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      The man in the shack stared into the mirror above his sink. He’d built the shack with his own two large hands, back when such things had mattered. When he’d finished the house, the man’s wife had decorated the place in a way that suited her, and appalled him. The mirror was one such appalling item. It had a heavy wooden frame with ornate, scrolled edges painted in garish colors ranging from red to blue to orange to yellow. It was an ugly, ugly thing. Mayhap as hideous as the face of the man in the mirror.

      The top of the mirror’s frame was a blue, darker than midnight and pocked with pinpricks of white that were supposed to be stars. That symbolized eternity. The bottom was green, symbolizing the ground, grass, or world. Mayhap worlds. The other colors were somewhere in between. There was something on the mirror that looked like a white horse, though if anyone made that observation, the something would have been deeply offended. Guns were scrawled on the mirror, but their shapes looked clumsy and stupid. The mirror, when taken as a whole, was a child’s rendering of the man’s life: all rainbows and good times when viewed through one set of eyes but very little happiness when seen through the eyes of the truth. 

      The man’s face was long and deeply creased — more wrinkled than the man himself remembered. He wore a gray beard, streaked here and there with stubborn strands of brown that refused to surrender to age. The man reached up and ran his hand across the beard, thinking as he did each time he saw it that he should shave. The thing was scraggly, not at all trimmed. His neck was covered in stubble, with nothing beneath but tendons and rough skin like the skin of the turkeys in his pen out back. The face in the mirror was deeply tanned, testimony to a life lived under the unforgiving sun. The man’s hair was the only thing that had more or less held firm. It was brown flecked with gray rather than the other way around, as his beard had chosen. The hair looked strange to the man because he almost never saw it. On the rare occasions the man had seen the whole of his head in a mirror, he’d worn a hat — flattened, beaten, and brown — that was almost as much a witness to his life as his own two eyes. 

      The man leaned forward, peering into the blue eyes that were set deep in the leathery old face. Those hadn’t changed and had remained piercing and cold. As the man watched himself, meeting those eyes, he imagined them as the eyes of an enemy — which, in a way, they were. He tried pretending he was staring down a foe, trying to put himself in the shoes of the many men for whom those same eyes had been the last things they’d ever seen. He tried seeing past the gray beard and wrinkled skin and into the eyes themselves — into the soul of the gunslinger who’d protected The Realm, roamed the Sands, pursued his foe, then spent decades trying to forget it all. Everything was there. Looking close, feeling weightless, the man could see it writ in those blue eyes like words in a long book. 

      He pulled back, again running a hand through his beard. The beard made him look older than he was, and he was plenty ancient. For the thousandth time, he decided it wasn’t worth the effort to fill the sink, wet the blade, or make the lather. He never looked in the mirror anyhow — not when he could avoid it. He hated the mirror almost as much as he hated the face.

      The man turned from the mirror, walked back into his small bedroom, and pulled on the same basic outfit he’d worn nearly every day of his life: denims, a long-sleeved shirt (today’s was brown), and a vest. He pulled on his boots. He kept his pistols in their holsters, left the holsters on his gun belt, and left the gun belt with his hat, slung over a chair. Once, someone had come to the shack to tell him he should turn them in, that he was no longer a Marshal and would no longer be able to carry those guns. That stranger had told him that he’d have to trade them both in for a single six-shooter. At that time, the man had still worn the guns on his hips whenever he was awake, so as his visitor had blathered on, he’d rested one hand on his right pistol — not at all agitated but also not at all moved — and had told the small, bald official that one time in the past, he’d used a single six-shooter and what he’d done hadn’t made a difference. The twin seven-shooters, he’d continued, always had. Then he’d spread his arms and told the official that regardless, if the ex-Marshal would no longer be allowed his guns, then the man should go ahead and take them from him. The man had looked at the man, had looked at the pistols, and then had left without a word or whistle. 

      The man walked through the shack, his movements barely noticed, going through nothing more than rote motions. He turned on the spark lights and started a timer on the steam cooker. There was a small spark receiver on the counter that would broadcast music if you turned it just right (they’d begun to re-sing Joelsongs in the city, which the man enjoyed, but they had also changed the beats, which he loathed), but he’d never managed to figure out how to work the thing, so he barely noticed it. The receiver, like the mirror, had been bought by his wife. 

