now.

“Hey!” Carlo’s ragged voice came from behind him. It was a moment before
Carlo could overtake him, pulling the travois alone to the point where he
stopped—Carlo was <mad> and <scared.>

“What are you doing?’ Carlo cried. Carlo ran out of strength in that last effort
and dropped to his knees.

He didn’'t know what he was doing. He had Cloud headed in the right direction.
That was where his thoughts were. But he took one pole, Carlo hauled at the
other, and they pulled in Cloud’ s track.

From Randy there was nothing but the image of <biscuits. Steaming biscuits
piled on aplate.>
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Trees were consistently on either side of them, arguing they had somehow
missed the shelter and, almost indistinguishable from drifts, there were banks of
snow-covered undergrowth that argued whatever this track was, it was used
enough to keep the brush down. Trucks in this country dragged chain from their
undercarriage to maintain the roads clear of brush and keep the ruts from making
high centers; this was surely aroad of some kind—if it wasn't theirs, if they had
gotten diverted onto alogging trail, it might lead to a camp, deserted in this
season as the miners headed for villages for the winter, or even dug-in miners,
fools so crazy for digging they wouldn’t leave for the winters.

But there’' d be a shack strong enough to sleep in, if they could find it in the
blowing snow. If they could just get a place to tuck in, even adeep place in the
rocks, then they could wait it out—and hold off the horse that was stalking them.

Only if they could get Cloud into it. Only if they could keep him from
challenging that horse. He might win.

He might not.

<Blood on white. Blood and a man’s still shape. Gunshot echoing off the
mountain. Far, far riders up the road.>

They perceived something else near them, too, something angry and curious that
wasn't a horse. Wildlife was disturbed by the intrusion. Wild things were waking
from storm-slumber.

Deep, deep trouble, Danny began to say to himself, and in that inattention put his
foot in ahole. He went down, and made Carlo fall. For amoment they both lay
there, neither with the strength to move.

Then Cloud broke the force of the wind, coming up to shove with hisnose at his
back, and slowly, shaking at Carlo to move him, Danny began to get up. He'd
gotten snow into his cuffs. Hetried to get rid of it, got hisfeet under him
somehow.

“Need to rest,” Carlo gasped.
“You got akid freezing faster than you are. His body’ s thinner. Get up. Now!”
Carlo moved, and got to his knees, and got on his feet.

<Frozen trails of red. Man’s glove. Man’s arm. Echoes of arifle shot dying on
the mountainside.>

They struggled along what, for they knew, was indeed alogging trail. There
wasn'’t any sense of climbing or descending, no way to tell they weren’'t walking
to some dead-end clearing out across the broad face of Rogers Peak.

<Cloud and Danny,> the image kept coming to him: <us going up the mountain.
Snow coming down on Brionne's still face, the curly blond hair. Snow making a
mound. Snow in a deep, even sheet.>

<Shut up> didn’t work. Cloud didn’t understand anything Cloud couldn’t picture
and silence didn’t translate when Cloud was distraught.
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<Frozen Danny,> came back to him. <Frozen horse, covered with ice.> Then
came: <Horse with tangled mane, sick nighthorse, horse throwing off warning,
horse with staring eyes and flat ears.>

Rogue-image.

<Still water,> Danny countered desperately. <Still, warm water. Water with
steam rising into the cold...>

But that was atrap. It was easy to get to thinking about that and just—not to
come back from that image. And anything that faltered, anything that hesitated in
the Wild, anything that took awrong path and broke aleg—it died.

When Men had come down to the world in their ships, horses had been the only
thing that had come snuggling up to humans, wicked as they were, being the
Beasts that God had sent on the settlers—

And some of them had to take the gift and be damned to save the rest, because
the rest without horses, without riders, wouldn’'t have made it.

You're going to hell, hisfather had yelled at him.

But what he was doing was not wicked. Trying to get these boys to safety was
not evil.

“Slow down!” heyelled at Cloud, as Cloud began to widen the lead on them,
breaking the way through the drifted snow, making a path for them.

But Cloud wouldn’t stop. Cloud threatened <bite and kick> and wanted <Danny
walking.>

<Bell ringing in the distance, far through the snowy woods.>

Carlo didn’t say anything about what Cloud was sending—maybe he heard,
maybe he didn’t. But he moved as if he had heard, and pulled desperately on his
pole—got up without urging when his feet stumbled on the degp snow.

It wasn't just a sending. The sound of a bell came unmistakably, now. Cloud was
still breaking the path ahead of them, thinking <warm den> and <nighthorses>
and <ham.>

We're going to make it, Danny began to say to himself, half in tears. We're going
to makeit.

But—
Rider-shelters out in the wilderness didn’t have bells, —did they?

God, had he led them not past one shelter—but past two? That was a village gate
bell.

Had the junior rider in his blind, stupid desperation—just led them all the way to
Evergreen?

The den was not only the safest place to be: it was the only place they could do
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anything besides stand watch in the guard-stations above the walls—which Callie
reported the marshal and five men were doing, now, on the village side of the
wall.

And by a stretch of awareness, once the horses caught the notion of the marshal
on guard from Callie, the villageside guards were near enough to the den that the
horses were vaguely aware of them as aforce.

That was useful. That meant there couldn’t be alarm over there villageside
without them in the camp hearing it.

Better than villageside guns against the Wild, the horses were wary and watching
against a sending so moiled and confused. With Slip and Shimmer on guard,
nothing harmful would insinuate a sending close enough to make either the
guardsin the village or them in the rider camp do something stupid, which was
generally how you died in the Wild—a gate opened, alatch forgotten. Haste.
Confusion. Short-term memory overpowering a human’s long-term thought.

Ridley didn’t intend to make mistakes here. That was what they all said to each
other, including Jennie, but Ridley paced and fretted, and Slip made frequent
forays outside to sniff the wind and threatened, until Callie, sitting on a straw
bale, said, “Quiet, for God's sake,” and Shimmer’ sirritation came through with
it.

“It could very well be miners,” Ridley said finally, and leaned against the post by
her. “But | don’t recognize that horse. Do you?”

“Road drifted shut, maybe,” Callie said after a moment—meaning some rider
could be coming to them instead of back to his own village. A road drifted
beyond the strength of a single horseto clear it—that was one explanation, and a
rider would indeed go to the nearest village. Maybe a hunting party had gotten
caught out and couldn’t make it back to Mornay village, which was nearest to
them down the road—the land-sense was too diffuse yet to pin the direction
down.

Possible too, if somebody had been in longer-lasting trouble out there, a bad
storm could be exactly when a party dug in might make their break and run for
the nearest village, hoping the predators would stay put in dens. It would be a
terrible risk. But he'd heard of miners taking that measure without arider.

Except—this party had a horse.

He didn’t want to think about dire possibilitiesin too specific images: the night
was chancy enough and they had a scared and sleepy kid on their hands.

“They’re coming in,” Callie muttered. “It’ s getting stronger the last while.”
“Mama?’ Jennie said, and stirred awake in a frightened jerk.
“Hush.” Callie stroked Jennie’s hair. “Nothing’' s happening.”

“I had a bad dream,” Jennie said, and Rain came close and nosed at her. Jennie
reached out and patted him, and tucked down again where it was warm.
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They couldn’t lieto Jennie. They couldn’t hold her out of what was happening or
protect her from it—eight years old, and there was so very little time in which to
learn all she had to know to survive—including when it was time to be scared, or
angry, or how to keep herself in check to hold onto the horses and not let them
spook, because in Shimmer’'s and Slip’s reckonings, let alonein Rain’s, Jennie
was al of asudden and in this crisis a serious presence—when she wasn’t
drifting off asleep.

Just last fall she'd still been <baby,> and even lately Shimmer still protected her
that way; but Shimmer was pushing Jennie away tonight the way Shimmer
shoved Rain aside, who was her last, now-grown foal.

Y oung horse. No brakes on his sensing things. No self-protection. He belonged
with a herd, not in awinter den with a pregnant mare, a stallion in rut, and a kid
herself years from puberty in close mental contact with a horse that was in the
throes of it. He didn't like it under ordinary circumstances.

But he could no longer blame Rain for the sending out there. It was real, and
Calliewasright, it was coming in: they could all feel the sense of <presencein
the storm, human and horse> getting closer by the passing minute.

And it was from the direction of the Climb, not from the direction of
Mornay—that was increasingly sure in the sending the nearer it came. If it was a
rider from anywhere on the High Loop, they’ d have had to have ridden past
Evergreen to get to that side of the village.

“Up the Climb,” Callie said faintly. “Why on earth?’

So Callie heard it the same way, and became certain of the direction at the same
moment he did.

The rider with that horse had to be crazy, Ridley thought. Shimmer was
<gpooked.> Slip was <spooked and angry.>

And though right and justice said that once they were reasonably sure they were
hearing any rider they ought by all means to beacon him in from such a storm,
the skittery character of the sending still made Ridley reluctant to reach out to it.

Maybe it was just Rain’s young nerves. Maybe it was the distance over which
they were picking things up, impressions maybe carried by wild creatures
snugged down in their dens, things of little brains and little accuracy about an
image.

But knowing for certain enough that it was another rider: <Riders and shelter
here,> he imaged out into the dark, laying himself open to whatever danger might
liein a sending coming back at them. <Camp walls,> he promised that presence.
<Food and warmth.>

Callie made up her mind, too. She joined him, with, <Riders here. Fire and water
boiling> and said, “I’ll go tell the marshal there' s strangers coming.”

