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      The gunslinger and the unicorn crossed the Sands, with nothing in front and nothing behind.

      After two long years of wandering the great wide open, exposed to the biting wind and angry dust that swirled through the Sprawl as though it owned it, the marshal’s skin was like leather, as if he’d been tied, beaten, tanned, and then beaten again. His hands were large and scarred, with long digits that curled like a skeleton’s. As big as his hands were, they were still the fastest part of him — and with Clint Gulliver, as with any other marshal of The Realm, his slowest part was faster than the fastest part of most any other man. 

      The gunslinger stared out at the world through the piercing blue eyes of a predator, under drawn, V-shaped brows that arched above a cruel nose. His eyes were shaded from the sun by a battered brown hat that looked a hundred years old — faded, torn, and pierced in several places as if by bullets. A scowl creased his face like a cut.

      The unicorn, on the other hand, was as clean as the man was dusty. His coat was a bright white, brilliant enough to be blinding. Where the man looked weathered, the unicorn looked untouched. Where the man looked unkempt, the unicorn looked immaculate. Where the man appeared poisoned with anger, the unicorn looked purer than snow in The Realm. 

      The unlikely pair plodded through the Sprawl as they had each day for nearly as long as either was willing to remember. Days were never different. They would walk until their legs were willing to carry them no farther, then they’d make camp and fall quickly asleep. Sometimes, the man would ride atop the unicorn, eyes forward and mouth set, bareback without reins or tack. To keep the man in place, a filthy hand would bury itself in the unicorn’s opulent mane. When the gunslinger pulled his hand away, the mane would fall neatly into place, unsullied by tangles, dirt, grit, or grease. Other times, the man would walk beside the unicorn, since even a gunslinger’s legs required the occasional stretching. 

      Sometimes, they spoke, but mostly they didn’t. In the two years spent trudging from one empty spread to the next and never nearing their destination (finding The Realm was like finding a splinter in the Sands) anything that needed saying had been said at least twice. 

      When there was talking to be done, Edward usually started it. 

      “Something’s wrong,” the unicorn said, pausing in a cactus-pocked spot of desert behind a small rise just as the sun was starting to set. The sun was dumping a bucket of bright tangerine all over the dusty desert — a sure sign, once upon a time, that they were walking west. But the days when a compass could be trusted were gone. Thanks to the shifting of the ground that occurred out this far, moving straight ahead could lead a man backward, and the sun might rise in any of the world’s four corners. 

      Clint’s hand twittered at his side, instinctively moving toward the stock of the seven-shooter on his right hip. 

      Edward said, “Not that sort of wrong.”

      “Wrong is if we don’t make camp soon,” the gunslinger said, letting his hand hang limp at his side. “I’m tired and hungry. I need a bed and a slice of turkey pie.” 

      “Keep needing, then,” said Edward. “We have jerky wraps and delicious water. The engraved canteen that’s in your pack, however, is filled with apple brew, and for that, I’ll thank Providence.” 

      “Unicorns don’t believe in Providence.”

      “Of course we do. Providence provides brew. It’s the rest of your stupidity we don’t believe in. Time. Space. How you think that hat looks good on you.” 

      Clint swung his left leg over Edward’s back and slid to the sand. A plume of dust spit up from the ground and recoated the clean areas that friction from Edward’s sides had made on the insteps of his boots. That was another thing about the accursed Edge — the sand here wasn’t quite sand. 

      The gunslinger tugged on his hat. “What’s the trouble you mention?” 

      “A pain. I feel it in my chest.” 

      Clint spit. “Too much brew.”

      “No. It’s something else, something obscene. I can feel it as we walk — or rather as I walk, with a lazy load on my back. It’s as if there’s a wall in front of us. With every step, it feels like I’m driving myself farther against some sort of perversion, like I’m slowly walking into a long and rusty spike.” 

      Clint shook his head. 

      “I know what you think,” said Edward. “But before you mock me, think on what I’ve not yet said: we may finally be closing in.” 

      Clint’s icy eyes opened wider as the sun-wrinkled flesh surrounding the whites pulled back. “Mai?” 

      “Cerberus.” 

      “Dharma Kold’s unicorn of a different color,” Clint rasped, nodding. He kept his eyes open so he wouldn’t see the obsidian black mount riding across his mind. If Cerberus was near, so was Kold. And where the dark rider went, so did Mai … always assuming, of course, that the gunslinger’s almost-bride was still alive. 

