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            A Note About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      The events of Unicorn Genesis take place before the events of Unicorn Western, but for the best possible reading experience, you’ll want to read Unicorn Western first.

      You know how there’s that other really great series with the prequels that came out later, but if you had seen those first you never would have cared as much about the original trilogy? This is a little like that, except that Unicorn Genesis is way, way more awesome than those other prequels.

      You don’t need to have read Western to understand Genesis, and reading Genesis won’t really spoil anything when reading Western, but reading them in the order our stories were written will allow you to discover the story in exactly the same way we, the authors, did.

      In whatever order you read them, enjoy — and thanks for reading.

      
        
        If you’ve not yet read Unicorn Western, you can get it cheaper at JohnnyBTruantBooks.com.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            It Starts in the Farback

          

        

      

    

    
      The gunslinger sat on his front porch, looking old and feeling older, as the worlds ended around him.

      A moment before, there had been a tremendous splintering crash. Clint had stepped outside to watch the largest remaining section of The Realm cleave off and crumble into the void. Only that wasn’t right; it didn’t really fall away at all. It seemed to shift, and tumble backward, then shimmer in and out of existence. It was always different when a new section vanished. They never truly departed so much as shifted out of sync. Clint knew that if a man were to run from the island’s edge in the sky and jump toward the newly cleaved section, he’d fall past it, through disparate worlds and doors. A man could go insane thinking of the million possible windows.

      The worlds were a bag of fragile bones, broken by a blunt instrument.

      Now nothing fit.

      In the past weeks, Clint and his erstwhile unicorn partner, Edward, had fallen into a routine, every bit a rut as any of their older rituals, on the trail or otherwise. Clint rose with the sun when there was sun (there wasn’t on some days, though sky and void were filled on and off with a muted, shifting-colored hue, glowing enough for them to see) and would kindle a fire in his stove to brew coffee. The gunslinger would pour himself a cup, preferring it as black as their old foe the Darkness. Edward would stroll up to his door around an hour later, and then the unicorn (who’d never before liked coffee) would use his magic to pour himself a shallow dish. Then they’d sit on the porch and talk, and drink, and watch the worlds crumble as if what they saw were a flicker talkie instead of reality true.

      Clint’s property ended abruptly a few hundred feet from his front porch. Beyond it was a cut as clean as one gutted by a knife, and beyond the cut was an abyss. Clint had learned not to peer into the abyss. His first concern was practical: If he fell, he would tumble down into nothingness. The second reason came down to simple comfort. He didn’t like looking into the abyss. When he looked over the drop for long enough, some trick of the eyes made him think he might be peering up rather than down. That — the feeling that direction and gravity had lost much of their meaning — set his head to spinning in too many ways and made him feel that at any minute he might fall upward. So Clint stayed inside his house and exercised, tended his pen of frightened but still-intact turkeys, and brewed his coffee while waiting for Edward.

      Now, waiting, Clint looked up (true up, meaning that which was opposite his planted feet) and saw a few great white birds circling in what remained of the sky. The world’s ceiling wasn’t exactly black or especially blue; even on days when the sun spit down from up high, the color was wrong. The birds circling his property were strange. They had long, heavy bodies and wings that spread out too far and too wide. They circled like normal birds, though, casting idle circles in the fathomless space above.

      As he watched, one of the birds circled lower, growing larger, pumping its enormous wings. Clint could see its hocks, four legs, and hooves. Then the great bird cupped its wings for landing and stirred Clint’s hair with billows of air (and yar, there was thankfully still air) as it came in for a landing. Hooves stomped into Clint’s front yard. His porch shook.

      “Clever, how you’ve made it so you’re the only ones able to move around now,” said the gunslinger, making room beside him for the winged unicorn to stand. “It’s as if you knew this was coming all along, and only revealed your wings to rub it in our faces.”

      “That’s exactly why we did it,” said Edward. He folded his wings back, rustling them in a way that suggested the unicorn was making his body comfortable, like a stretch.

      Clint sipped his coffee then stared into the fragmenting void. “The end of the worlds,” he said.

      “In a way,” Edward replied. “But I prefer to think of it as a reset. All beings strive for order. They wish to build, to organize, to control. But nature and magic abhor order. Entropy is the natural way of things. What you call ‘the end’ is simply the end of order — for a while. This has happened before, of course. I was but a foal the first time we were forced to circle the sky while the world settled below us.”

      Clint raised his eyebrows. It wasn’t normal for the unicorn to speak of the oldest times.

      “By ‘the end of of order,’ you mean the end of humanity.”

      “Eventually, yar.”

      “The end of unicorns.”

      “Depends on what you mean by ‘end,’” said Edward.

      Clint rolled his eyes at the unicorn’s obtuse answer. “Will you ever just say what you mean, you great horned jerk?”

      Edward gave an equine chuckle.

      “I’m serious,” said Clint. “Speak true to me once — just once — before it all falls apart. I’m supposed to be your partner.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “How can ‘end’ mean anything other than ‘end’? What will happen to the worlds? How will we spend what time we have left? What happens in the void below? And is it only coincidence that my property has remained whole while my neighbors have fallen away? What happened to beget this? Why me? Why you? And why does none of this bother you, despite the fact that you died a few weeks ago, grew wings, and now face the end of days beside me?”