Plainer and plainer to human ears, the ringing of a storm-driven bell, and the
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delirious dream of <hot water and shelter.> Danny struggled to keep his feet and
keep moving; but even believing safety was in front of them, Carlo was fast
failing him, losing not the will but the strength to fight his body upright against
the wind. Carlo might fall and freeze in al but sight and hail of shelter.

<L eaving Brionne behind,> Danny began to think. But that meant <leaving
Randy> because neither of them could carry him, and it meant <Carlo too weak
to shoot,> if he left Carlo to defend his brother and sister from vermin and went
ahead for help.

He held to Cloud’ s mane in the deep snow, gripping the travois pole with aright
hand that had lost all feeling. His feet—he didn’t even know.

<Rider in the snow,> he sent for all he was worth, and drove al his efforts
toward that bell that rang louder and louder—too tired himself to pull the travois
alone, unable to go faster than Carlo could go.

A beautiful image began to come clearer and clearer to him: <warm den, other
riders, man, woman, child shoveling the rider gate clear of snow, horse helping
dig.>

There were <bunks, supper, warm mash.> They promised the preacher’ s Heaven
after their day and night of hell, and to reach it, Danny began to believe he'd
have to stand still and try to beacon help to them. Breath came raw and cold. Feet
faltered repeatedly.

Then out of the bitter cold and the swirling snow—a dark barrier loomed up
among the evergreens like awall across the world, logs and snow, and <life and
warmth> waiting for them behind it.

Carlo saw it, too. Cloud did, and al but pulled them through a succession of
drifts by the grip Danny had on his mane.

<Randy warm by the fire,> he was picking up from Carlo. <Randy drinking hot
tea, Brionne by the fire—>

There wasn’t anything of <Carlo by the fire.> But there hadn’t been enough of
<Carlo> al up the mountain, in Danny’s reckoning. It was everything for Randy.
Everything for Brionne and not damn well enough of self-preservation.

“Listen to me.” Danny struggled to have avoice at all as, letting Cloud go, he
struggled toward paradise and the gate in that solid wall. He said it asfiercely as
he could, before thoughts scattered again toward safety and comfort, and before
he lost his chance, with distance, to put his own pain between them and
eavesdroppers. “Listen to me. You shut it down, Carlo. Y ou shut it down
entirely— everything that happened—and you shut Randy down. They’re riders.
They’ll kill us as soon aslook at usif you go acting crazy in awinter camp. Same
way Tarathrew usout. So you shut up.”

“We're here,” Carlo said, seeming bewildered. “We made it to the shelter.”

“We're not in adamn shelter. Thisisthe village, do you understand me? We
haven’t got any place we can put your sister but in the rider camp till the camp
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boss passes on us and we can’'t let her wake up, you understand me?”’
“Yeah,” Carlo said faintly. “Yeah. | do.”

“You let me do the talking and you keep her as far away from the horses as you
can get. You don't think about anything down the mountain. Y ou don’t think
about it till you're over villageside. Think about <clouds.> Think about water.
<Still water.> Keep Randy quiet. Got it?’

He wasn't sure Carlo understood everything Carlo said he did. He'd
intended—aqetting to the shelter—having time to figure out a course of next
action in that top-of-the-ridge cabin they’ d missed. He'd had in mind a slower,
more reasoned approach to the villages up here.

And they were here.

He kept his mind as blank of further guesses as he could manage, set the calm
image in Carlo’s mind, and in Randy’s, in such consciousness as he felt there:
<brown, smooth stones, running water, peaceful summer leaves... cabin insides.
Tables. Food. Fire.>

“The gate’ s opening!” Carlo said.

<Three horses,> Danny gathered in the ambient, information coming to him
freely and abundantly now that he entered the close vicinity of other horses.
<Two senior, one young male. Pregnant mare. Man and woman. Kid.>

Information was pouring at him now, as they met the muffled figures in the storm-
glow, as three wary horses came out to stand by their riders. The seniors of the

set were understandably protective and suspicious, wanting the kid <back,> and
the horses were on guard, hearing, he knew, the spook-voice that had chased
them, relayed from every creature denned-up tonight.

<“Loose horse back there,”> Danny said, first off—they must have caught their
fear and desperate urgency, and that wild, troubled sending that chased them.

But he wasn’t sure then at what point they’ d met or when the man had gotten
hold of hisarm or when he'd let go the travois in favor of the woman taking it.

They were inside the rider camp, that was all that was clear to him, attached to a
village that had to be Evergreen itself.

<Dead rider, horse nearby, blood on snow.> Danny didn’t know whether it was
his own thought or Carlo’s or a sending out of the dark—and after that just saw a
confusion of <branches. Snow. Road they’d traveled.>

Then Carlo was overwhelming the ambient with <dark village streets> and
<Brionne and Randy in the furs> as they lugged the travois along the path
between the horse-den and the camp wall. All through the ambient then, fierce
and strong in the milling-about of horses, came <cold nighthorse, hungry
nighthorse,> and <male horse, here> and <pregnant nighthorse,> and <fight,
kick> as they came.

Danny said, being all but held on his feet, “Behave, Cloud, dammit,” in the
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thread of a voice he had left, and managed somehow to keep the lid on trouble.
He made shift to veer off toward Cloud, but he wasn't doing at all well at keeping
his feet on his own. He persistently got the image of a man and awoman and a
kid as the only riders there were, several fewer than he' d have expected and with
every right to be skittish at them splitting up, one of them wanting the den, the
other wanting the barracks...

But for a giddy moment he asked himself if he'd really made it or whether he
wasn't after all hallucinating, not safe inside the wooden walls of arider haven
but lying back there in the snow somewhere.

Didn’'t know how they’d doneit. Couldn’t believe yet it was Evergreen.

He didn’'t know how they’d come this far—except they’ d been walking through
trees—except, as the scale of things he' d expanded shrank again, it had been that
very turn—that turn he thought he' d mistaken—

God, they must right then have been at the top of the road. They’d been right on
the cabin they were looking for. That wasn't the turn. It was the truck park.
Where the cabin had been. His estimate of time and distance hadn’t been off.

God help afool. He' d been there, and walked past shelter in the whiteout.
“You al right?” The man had his arm, helping him walk.
“Yeah.”

But he kept in mind his own warning to Carlo, and on a night like this, with
strangers out of a storm when no reasonable people would be out and about, he
didn’t want to act like a spook. He just wanted <going to den,> wanted <rub-
down for Cloud, ham for Cloud> and he imaged <Brionne and Randy in bundle
of furs,> in case the riders hadn’t realized from Carlo’s mind that there were two
more lives in their company than it seemed. Cloud’' s welfare was absolutely
foremost for him now. And he had to stay upright long enough to do that.

“1 can take care of your horse,” the man said. “ There’ s mash cooked. We heard
you coming. How are your feet?’

“No worse than the last hour,” he said. “And my horse got me here. I'll seeto
him.” He didn’t want to think about his feet. He might be crippled for life. Bound
to camp. Cattle-sentry. He couldn’t think of worse he could do to Cloud,
including them freezing to death. “There' s a shotgun. Take it and the shells. All |
can pay you. Promised ham to my horse. Got to pay him off.”

“Thisway.” The man didn’t argue with him or bargain for shelter. He was aware
of <male horse walking with them,> knew the horse belonged to the man, and he
knew the <female horse> and another <male> were ambling off instead toward
the rider barracks where Carlo was going, where the woman and the kid were
going, as protective of them as the stallion was of the man.

The stillness of the air, then, the dark inside the den, the mere cessation of the
wind itself were like warmth as they came inside the safe, insulated stalls. It |eft
him breathless and blind except for Cloud’ s senses, lingeringly deaf from the
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wind, except for Cloud' s hearing, mentally lost, except for Cloud’ s presence and
Cloud’ s sense of <evergreen smell. Evergreen boughs.> They must, Danny
thought giddily, use it like straw up here where straw didn’t grow. That was a
nice touch. He liked that.

And he was wandering, and staggering.

He knew when Cloud found a water pail that wasn’t frozen. He knew that Cloud
drank, and then they both were blinded when the rider watching over them cut on
an electric torch. In that beam of light he saw details of a smallish den, snug and
warm, stalls and a sheltered heap of meadow hay that had never grown on this
height: had to have been trucked up here. Had to cost as much asflour. But it
meant life to the villages.

And when the rider set that light in a bracket aimed at the roof and stopped
blinding him, he saw avillage rider muffled up in arider’ s fringed leather coat
and woolen scarf and broad-brimmed hat tied down against the wind. Could have
been amirror of him.

“Name' s Ridley,” the man said. “Callie, my partner, she' s got your partners.”

“Village kids,” he corrected that impression. “ Tarmin village.” On that, he ran
out of voice. He needed water. He pulled his gloves off fingers that had no
feeling, dipped his hands into water that at |east was above freezing, and that felt
hot—and drank what Cloud had drunk, a sip or two, and a splash over hisface to
warm it.

But even that was too much. He thought for a moment he’ d throw it up again,
somewhere between the pain and the load on his stomach. He leaned on a stall
post, just breathing until the waves of nausea passed.

