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“…Of the two, Laz’law was
the most ready to talk and answer questions; he had an easy, very
amusing flow of talk when he was comfortable; it was fun to listen
to him. Yet, for all his verve, there was sometimes a lost look
about his face that made him seem incredibly young. Then, for a
moment only, his sultry eyes would look like the eyes of a little
boy, and he would glance quickly at Lune, as if searching some sort
of reassurance. I wondered what their story was, how they had come
together…”

 


– Black Carnival

 


 


Ten years earlier, White
Sands.

 


The chestnut mare was standing
uneasily on three feet, her left hind hoof on Lune’s knee, when
Delaney entered the stable-yard. She pinned her ears back and
tossed her head angrily, while Aubrey, who was holding her by the
halter and trying to keep her from stomping around, let out a
quiet, scoffing breath. Lune turned to look behind his shoulder and
see who the visitor was.

“Oh, hi there,” he said
dryly, turning back, rasping a bit more of the hoof’s ragged rim.
“Long time no see. What can I do for you? Surely you want
something.”

Delaney was one of the Institute’s clerks.
He was just a pencil pusher really, but an official pencil pusher,
and he never allowed anyone to forget about it. He didn’t mix with
the Riders; he just bossed them around. Unfortunately he was in a
position to do so.

“As a matter of fact,
since you want to get straight to business, yes, I do,” said
Delaney in a tone of voice way too cheery for Lune’s taste. “I
heard you are done with your last apprentice.”

Lune’s face fell. It was worse than he
had expected.

“Yes, I am,” he said
reluctantly. “He’s ready, through and through. So what?”

“So, I have another boy
for you.”

Lune carefully put down the mare’s
foot and stood up straight, caressing her bony flank.

“I thought I was getting a
year off,” he said slowly, without raising his voice over a soft
whisper. “It was agreed. I was to ride to Arnia, on my own, do some
research in peace without a squealer on my heels day and
night.”

“I know, I know. We would not
ask if there were anybody else. But this boy is a bit of a tricky
customer. Talented, but a bit of a hot-head. He needs a steady
hand. You’ll bring him round in no time at all, and then you can
ride off to Arnia, or the antipodes, or to kingdom come, and I’ll
not raise a finger to stop you. You have my word. Anyway, he’s not
a squealer. He has been riding with Cisco for three years. He
learnt a lot already. But they don’t get along.” Delaney shook his
head regretfully.

Lune felt imaginary hackles rising all the
way down his back. The only person he despised more than a man who
could not care for his horse is a man who could not care for his
apprentice. He had been away to the outer bases for a long while,
but he knew all he needed to know about Cisco. He doubted that the
boy had had any chance to learn much about the desert. He may have
learnt different things though. Inheriting an apprentice from Cisco
could only mean trouble.

“Anyway,” Delaney said hastily,
obviously perceiving his unease, “you will know how to handle him, I’m sure.”

“Cisco’s apprentice? You mean
Laz’law?” asked Aubrey from the other end of the horse, with a
jovial tittering laugh, which sounded totally unreal in his
rumbling deep voice. “Hell, I’d know how to handle him any day, all
right. Can I have him?”

“Yes, well, about that. I may as
well tell you,” said Delaney shifting from foot to foot as if his
bladder had been bothering him. “It would appear that he did not
fancy being handled every day. Allegedly he pulled Cisco down from his horse, gave
him a thrashing with a stirrup leather, iron and all, and
threatened to geld him with a, um, if he ever … well,
anyway.”

Lune looked at Delaney in the face for
the first time, with a raised eyebrow.

“Did he now? Well, I may
give him a look, after all. I almost like him already.”

“Oh I am sure that you will like
him a
lot.
Really. Great horse guy. They say he can ride anything.”

“Yes, well. Just because
you can keep your butt on their back doesn’t mean you understand a
thing about horses.”

He mumbled the last words almost to
himself while bending down to pick up the mare’s right hind hoof.
He began cleaning it, and Delaney coughed a couple of times,
politely.

“Uh, yeah, speaking of
which, what are you doing with this?”

“This what?”

“Well, this, uhm,
creature. Did you pay money for it?”

“Well, since you ask, yes,
I did.”

“Were you sober at the
time?”

Lune sniffed and pulled a hoof knife
out of his pants’ back pocket. He began slicing away layers of dead
white sole from the mare’s foot and did not answer.

“Well, then,” said
Delaney, “I’ll just send him in, yes?”

“I’m kinda busy today. Maybe
tomorrow. I’ll have a chat with him, and decide.”

“Well, the thing is, he is
just outside. Now. Thought I’d save us all some time, that way.
I’ll tell him to come in while I go out, right? See you, then.
Always a pleasure!”

Lune stared at his back with a
thunderous face.

“Asshole,” said Aubrey, levelly,
as soon as Delaney was out of earshot.

Lune nodded and picked up the hoof
rasp.