      Edward sipped his coffee from the dish on Clint’s porch. “The prophecies ended with the apocalypse,” he said. “This is all the fertile, delightful ground of the unknown. Your property, if I had to guess, has been protected by the magic of the Triangulum Enchantem that you still wield in your blood and the magic that Mai gives, both from her presence inside you and her body’s symbolic presence in the ground under your strangely thriving apple tree. In fact, the magic here is so strong that I may try to convince Cameron to come here with me, which benefits you because the presence of a second unicorn — whether you have come to accept her as my wife or not — will only strengthen the power of this place. The same goes for the rest of our ragtag crew … except possibly for Boricio, whose bloodlust frightens me. And you ask, ‘Why me?’ The answer is ‘Because I was chosen.’ Why you? Because I chose you. There is no down or up anymore, yet you still stick to your soil, giving you the illusion of up, because the worlds, though splintered, are enormous, and still have a center of gravity that lies below your feet — though when filtered through enough shifts and shimmers, you might find that center to paradoxically be above you, beside you, or nowhere. And as to the rest? As to the story? Gunslinger, I’ve said nar to you not because you are too stupid to understand. You are stupid, of course, and ugly — but at this point, I’m tired, and the tale, once told, would be long enough to fill books and books.”

      Clint sipped his coffee. Something exploded in Meadowlands. Unbelievably, they were still trying to live as they had. Clint had flown with Edward across the void once, touching down on the same high street where Clint had once faced Dharma Kold’s forces in OldTown. They’d scouted the town, assuming it deserted, and found people bunkered with spark generators, trying to tune in to flickers.

      “Come on,” Clint said, sitting on his porch and looking up at Edward. “You have something better to do? It’s the end of the worlds. Stories are all we have. What will we do? Wander the Sands?”

      “We could, yar,” said Edward. “The cracks start at the center. Ironically, the lands that were the most splintered back when we rode together are now the least splintered. We could return to Nazareth Shiloh. To Solace. We could relive the old days.”

      “Don’t change the subject,” said Clint.

      “It’s such a long story, gunslinger. And you humans live for such a short period of time.”

      “I want to hear it.”

      “And you’re so old.”

      “And magical,” said Clint, raising his cup. He was up past one hundred and sailing. But now that he’d claimed the power of the Triangulum as its true owner? Well. He might live to be a thousand.

      The unicorn sighed. “It’s so looooong, Clint. If you wrote the story down, it would take over ninety-two thousand words to tell the basics.”

      “Hmm. So precise.”

      “And also, order matters. You’ve lived the middle of the story, and you’ll live — hopefully — the end of the story in time. The end of the tale has only just started, so miring you in the beginning now will only confuse you. There is an ancient tale told by unicorns, about great battles in a galaxy far, far away. We know nar if the tale is legend or true, but the oldest unicorns told only the middle of that story. Scholars then added a beginning, and told that beginning after they told the middle. The tale became utterly stupid, filled with new angles and characters that the unicorns loathed.”

      “Mee-sa wanna hear the tale!” said a voice with a sea islands accent.

      Clint turned and saw his old horse, Joe — son of Joe — who was in turn the son of Joe, who’d wandered up from his usual resting place in the pasture. The original Joe had drunk the magic water of the Rio Verde and learned to speak like an idiot. The later Joes hadn’t drunk from the Rio but had held both the accent and the idiocy in their blood.

      “I’m not telling the story with him around anyway,” said Edward, looking at Joe.

      “How wude!” said Joe.

      Clint continued to sit on the porch steps, still looking up at the unicorn. Joe munched grass and looked at Edward with his big, dumb eyes. Edward stared back defiantly but was the first to look away.

      “Oh, fine,” he sighed. “It starts in the farback of time, back when I was a foal … ”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            A Little Ditty about Jack and Diane

          

        

      

    

    
      A long time ago, in a meadow far, far away, a unicorn foal with long, skinny legs and a horn so small it looked like an oversized white mole ran across the sprawling lawns of Mead. The foal’s legs were so long and so skinny in relation to his body and head (and his tiny little wings) that he looked constantly on the verge of collapse as he ran. It seemed as if he might go rump over head, rolling and stumbling as those long legs caught beneath him. But he didn’t falter; his hooves stayed true as he screamed across Mead’s north pasture, his wings twitching in anticipation. The knoll was ahead, and this time he would make it.

      As Edward ran, his ammy and appy, Jack and Diane, watched from the edge, nibbling grass. Back in the earliest days, the grass had tasted sweet and rich because it was full of magic. Everything was full of magic. The air was scented with it; the clouds were made of it; the ground grew up from the Core as an expression of the natural outgrowth of balance. Jack ate grass, waiting for Edward to reach the knoll. Diane ate beside him, anticipating. They could fly, of course, as could their own ammies and appies. But Edward’s wings were so small, and Edward was so eager. He ran as if willpower alone could propel him through the sky.