Meanwhile the rider called Ridley had gotten warming-blankets and thrown them
over Cloud, and at that he had to move, because he wouldn’t have anybody else
taking care of Cloud. He thanked Ridley in his shred of avoice, took up the job
himself, and rubbed and rubbed Cloud’ s cold body and colder legs to get the
blood moving.

The effort warmed both of them, set him panting and coughing, made his nose
bleed and made him sick at his stomach. He' d been in such misery he hadn’t felt
the atitude headache in the last push toward that faint sound of abell, but now it
came back, so blindingly acute he shut his eyes as he worked. Ridley gave him
salve to use, and he rubbed it down Cloud’ s legs and checked Cloud’ s feet—
Ridley helped in that, which was good, because Ridley’ s fingers could feel the
spots between the hooves and his still couldn’t.

“Looks pretty good for where he’' s been,” Ridley said after he’ d inspected all four
sets of hooves. “Tarmin rider, are you?”’

He didn’'t want to talk details. Not tonight. He was sniffing back blood that
otherwise dripped from his nose. “Kids are. I'm from Shamesey.” He rubbed
salve vigoroudly into Cloud’ s rear right pastern and down over the tri-fold hoof,
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which Cloud obligingly lifted and let him tuck against his knee. “Long story. Tell
you inside.” Working upside down made him cough, threatened him with losing
al the water he’ d swallowed, and the blood was drowning him.

Cloud on the other hand was faring much better. Cloud sank down after that
treatment, <cold nighthorse belly on cold nighthorse legs,> seeking warmth on
the evergreen boughs that were the flooring. Cloud was feeling much better and
very glad to have blankets thrown over him, then. Danny swiped a salved, horsey
back of his hand across his nose and made alast assault with the salve at Cloud’s
neck, where he could get warmth to the big artery, with the warming salve under
Cloud’' s mane and onto Cloud’ s throat, which had to be as raw and dry as his.

Then from somewhere out of the dark came the girl-kid lugging a bucket too
heavy for her—a heavy bucket that steamed and smelled, such as hisand Cloud's
atitude-ravaged sense of smell could detect, of warm mash. Cloud gave a snort,
interested, as the other horses were interested, having had one supper—but, being
horses, always willing to eat. Ridley took the bucket and poured a taste into the
common trough before he brought the rest to Cloud, who hadn’t gotten up.
Ridley set the bucket in front of him.

Cloud sucked up a mouthful of warm mash, and on the strength of that, found it
worthwhile to get to his feet and go head-down in the bucket—maybe not to eat
much: Cloud wasn’t afool, among a canny, self-preserving kind. But certainly
Cloud meant to get his promised reward.

That meant that Cloud’ s rider could go to the warm barracks and the fireside, and
Danny started toward the door by which he’d come in, back into the snow—Dbut
the Evergreen rider pointed with the beam of the electric torch toward a second
doorway, one framed by shattered boards.

Danny didn’t ask. Horses were horses, and boards suffered when the night was
full of alarms. He scooped up a handful of snow blown in from the outside door
and pressed the icy handful against the bridge of his nose before he went back to
that door, through which Ridley and the kid led him into a night-black wooden
tunnel.

“Where did you come from?’ the little girl wanted to know, looking back as she
walked ahead of them in their little sphere of light; but Ridley said sternly, as he
shone the light down the passage: “ Get on to the barracks, Jennie-cub. Leave the
man alone. He' s got a nosebleed.”

Man. Man, the senior rider said. People down in Shamesey certainly hadn’t
called him that. He' d been struggling all during the trip for Dan instead of
Danny.

And avillage rider saw him as a man, an equal, worth respect just for living to
get up this mountain.

That was worth the hike up here.
Jennie-cub hadn’t gone. She looked back this time upside down, or at least with
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her head tilted way back as she walked ahead of them. “I had a nosebleed once.
What' s your horse's name? Mine' s nameis Rain.”

“Rainisn’'t your horse,” Ridley said. “Y ou wait for Shimmer’sfoal, miss. —Get
to the barracks and open that door before | tan your backside for good and all.”

Y oung Jennie went ahead of them. Light and shadows ran on either side of the
little girl, who became a shadow as she skipped ahead of them down a course
grown dizzier and dizzier. The walls seemed closer as they went and the air grew
more still and dank, smelling of old wood and wet stone and earth.

Couldn’t feel hisfeet. Couldn’t see up from down in the shadows. He was
passing out of Cloud’s range and his sense of orientation was going.

He put out a hand along the wooden wall, seeking balance, thinking, I'm going to
fall—about the time they overtook Jennie, who pulled open a door on blinding
light.

Warm air met them. He dumped his handful of bloody snow and walked in blind,
with Ridley behind him, caught alungful of the heat inside, and felt himself
going as his knees had just turned to jelly.

Strong arms caught him around the ribs and helped him toward the fire and the
light. Carlo and Randy were sitting on the floor against the wall.

Brionne was lying there too, unbundled from the travois, but still folded in her
nest of furs.

Ridley let him down. He sat against the fireside stones, that being all that was
going to hold him up. He had just enough strength to take off his hat and scarf,
and amoment later to struggle out of his coat and a couple of sweaters before he
smothered. He told himself he wasn't going to pass out. Wasn't going to make a
spectacle.

Ridley came and checked his hands in the bright lamplight.

“Not as bad as could be,” Ridley pronounced hisfingers. “A little burn. But not
real bad.” Then Ridley unlaced his boots for him and carefully pulled them off.
He wasn't sure he really wanted to know; but they were his feet, he’d no choice,
and it wasn't would-happen, it was already had-happened, whatever the verdict
was going to be as the socks came off, one layer after another.

“Mmn,” Ridley said. “Going to lose a little skin. —Feel that?’

“Yeah.” It felt asif Ridley drew blood. Then Ridley stripped the other foot. He
felt those toes, too. It hurt so much tears began running down his face. His ankles
hurt. His knees hurt. There wasn’t any part of him that didn’t hurt, and Carlo and
Randy didn’'t look any better off.

“Wasn't sure for along time that you were human,” the woman said, squatting
down near him. “Lot of spookiness out there tonight. Lot of spookiness the |ast
week or so. Y ou know anything about it?”

“Yeah.” His gut knotted up. He started thinking frantically what he could say.
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“But get these kids to the village first.”

“You go,” Ridley said (he thought) to Callie, and a second later said, “Jennie can
go with you. It's all right.”

The woman for her part wasn't enthusiastic about leaving Ridley aone, Danny
decided, small threat that he and Carlo were. Carlo looked to be fading out,
Randy was asleep, and Brionne—Brionne was a bundle of furs the other side of
thefire.

They’ d gotten her here.
And hadn’t they done something good in that? Even heroic?

Even if he had been stupid and missed not just one shelter but both of them in the
storm?

And as for himself, at the definite end of his stupid years, his do-anything, dare-
anything childhood, and grown older and wiser all in one disastrous climb—he
fingered his nose and his ears, wondering if they were frosthitten and whether
he' d be scarred for life from this adventure, or whether he could just swear to
God he' d learned and didn’t need to do anything this stupid again.

The woman put on a coat and prepared to leave as Ridley pressed a warm teacup
into his hands, wrapped in a cloth. That was, the pain in his hands told him, a
very, very good idea.

Meanwhile the little girl—Jennie—came near, leaned over and asked, “What’ s
your horse’ s name?”’

“Cloud,” he said, grateful for such ssmple, answerable questions. “My name's
Dan Fisher. I’'m from Shamesey.”

“From Shamesey!”

He was aware her father was listening. And her mother. His voice was down to a
hoarse thread. “Y eah.”

“What brought you to the mountain?’ Ridley asked, with clear suspicion, and the
woman hesitated in leaving.

“Friend of mine needed help.”

Ridley went to the cabinet and took out a bottle. It was spirits. Ridley came and
poured a generous dollop into Danny’ s tea. And he went over and poured some
for Carlo, too, who was sitting up and looking dazed, but likewise lifting up a
cup.

“And what brought you all the way up here?’ Ridley asked, and Carlo blurted
out,

“Because there' s nothing left down there. Tarmin’s gone.”

Y ou didn’t need the horses to feel the shock in their minds: fear, disbelief, that
Tarmin, the biggest village on the mountain, their main depot for shipments
going or coming... didn’'t exist anymore.
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“Tarminisgone,” Danny said, to draw all the questions back to him and not to
Carlo. He sipped the fortified teato gain time for a breath and a second thought.
The woman stood in her jacket, and Jennie, likewise dressed for the cold, came
and huddled against her legs.

“What' s he saying? What happened, mama?”’

“So what isthe story?’ Ridley asked him, dead calm, as controlled as arider
needed to be. The horses couldn’t hear them here. At least, they shouldn’t be able
to.

And he needn’t tell even half of it. He'd given his caution, in asking that the kids
leave the camp. They hadn’t. He said only, “ Somebody opened a gate. | don’t
want to give the details—don’t know the range from your den—"

“Isyour horse al right?’ Ridley asked. The senior rider here, boss-man in this
camp, had an absolute right to ask that question. He had a kid lying on his hearth
stiff and gone somewhere she couldn’t get back from. He had a strange horsein
the den with their horses. He had avillage locked in for the winter, with al its
people. He had a daughter as well as a partner to protect.

And if they themselves hadn’t been hallucinating, he had a horse out there in the
woods whose distress had waked the wild things in their burrows and relayed its
sending God knew how far, disturbing the mountain a second time in less than a
month.

