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      The woman on the travois was fragile, beyond frail. She was a doll made of thin porcelain — or spun from spiderwebs, given her apparent age — and the trail’s every bump and jostle had the gunslinger worried that she would crumble to pieces and spill her innards like dried detritus to the wind. 

      When they’d discovered Mai in the roadside shack, she’d seemed old, at least at first. She looked like a hag — a witch roughened and aged by a life spent stirring potions in pewter cauldrons. But when they brought her to the travois that would drag behind Edward (the unicorn, unlike Stone and Buckaroo’s horses, could cushion her passage somewhat with a sort of magical pillow), they found that she was more than old. Mai was used, barely a husk. Carrying her was like lifting a scarecrow made of dust. Even with his hands beneath her, Clint worried that Mai might break, and that the woman he’d traveled the Sands for four long years to find would be gone and lost forever. 

      After weeks of riding, the fields of pure sand around them began to surrender to plains of tumbleweed, but the change of scene did not break the monotony. The posse rode mostly in silence. Clint thought back on the Mai he’d known and the life with her he’d pondered while inspecting himself in the farback of Solace’s saloon on their hitching day. The Mai who, back then, he’d thought of as imperturbable. Women of the Sands were like the men — dried like raisins. But Mai was different and always had been. Her skin had always looked glowing and water-fat even during the driest of days. No lines on her face nor scars on her hands. Rough Sands living hadn’t affected Mai in the way it had everyone else. She looked radiant enough to grace the cover of one of The Realm’s glossy books, her smile rich and white, comforting like a crackling fire. Mai had always sought the best in everyone — even a particularly grizzled and pessimistic gunslinger — and had found it. That optimism left its mark on Mai like a dimple. She looked like what she expected in all others: radiant. 

      The woman on the travois was none of that. The frail woman was so diametrically opposite the Mai Clint once knew that at times, when he looked back on the thing that didn’t have the strength to moan as its body boiled in inhuman pain, he refused to believe it was the same woman he’d been so near to hitching. But it was. He knew it. Could feel it in his bones just as Edward felt it everywhere. 

      The first time Clint realized what Cerberus, Dharma Kold’s unicorn of a different color, was doing to Mai, the unicorn warned him they might never get her back. He hadn’t meant that they’d never literally get her back but that she might never again be the same as she was. She might be irreparably damaged, as she now seemed to be. 

      Edward was doing all he could to stabilize Mai. A shimmer of light blue energy flowed back from his horn, surrounding the unicorn’s rear half, Clint’s lower half, and the travois. Clint asked if the energy was healing her. Edward said it wasn’t quite healing. More like propping her up. 

      “Nothing can repair the damage from such a deep soul plunging as Cerberus has done to your Mai,” he said. “All I can do is to keep her from getting worse, and hope she’ll find a way to repair herself.” 

      Clint sighed. The end of Edward’s sentence, once upon a time, might have heartened the gunslinger and given him hope, but he had seen little to make him believe in hope since leaving Solace to chase Kold through the Sands and recover his captured almost-bride. The trail had brought him little but heartache. Every task seemed to finish in a way that left him with a new and larger wound. 

      Nonetheless, he asked: “Will she repair herself?” 

      The unicorn sighed. “Nar. Kold has drained her very essence. Do you understand that?” 

      Clint nodded, knowing Edward wouldn’t see him while he rode atop the unicorn’s back. 

      “Mayhap her soul will grow stronger now that she’s free of Cerberus’s work,” Clint said, not believing his words true even as he heard himself say them.

      Edward stopped. For a few hoofbeats, Sly Stone’s and Buckaroo’s horses kept walking, until the riders noticed the pause and reined their mounts to a halting. The unicorn turned his great white head. 

      “Clint Augustus Gulliver,” he said, looking at Clint sidelong, his voice shockingly compassionate. “Noble Marshal of The Realm. Gunslinger. You must understand a soul cannot be regrown. If you don’t come to grips with that now, your pain will only be greater once it sinks in, and then two souls will be gone. Kold carried Mai because … ” 

      “Because she carried the Orb of Benevolence,” said Clint, looking at the dirt. “I know.” 

      “Nar. Because she was the Orb of Benevolence. You wondered how she could know her way to The Realm without knowing she knew? This is how. The Orb knows magic. Magic knows The Realm. Magic can see through the shifting; it can focus the myriad worlds our one world has become and perceive them as them whole again. It can draw a straight line where there is no straight line. Mai didn’t know her true nature except that she had magic to some degree. Now we know to what degree — she was magic. Magic incarnate. And if Kold has removed the Orb, he has removed all that she was. There’s nothing left in this woman to grow stronger. Nothing in her to regenerate. Kold has scooped her empty like a gourd.” 

      “But you said you felt magic,” said Clint. 

      Edward again looked at the trail ahead, at the fields of dead grass and brown shrubs peppering the open desert. 

      “Magic is in her skin and bones,” he said. “But Kold has taken the Orb. There is still magic in her, yar. And life. But there is no Mai in her anymore. Her body may yet recover, which is why we’ve taken her. We owe her that much, given what we’ve been party to putting her through. But she will not be the woman you knew. She will be ordinary, and nar will she know or love you. She will no longer stand out and will appear to all as perfectly plain.” 

      Clint said nothing. Edward started walking, moving past the other horses. The riders nudged their mounts to follow the unicorn, both the criminal and the thinking machine knowing better than to speak. 