      Edward’s hooves thundered beneath him. He could feel his magical unicorn blood coursing through his body, through his working muscles. He was a proud steed, the divine hammer of white magic. He was an antenna made for the direction of power. His wings weren’t yet fully grown, but he could do it. He knew he could do it.

      “You can do it this time!” Jack yelled.

      “We believe in you, Edward!” Diane echoed.

      Edward thundered across the meadow’s shallow rise. The knoll with the chipped-away downhill was ahead. He would leap, like yesterday and the day before, and flap his mighty unicorn wings. This time, he’d take flight — not just for a few feet and seconds but for as long as he wanted. All of the unicorns said that when you learned to fly, the learning happened all at once. It wasn’t about strength so much as realizing the proper trick of movement. Find the trick, and everything fell into place. Edward’s wings had tingled this morning. Today would be the day.

      As he reached the lip of the knoll, he could almost feel the rarefied higher air flowing through his mane, past his ears, across the curved surfaces of his wings. The unicorns also said that once you learned to fly, it became effortless. You didn’t need to try. You only had to coast, and feel your power.

      Today was the day. Edward was certain.

      The little unicorn reached the lip of the small hill, leaped, and gave a tremendous flap. Everything came alive. His powerful rear legs kicked him up; his wing flexors gripped the air. He felt the same tingle he’d felt earlier, giving him strength and filling him with belief. His lips wanted to curl up into the equine version of a triumphant smile. He felt a buoyancy in his chest, lifting him like a sprite. He was doing it. He was doing it!

      But of course, Edward wasn’t doing it, just as he hadn’t done it every day in the past. His tiny wings couldn’t find the wind no matter how hard they cupped and struggled. His leap was lost to a dive. Frantic flaps bought him a few airborne seconds before he tipped forward, his snout crashing into the ground with painful percussion. He rolled over, his four long legs becoming weapons dangerous even to himself. The ground knocked his sense of orientation loose, and while he lay on the grass, panting and heaving, it took him a moment to figure out which end was up and how his body had fallen.

      “That was amazing,” Jack said to Diane, walking closer. “Tell me you saw that.”

      Diane was laughing too hard to reply. She could only shake her great white head, her sides hitching as she fought for breath.

      “I got it,” said Jack. “Here. Check this out.”

      Edward rolled over, looking up at his appy. Jack’s horn shimmered red, and a light seemed to project out from its tip. A smaller, less-corporeal version of Edward appeared in the air. He watched himself striving for the knoll. He saw how his lips had curled in concentration, his tongue wanting to protrude with the effort of his focus. The projection neared the hill’s lip.

      “Watch this,” said Jack. “Watch his wings.”

      The projected Edward flapped his tiny wings. Leaped. His wings moved like a hummingbird. His eyes closed; his lip curled even tighter down. He rolled forward and crashed. His legs spilled everywhere, like a pile of long sticks dropped onto the ground.

      Diane erupted in laughter. Jack looked at his wife then lost his own composure. The projection shimmered as he laughed, his giant blue unicorn eyes swollen with moisture. Edward simply watched. Then Jack said, “I love this part,” and replayed the actual crash over and over, forward and backward, pausing it at embarrassing stills. Edward saw his eyes open wide, and his mouth form a wide O of shock. He saw how one of his own legs had struck him in the face — something that, when his appy saw it, set off a new round of replays and guffaws.

      “Ammy! Appy! Knock it off!” Edward complained.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” said Jack, lowering his head and wiping his streaming eyes against his forehoof. “It’s not funny.”

      “Yar,” said Diane. “You’ll make it for sure tomorrow.”

      “We believe in you!” said Jack. But he could barely complete the sentence because at the end of “you,” Edward’s appy trailed off into a high-pitched laugh.

      The unicorn stumbled to his feet, glaring at his appies. “Did Grammy and Grappy do this to you, Appy?”

      “You’re a unicorn prince, Edward, just as I was,” said Jack. “So yar, of course.”

      “You shouldn’t laugh at me,” said Edward.

      Jack chucked him with a hoof. “One day, you may have foals of your own. And if that happens, you’ll realize the joy of having someone with failures to laugh at.”

      “And if you don’t have foals,” said Diane, “there are many others whose failures you can laugh at.”

      Edward glared at his laughing appies. Then, as he had every day for the past several, he turned and walked away annoyed, headed anywhere they weren’t. However, despite his indignation, Edward found himself strangely undiscouraged. He would fly tomorrow. He knew he could do it. His appies’ ridicule was hardening him, making him even more determined and capable. He would show them. He was a unicorn prince! He was destined for greatness. He’d be the greatest unicorn warrior who ever lived. He’d fly higher than the sky — high enough to touch the sun. And when, one day, he had foals of his own (he’d have at least five, he thought, because there were five flowers he wanted to name them after: lily, daisy, dandelion, rose, and daffodil), he wouldn’t make fun of their failures. It didn’t matter what Ammy and Appy said about “the unicorn way.” He wouldn’t be a jerk like his appy, and like appy’s appy before him. There was so much sunshine and greatness in the world. Edward was determined to see that goodness — not jerkiness — triumphed.