“We weren't there when it happened,” Danny said, the horse-and-rider we, but he
wouldn’t elaborate more than he had to, either— didn’t quite lie, just leaned very
heavily on Ridley’ s assurance the horses in the den were beyond their ordinary
range of picking up human beings.

Which could change if one horse picked up a suspicion of human distressin the
rider barracks—and they had a young horse out there, an unridden horse of their
own, at a stage notorious for being loud and hearing even humans unnaturally far.

S0 he concentrated entirely on the cup in his hands and sipped it this time not to
keep his voice from cracking, but to save his mind from wobbling from the very
narrow path of information he had to hold.

“l came in after the fact. These three—they’re al that lived through it. They’re
brothers and sister. We' ve been trying not to think of it near the horses. Couldn’t
do anything for the girl down there. She's caught in it, deeper and deeper. She
used to react to things. She doesn’t now. | understand there’' s supposed to be a
doctor in the village.”

The woman pressed Jennie against her legs. Danny found his hands shaking so he
burned himself as the tea slopped over. He didn’t look at their faces. He didn’t
want to. A mind that wasn't right wasn’t ever anything to bring near the horses.

A mind that wasn’t right wasn’t anything to leave within range of anything of the
Wild. And Brionne' s mind, above all else that was wrong with her, wasn’t right.
They were senior riders. They had to recognize the kind of shock she wasin and

file:///G|/rah/Cherryh,%20CJ-%20Finesterre%2002%20-%20Cloud's%20Rider%203S(v1,html).html (55 of 299) [1/31/2004 7:24:14 PM]



Cloud's Rider - CJ Cherryh - Finesterre 02

know that she was dangerous. He' d meant to be out in a shelter tonight—come to
Evergreen on aclear, quiet day with no emergency in the situation. But that
wasn’'t what had happened. Things were done—choices were made around a set
of factsthat involved severd lives, facts he didn’t want to let loose just for the
asking—because the truth could cause a panic that itself could get people killed.

“Wasit her,” Ridley asked, “making that spook-feeling out there?’

No, he thought: direction and location had been in the sending: that was what had
made it so damn real. It had convinced Cloud.

“No,” he said aloud. “I"m pretty sure it was behind us. A horse. Rider’ s died.
With the sister’ s condition—I didn’t want to stay whereit was.”

“Go get the marshal,” Ridley said, meaning, Danny thought, get the little kid out
of here and get Brionne the hell out of reach of the horses. The woman took the
kid and went out the door to the passageway they’ d used—a second and third
passage had gone off from there, he remembered them in the light from the door.

Ridley went meanwhile and warmed Carlo’s cup with tea from the pot. Randy
was sleeping like the dead, on his stomach, his hand up near his face, head on his
arm—nhe didn’t wake for anything. Poor kid, Danny thought, and hoped there was
better luck for the brothers. They’d earned it.

Ridley came and poured teainto his cup. And in that closeness and the quiet of
the ambient Danny took the chance. “There’smoreto it than I’'ve said. We're dll
right. But get the girl out of here fairly soon.”

“What have you brought us?’ Ridley asked sharply, and Danny ducked his head
to cough—he’ d been wanting to since he tipped his head back, and he didn’t
want to look Ridley in the eyes.

“Dammit.” Ridley dropped down on his haunches to meet him eye to eye in that
privacy of the fire-crackle and the wind outside; and the ambient still stayed quiet
and numb as he finished his coughing fit with a swallow of teathat still had
spiritsin it. “What’ s going on down there?’ Ridley asked. “What’ s a Shamesey
rider doing here, for God' s sake? What' sthe real story?”’

“Rescuing afriend,” Danny repeated. He heard the indignation in Ridley’ s voice.
He knew he deserved it. “It'salong story. Get the kids safeand I'll talk.” He
took another sip of the spirit-laced tea, saw Carlo staring into his cup asif it held
answers, and saw Randy sleeping.

Brionne didn’t change. Thank God. He was all but counting the minutes until
they could bring someone in and get Brionne out of the camp. And very rapidly
now the very last reserve of strength was running out of him. He sipped the tea
and his hands began to shake.

Feeling was coming back to his feet. They hurt. His hands did. His face did.

“The whole damn season’ s felt bad,” Ridley said in a more moderate tone. It
wasn't like a <quiet water> statement. It was a peace offering he didn’t deserve,
from aman he deserved worse of, in a situation he couldn’t, right now, discuss.
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Thiswas, Danny thought, a good-hearted and forgiving man. A man more
reasonabl e than he deserved to have to deal with—he hadn’t wanted to go all the
way to Evergreen. But he had. And now he had to deal with the consequences.

“Yeah.” Agreement seemed safest, agreement with everything the local riders
said at least until he could use clear-headed judgement.

Meanwhile Carlo had edged over to try to see to his brother, lifting the blanket
they’ d wrapped him in to look at his feet, and that movement was a distraction
for the conversation. “How ishe?’ he asked Carlo across the intervening space.

“1 don't know.” Carlo let the blanket down. Randy didn’t stir through any of it,
and Carlo made afast swipe at his eyes. Carlo’s hand was shaking.

Ridley got up and squatted down again to take alook at Randy’ s hands and feet
and ears. He looked at Carlo’s, too, while hewas at it.

“Better than yours,” Ridley said. “Work your fingers. Fist.”

Carlo tried. Ridley made a doubtful expression. “Horse medicine,” Ridley said,
and got asmall grimy pot off the shelf and squatted down and rubbed salve into
Carlo’s hands. “Hands and feet. Y ou take the pot with you, son. It’s cheap.
We've got buckets of it for the horses. Use it. Marshal’ s going to find a place for
you. Y ou think you need a doctor?’

“No.” Carlo shook his head fast, and Danny could read his mind without Cloud's
help: Carlo didn’t want to be under the same roof with his sister. Didn’t want
Randy there, either. “Smith,” Carlo said. “Our folks—" His voice faded and
came back again. “They were the smiths down in Tarmin. Need—need to find
work if we can.”

“Ours might take you on.” Ridley maintained a tight reserve. “But those hands
aren’'t going to be fit for smith-work for awhile.” He patted Carlo gently on the
leg and got up to pace the floor—another not too difficult guess, that Ridley was
aching for Callie to get back safely with the marshal and a meansto get his
problem out of the camp.

Danny drank histea and kept his mouth shut, feeling even with the painin his
feet and hands and ears that he could pass out where he was sitting—but he held
on: if something happened, he wanted to be awake. He wanted to know what
disposition village authorities would make of the boys and Brionne, who came
under village law.

Hedidn't. He wasin Evergreen, looking at the authority that governed the rider
camp, and what Ridley said in these walls had to be law—including the
possibility that Ridley would tell him get out of the village and go somewhere
else, weather or no weather. A camp boss always had that authority, and he had
to respect it.

But, God, he didn’t know where he or Cloud would get the strength to go on.
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Chapter 6

<N >»

Came, in due course, athumping in the passage leading to the back door. The
door opened and Callie—still with young Jennie, which Danny didn’t
expect—came in ahead of a big burly man and three other village types in heavy
coats.

That would be the marshal and his deputies, he supposed, the law on the other
side of the wall—the dividing wall that existed here the same asiit existed in
substance and in fact in every town and village in the world, dividing the wicked
rider camps from the godfearing and righteous townsmen—who couldn’t live
without them. He didn’t trust town authorities. On principle of that wall of Theirs
and Ours and on principle of his days as a bad boy of Shamesey streets—qgranting
his father was absolutely right to have hit him harder than the deputy had—he
had several misgivings about turning Carlo and Randy over to the law, and far
more about answering questions.

“These the young folk?’ the oldest of the men asked, as his companions shut the
door and stopped the gale from the passageway. “ Thisthe young lady?’ He had
thick gloves on, but he didn’t offer his hand, just took off his hat—he had
thinning white hair—while Ridley went through the course of introductions
identifying village marshal Eli Peterson, his deputies Jeff Burani and Josh
Hartley, and, not a deputy, preacher John Quarles—the hat should have told him.

On the other side, Ridley named Carlo and Randy Goss and their sister Brionne.

Then on an apparent afterthought, as riders knew they were always afterthoughts
to townsmen of any stamp, “ Thisisthe rider that got them through. Name’'s Dan
Fisher.”

“One hell of ajob,” the marshal said. Danny decided he liked the man. And was
almost moved to get up and shake the man’s hand. “Damn,” the marshal said
then, “you’ re half akid yourself.” Or maybe not, Danny thought, and stayed
where he was, leaning back against the warm stones. His hand hurt too much,

anyway.
“You're saying Tarmin’s gone?’ another man asked, him in the black hat,
Reverend Quarles.

Danny nodded soberly, with a quiet in the room so deep there was just the fire-
sound and the how! of the wind across the roof.

“Lord have mercy,” was the preacher’ s reaction, that and a shake of his head.
“Don’t want to talk here,” Danny said. His voice had deepened with hoarseness,
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and he was having to force it as was. But it made him sound older. “Tomorrow.
I’ll come over villageside. Tell you all you want to know.”

“The Lord was surely with these boys,” the preacher said.

Danny remarked to himself that of course the man carefully didn’'t say that God
could ever possibly be with arider—just with the village-bred Goss kids. But he
was a polite preacher. He'd come into arider barracks without fuss and didn’t
outright insult the roof he was under.