      “She’s alive,” said Edward, reading Clint’s mind. 

      “You can sense her?” 

      “No. But Kold lost a posse and risked your wrath by storming through Solace two years ago trying to abduct her. He wouldn’t do that without reason, and he wouldn’t do it just to kill her or let her die. By Providence, Mai lives.” 

      Clint’s face formed a scowl. “Why did they take her, Edward? And where — for real, pleasem and thankoo — are they going with her?”

      It was the oldest of their many unanswered questions. Supposedly, Kold was heading for The Realm, but that was a ridiculous notion since no one knew where The Realm was — and even if a person did know where it was, he’d never find it. Clint understood Kold’s quixotic pursuit because he’d once nursed the same diseased longing himself. He fought it still, like a rash forever returning in his mind. 

      “Dagnit, I don’t know!” Edward said. “I’m not going to know, either, and if you ask again, I’ll run you through with my horn.” 

      “Sweet relief,” the gunslinger said. 

      “And then when I arrive at the next town wearing your corpse like a hat, I will eat all the turkey pie myself.” 

      “Stand down, then, if pie is at stake,” said Clint. “I won’t ask again.” It was the marshal’s version of a joke, but he delivered it with all the humor of an obituary.

      After a moment of standing (and sinking slightly) in the sand, Clint said, “If you sense Kold, then we should ride.” 

      “No. They are in the same direction as the perversion I feel in my chest.” The unicorn bowed his head, pointing his horn at the horizon. The horn glowed a dull yellow, tinged with pink. “There,” he said. 

      Clint squinted into the distance and saw a crooked spark of red and yellow just below the horizon, barely visible now that the sun was almost set. In the deepest Sands, over by the Edge, sunrises were as abrupt as the sunsets. Whether that was due to the Leaking, the off motion of the planets, or the way time dilated and contracted out where the sand was slippery, none could say. 

      “We should continue on,” said Clint. “If they’ve stopped, we should close the gap.” 

      But it was a shell game — something Clint seemed to forget each time he saw Cerberus’s dark smear smudging the horizon or the faded glint of Kold’s fire. Every few days, they’d reach sighting distance of the outlaws, and each time, Clint insisted they push forward. But they were tailing a mirage, and as they marched closer, Kold would always vanish — and when they arrived at the spot of Kold’s camp, the dust would always have swallowed their tracks, turning their presence there to a mere rumor. 

      “No,” Edward said. “I don’t know what I’m feeling in the Sands, but I don’t like it.” 

      Clint shook his head and snarled. “I’ll go on. You stay here and do your nails. All four of them.” 

      Clint took a dozen steps toward the distant fire before Edward called out to him. 

      “We’ll never reach them, you know!” he yelled. “I’d think two years of getting the rug yanked from under your feet would have taught you that. You’re like that bald child in the ancient funnybooks, forever kicking at an oblong that’s always pulled away.” 

      Clint turned, struggling with something before turning toward Edward. “What would you have me do?”

      “Anything else,” Edward said. 

      “So why do you walk beside me if you think this is a fool’s errand?” 

      “Walk beside you? I carry your lazy bones on my back, gunslinger,” Edward said. “But to answer your question, I do it because you always lead me to pie and apple brew.”

      Clint stared at Edward’s white head and pearlescent horn for an especially long beat, trying to think of a suitable reply, until his shoulders finally sagged and he walked back. 

      “We’ll make camp, then,” he said, sitting and gesturing at the sand. “Magick us a fire. I’m cold. Not all of us are filled with magic and warm fuzzies.” 

      Edward made a mocking horselike sound. 

      “You really are tired. You know we can’t make a fire. He’ll see it.” 

      “Behind the rise?” 

      “He’ll see the smoke,” said Edward. “There’s a moon.” 

      Clint sighed. He was a hard man, but he felt a thousand years old. He could take defeat, and he thought that when the time came, he could accept his own killing. What he couldn’t accept was the constant torment of pursuing something that couldn’t be caught. 

      “Tomorrow, we’ll approach,” said Clint. “Tomorrow, we’ll see her.” 