      Edward had a long time to cool down and think as he walked off into the woods, onto the slowly rising mountain trail. He walked and thought, walked and thought, ignoring time and focusing inward. He didn’t even know where he was going as the morning sun arced overhead and settled in the middle of the opposite sky. He simply walked on and enjoyed the clean, magic-scented air, plotting his flying strategy. There was no need to cut short his meandering. No need for a destination in mind. But many hours later, Edward realized that his hooves had had a destination in mind all along as he found himself entering the Riverlands. He was nearing his grammy and grappy’s place, clear on the other side of Mead. He’d walked too far. His appies would worry. They might already have found him missing, and might be wondering where he was.

      But as soon as he thought it, his realization was severed by a flash of anger as he remembered their laughter.

      “Good,” he mumbled aloud. “Let them worry.”

      Still, Edward’s irritation didn’t last long because a magicked shelter — called a haven — soon appeared at the limit of his vision, beneath a cluster of trees. Edward loved to visit his grammy and grappy, Adam and Eve, because they were less caustic than his appies (though Jack said matter-of-factly that this was only because they were really old and would die soon) and because they told such excellent stories.

      When Edward arrived, Grappy was outside, pouring magic from his horn into the soil. Gardening was something his grappy did that his appy didn’t. Edward had always wondered why but had never asked. The small unicorn sensed a strange new bond forming between his grappies and himself lately. Mayhap today they would talk about it.

      Adam was, like all unicorns, a pure and brilliant white. His horn was a shiny braid of pearlescent keratin that pulsed as he worked. Unlike Edward’s ammy and appy, Adam and Eve’s skin hung loose, especially around their joints, eyes, and mouths. They had wrinkles on top of wrinkles. Their movements were slower and more deliberate than the younger unicorns. Edward had, in fact, asked Grappy how old he was once. Grappy’s response was strange. He’d said, “As old as possible.”

      Edward approached. Without thinking, he said, “Grappy, why are you slow?”

      It was the innocent question of a foal, so Adam simply laughed, looked up at his grandson, and said, “Young sire! You are a very long way from home. How is your flying?”

      “I fell. Again.”

      “Well, the sun will come out tomorrow.”

      “Yar. Ammy and Appy laughed.”

      “Well,” said Adam, “they’re unicorns. But you keep at it. You’ll fly eventually. Great things are in store for you, young Edward.”

      Edward rolled his equine eyes. This was something Adam and Eve said often, and even to Edward’s optimistic ears, it sounded like so much claptrap. All first-generation unicorns said things like that to the foals. It was meant to show them that everyone was special — but that they were more special than the rest.

      “Grappy,” said Edward. “Did you laugh at Appy when he was a foal?”

      “Oh,” Adam chuckled, “his failures were beyond hilarious.”

      “And when you were a foal, did your appies laugh at you?”

      “I was never a foal, Edward,” said Adam. “Neither was your grammy. You know that.”

      Edward kicked at the dirt. That was the problem with Grammy and Grappy’s stories. There was no way to know what was true and what was unicorn droppings conjured by an ancient crazy mind. Instead of asking further, Edward nodded toward Adam’s garden.

      “Grappy, what are you doing to those plants? I thought they grew on their own?”

      Adam stopped projecting power onto the plants and looked up to meet Edward’s eyes. “Well, sir,” he said, “let me answer your first question. You asked why I was slow. Because if unicorns are magic, as you are now and will be more when your horn grows out, then why should we degrade? Why should our perfect white skin ever sag, or our movements grow slow and deliberate?”

      Edward waited, nodding. He’d wondered that exact thing many times. Jack and Diane didn’t discuss concepts beyond their world because their world encompassed the unseen (like magic and prophecy), but also because, Edward suspected, they didn’t feel they had to. They would live forever and ever and ever.

      “There comes a time,” said Adam, “when a being has used all it has been given and is grateful to move on. I could hold the magic inside me forever, but when you grow old enough, it starts seeming selfish to do so. I’m older than you can possibly imagine, young Edward. After enough time, I finally started to see that I’d done what I came here to do with the magic inside me. We started as vessels. We helped to grow this land, and in time, Grammy and I had your appy, who found your ammy and had you. I’ve shepherded where I could, guided who I could. And now it’s time for me to return what I’ve borrowed.”

      Edward looked at the garden then at his grappy. He thought of the beam Adam had been projecting onto the plants, and how it seemed that the plants should grow on their own, without tending. What his mind assembled made him feel out of control, nearly panicked.

      “Nar,” said Edward.

      “Yar,” Adam countered in an and-that’s-all-there-is-to-it tone. “We have this garden and several others so that we can begin to return the magic we hold. Unicorns are but instances of magic, Edward. We are not the magic itself. What you think of as ‘Grappy’ is just a glob of white magic. It’s order where order cannot stay. So we return it, slowly. We let the world accept its magic, and one day soon, Grammy and I will die and return what we have to the aether.”

      Edward felt his eyes starting to well up. “I don’t want you to die.”

      Grappy walked closer and stood beside Edward, brushing his big white side against Edward’s smaller one.

