
[image: Cover: Cursed, by Thomas Wheeler, illustrated by Frank Miller]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




    [image: Cursed, by Thomas Wheeler, illustrated by Frank Miller, S&S Books for Young Readers]

    [image: Image]


[image: images]



To Marjorie Brigham Miller

—F. M.

For Luca and Amelia,

The two greatest adventures of my life.

May you both seize the sword in your own stories.

—T. W.
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But there was heard among the holy hymns,

A voice as of the waters, for she dwells

    Down in a deep; calm, whatsoever storms

May shake the world, and when the surface rolls,

Hath power to walk the waters like our Lord.

—ALFRED LORD TENNYSON,

Idylls of the King

Well, said Merlin,

I know whom thou seekest,

for thou seekest Merlin;

therefore seek no farther,

for I am he.

—THOMAS MALORY,

    Le Morte d’Arthur
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THE WATER STIRRED AND NIMUE ROSE SLOWLY FROM THE POND, THE SWORD OF POWER CLUTCHED IN HER FISTS . . .





ONE
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FROM HER HIDING PLACE IN the straw pile and through eyes filled with tears, Nimue thought Father Carden looked like a spirit of light. It was how he stood, back to the bleached sun, and the way the clouds poured under his draping sleeves and upraised palms, like a man standing on the sky. His trembling voice rose above the din of bleating goats, crackling wood, screaming infants, and wailing mothers. “God is love. It is a love that purifies, a love that sanctifies, a love that unites us.” Carden’s pale blue eyes passed over the piteous, howling mob, prostrated in the mud, barricaded by monks in red robes.

“And God sees,” Carden continued, “and today he smiles. Because we have done His work today. We have washed ourselves clean with God’s love. We have seared away the rotten flesh.” The clouds of smoke billowing around Carden’s arms and legs swirled with flakes of red ash. Spit flecked his lips. “Sawed away the corruption of demonism. Expelled the blackened humors from this land. God smiles today!” As Carden lowered his arms, his draping sleeves dropped away like curtains, revealing an inferno of thirty burning crosses in the field behind him. The crucified were hard to see in the thick black smoke.

Biette, a sturdy block of a woman and mother of four, rose up like a wounded bear and hobbled on her knees toward Carden before one of the tonsured monks in red stepped forward, planted his boot between her shoulder blades and kicked her face-first into the mud. And there Biette stayed, groaning into the wet earth.

Nimue’s ears had been ringing since she and Pym rode into the village on Dusk Lady and saw the first dead body on the trail. They thought it might’ve been Mikkel, the tanner’s boy, who grew orchids for the May rituals, but his head had been crushed by something heavy. They could not even stop to check, for the entire village was on fire and Red Paladins swarmed, their billowing robes dancing with the flames. On the fallow hill, a half-dozen village elders were already burning to death on hastily erected crosses. Pym’s screams had seemed far away to Nimue as her mind went white. Everywhere she looked, she saw her people being choked in the mud or torn from their homes. Two paladins dragged old Betsy by her flailing arms and hair through her pen of geese. The birds squawked and fluttered in the air, adding to the surreal chaos. Shortly thereafter, Nimue and Pym were separated, and Nimue took shelter in the straw pile, where she held her breath as monks stomped past her carrying blanket bundles of confiscated goods. They unfurled the blankets on the floor of the open wagon where Carden stood, spilling the contents around his feet. The priest looked down and nodded, expecting this: roots of yew and alder, wooden figurines of elder gods, totems, and animal bones. Carden sighed patiently. “God sees, my friends. He sees these instruments of demonic conjuring. You cannot hide from Him. He shall dredge this poison out. And shielding others like you will only prolong your suffering.” Father Carden brushed ashes from his gray tunic. “My Red Paladins are eager for your confessions. For your sakes, offer them freely, for my brothers are deft with the tools of inquisition.”

The Red Paladins waded into the mob to single out targets for torture. Nimue watched as family and friends clawed over one another to avoid the paladins’ reach. There were more screams as children were pried from their mothers’ grips.