And then let it fall to the floor as
the most extraordinary person he had ever laid eyes upon entered
the stable-yard, walking with the diffident, shy, absurdly graceful
awkwardness of a three-month foal.

The mare spooked at the clang of the
falling rasp and tried to kick him from under her. Lune swore under
his breath as he tried to keep his balance, hang on to her foot and
kick the rasp out of harm’s way all at once. The divine young
person stopped a bit uncertainly at some distance and looked on
with such a smoking mixture of curiosity, reserve, amusement and
defiance in his pitch black eyes that he almost cost Lune a crushed
foot, a sprained back-bone and a perfectly good hoof-rasp all in
one go. When he got his feet under him again Lune looked up at the
boy.

He was a slim, very straight, very
athletic youth of maybe eighteen or twenty, with a chocolate-dark
skin that was exotic enough in White Sands, and absolutely
astounding black eyes. They had the pure, noble, languid cut of an
Old Earth’s Egyptian Pharaoh’s eyes, but with a complex,
penetrating, absorbed expression that made them shockingly intense.
Lune looked into them for the shortest moment then lowered his gaze
to the ground, instinctively, as he would have done with a
difficult, sensitive horse. His heart was pounding in his
throat.

Holy wow, he thought. Definitely trouble.

****

Everybody goes on and on and on
that he is the best far rider in White Sands – I thought it would
be the coolest thing ever to ride with him! It turns out that there
isn’t a single cool gene about him at all! I don’t know what
generation he is, but he is like 100 years old. And he’s got the
weirdest ideas about horses. He is all caught up in recycling this
nag he found at the knacker yard, foundered on all four feet and
half starved, and guess who’s the lucky bugger who gets to walk her
ten miles a day, walk her, mind, rope in hand, like a bleeding
poodle? Oh right, that would be me. Holy crap, the horse belongs in
a string of sausages, and this Lune in a museum. LL77 ether-cast
568. Over.

****

Laz’law spent about half an hour in the
paddock trying to catch the chestnut mare the next day. It was
about as easy as catching a wild beast. Every time he got anywhere
close to her she just trotted off, not really running away, but
always keeping just that little bit out of reach. When he lost
patience and flung the halter to the ground, Lune
laughed.

“Stop running after her,”
he called out. “She probably thinks you want to bite her ass. You
don’t go after a spooked horse. Walk around without looking at her.
She’s a herd animal. She’ll come to you when you stop scaring
her.”

After a while this seemed indeed to
work. Finally Laz’law managed to pass the halter over her nose, but
the moment he lifted his arm to get the crown piece behind her ears
the mare tossed her head fiercely in the air and spooked off,
yanking the halter off his hand.

“What the
fuck?”

“Pass your arm under her
throat next time, not over her neck,” said Lune from where he was
standing, leaning easily on the fence. “She’s head-shy like
that.”

“What’s her bloody problem?”
asked Laz’law angrily. “I don’t have all day to catch
her!”

“You don’t?” asked Lune
peaceably, and Laz’law frowned. Lune watched his ruffled expression
with some satisfaction. As an apprentice, from 8:00 a.m. to 8:00
p.m. Laz’law was technically supposed to do what Lune told him to
do. If Lune said he had all day to do something, anything, he had
all day, period. Happy that that much had been established, he
watched the boy going after the mare again with a thunderous look
in his eyes that didn’t help at all.

“Why is she like that?” Laz’law
asked after several exasperating attempts.

“Why? I don’t
know. But my guess is that some idiot who believed himself very horse-smart
used to tweak her ears to punish her for things she didn’t do
right.”

Laz’law frowned, and his jaw stiffened
a bit. Lune watched him carefully.

“And maybe gave her a clout now
and then, just for good measure. And had fun offering her treats
and then taking them away at the last second. Watch your fingers.
She may snap if you offer her something to eat.”

“And you let horses snap
at you just like that, man?” asked Laz’law in a derisive
tone.

“Why, to tell you the truth,”
said Lune very quietly, looking at the tip of his boots, “I usually
don’t. A well-trained, well-cared-for horse has no business biting
people. But if, say, a young horse, who has seen only the worst
side of man, and is scared because he knows no better, tries to
snap at me, I am willing to ignore it for a while, assuming that he
will behave better once he learns to trust me.”

Never, at any point, did Lune look into
Laz’law’s eyes, and the boy made no comment. Eventually, by dint of
much tricking and treating, the mare was caught, and Laz’law
brought her out of the paddock. He was already tired by then, but
Lune observed that he was gentle enough with her.

“But why do I have to walk her
in hand?” Laz’law asked, pouting. “Why can’t I pony her? Kzar could
do with the exercise, too.”

“Because,” said Lune with
accurately focused patience, “one, she is still shy around other
horses, and your stud is a bully who will scare her senseless. Two,
I know that you will not resist trotting, galloping, and prancing
about like a grasshopper, and she’s not fit enough for that yet.
And three, because walking
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