      “Edward, listen to me,” he said. “It would be greedy for me to hold onto my magic. Magic cannot be created or destroyed, but only changed from one form or being to another. Only a greedy being would hold onto what it has and halt that cycle. Only something impure would use magic for itself and refuse to give back. But you’re sad because we’ll be leaving, and that’s only natural. But you must understand that we’re not going anywhere. At night, just before you sleep, just as you fall from this world into the one in what you think of as your mind, you feel something. Another place. Am I right?”

      Edward had. Only, he believed he was either imagining things or simply confused by approaching sleep. But it felt like a transition, like he’d been dipping his hoof into something larger and more important than he could ever be.

      Edward nodded.

      “That’s the Wellspring,” said Adam. “What some call the Core. But through the Wellspring, we are all connected. You are there, as am I and every other unicorn. Every single thing with the spark of magic and life is there. Everything can feel every other thing — if they can get out of their own way enough to see it. So yar, my body will die, and my elements will return to the soil. But my magic? That isn’t going any farther from you than it is today, and its return to the Wellspring will make the world stronger and more able to grow because I was the first. I will still be with you, Edward. Always.”

      “In the Core.”

      “Yar,” Adam said. “Where there is dark and light, coexisting in harmony. Where all things come from. Magic must go back, like the elements in my body. Nothing new is ever created. Stars died to create the elements in my bones and blood. And though Grammy and I don’t know of anything that came before us, something must have died in order to free the magic we became. Whatever that thing was — like the dying star — had to have magic plenty. If whatever thing or being it was had been selfish and held onto the magic it had instead of dying, I wouldn’t be here now for you to anticipate missing.”

      “What came before you, Grappy?” said Edward.

      “Nothing, that I know of.”

      “How can there be nothing?”

      “Exactly,” said Adam, smiling slightly. “Which is why I added, ‘that I know of.’”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Well,” said Adam, “I’m glad you came by today. Because as our days draw short, your grammy and I have information we must pass on to you, as we once passed to your appy. We must do this so that after we’re gone, another part of what we were can carry on in you.”

      “Okay,” said Edward, his somber mood rebounding. He mentally dismissed the thought that Grappy was going to give him a going-away speech and instead focused on the positive, as he always did and always had. Grappy was going to tell him one of his stories. That was good, whether Edward believed all of Grappy’s tall tales or not.

      “Come inside the haven, Edward,” said Adam. “Grammy’s making marshmallow chocolate, and when it bubbles, we’ve much to discuss.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            In the Beginning

          

        

      

    

    
      Edward lay on the floor of the haven while Grammy and Grappy went about their unicorn business, magicking the place clean and setting items in order. Eventually, when the bowl of marshmallow chocolate that Adam had laid out for Edward ran dry, the two old unicorns stood up beside him. Then, because a unicorn always thought best on his hooves, Edward sprang up and stood to listen to the tale his grappies seemed ready to spin.

      “Where should I start?” Adam asked, gumming at his lips. Edward recognized the mannerism. It meant that Edward was about to go on a wild ride — to hear a tale that might be true, might be untrue, or might be “true-ish.”

      “How about when you and Grammy Eve met?” said Edward.

      “Nar,” Eve said. She turned to Adam. “Start at the beginning.”

      

      “In the beginning, there was nothing,” said Adam. “There were no animals, no creatures, no flowers, no ground, no up and no down — or at least no up and down that stayed fixed when you flipped end for end, which you couldn’t tell you were doing because there was nothing around for reference.”

      “So it was just a big empty world?” said Edward.

      “Nar,” said Adam. “There was nothing. Nothing at all. It’s hard to remember, as much as the world has thickened since, and even harder to describe. But no, there was no world. Nothing solid. No air. No light. But it wasn’t bright white, and it wasn’t precisely black, either. There was just me. So I floated that way for a really long time, but I don’t know how long because when you’re just a unicorn floating in the middle of nothing, time doesn’t pass quickly. So I taught myself to whistle. That may have taken years; I don’t know. And I know what you’re thinking — unicorns don’t normally whistle. But what would you do if you were just hanging there in space with nothing to do?”

      Edward turned to Eve. “Is that true, Grammy?”

      “Nar,” said Eve, giving her husband a look.

      “Yar, it was!” said Adam. “I’ve forgotten the trick of whistling since, but it’s true just the same. Don’t listen to your grammy, Edward. She wasn’t there. I was floating for a long time, becoming the world’s first whistling unicorn, the world’s first unicorn, and the world’s first object all in one. And after a very, very long time, I started to hear this voice in my head. And the voice said, ‘Adam. Whistle me a ditty.’”

      “Adam,” said Eve.

      “All right, all right. What the voice said wasn’t important anyway. What matters is that there was a voice, and because the only thing I’d ever known was the sound of my own whistling and this voice, I wanted to talk to it. But I didn’t understand about talking, so I just kind of thought at it. Now, this was in the time before thoughts … ”

      “Adam,” Eve said again.