Unmoved, Father Carden stepped down from the wagon and crossed the muddy road to a tall and broad-shouldered monk in gray. His cheeks were lean beneath his cowl, and strange black birthmarks were blotted around his eyes and ran down his face like streaming tears of ink. Nimue could not hear their words for the shouting around her, but Carden rested a hand on the monk’s shoulder, like a father, and pulled him into a whisper. Head bowed, the monk nodded several times in response to Carden’s words. Carden gestured to the Iron Wood; the monk nodded a final time, then climbed onto his white courser.

Nimue turned to the Iron Wood and saw ten-year-old Squirrel standing in the monk’s path, bewildered, blood dribbling down his cheek as he dragged a sword behind him. At this, Nimue burst from the straw pile and charged at Squirrel. She heard the Gray Monk’s hoofbeats getting louder behind her.

“Nimue!” Squirrel reached for her, and she yanked him against the wall of a hut as the monk thundered past.

“I can’t find Papa!” Squirrel cried.

“Squirrel, listen to me. Go to the hollow in the ash tree and hide there until it’s night. Do you understand?”

Squirrel tried to pull away from her. “Papa!”

Nimue shook him. “Squirrel! Run now. As fast as you can. Are you listening!” Nimue was shouting into his face. Squirrel nodded. “Be a brave one. Run like you do in our fox races. No one can catch you.”

“No one,” Squirrel whispered, summoning the courage.

“You’re the fastest of us all.” Nimue swallowed back tears, for she did not want to let him go.

“You’ll come?” Squirrel pleaded.

“I will,” Nimue promised, “but first I have to find Pym and Mother and your father.”

“I saw your mother near the temple.” Squirrel hesitated. “They were chasing her.”

Ice coursed through Nimue’s veins at this news. She shot a look to the temple at the top of the rise. Then she turned back to Squirrel. “Fast as the fox,” she commanded.

“Fast as the fox,” Squirrel repeated, tensing as he shot furtive glances left and right. The nearest paladins were too occupied with the beating of a resisting farmer to notice them. So without a look back, Squirrel shot across the pasture for the Iron Wood.

Nimue lunged into the road and ran for the temple. She slid and fell in the mud dredged up from horses and blood. As she climbed to her feet, a horseman suddenly swung around from one of the burning huts. Nimue barely saw the ball of iron whip around on its chain. She tried to turn away, but it caught her at the base of her skull with such force it sent her nearly airborne into a pile of firewood. The world unglued as stars burst behind Nimue’s eyes and she felt warm liquid stream down her neck and back. Splayed out on the ground, firewood all around her, Nimue saw a longbow snapped in two pieces beside her. The broken bow. The fawn. The council. Hawksbridge.

Arthur.

It seemed impossible that only a day had passed. And as she lost consciousness, one thought left her choking with dread: this was all her fault.



TWO
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BUT WHY DO YOU HAVE to leave?” Squirrel asked as he climbed over the moss-covered arm of a broken statue.

“I’m not going yet,” Nimue said, inspecting a bough of purple flowers growing between the exposed roots of an ancient ash tree. She tried to think of a way to change the subject, but Squirrel would not let it go.

“But why do you want to leave?”

Nimue hesitated. How could she tell him the truth? It would only hurt and confuse him and lead to more questions. She wanted to leave because she was unwanted in her own village. Feared. Judged. Whispered about. Pointed at. Village children were told not to play with her because of the scars on her back. Because of the dark stories of her childhood. Because her father had left her. Because she was cursed. And perhaps she was. Her “connection”—her mother’s word; Nimue would call it “possession”—to the Hidden was strong and dark and different from any other Sky Folk she knew. And it came unbidden through her in strange, sometimes violent and unexpected ways, in visions or fits, or sometimes the ground would buckle or tremble or wooden objects near her would warp into grotesque masses. The sensation was like vomiting. And the feelings after were the same: sweaty, ashamed, empty. It was only her mother’s prominence as Arch Druid that kept Nimue from being chased out of the village with knives and sticks. Why burden Squirrel with it all? His mother, Nella, was like a sister to her mother and like an aunt to Nimue. So she had kindly spared Squirrel all the dark gossip. To him, Nimue was normal, even boring (especially on nature walks), and that was just how she liked it. But she knew it wouldn’t last.

She felt a pang of guilt as she looked over the primordial green slopes of the Iron Wood, buzzing and chirping and chattering with life, and the mysterious faces of Old Gods, faces that pushed through the vines and black earth, faces she had named through the years: Big Nose, the Sad Lady, Scar Bald, remnants of a long-dead civilization. Leaving here would be like leaving old friends.