And maybe it was true that God had gotten the Goss boys up the mountain and
just had to do it with the help of a damned-to-hell rider because, thanksto
original sin, that was the way God regularly did things in the world beyond town
walls. Or something like that.

Truth, he'd been halfway religious before he became arider. He was still trying
to figure the ins and outs of the preachers religion asit applied to him now that
he’ d heard the Beast and damned himself—because right and wrong just didn’t
work out with neat edges any more when you saw beyond the neighborhood you
grew up in, and from what he saw on the outside looking in, it never really had.
Not even in the old neighborhood, once you started seeing the rights and the
wrongs you'd learned to ignore.

“Nothing left down there?’ the second deputy asked—not able to believe the
extent of the disaster down there, Danny thought, and didn’t blame him.

“Just the three got out,” Danny said, “them and one Tarmin rider. One border
rider camped with her, in the last shelter between first-stage and Tarmin. The two
of them’ [l come up here, come spring. |—I brought them up.” He didn’t want to
go into question and answer. He wanted Brionne away from the horses, behind
the solid division of avillage wall. “The girl needs a doctor, pretty quick.”

“We'll seetoit,” the marshal said. “Carlo, can you walk, son?’
Sounded like a decent man. Sounded kind. He approved, then.
“Yeah,” Carlo said. “Randy can't.”

“Might put "em with Van,” Ridley suggested. “If he'll take’em. Under threat of
God he might. They’re the smith’ s kids, from down in Tarmin. Van needs
competition, doesn’'t he?’

“We'll talk to him,” the marshal said.
“We'll lay the fear of the Lord on him,” the preacher added.

Carlo was meanwhile trying to pull his socks and boots back onto sore and
swollen feet—nhis boots laced with cord, and he had a chance of making itin
fairly short order. Randy didn’t even wake

“You want ateaand ashot?’ Callie asked the official delegation.

“Thank you, no,” the marshal said. “Better we get these kids settled. Thisthe
girl?” The marshal turned back the furs.
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There followed that small silence that Brionne's pretty, doll-like face could well
engender.

“Are her eyes affected?’

“She won't shut them without the bandage,” Danny muttered, tucked down in his
gpot. “ She's been like that. Beast-struck.” That was what the town preachers
called it if someone went out like that and wouldn’t come back. 1t happened,
legendarily, to townfolk who either got stranded out in an area with beasts, or
who, in the safety of town, had started hearing them. He' d never known a case
but this one. Legendarily, it happened to the innocent faced with the beast-mind.
Practically—it happened to truckers and such that got caught out and survived.
So he’'d heard. Most didn’t survive.

He watched the preacher sign God’s mercy over her. But they were finaly
leaving. With Carlo managing to lever himself up by way of the wall behind him
and to carry himself; the marshal’ s deputies picked up Randy.

The marshal himself picked up Brionne, fursand all, like afather carrying a
baby.

She was thirteen. She was blond. Blue-eyed. Even with her hair tangled and the
scratches on her arms she looked like a saint in a painting.

Danny tried not to pay attention to any of it after that, just praying to God for
them to get her the other side of that wall with nothing whatsoever happening
while they were carrying her like that. Carlo asked for Randy’ s boots and socks,
and Danny just shut his eyes and ducked his head, wishing them to get moving,
telling himself there wasn’t any good saying good-bye to Carlo and Randy—

he’' d be here al winter if Ridley didn’t order him out into the snow, and they
weren’t his business now. He wasn't in their acceptable social class, and once the
desperation wore off he didn’t expect Carlo or Randy to have much more than a
polite word for him when and if they next met.

The door shut.

So he didn’t have to be responsible for them anymore. He'd meet Guil and Tara
up here when the thaw came—whenever athaw came to the High Loop, which
was probably well toward summer in the lowlands. He' d do the job they’d hired
him for and then he'd go down to Shamesey and let his family know he was
aive.

And—qive it about an hour into Sunday dinner before his father started
preaching at him about hell and his horse and he wanted out of there.

In that light, maybe stuck on a mountaintop for several months wasn't so bad.

But he missed his father anyway. He thought now it wouldn’t matter if his father
yelled at him. He' d had guns pointed at him— which sort of put his father’ s well-
meant yelling in perspective. He missed his younger brother Denis. He even
missed his other brother, Sam, and that was how lonesome he was.

Definitely he missed his mother. He' d like one of her suppers right now.
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He' d like her making tea (mama’ d never, ever put spiritsin it, though) and
stirring up biscuits and bringing him his supper in his bed with the flowered quilt
and the dingy plaster and the cracks, three of them, that had used to run across
the ceiling. He could really appreciate the old apartment tonight.

The cracks were fixed now. The place didn’t look like the home he always
remembered when he was far absent fromit.

But that was fine. His family did right well on the money arider son gave them.
Aslong as they didn’t exactly take him back to their bosom God wouldn’t damn
them for dealing with him and their neighbors would go on associating with
them.

He believed, well, a mishmash of things that didn’t fit. But there wasn’t anything
he could do about being what he was, not since the night he' d started hearing
Cloud in his dreams, and the day he’' d gone down to the rider camp to ask the
riders to do something about the wild horse that (not at all his fault, of course) he
was hearing night after night while the Shamesey gate-guards were shooting at
it—and not having abit of luck: athreatened horse was real good at imaging he
was where he wasn't.

A horse was good at snagging afool, too. Helluva lot of chance he’'d had. Cloud
had come looking for human company and he was what answered. He' d been—

—happy. Happy, dammit, since that day. Most times.

All the attractive commotion was gone, now. Y oung Jennie was running out of
energy—whining at her mother.

He thought then—he thought—he really didn’t feel too energetic, himself, and
that the room was getting much too hot. He was getting a little sick at his
stomach, to go with the blinding headache that had never yet left him. So he
thought he’ d get up from where he was sitting and see if he could get an answer
out of Ridley, whether he could sleep here the night—that was all he was
interested in right now, a place to lie down.

He drew his bare feet up, braced a hand on the fireplace rock, got up—

Felt his center of balance off and went down backward, stupid thing to do. He
knew he was going to hit his head on the fireplace.

And did. Hard.

Embarrassing move. He was blind for an instant, and then knew he'd fallen so his
neck was bent forward and his legs were tucked and sort of crossed, so not only
had he added to the headache, it wasn't easy to find anything with his hands to
help him up again—just— couldn’t find up from down. He heard the to-do he'd
made in the room as he set a hand on the hearth stones, trying to figure out the
position he’ d gotten into.

Strong hands pulled him away from the fire before he put his hand quitein it.
That had to be Ridley, who hauled him up onto his knees and got him on his feet.
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“Ishe hurt?’ the kid asked, all concerned, and the woman said they’ d better put
him to bed.

“Ishe going to die?’ little girl sounded worried. Or excited. But Ridley said,
“He'll be all right. Out of the way. Out of the way!”

Ridley provided balance. All he had to do was get up and sort out his right foot
from his left, the way he' d done on the mountainside, just one step after another,
al the way to what he hoped was a clean and empty bed.

Chapter 7

< N>

Darcy Schaffer didn’t know how long she’ d heard the wind. The heavy storm
shutters were locked tight on the windows, and didn’t admit but a hint of light or
dark—shutters that could keep out ablizzard or an intruder, or the world in
general.

She was heating water for breakfast tea when she heard that distant kind of
thump in the snow-passage that meant someone was running around at this hour
of the morning—before dawn—and if it was those damned teenaged Durant kids
again, out and annoying the neighbors before their parents were awake, she was
going to call the marshal and let himtalk to their parents.

But it was measured, heavier steps she began to discern headed for the
passageway and directly for her door, and more than one of them. Her heart
unwillingly picked up the sense of panic she felt when, first, she was sure
someone was going to call at her door, and second, that someone had come with
a cogent need for her to deal with them. She didn’t want to deal with the outside.
She dealt with it only on emergencies—and that was when they came to her,
someone with apain or a hurt that sweet oil from the grocer wouldn’t cure. She
was Evergreen’s only doctor.

Well, dammit, she thought, wiped her hands and |eft the kettle on to boil as she
walked down the three steps from the kitchen that led to the snow-door. She
reached the door from her side exactly at the moment the visitors knocked on it
and the preacher’ s voice called out, “Darcy, it’s John, open up!”

John Quarles and at |least one other set of footsteps in a hurry. Definitely an
emergency—and John didn’t usually come unless it was serious. She lifted the
bar, shot the bolt back and opened the door wide.

She was, being the village doctor, prepared for blood and disaster of every kind.
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John’ s involvement usually meant somebody was dying or damned close to
it—and she saw marshal Peterson and deputy Jeff Burani further back in the dark
passage, the marshal carrying a fur-wrapped body.

John was saying, “Darcy, there's a case—"

But she wasn't just seeing the marshal. She was seeing her daughter Faye in the
marshal’s arms, wrapped in those furs. It was Then. It was That Day, the
preacher was at the door, and Eli Peterson and his deputy were coming toward
her down the passage, bringing Faye, who was dead; and soon then Mark was...

.. dead.

But they were both in the mountain, where the village buried its dead. That Day
was sealed away and she couldn’t reliveit, couldn’t say, to Faye, No, you can’t

go...

“Darcy.” The preacher had her arm, trying to move her back from the door and
its cold draft. The teakettle on the stove reached a boil and screamed a steady,
maddening note.