      “But if you were to translate what I thought into a modern thought, it’d be this: ‘Hey! Voice! Give me something to do!’ But the voice must have been a unicorn because it just laughed at me and vanished for a while, and when it finally returned, I tried again, and again it mocked me. On the third time, I said, ‘Well, at least stick around and talk to me!’ But instead of listening, the voice said ‘Alakazam!’ and there was a popping that put your grammy beside me.

      “At first, I was really excited — but not because there was another unicorn. Remember, there was nothing, so I didn’t know what a unicorn was or that I was one myself. I seemed to see these white sticks under me, and if I turned my head, I saw this huge white butt. But I didn’t get that they were a part of me, just that they were the only things to look at. So when I say that I was excited when your grammy showed up, I mean that I was excited because I could tell when I was upside-down. Suddenly there was a point of reference. And for a long time, I was totally engrossed with knowing when I was sideways, backward, spinning, moving, rotating around her, and so on. It was an exciting time.”

      “That’s not exciting,” said Edward.

      Eve was still eyeing Adam, but Adam just looked down at Edward and said, “Oh, but it was! You’re spoiled these days. Back in my day, rotating and turning around was all the rage. After so long in nothingness, the ability to change what I saw was amazing. Sometimes I couldn’t sleep because I was so excited to find new ways to turn.

      “Anyway, we didn’t have light then either — and don’t ask me how we could see each other without light because your generation would never be able to understand the answer. We didn’t know we were sitting there in the nothingness like two seeds in the dirt, waiting for light, because we didn’t know what light was. But we were waiting, and when light arrived, we knew it. The voice in my head showed up and said, ‘Alakazam!’ and then whatever blackness or almost blackness we’d been in shattered, and then there was light, but it was everywhere. It didn’t come from the sun or from magic, but from all over. And then we were just in a giant white space, and in a way it bothered me because when I looked at your Grammy, she blended right in with her background.

      “But after a while, the light diminished, and night came, except that it didn’t come from the sun disappearing — because there was no sun. The light simply bled from the world, and we were back as we had been. I thought the light was gone forever, but a while later it returned. That was the first day and the first night. Now, you thought rotating was exciting? Day and night had us beside ourselves. Literally, because we were beside each other in the void. We said, ‘This is amazing! Let’s name these things! I vote that from now on, when it’s dark, it will be “night” and when it’s light, it will be “day!“‘ I took a vote, and it was unanimous. And so the cycle began, once it was official.”

      Edward turned to Eve. “Is Grappy telling the truth?”

      “Shh,” she said.

      “Well, the problem with night and day, once we got over the excitement, was that it marked time for us. We became very aware of evenings, dawns, and the passage of days. And so the invention of light was also the invention of boredom because there was absolutely nothing to do. We couldn’t drink from rivers and lakes or eat sweet grass — not that we understood that we might ever want to — and we couldn’t run through fields or stand in the shade or talk to anyone other than each other. We couldn’t play magic games. We couldn’t magick objects around.

      “That went on for a while, and the voice in my head — and in your grammy’s head — said as the light returned, ‘And behold, for this is the first day!’ And I thought back: ‘Um, no, there have been, like, fifty days,’ and the voice said, ‘Nar, you’re wrong,’ and I was like, ‘Nar, I’m not wrong,’ and the voice was like, ‘Those were practice days and don’t count,’ and so I just said, ‘Hey, I’ve been here watching it and getting really bored despite this whatever it is I have to talk to (remember, identity and romance were in wait for creation), and so I’m totally sure that this isn’t the first day,’ and the voice just said, ‘Well, let’s just see whose story becomes the official version,’ and that was the creation of creative accounting.

      “Well, once the voice started keeping score, things happened faster, which was nice. On the second day, magic smeared the world like color on canvas, then hung a beautiful blue sky on the top. Our feet finally felt the ground as gravity bloomed. We started to notice that we could feel the magic in our horns, and although we didn’t know what it was, the urge to use it felt so obvious. It just came out of us. We painted the world with dandelions and daffodils, peonies and lilacs. And forget-me-knots. Those were my invention, and with them, we saw the creation of a male first truly impressing a female because your grammy looked at the forget-me-knots and said, ‘That looks tight.’ And that was the creation of slang.”

      “Grappy!” said Edward.

      “It was an amazing time, Edward,” said Eve, taking over. “Right now, even with your small horn, you know what magic feels like inside you. We learned that, too, but only afterward. At the time, all we knew was that it felt normal, and right, and simply how it was. We knew we could create but didn’t realize at the time just how powerful that first magic was.”

      “I told you that the total amount of magic in the world never changes,” said Adam. “Well, this was the first burst. In the beginning, all the world’s magic was together in one place. We were using it — or perhaps we were being used by that phantom voice in order to use magic on the voice’s behalf — to create everything you see around you and all that has ever existed. And as we filled the world, the magic spread out to find its corners. Magic went into the daisies and the daffodils. It went into the other plants, and then into the other forms of life. It went to the Core once there was a Core. And when that happened, we were left with what would become our normal allotment of magic — which, considering we were the first and only unicorns, was a lot. Looking back, even compared to what we have at our disposal today, that diminished magic we were left with seems fathomless. It was as if we were guided. We made rocks and mountains and rivers and seas. Clouds appeared in the skies, and the winds came, along with animals and bugs and all of the tiny things in the soil. We lost track of it all, so powerful was that time. Magic was beyond our control, all of it in our hooves as it flew out to the world’s crevices. We spent those first days in a fugue. We don’t know what we made and what was made for us by the magic as it careened out with a mind of its own. But after a while, the magic our horns wielded began to thin. By then we were exhausted, and so we slept. The voice said, ‘Good week, unicorns.’ I said, ‘If every week is like that, I’m going to create unions.’”

