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      “It doesn’t mean anything,” Edward said. “Unless, of course, it means everything.” 

      Clint was in the dirt, on his knees, surrounded by the first true grass he’d seen since leaving The Realm. He leaped to his feet in a single fluid motion and, carefully leaping over the travois that carried his once-bride, Mai, flew at the unicorn. His fists were up and out, and he didn’t care if Edward could instantly heal wounds, if there were no soft spots on a unicorn, or that he’d bloody his fists trying to fight. He was sick and tired of being in the dark, and being toyed with. 

      He slugged Edward hard in the eye, causing the unicorn to fall an unlikely and impossible step back. Then the gunslinger yelled, his fist throbbing and his face just inches from Edward’s. 

      “YOU WILL STOP TOYING WITH ME AND TELL ME WHAT I NEED TO KNOW!” 

      “Clint … ” said Sly Stone from behind him. 

      The gunslinger turned, planted both hands on the outlaw’s chest, and flung him hard to the dirt. Stone looked up without an iota of anger in his eyes. He carried two sawed-off shotguns in his holsters, but he didn’t flinch toward them. He held his back to the ground, looking up at Clint in shock. 

      The gunslinger was usually about as emotional as a stew hole. This was the first true crack Stone had seen in Clint’s dusty armor since they’d first found Mai’s husk outside of Aurora Solstice, left by Dharma Kold after he’d sucked her essence — also known, in Mai’s case, as the powerful Orb of Benevolence — from her like juice from a fruit. 

      Above Stone, the gunslinger spun back to Edward. 

      “YOU ARE HIGH AND MIGHTY AND I AM LOW AND STUPID, BUT THIS IS MY WOMAN AND IF YOU WITHHOLD INFORMATION, PROVIDENCE HELP ME, I WILL … I WILL … ” He paused then screamed in inarticulate rage and punched the unicorn again, this time in the other eye. 

      Edward said nothing. He hadn’t bothered to heal the first eye Clint had punched, which was already starting to puff and bleed. The unicorn could make Clint boil from the inside; he could hurl him across the valley; he could disintegrate him into his component elements or pull him into pieces. But right now, the power he was using — and it was a mighty power indeed — was the power of restraint. This confrontation was four and a half long years coming, and Clint never vented. It was time. Edward seemed accepting of the gunslinger’s rage, being strong enough to take it. 

      Stone remained on his back, lying in the ratty brown grass with his hands at his sides. Pompi Bobo, the giant, had turned to look at the commotion but had otherwise barely moved. The Realm thinking machine, Buckaroo, had powered down for a brief rest and was still in repose, oblivious. A trickle of steam billowed from behind his neck as he leaned against the tree. 

      Clint’s shoulders rose and fell. His hands balled into even tighter fists. He could hear his heart hammering through his chest. After a too-long moment, Edward finally addressed him. 

      “I mean this only as a question,” he said. “But are you finished?” 

      Clint’s mind processed the unicorn’s query. A part of him was still red hot, but his more logical side considered and decided that he could settle down from high alert. So he did. His breathing started to slow, and his fists unclenched. He looked down at Mai, who’d fallen back into something like sleep after saying Clint’s name — the stimulus that had got Clint worked up in the first place. Her ability to recognize him, to know him, or even to know herself was supposed to be impossible, seeing as Kold had siphoned out the core of her soul along with everything that made Mai Mai. If she recovered, Edward had said, it would be a recovery of body, not mind or spirit.

      Then, later, the unicorn had added that there was more to Mai’s situation. He knew more — including what might happen next — but in Edward fashion, he refused to share that information with Clint. 

      “Yar,” Clint said. “I think I’m finished. But you need to tell me what’s happening with her. Now.” 

      “I’m not entirely sure, but I have an idea,” he said, speaking as if Clint had never punched him. “Let’s just say there’s a small chance Mai has some of herself left inside that shell. Are you aware of a bird called a phoenix?”

      “A mythical bird, you mean,” said Sly Stone, judging it safe to move.

       “A bird called a phoenix,” Edward repeated, looking sidelong at Stone to let him know this was Clint’s conversation, not his. “It dies in fire and then is reborn. Mai had magic lineage. We always knew that. She knew that. But magic lives in the blood, and magic calls to magic. Understand?” 

      “Nar.” 

      “We’re on The Realm’s doorstep. We’re nearly to Elf Meadows and into the Lakes O Plenty — named so back when there were still lakes instead of so many patches of land. We’ve traveled atop the strongest remaining vein of magic, direct to its source. She came from here, Clint. You knew that. You’ve promised her you’d return her to The Realm from the start, have you not?” 