      Edward said nothing. Then, just when Clint thought he wouldn’t reply, the unicorn said, “I need to understand the perversion I feel before I can go to where they are. I don’t know what it is yet, but I can’t walk into it. You need to understand and accept that. We may have to loop around, meet them farther on. They may be crossing a place of dark magic. Such places are common out here. The Ghryst worship at them.” 

      Time passed. How much, neither could say. Timepieces didn’t work so close to the Edge because of the Leaking and Slippage. They only knew that the sun was down and the air was icy. Kold’s fire still sparked, taunting them with kisses blown from the horizon. 

      Clint pulled his warm coat lower around his shoulders, and then both of them, once Edward lay down, squeezed beneath the giant turkey feather blanket they’d bought from a crooked trader several months before. That was back when the weather had started changing for the worse, for the third season in a row. 

      “I think I may know what’s ahead.”

      Clint was behind Edward’s head, on the far side of his sharp horn. Spooning behind a unicorn was a tad strange, but it was far better than spooning on the side that was all sharp and kicky. On that side, kicks sometimes happened by accident when Edward dreamed, and sometimes happened on purpose because Edward was being Edward. 

      “You mean the feeling in your chest?” said Clint. “Let me guess. Is it cowardice?”

      Edward bucked his head back then rolled onto his side to stand. In the process, he smacked Clint hard on the jaw, probably not on accident. 

      “Indigestion?” Clint tried again. 

      Edward stood to his full height, ignoring Clint. With the moon in the sky, Clint was glad Edward had moved down the slope after standing. He was so white, he looked like a beacon in the bright light of the moon. 

      “You know how I said it was a perversion?” 

      “Like bad brew. Like ballet at game of oblong. Like a fart in church.” 

      Edward nudged Clint with his nose — the equivalent of a slap or a splash of cold water. Magic this far out was slippery, and he wasn’t sure whether Clint was merely joking or losing his grip. More than one man had been confused by the slippery magic and had been driven mad. 

      “I see the problem,” Edward said, dead serious. “I know the feeling in my chest. I know why I thought it obscene.” 

      “Dark magic?” said Clint. 

      “Worse.” 

      “We’ll go around, then, like you suggested,” Clint said. 

      “Go around the bad spot, you mean, and meet them on the other side?” 

      “Yar. Like eating around an apple’s sore.” 

      Edward shook his big white head. “We haven’t been this close before, and the proximity has let me see something new,” he said. “This is the nearest we’ve come after two long years.” 

      “Yar. And that’s why we need to take what they give us and overtake them while they sleep … once they’re clear of the sore.” 

      “No,” said Edward. “It’s why we can’t overtake them. Why we can’t get clear of the sore.” 

      Clint said, “I don’t follow.” 

      Edward nodded toward the rise, toward Kold’s fire and beyond. His horn sparked as if underlining his speech. “They are the sore,” he said. 

      “I don’t follow,” Clint repeated, although he was starting to believe that he actually did.

      “It’s Cerberus,” Edward said. “He’s dipped his horn deep inside of Mai’s soul.”
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      Clint waited for Edward to explain, but the unicorn said no more. He waited, staring at the horizon. 

      “Go on,” said Clint. 

      “No.” Edward shook his head, still staring into the distance.

      Clint shoved the unicorn with both hands, not wanting to play the game of Sullen Edward or draw the story out any longer than needed. The unicorn was a good friend (as far as Sands friends went), but Edward carried an infuriating  pride. He had to be drawn out, like a courting, before he’d give up what he had to say.  

      “Explain,” said Clint. 

      “No.” 

      It had been an endless trip through the Sands, and Clint had held himself together reasonably well, but time and futility had worn him to crust. His nerves were thinner than Sands magic, and now Edward was telling him they were close to what they’d been searching for but could inch no closer because something hideous was being done to the woman he’d nearly hitched. 

      Clint reared back and punched the unicorn hard in the cheek. Edward’s head snapped sideways, seemingly unsurprised. Clint’s hand smarted, but he wouldn’t satisfy Edward with a wince. After years together and countless punches, the gunslinger refused to learn one of his most consistent lessons: unicorns had no soft spots on their bodies. 

      “No,” Edward repeated. 

      Clint punched him again, this time in the nose. Edward blanched. Then, grinding his giant teeth, he turned to look at the gunslinger. Clint thought for
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