      “What’s a union?” said Edward.

      Adam plowed forward: “After the seas and skies and ground and caves and fields and mountains were teeming with life, we both felt that the magic was on its ebb, though we still had a final burst left. And so to use that magic, we created something for ourselves. Something we did on impulse because it seemed like we might enjoy it. It was the creation of selfishness — because we’d worked so hard. We created, in the middle of what became Mead, a gigantic peach tree bursting with fruit.”

      “Mmm,” said Edward. He absolutely loved peaches.

      “Yar,” said Eve. “But this tree didn’t bear the peaches you know today.”

      “Why not?” said Edward.

      “Because up until that point, we’d operated as the agents of creation. We were purely benevolent beings, doing work for the other purely benevolent beings that would follow. We did what the magic told us to do. But in the end, we created that tree for one reason only.”

      “What reason was that?” Edward asked.

      “Because we wanted it,” said Adam.
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      The tree, Adam explained, was dark magic’s first appearance in the world. Edward asked why the world had to have bad magic, but Adam and Eve both briskly shook their heads at the question — not because it was a wrong question but because of what it implied.

      Throughout his young life, Edward had fallen into thinking what was the default for most beings, be they unicorns or otherwise: He’d come to believe (despite constant reminders to the contrary from both his appies and grappies) that white magic was good and that dark magic was bad. But as they told him about the tree, both Adam and Eve reiterated that dark and light magic are opposites — and nothing more. The world had named one dark and one light, or one black and one white. And the creatures of the world had then, for some reason, decided that one was “better” than the other. But, Adam insisted, neither kind of magic was good or bad in and of itself. Both were needed. In the end, the world had been conceived as perfectly balanced — composed most properly of what Edward, in his young way, might have considered to be “gray” magic. Unicorns had been created as embodiments of pure light, and that meant that an equal and opposite clump of darkness was required to balance them out. Magic could not be created or destroyed; it merely moved from one place to another, changing its form. The tree, said Adam, was the unicorns’ other half. It had to exist because they existed.

      “In a way,” said Adam, “the tree was a test. Up until the tree was born, the world was perfect, insofar as ‘perfect’ means what we’d think of as perfect today. But, young Edward, what else did I say the world was back then?”

      “Boring,” said Edward.

      “Yar,” said Adam, gesturing toward Edward with a stretched neck. “Or stagnant, or unchanging, or predictable. When there is only one stream of magic, there is never, ever any variety. How can a pure white being take a path other than the one before him? How can anything truly new ever be created? How can one have new experiences? Nar, the world needed our opposite. We had to be polluted by the dark — and I use that word deliberately because it’s not pollution at all. Once the magic settled and we created that tree, we spit that darkness from inside us and again became custodians of the white. A unicorn can have dark in him, yar, but a healthy unicorn is, for all intents and purposes, a steward of the white. Which is as it was intended, because darkness was born into the world to oppose us — to force us down different paths, to force us to choose. If necessary, its purpose forced us to die. To perpetrate evil, if there is such a thing. But do you understand that without that contrast — without the counterpoint that black gives to white and white gives to black — that there can never be anything in the world that makes it worth living inside?”

      Edward didn’t understand but pretended that he almost did. Eve smiled down, seemingly knowing the thought was beyond him, but happy the seed had been planted.

      “So the tree,” Adam went on, “was a way of forcing white magic into conflict with black magic … the same as light — then the intruding, alien force — came into existence in order to oppose the dark. And once that tree was born from something that might be called ‘selfishness,’ the world had a choice. We had a choice. The pure white beings were perverted into a situation that was no longer clearly the martyr’s path, and the world was better. You may know versions of this legend, Edward, but this was not the birth of evil. This was the birth of momentum. Without that tree, we might have lived forever in peace and harmony … and nothing ever, ever, ever would have happened.”

      “So the Darkness was good?”

      “That first spark of darkness forced a choice on the world,” Adam said. “Even if we ignored it, we were no longer just existing so much as we were choosing to ignore it. The tree provided a fork in the road. It started the engine of conflict. Conflict drives this world. Never, ever, ever wish for an end to conflict, Edward. Those who wish for an end to conflict don’t understand that there is a level of existence behind all you see, like the area behind the curtain of one of Flim Flam Matthews’s stage shows. This machine — the world around you — was set in motion for a reason. Now, no one knows that reason, and I won’t know it until I return to the Wellspring. But if you ask me, I think the world was started to provide the experience of growth, and growth only comes through conflict. Through choice. Through decision. But in order to decide, there must be two options. There are always two necessary sides on each blade of grass.”