      Clint turned his thought to Mai’s body, hoping it would recover, offering up a plea to NextWorld. It was a pointless hope. It was vain, with no fruit on its tree. But that small hope, such little of it as remained, was like glue for the gunslinger’s soul. Without hope for Mai, Clint would crumble to the dirt, dry up, and blow away. Through four long years, they had ridden with only a glimmer of hope that they might catch Kold and rescue the woman Clint nearly hitched. But it had, nonetheless, been hope. If that hope was gone — if Mai true was dead forever — then what reason would remain for riding on? 

      “Don’t forget,” said Edward, reading the gunslinger’s mind, “we can still stop Kold from finding the third Orb and uniting the Triangulum.”

      “Yar,” said Clint. “I suppose that’s something.” 

      
      A few days later, with absolutely no improvement from the dried-out corpse on the travois, three mounts and three riders came to the outskirts of San Mateo Flats — the first town at the edge of Elf Meadows, where they hoped to catch scent of Kold’s trail. There were no meadows and no elves (creatures Edward assured the humans were not at all cuddly), but dead vegetation now swapped space with sand more and more often. Clint, either recovering his half-broken spirit or deflecting, joked that soon they would discover a blade of grass and worship at its dewdrop. 

      “The whole world isn’t a desert,” said Edward. “Believe me, my people know.” 

      Next to Edward, atop an unspotted black Appaloosa named Socks, Buckaroo belched steam from the back of his neck. The gold-skinned thinking machine checked what looked like a pocketwatch on a chain and said, “It’s true, sir. I’ve not been to The Realm, of course, but I’ve seen towns near it through many a shimmer. The closer to The Realm, the greener.” 

      Sly Stone huffed. His own mount (also an Appaloosa, this one brown, named Leroy) snorted as if echoing Stone’s sentiment. “Sounds very Realm, all right,” he said. 

      Clint said nothing. Edward, strangely, was also silent. Since the unicorn had regained his wits following his magic-addled fog, he and Stone had formed a strange sort of friendship that was somehow based on both shared goals and loathing. They didn’t like each other (since Edward didn’t like anyone), but whenever Stone told tales of his gang’s days stealing magic and subverting Realm operations in the Sands, Edward chimed in with some Realm vitriol of his own. 

      The path to San Mateo grew more funneled, less open. This concerned both gunslinger and unicorn, as following a narrow path exposed them to ambushes that weren’t possible in open sand. But there was no way around it, so they drew their guns and held them at the ready as the trails wound between dead underbrush, across packed dirt that had been trod by many feet and carriage wheels. 

      The party of riders stayed wary. Clint and Edward watched their front. Sly, with his twin shotguns, watched their rear. And eventually, they then found the ambush they’d feared … but the ambush they found wasn’t their own. 

      Off to the side of the trail, nearly in the brush, was a stagecoach with one door hanging ajar like a pouting lip. The big wagon was slightly cocked, the wheels on one side brushing the trail’s shoulder. The traces at the front of the coach had been cut, and whatever horses had once pulled it were long gone. 

      Clint’s sharp gunslinger’s eyes read the dirt like a Water Reader read the Sands: close-set, heavy hoofprints deeper at the open end told him that when the ambush had happened, at least two horses had reared. A distinctive pattern of prints heading toward town (again with a deep-stomped set at the rear) said that the horses had run — not walked or trotted — in that direction. Around the severed traces and in the path’s center were undisturbed human footprints. There were only three sets. One set belonged to a man they found killt near the front of the coach. His coat marked him as its driver. One of the other sets had been made by boots that looked too narrow for the tracks’ depth, indicating a man who was lean but heavy, meaning that he had to be especially tall. The final set was made by a shoe Clint hadn’t seen in a long while but which he recalled from a wisp of memory from his almost-invisible Realm days. These last tracks had been made by the shoe of a fancy man. 

      Clint waved the others back and dismounted. He circled the stagecoach on foot, soaking in details from the dirt. Then, once he reached the far end, he found a man under the coach who was lying somewhere between killt and alive. 

      “Pilgrim,” said Clint, noting the man’s fancy shoes. “You alive enough to warrant a saving?”

      The man groaned. He tried to roll over to look at Clint. After a quarter roll, he yelped in pain and settled. 

      Clint turned to Edward, but the unicorn’s horn was already glowing. Under the stagecoach, the man lifted an inch straight up as if on an invisible skiff, with no part unsupported. He moved smoothly out from under the coach and settled on the dirt where Clint could get at him. 

      The man was beaten past beaten, his clothes ripped and filthy. Both eyes were already blackening, and his body was covered in scrapes, scratches, and friction burns. His scalp was split, and beneath the split, his skull appeared to be partially caved as if he’d been struck by something heavy. Seeing it, Clint was shocked that the man was still breathing, let alone conscious. 

      “Can you speak?” said the gunslinger. 

      “Leave me,” the man croaked, his breath falling from his mouth in harsh gasps. “I can see the reaper.” 

      “Don’t fear the reaper,” said Edward. “He’s not met a unicorn.”

      Edward’s horn glowed again — this time a dull yellow. The magic haze gathered on his horn like a giant balloon then floated toward the man in the dirt. The glow brushed the man. Then it seemed to empty into him, puffing his body up. The glow dispersed, and the puff subsided. When the yellow was gone, the man’s eyes turned a proper color, and his scalp stitched with no crevice. Only a cake of dried blood remained, crusted across his neck and
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