Distracted, she gave ground and let them in: marshal Peterson, Jeff Burani,
preacher John Quarles, and a hurt kid—whose kid, she wasn't sure, and her
thoughts went flying distractedly down alist of kids that size and that weight.
Above all else shedidn’t like treating kids or dealing with anxious parents. But
there was no one else for the hard cases and the broken bones and the
appendectomies and such.

“Sorry, Darcy, sorry to bring thisin on you—" Marshal Peterson turned the body
to pass her and the preacher in the threshold. His heavy boots clumped loudly on
the hollow wood and the kettle was still screaming fit to drive a body mad. The
first thing she did when she reached the level of the kitchen was to go and lift the
kettle off thefire.

The scream went on in her head. She hadn’t screamed aoud, Then. She'd shut in,
shut down. She didn’t panic, now. She put on a professional face and calmed her
heart, listening without giving a damn to what they were saying about arider
coming in, which didn’t make any sense with a storm raging out there, and that
rider bringing three kids up the road from Tarmin, which made much less sense.

“We took the boys on to Van Mackey’s,” John said. “Figured it was asking
enough for you to take on the girl, Darcy, but the Lord has set a particular task on
you. The Lord has had His hand on this child of Hisin a special way, and maybe
in His good providence He's given you this precious charge. She’s been in the
passage of the Beast. Her mind’ s gone to sleep.”

John said other things. She didn’t believe in his God but she believed in John.
They were partnersin life and death, John doing the breaking of news and
dealing with the next of kin, and that was a very useful thing to her. The marshal
she had far less to do with and didn’t give a damn for most of the cases he
brought her—miners and loggers who' d gotten drunk and bashed each other
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senseless or tried to shoot up the barracks.

But then they folded back the furs and showed her the girl, and it was Faye. It
was Faye' s blond curls, it was Faye' s pale face, just that age.

Her eyes were open. Faye' s hadn’t been. Hadn't ever been again. Faye' seyesin
this child looked through her, blue as the sky in summer.

“What' s your name, sweetheart?’ Darcy asked, and brushed her hand across the
girl’sforehead. But the girl didn’t blink.

“They’rereporting Tarmin’s entirely wiped out,” the marshal said.
Shelistened to it. It wouldn’t come into focus. Tarmin—gone?

“The girl didn’t come out so well as the brothers,” the marshal said. “They were
swarmed. Kids holed up. She' sthe youngest. Her mind’ s affected. They say she's
getting steadily worse, don’t know how many days.”

Not my field, Darcy would have said. She'd dealt with a couple of shock
cases—miners, generally, who in their profession had to get along without riders
to do more than check on their camps now and again, and just made do with guns
and dugouts. The miners were tough. One had come around. The other hadn’t.

“Her brothers and one rider got her up here, storm and all. They’ ve been through
hell. | know it’s cruel, Darcy, but | honestly didn’t know who €else to take her to.
Mackey’ s going to take the two boysin or I’ll break his neck. | just don’t know
what else to do with the girl. | know you got one guy over this. If you could just
take alook at her—"

“Take her upstairs,” she said. Downstairs was the clinic. Upstairs was where she
lived. “Warmer up there, most-times.”

“All right,” Peterson said, and furs and al, carried the girl out of her kitchen,
around the corner to the stairs. Darcy followed with the lamp and got in front for
the ascent. Peterson carried the girl up, and the preacher came behind her, with
the deputy clumping after them, up, up where there was a small landing and a
choice of rooms,

The whole upstairs wasn't warm yet: the kitchen stove was only just getting
going. Their breath almost frosted, and the storm had torn something loose
outside that banged and thumped. But Mark had planned for stormy days. Mark
had set prism glasses in the steeps of the windward side of the roof where snow
didn’t stick when the wind blew. The light came down four mirrored tubes, and it
didn’t need kerosene to keep the upstairs lit even when the shutters were closed.

Faye' s room had one. She opened the door. Dawn must be starting, because there
was afaint glow coming in above the lamplight. She hadn’t noticed how much
dust there had gotten to be. But the sheets were clean under the coverlet, and she
had the marshal lay the girl down there.

“You sureyou're al right?’ the marshal asked her then, and she knew damned
well what he was thinking and asking of her.

file:///G|/rah/Cherryh,%20CJ-%20Finesterre%2002%20-%20Cloud's%20Rider%203S(v1,html).html (64 of 299) [1/31/2004 7:24:15 PM]



Cloud's Rider - CJ Cherryh - Finesterre 02

“Fine.” Shewasn't angry, just ready for them to get out of her way and let her
find out what the girl’ s chances were. She wasn't sentimental about Faye's
things. She could use this room when it was practical. And it was practical now, a
matter of light that didn’t risk fire or cost money.

Such a pale, cold face. She couldn’t keep her hand from the blond curls. She
knew it wasn’t Faye, but it was something to deceive her eyes and her hands and,
at least for awhile, the blank spot in her heart. “Oh, honey, can you blink for me?
Can you do that?’

“Let us pray,” John said, and launched into something about the Lord and lost
sheep.
“Yeah,” she said, instead of amen—she said things like that habitually and John

kept his mouth shut and winced: John could have the souls on their way to the
next world, but she wanted this one alive.

So she herded the three men downstairs, as of no use, and had no time to spare
for tea or cordialities: she shoved them out the door, with them promising to
check this afternoon, and John Quarles promising to bring groceriesif she needed
them.

“1 have everything | need,” she said, maybe foolishly, because it wasn't the truth,
and she shut the door on them, then shot the bolt and dropped the bar.

Faye, all done up in furs and softness. It was a beautiful dead child the marshal
had brought her, That Day, and she began to cry.

But old thoughts came to her and prompted her to stop sniveling and get
something done. She found the dusty warming bricks in the downstairs closet and
set them on the kitchen stove top, and stoked it up with another few sticks of
wood.

She took the hot kettle upstairs, moving faster than she had moved about her
business in long, long months. She knew it wasn’t her daughter—she knew better;
but she didn’t choose to know: that was the real difference between sane and
crazy.

In the thoughts she chose to think, Faye was home, the marshal had brought her,
and she had a chance this time to fight death, hands on and by her effort—slim,
but at least thistime, a chance.

The smith, Mackey, hadn’t been exactly hospitable.

But Carlo thought now, sitting in awarm nook in Van Mackey’ s forge, with the
faint glow of embersfor light aswell as heat, that he was very willing to put up
with pain in hisfingers and feet. He was grateful that Danny Fisher hadn’t let
them quit—even if Danny had missed the sheltersin the whiteout.

He could say now that they’d made it. And he'd have wished to talk to Danny
before he left, but Danny’ d had his head down, ducking things that they’ d agreed
not to talk about, he guessed, or what he might have to be grateful for, which

file:///G|/rah/Cherryh,%20CJ-%20Finesterre%2002%20-%20Cloud's%20Rider%203S(v1,html).html (65 of 299) [1/31/2004 7:24:15 PM]



Cloud's Rider - CJ Cherryh - Finesterre 02

seemed all there was | eft to talk about.

Thanks, he'd have said, at least, if he’ d had hiswits about him, and if that duck
of Danny’s head hadn’t stopped him cold. When the rider woman had said he and
Randy probably wouldn’t lose toes he' d been so grateful for Danny Fisher's
persistence and bullying toward the last that he’' d sat there and sniveled like a
five-year-old.

His eyes burned. He wanted just to sleep, and it was so still, so quiet in this place.
The whiteout—

He suffered amental slip, chin on his chest, thinking <himself back on the
mountai nside with horse-sendings shivering down the nape of his neck and
running through his brain.>

At next blink it was <Danny in the rider camp.> And <passageways.>

No, they were in the forge shed. He and Randy. The preacher and the marshal
had said they had a place for Brionne, and he and Randy should go on where the
deputy took them, warmest place in Evergreen, someone had said.

And it was. From the branching of the dizzying wooden passages they’ d parted
with the marshal, taken a separate lantern which he lit and carried for the deputy
who carried Randy, and they’ d gone far down another spur to a side tunnel where
it seemed even the earth was warmer.

Knock on the door, the deputy had said, having his hands full with Randy, and
he' d knocked. They’d waited. He'd hammered with hisfist, though it hurt like
hell, figuring people were asleep, and the deputy had carried Randy all the way
from the rider camp.

It had taken three such assaults before he heard steps inside, and finally the door
opened on a sleepy, burly man in his underwear, who’ d gazed blearily past the
lantern he carried while they stood in the dark of the tunnel.

“These kids hiked up from Tarmin,” the deputy had said. The deputy had gone on
to say they were the smith’ s kids from down there, and that the marsha wanted
them to have ajob, at which Mackey acted asif he'd slam the door in the

deputy’ sface.

But the deputy had gotten his hand against the door, and without saying anything
about why they’ d walked up from Tarmin, said something about the tavern and
the miners and young boys not being safe in there. Details blurred. The passage
doorway had. Carlo had been thinking he hadn’t the strength to go through
another round of where to lodge them.

But Mackey had said then that they weren’t firing up the forge in this blizzard
anyway and they could stay theretill he could talk to the marshal in person. After
which Mackey slammed the door.

They hadn’t mentioned the details about Tarmin. The marshal had said not to tell
Mackey anything but the absolute least they could say. They didn’t want that
public yet, because, the deputy had said, the village had so much stake in Tarmin,
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and there were people who might take advantage of the situation.