      Edward nodded.

      Adam continued telling his story, explaining how the tree in Mead grew and grew and grew. As more unicorns were born, the tree continued to grow. As fish filled the seas and the skies sparkled and all of the creatures lived in peace and harmony, the tree grew ever larger. Nothing, said Adam, needed to eat anything else. There was no predation. Flowers bloomed, and nothing consumed them. Everything flourished. Everything grew tall and blossomed. None of the plants withered. None of the beings grew old. None of the fish were stolen from the seas and devoured. It was, said Adam, a paradise.

      As life blossomed unfettered, the overabundance of white magic spilled out and created new strains of life. Pixies appeared. Fairies were born. Elves sprang into existence in peaceful tribes that roamed the grass, never trampling a blade. Unicorns made friends with the other creatures and formed alliances — because alliances were all that could be formed. But the races of creatures didn’t precisely work together, Adam explained, because there were no goals to surmount. There was no enemy. No obstacles. Magic was so abundant that all the beings had to do was to want a thing, and it appeared. Unicorns, elves, and the others were fruitful, and multiplied.

      All the while, the tree grew larger and larger. Adam said that the roots broke the soil around the tree’s base, each root as big as his middle. The branches grew thicker and split off, each one begetting dozens of others. Fruit sprang from the tree: peaches as pink and as dripping with juice as if they were bags of water. They dappled the tree, blushing its top from a distance. But nobody ate the peaches because nobody needed to eat anything. It was paradise. Everything could grow, and nothing had to die.

      “But still, everyone was afraid of the tree,” said Adam. “Its growth was aggressive. Unicorns multiplied and dispersed, and grass grew and formed waves of green, but the tree’s growth swallowed everything around it, nudging other life aside so that its roots could spread. The tree seemed to want more and more for itself. Looking back, it was like a giant hand stretching into Mead from below, from the dark side of the Core, and the farther it stretched the surface of Mead like a tight glove, the more it threatened to rip open and spill dark magic into our world like split innards. Elves traded whispers, speaking of cutting the tree back in order to retard its growth. They wanted to push it down like a bubble, to force the dark back to the other side where it belonged. But see, we were the ones causing that tree to swell. We were feeding that tree because we continued to spread the light. There was too much light in our world, and so darkness tried to enter it in the way entropy always tries to equal out opposites. We were building that pressure through our stubborn insistence that our world be ‘perfect.’ In our lack of flaws, we were flawed. Our perfection was our flaw. Does that make sense?”

      Edward shrugged.

      “This is important, Edward. You don’t know it, but you, as prince among the third generation of unicorns, have an important role to play in the world. And I’ll tell you this — that role will involve conflict.”

      “Sure, Grappy,” said Edward.

      Adam stared at the little unicorn, seeming to feel that his point was missing its home.

      “He’s hearing you,” said Eve.

      “Anyway, the tree became this ominous presence in Mead. It presided over great meadows and plains, stretching from its roots to the Core, scraping sky and brushing mountain tops. Or at least, that’s how it seemed. The elves wanted to leave. The unicorns wanted to fight it because it was something so contrary to their nature that it disturbed them in the way a unicorn of a different color would disturb us today. The pixies and fairies avoided it. Same for rabbits, squirrels, beavers — pretty much anything with buck teeth.”

      Adam made buck teeth at his grandson. Edward laughed.

      “Eventually, the elves did leave. They marched off, but the next day we’d see them coming from the opposite direction, mounting a rise. Then they’d try to leave again, scaling the mountains, and we’d see them later emerging from a valley. They headed away, and yet the tree stayed with them, as if the world was too small and the tree couldn’t be fled.

      “The unicorns, after a great debate, tried using their magic to sever its branches — not to kill it, because we couldn’t bring ourselves to do such a thing, but to prune it back. We found it untouchable. None of us wanted to fall in its shadow. We tried staying away, but in time it was like the tree had grown legs and would follow us. It didn’t, of course, but it was something that demanded our constant attention. We couldn’t ignore it, and were eventually forced to face it. We had to turn and acknowledge the tree and its somehow aggressive fruit that demanded consumption. And when we did acknowledge it, the tree bewitched us. Not as a simple temptation but as a compulsion, like a ferrite and a stick of polarized alloy. We were drawn to the tree — almost dragged there by our nature. It felt like the tree wanted us not only to listen to it but to merge with it. As if it wanted to rip its Darkness up through Mead and grab us.”

      Adam paused for effect, seeming to gauge Edward’s reaction. The young unicorn looked up, patiently waiting to hear the story’s end. He understood much of what Adam was saying, but the story was mostly just interesting as a story, like all of Grappy’s tall tales.

      “So what happened?” said Edward.

      “The tree spoke,” said Adam.

      “It spoke to you?”

      Adam shook his big white head. Then he nodded to Edward’s other side, toward Eve.

      “Why did it speak to you, Grammy?” said Edward.

      Eve’s sagging skin and loose lips were trumped by her blue unicorn’s eyes, which had, through all of her years, remained young and sharp.

      “Because,” she said, “I was the only one willing to listen.”
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