      While his cooker heated, the man dropped to the wooden deck inside the shack and started his daily pushups. His joints popped through the first few repetitions then warmed and went silent as he hit number twenty. Like always, the pushups started with pain, transitioned into a lulling middle, and ended with more pain. The second round of pain was harsher than the first, but that was the part the man most enjoyed. It was rewarding, and it punished him. Both were good. 

      By the time the former Marshal and onetime gunslinger reached eighty repetitions, his arms and chest were burning in earnest. Lately, his back had also started to scream in protest. The man pushed through the pain, feeling it fill him. He relished it. He closed his eyes, refusing to grit his teeth as pain flooded his frame like an acid burn. With every beat of his heart, the pain told him that he was still alive. The man wanted to remember that. There had been many times when he had wanted to die, but it was more painful to keep living, so the man did his pushups to sharpen the invisible blade that felt as if it were permanently stuck in his chest. The pain reminded his body that his tenure in this world had yet to end, and that life was meant to hurt while he continued to live. It was a man’s duty to bear the pain and to keep breathing. Beyond that, little else mattered. 

      Once he finished his pushups (topping out and unable to move after 138 repetitions), the man moved on to sit-ups, wedging his feet under the large steam cooker. A kettle boiled on its top as he moved his torso up and down, running through the same routine — popping joints followed by shock-like discomfort, then a lull in the middle, ending with the growing agony of acid seeping into his exhausted midsection, thighs, and hips. His back screamed through the sit-ups but he pushed on anyway. The kettle atop the cooker wobbled as he worked. One day, the kettle would fall, and the boiling water would scald him. Today was not that day. 

      Because the man had to think on something, he thought every day at this point about what the morning had waiting for him. The answer was the same as every day since he and his partner had retired. The retirement — of both partners in the partnership — had happened quite by default. Neither had planned it. They had simply returned to Meadowlands — the man to his shack and the unicorn to his own abode with his new bride — and then had never gone out riding again. They hadn’t exactly decided to stop heading out into the Sands. They had simply done so. 

      Secretly, Clint suspected that Edward’s new mare had something to do with their unspoken retirement, but he never outright accused Edward or the mare (her name was Cameron, though Clint preferred to think of her as Yoko — an ancient term referring to a female Judas) of falling into domesticity and growing soft. For one, unicorns were incapable of growing soft. And for another, Clint suspected that whatever resentment he felt had less to do with his own feelings and more with Edward’s bliss. How many years had he ridden with Edward? How long had the two known each other? How much of each other’s souls did the other possess, and how much would live within the other until one of them (that would be Clint, of course) died? And through those many long years, how often had Edward expressed joy, or been kind, or shown compassion, or even been reasonable? Clint could count the number of times Edward had given him a kind word on one finger. That single instance of empathy had happened three years after the encounter in Dharma Kold’s citadel, around the time Clint first realized he hated his mirror true, even though he could nar bring himself to discard it. 

      But now Edward was a changed unicorn. These days when Clint saw him (which was rare), he accused Edward of blowing pink bubbles, shooting fairy sparks, and not only bleeding rainbows … but now farting them as well. In the past, that kind of observation would have earned the gunslinger a hoof in the chest. Now it brought a laugh that Clint had never heard during his many years atop the unicorn’s back — a laugh that said affectionately that the former Marshal had got him, and that the Marshal spoke true. Edward would nuzzle his Yoko and send bile to rise up Clint’s throat. But instead of gagging, Clint would open the straight slit in his face that passed for a human mouth and mutter something about being happy for his former partner. In the past, the unicorn would have laughed at that too, mocking Clint’s deadpan sentiment and calling him a curmudgeon. But now he never did. Now Edward simply asked after Clint’s turkeys and pumpkins and inquired about his proficiency at distilling his own brew from the apples that grew from the largest tree in his yard — the tree on Clint’s hilltop, once dry and brown but now bearing fat apples as if magically brought back from the dead.

      The cooker was still heating, so the gunslinger curled his long, thin fingers around the doorjamb overhead and started his pull-ups. He wanted triple triples (having got 138 pushups and 141 sit-ups), but he’d never managed more than forty-eight fingertip pull-ups, then another thirty-four from the bar before his arms finally quit. Today, he managed forty-nine and thirty-five, but they felt like a lie since Clint knew the numbers he wanted to achieve and had subtly cheated to make them.

      He dropped to the floor and bent forward to stretch, feeling every muscle scream. He was six-foot-three and weighed 145 pounds. It was far too little. He had no fat on him, with nar enough muscle. He
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