The deputy had brought them through the side door over there, into the forge, this
vast shed with stone walls, a blackened timber roof, a stone floor that looked like
asolid piece of the mountain itself. The forge was banked and ailmost dark, but
even so the warmth in the air here was considerable.

His greatest desire in the whole universe had been to sit down and peel out of his
coat and sweaters and the knee-wraps and all of it, and he’ d done the same
service for Randy, then covered Randy in his coat, thinking he might need it. At
some point—he didn’t even remember—the deputy had left. With the lantern.
He' d thanked him. He thought. His thinking wasn't clear at all.

Randy made a sudden sound in his sleep and flailed an arm from under the coat
Carlo had settled over him. His eyes came wide open. “Where are we?’ Randy
asked in panic. “Where are we?’

“Warmest place thereis,” Carlo said. “It's al right. Nothing to do but sleep.” He
didn’t know even whether it was day or night. He thought it might be daylight,
but he hadn’t been able to tell in the passages. Mackey might have been asleep,
or sleeping late—but if people had come in after risking their necks on that road
he thought the man could have been civil about a knock on his door. “ Storm'’s
still blowing,” he said to Randy. “Hear it?” He sat down as close to Randy as he
could, while the wind kept on howling like devils outside and thumping at the
flue.

“We aren’'t home, are we?”’

“We'rein Evergreen,” he assured Randy, and chafed Randy’ s shoulder. It did
look like home, mostly. The place was put together alot the same, except the
forge faced differently. It smelled the same. Cindery heat. Hot metal. Fire. The
stone walls and floor of the place accepted and gave up heat lowly and it
wouldn’t chill too much despite the uninsulated roof above soot-blackened
timbers. There was ametal tank that sat elevated on a masonry wall, probably
taking rainfall and snow-melt from the roof. He got up, hobbled over and got a
forge-warmed drink of water for Randy in a cup he’' d found sitting near the tap.

Then he threw on a couple of logs he didn’t think the smith would miss, less for
the heat than to have brighter light until Randy could get his wits about him and
know for sure where they were.

But Randy quickly faded out again, exhausted. And, so tired himself he could fall
on hisface, and completely unable to sleep, Carlo paced. Then drew off water in
a gquenching bucket and set it beside the fire to get warmer.

Pain brought tears to his eyes even yet when he dipped his hands in that
|lukewarm water; he pulled his boots off and endured the heat in the stone pavings
just off the hearth of the forge. He waked Randy again and put him through the
same routine, warm water and warm stones, though Randy broke down and cried
and complained.
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Randy was due that. He' d been hard on Randy on their way up the mountain.

He' d done what their father would have done and said the words their father
would have said because those were the things Randy was used to. It took that, to
get Randy’ s attention and put the fear of God into him.

His father would tell him, the same way he' d told Randy: The weak die, kid.
They hadn’t died. Their father was dead.

And they were where they’ d stay—maybe for the rest of their lives, if things
worked out to get them ajob in thisforge. Riders came and riders went when
they decided to leave, and he knew Danny would go with the spring breezes. But
not the blacksmiths' kids. They were the kind to put down roots. They’d never
looked to leave Tarmin. And here—was a staying place. They had to think that.
They had to work to get on Mackey’s better side and make their lives better than
they’ d been.

The wind found a plaintive note, on aloose shingle, maybe. It was alonely
sound. He didn’t hear the bell that had called them in, and hadn’t in along while.
He guessed someone must finally have secured it so it didn’t ring.

He' d never hear it after this without remembering that thin, wonderful sound that
had given them the strength and the direction to keep trying.

Now there were walls, the world was ordered again, and they were back inside a
zone of safety the riders with their horses, in their camp, maintained for avillage
that sustained them—

Only now he knew how fragile that zone was. He knew now that the riders
protection could be broken, and he didn’'t know if he could ever feel quite so safe
here as he' d been before in hisignorance of the Wild.

He' d heard the sendings as the rogue prowled the darkened street, looking for
mama, looking for papa—and the whole town died, house by house, swarmed
over by vermin and larger predators that had held the village for hours. He and
Randy had clung to each other, tried not to hear, tried not to think—

It hadn’t gottenin. It had tried the door. But it couldn’t get in.
And they couldn’t get out. That was what had saved them.
<Gunshot. Blood on the snow.>

His heart jumped.

It was there again, that vision, that one, time-stopped moment. That
overwhelming confusion. It had nothing to do with Tarmin. The horse belonged
to adead man—but Danny said horses didn’t understand death when it came too
suddenly and too isolated from other minds. It was looking, was what. Looking
for itsrider. Looking for arider. It was hard to say.

What if the smithy was up against the village wall? He had no sense of location,
having come here through the tunnels. He didn’t know. He didn’t have his
orientation to the village, he couldn’t even imagine what it looked like, and in a
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handful of days with Danny Fisher, he’d gotten used to seeing things and hearing
things, even to finding it a shortcut to speech when he and Danny and Randy
couldn’t, in that hellish wind, make themselves heard.

<Lonely. Snow and branches.>
<High in the branches, looking down.>

He pressed his fingers against his eyes. But that didn’t work. It wasn't in your
eyes. It wasin your brain, inside, where you couldn’t run, couldn’t ignore it.

<Fear.>
Go away, he wished it. Go away, you can’t get in here.
Randy stirred in his sleep. But went on sleeping. And the world got quiet again.

The preachers said once you started listening to the Beast you couldn’t ever
really stop, and if you came near horses or anything native to the world, they’d
talk to you and you’ d have to hear—they’ d haunt you, and you' d dream wicked,
godless, animal dreams.

Wasiit redlly out there, that horse? Or was it his remembering it? Sendings were
like memories, some vivid enough to wash right over your vision and make you
see and smell and hear something else. And horses thought. Horses reasoned.
Danny said horses didn’t hold a purpose long and they forgot what they were
about unless a human being was there to remember for them. Danny said when
humans had come to the world horses had come to them because they were
curious, and they carried riders now because they were outright addicted to
human minds.

A horse could remember things so long as he had arider.

That was why the rogue had been so deadly dangerous—because it had had
Brionne on its back.

<Horse running, running through the woods. Fear and anger.>
He pressed his fingers against his eyes until he saw red flashes.

The preachers said the Wild separated man from God and led you into
bestialities. Sex, and blood-lust, and just not hearing God anymore when God
talked to you.

He actually wasn’t sure God had ever talked to him. But he knew beyond a doubt
that Cloud talked to him in his head. He knew that Danny Fisher had. Randy had.
Randy, who’ d been saying things about dealing with that spook-horse. About
wanting to be arider.

So had Brionne.
So had Brionne.
He wanted to go to church and smell the candles,and the evergreen boughs.

He wanted to hear about God’ s mercy and have his mind and his thoughts his
own again, and his dreams safe from horse-sendings.
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Danny had said you didn’t hear the horses if you weren't near them. That people
might send a little—they must—but they were deaf as stumps without a horseto
send to them. Y ou didn’t hear other humans without a horse or something in the
bushes—and if you did it was bad, because little creatures didn’t have the brain
to intrude real easily. Sending sight was their real defense and their hunting
tactic. If you got something strong coming at you—it was big, and big regarding
anything in the Wild meant predator.

He just wanted peace from all of it.
<Dead riders. Lost horses. Dead streets. Fire reflecting on glass windows.>

He began to shiver. He thought that was a good sign, maybe a sign he could be
horrified again, and not just accept images as they came. But the shivering made
his travel-bruised joints hurt and it might disturb Randy. In the warmth and the
smells of the forge, he could blink and think he was in his father’sforgein
Tarmin and that nothing he remembered had ever happened—~but that was
dangerous, too: it wasn't that forge, and Tarmin didn’t exist anymore. Nothing
could ever bring Tarmin back the way it was. It was |ost.

Nothing could bring their beliefs back, or their innocence... certainly not his.
Maybe Randy’s. He hoped Randy had a chance to forget.

And for him—he'd find a niche for himself. A smith could always find work—he
and Randy had nothing but what they stood in, but they had no debts, either.
They could work slave wages if they didn’t fit in here, just stay until they had a
stake, then move on with atruck convoy in the summer to wherever some
settlement needed a fair-to-middling smith. A whole village could grow up
around a couple of enterprising craftsmen, where miners and loggers could know
they could get equipment fixed, and some cook set up shop, and they put up walls
to protect the facilities— and then—then miners and loggers came to do their
drinking and their rest-ups because it was a safe place. That was the way alot of
villages had begun.

And the two of them would do al right. Randy was at that gawky, all-elbows-and-
thumbs stage that didn’t in any sense look the part of a smith, but Randy would
put on muscle given another year, the same as he had, by working the bellows.

Y ou did that, you did the rough work, get the job going—the master smith would
step into finish it. Damn right, you put on muscle fast.

Hands weren’t in good shape. If Mackey who owned this place gave him a
chance he'd rest up. But if not, if not—he' d take what he could get. He was
fighting for survival in this place just as surely as he had been on the road that
brought them here. The house, the forge, the money and the respectability so
Randy could have awife and kids and anormal life, getting as far as possible
from what had happened down there. That was what he'd fight for.

Everything right thistime. He'd seetoit.
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Danny set himself on the edge of the bed, and Ridley tipped him back into it
while Callie watched from the open doorway.