      Clint nodded. Looking back, it seemed like a vain, stupid promise made between lovers. Of course he’d return her to The Realm, he’d told her. But of course that was impossible — just something they said to one another. The Realm couldn’t be found. Questions without answers, fracture and leaking. Mai knew it all, and knew she’d never return. But still, Clint promised because that’s what a man did for his woman: he attempted the impossible. 

      “You’re saying she’s being … restarted from the ground up? And that she might return to herself, like your phoenix?” 

      “Mayhap. But — and you must prepare for this possibility — it could also be a stir of echoes. Memory buries itself in flesh, and flesh is temporary, even for unicorns. The magic will start something inside of Mai as we get nearer to the Meadows. But whether that something will be her nature true or false memories without association, no one can say.” 

      “No one but Mai.” 

      The unicorn nodded.

      Clint said, “I’m sorry about the punches.”

      Edward’s horn glowed. The swelling, discoloration, and blood marking Clint’s strikes vanished. A moment later, the unicorn looked as pristine as he ever had. 

      “What punches?” he said. 

      

      Clint reattached the travois to Edward, watching Mai for new signs of stirring, but she remained impassive. He gave her a long look before circling to mount Edward. They’d found Mai a few weeks back, and every time Clint looked at her, he couldn’t keep himself from cringing at her appearance. She was so weak and dried out. But now, after hearing his name come from her lips, he looked upon her with fresh eyes, trying to see her for what she was rather than seeing how little she’d changed in the past hours or days. 

      She did look better, if Clint could bring himself to compare Mai to the shell they found in the shack rather than the one he’d known when the two of them had held hands in Solace. Her flesh was firmer than that skeleton’s flesh as if it held more water. Her lips were fuller. Her color, in skin that still appeared as brittle as old parchment, was more robust. Her wrists and ankles seemed sturdier, less sharp and bony. Edward fed her magically, placing masticated food in her belly, and her body saw benefit from the nutrition. Her clavicles protruded less. Her shoulders seemed slightly rounder, less angular. 

      The others packed up the site, pretending not to notice Clint as he knelt and whispered. 

      “Mai. Are you in there?” 

      But there was no sign, no stirring, no opening of eyes, no saying of his name.

      He pulled away and looked at her face — so unlike the face he’d seen four years before in her pink hitching veil.  

      Then the gunslinger sighed, climbed onto the unicorn’s back, and rode.
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      The rolling hills passed underfoot as if being fed toward the travelers on a belt. Each rise surrendered to a valley, which then gave way to another rise. Farms in the distance rose and fell as if the land were breathing. The path curved and wove. Everything was round and soft — not sharp like in the deeper Sands. San Mateo Flats began to feel like a memory. The land they saw was still sparse, but it was no longer dusty or dead. They saw only a few cacti and a few tumbleweeds. There were crops everywhere, and there were clumps of trees. The farmers of the crops were likely slaves to weather — a warm summer would kill their entire harvest unless they hauled buckets of water out from a well on donkeys — but there were farmers. Crops could grow out here on the Meadows apron where Edward steered them. Whether it was the water, magic, or magic in the water that allowed them to grow, Clint couldn’t say. 

      Eventually, Edward nodded forward with his horn and said, “Look.” 

      The unicorn could magically see farther than anyone else in the party, so Pompi (on foot), Stone, and even Buckaroo (on horses; Buckaroo was tireless but seemed to love playing cowboy) were unable to spot for another five minutes what Edward already saw. But then, eventually, a small dot appeared on the trail far down the path, walking with purpose toward them. 

      Clint said, “Does he have a gun?” 

      “Nar. He’s a kid. Farmer’s kid, judging by his clothing. Loose whites from head to toe. He has a hat in his hand rather than on his head, where it belongs. Just like a kid, being stupid in the sun.” 

      Clint kept his sidearms holstered. Five minutes later, the kid was near enough to start running, waving his big floppy hat at the travelers. He arrived in front of them, gave Edward a long look, and then started shouting up to Clint, who sat atop his back. 

      “Señors!” said the kid, speaking in farm dialect, “You are riding to Baracho Gulch, sí?” 

      “Yar.” 

      “We need your help. Will you help us?” 

      “Kid,” said Edward. “We’ve helped at least five groups of helpless people out of five separate situations. I’m all helped out.” 

      “You talk?” said the kid, gasping as he stared at the unicorn. 

      Suddenly, almost nostalgically, Clint found himself remembering the kid Teddy from a lifetime before in Solace, as Teddy had reached the same shocking epiphany about Edward. Teddy had insisted on joining Clint’s posse back when this all began, back when Sly Stone’s outlaw brother, Hassle, had returned to Solace with Dharma Kold and his unicorn of a different color. Clint never found out what became of Teddy. In order to save the brave but fool kid’s life, he had sent him ahead of what he’d thought would be a confrontation in the Sands with the bandits, ordering him to
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