“Made it to the mattress thistime,” Ridley said, and flung at |east five kilos of
blankets atop him.

“Yeah,” he said. They’d had warming bricks on the mattress. He felt apt to pass
out from the heat.

But he’' d done that already and had a sore spot on his head to proveit. His eyes
wanted to shut, heat or not, and he wished they’d just go away.

But they didn’t. They hadn’t. They’d gotten him up after they’ d determined he
might be concussed, they’ d kept him awake sitting in the chair in the common
room, talking about the camp, talking about local custom—anything but Tarmin
and the trip up—being sure, they said, that he didn’t have a skull fracture.

He' d heard that staying awake after a crack on the head was afairly good idea.
But Cloud had dumped him harder than that and his skull had survived. He was
just godawful tired. But if hisfingers and toes all made it through the event, and
they seemed to be going to, he was happy.

And they hadn’t thrown him out into the snow. And they let him go back to bed.
“Pretty good job you did,” Ridley said, lingering at his bedside— which made
him wonder if they were going to continue the sleepless treatment. It was

morning outside. He was relatively sure it was bright morning. And he so wanted
to go to Sleep.

“Yeah,” he said. Y eah covered most everything. And he’ d already forgotten the
guestion.

Callie' svoice: “Damn good for your first time in the mountains.”

“l had afair map,” he said. You didn’'t ever, asajunior, attempt to take credit for
what a senior had done—or pretend to have done what you hadn’t. “ And good
advice.” Which he wished he’' d understood at the start rather than the end of the
trek. But he'd lived to learn.

So had the kids.
“Who gave you the advice?’

“Tarmin rider.” His heart rate kicked up a notch. He' d wondered when they’d
start asking on the matter of Tarmin, and here it came. The ambient was quiet,
the horses were snug in their den, the dark-eyed little girl with the lively curiosity
was safely in her room. They might be about to go after answers on the subject
they’ d danced all around for at least an hour.

And if they didn’t like what they heard—they could still throw him out.
“Who?’ Ridley asked. “Who survived?’

“TaraChang.” He thought by their expressions it was a name they knew. “The
others—didn’'t make it. Friend of mine—Stuart—he’s down there. With Tara.
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Near Tarmin.” He wasn't tracking well. The mind was trying to sink into deep,
deep wool. He tried to sort out what they must assume. What he' d said and not
said.

“How did she survive? What happened down there?’

“Dead.” Histongue was getting thick. He was thinking about <snow> and
<cabin,> but there wasn’'t any horseto carry theill-assorted baggage of his mind
and he was both protected by and held to words that wouldn’t contain half his
thoughts. The kid wasin bed, but if ahorse got curious, even asleep she might
pick something up. He hadn’t remotely counted on a kid in the camp—even if
he'd come in to consult in advance what to do with Brionne, there' d have been
the kid—

Which, with what he remembered, didn’t make him comfortable winter company.
Maybe he should hit the road.

But he hadn’t told them—
“Fisher.”
“Don’'t want to think now. Tomorrow.”

Ridley sat down on the bedside and Ridley’ s hand closed hard on his shoulder.
“Hate to be inhospitable, Fisher, but we have avillage missing. The horses are
out of range. So just tell ustherest of it.”

Y ou couldn’t swear when a horse was listening. Y ou could just swear to when it
was sending. He was scared of being pushed, scared of spilling just enough to
make them want more and more and more, until they got more than they wanted
to hear, for more than he wanted to give. He was scared of spilling stuff that was
his, and stuff that was the Goss kids' business, and Tara' s and Guil’s as well.

But hewasin real sorry shapeto survive now if the Evergreen riderstold him go
on, get away from their village—just another day, he'd be all right—

Something had stalked them here—he thought it had. But he couldn’t swear to it.
It was so, so dangerous, imagination. A rider kept it in his pocket and only took it
out on sunny days with no shadows.

Ridley’ s hand insisted and hurt his shoulder, shaking at him gently. “1 want
answers now, Fisher. Hear me?”’

“Yeah.” He didn't even remember exactly what information of all he held that
Ridley had actually asked. “What was the question?’

“To what happened down at Tarmin.” Ridley’s mild voice grew angrier. “To who
you are, where you came from, how the hell you got up here in the first place,
and how safeisyour horse?’

That was the most dangerous accusation. Cloud’ s safety. That question scared
him. He shook his head, and even the pillow hurt the back of his skull. “Horseis
fine. No problem with us.”

“Ask him what brought him up from the flatlands?’ Callie asked, coming closeto
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his bed. “What cause to be here in the first place? Was there a convoy down
there?’

“Friend’ s partner died up here. He came for her. | came—came for him. He was
pretty shaken up.”

“Names,” Ridley said. “His. Hers.”

“Guil Stuart. Aby Dale.”

“Oh, damn,” Callie said with what seemed real sadness, and Ridley’ s hand let up
itsvise grip on hisarm. “Not Aby,” Cdlie said. “We just saw her.”

“Last convoy down. She was in the way. Just—" He didn’t want to go into all of
it. Most of all he didn’t want to think about Tarmin tonight. There was too much
white in his mind, and winter was such a dangerous time. Dreams turned real
when the wind was howling like that outside, and the horses carried the worst
Imaginings. “ Just—she died. They said—they said a rogue horse spooked the
convoy. And Guil came up hereto get it.”

“But it got Tarmin?”’

“Up at the gates—just—people opened doors. | was in the woods looking for
Guil, and | heard it go—and—I don’'t want to tell this around the kid.”
“She'sadleep,” Ridley said. “Keep going. Horses aren’t hearing you. Y ou just
happened into Tarmin when a rogue happened on the mountain. And where’ s this
other guy and why isn't he up here?’

Rogue horse—was rare as legends and campfire stories. And they shouldn’t
believe apile of coincidences. But he couldn’t begin to tell them the connecting
strings without giving them leads to other things. He just strung it together as best
he could.

“Gunshot. This guy—Harper—not from this mountain—nhe thought—thought, |
guess, | mean, he' d seen arogue once before, or he thought he had, and he wasn’t
real right in his head. Heredlly, really hated Stuart. The rogue wasn’t him, you
know, it wasn't Stuart, but everything just got tangled up in his head. | knew this
guy was on his track, and Harper—Harper just—just went crazy. Tried to kill
Guil.”

“Before the rogue got Tarmin,” Ridley said. “Is Guil thisrogue? Is Harper?’

“Horse. Rogue horse.” Danny forgot and shook his head. “Harper’sdead. It's
dead. Shot it. Guil shot it.”

“You're sure of that.”

“Yeah.”

There was alittle easing of tension.

“Y ou came in with a damn spooky feeling,” Ridley said.
“Yeah.”

“So what wasit?’
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“Horse—followed us. Maybe five, six horses loose down there.”
“Followed you up the mountain. Through that?’

“Kids with me—nobody alive down there. None without horses. Can't go down
the mountain, snows down there... avalanches...”

“And?’ Ridley asked. “Fisher? You’ re not going to sleep until you talk. What
happened with the rogue? What happened to that girl?’

“It was just—" <Fire on the window-glass. Horse walking the streets at night, in
the falling snow. Tides of vermin rolling from under Cloud’ s hooves.> He didn’t
want to lie. He didn’t dare tell the truth. * Just—when Tarmin went down—Kkids
hid out. | rode in. Searched for survivors. Babies. Old people. There wasn't
anything. —I felt it go, understand me? | felt it go, | don’t want to remember it in
this camp, | don’t want to remember it near the horses.”

“Damn,” Cadllie said.
“I'm all right. My horseisal right.”
“And those kids?’

He let his eyes shut, closing out the questions. They could hit him. They could
toss him into the snow. He had to keep the lid on things until he could get his
story straight. He didn’t need to pretend to drift toward sleep. His mind kept
going out on him—and he didn’t trust them—didn’t trust them not to call ahorse
close to him—outside the wall.

“What about the rogue horse?’ Callie came to stand over him. “How bad isthis
kid, Fisher? What happened?’

“Just—" He had ultimately to tell them all the truth. But not tonight. Not tonight.
The girl was beyond the wall. The gates were shut. It was daylight. “ Just—the
kid was affected. Keep her in the village. Don’t bring her near the horses. Had a
hell of atime on theroad. My horseisall right. Didn’t ever come near the rogue.
Couldn’t think about Tarmin, though, | didn’t want to think about it all the way
up. And the kids kept remembering it, spooking my horse. Didn’t help. Didn’t
help at all.”

They had no more questions for a moment. He didn’t open his eyes to see, but he
thought he’ d answered everything.

“Jennie’ seight,” Callie said, nothing else, but he understood what she meant. As
If awhole village on her hands wasn't reason enough in itself to worry about him
or Cloud in the camp.

“I'll leaveif you like. Give me aday or so.”
“Not saying that,” Ridley said.

Decent, good people. He' d had all the way up here to imagine the godawful
situations alone junior could get into, including finding himself in some shelter
alone with a bunch of guys older and rougher and maybe far crazier. Winter came
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down and bunched people up in shelters at the same time the horses were in rut,
and memories and sex flew thick asfalling leaves through present time.

Y ou didn’t want to get in with arough crowd, damn, you didn’t, and he hadn’t
wanted to scare Carlo and Randy about that possibility. He' d held his own nerves
together and was so, so relieved to find himself with a solid, sensible lot of
people with an o