Rather than confuse Squirrel, Nimue kept up the lie. “I don’t know, Squirrel. Don’t you ever long to see things you’ve never seen before?”

“Like a Moon Wing?”

Nimue smiled. Squirrel’s eyes were always searching the canopy of the forest for a glimpse of a Moon Wing. “Yes, or the ocean? Or the Lost Cities of the Sun Gods? The Floating Temples?”

“They’re not real,” said Squirrel.

“How do we know unless we look for them?”

Squirrel put his hands on his hips. “Are you going to leave and never come back like Gawain?”

Nimue glowed inside at the name. She remembered being seven years old, her arms clutched around Gawain’s neck as he carried her on his back through these very same woods. At fourteen, he knew the special gifts of every blossom, leaf, and bark of the Iron Wood, remedies, poisons, which tea-brewed leaves bestowed visions and which captured hearts, which chewed barks induced labor and which bird’s nests predicted the weather. She recalled sitting between his knees, his long arms draped over her like a big brother’s, as kite hatchlings meeped in their laps while Gawain taught her how to read the patterns inside the broken eggs for clues to the health of the forest.

He never judged Nimue for her scars. His smile was always easy and kind.

“He might come back someday,” Nimue said with more hope than belief.

“Is that who you’re going looking for?” Squirrel grinned.

“What? No, don’t be ridiculous.” Nimue pinched Squirrel on the arm.

“Ow!”

“Now pay attention,” Nimue demanded, exaggerating a glower, “because I’m tired of saving your butt during lessons.”

Nimue pointed to a shrub defended by nettles.

Squirrel rolled his eyes. “Osha root. It protects us from the dark magic.”

“And?”

Squirrel scrunched his nose, thinking. “Good for sore throats?”

“Lucky guess,” Nimue teased. She lifted a rock, exposing small white blossoms.

Squirrel picked for a booger, deep in thought. “Bloodwort, for hexes,” he said, “and for hangovers.”

“What do you know about hangovers?” Nimue shoved Squirrel gently, and he giggled as he somersaulted backward into the soft moss. She chased after him, but she’d never catch Squirrel. He shot under the drooping chin of the Sad Lady and leaped to a branch that allowed for an unobstructed view of Dewdenn’s pastures and huts.

Nimue joined him, a bit out of breath, enjoying the breeze in her hair.

“I’ll miss you,” Squirrel said simply, taking her hand.

“You will?” Nimue gave him a little hip check and pulled his sweaty head to her ribs. “I’ll miss you, too.”

“Does your mum know you’re leaving?”

Nimue was considering her answer when she felt the hum in her stomach of the Hidden. She stiffened. It was an ugly feeling, like a thief climbing in her window. Her throat went dry. She croaked a little when she nudged Squirrel and said, “Run along now. Lesson over.”

That was music to Squirrel’s ears. “Yay! No more learning!” He darted between boulders and was gone, leaving Nimue alone with her queasy stomach.

The Sky Folk were no strangers to the Hidden, invisible nature spirits from whom Nimue’s clan were believed to be descended. Indeed, Sky Folk rituals invoked the Hidden for all matters great and small. While the Arch Druid presided over the crucial ceremonies of the year and arbitrated disputes between elders and families, the Summoner was expected to call upon the Hidden to bless the harvest or bring the rain, ease a birth, guide spirits back to the sun. Yet as Nimue had learned early on as a child, these invocations, these calls to the Hidden, were largely ceremonial. The Hidden rarely answered. Almost never. Even the Summoner, chosen for their believed connection to the Hidden, were usually left to intuit the spirits’ messages by reading the clouds or tasting the dirt. For most Sky Folk, the Hidden came in a trickle, a dewdrop. To Nimue, it was a rushing river.

But this feeling, in this moment, was different. The hum throbbed in her belly, but a calm settled over the Iron Wood, a stillness. Nimue’s heart kicked in her chest, but it wasn’t only from fear but anticipation. Like something was coming. She heard it in the rattle of leaves, the hum of cicadas, the hush of the breeze. Inside those sounds, Nimue could hear words, like the murmur of excited voices in a crowded room. It gave her hope for a communion that made sense. That gave answers. That told her why she was different.

She sensed movement and turned to a small fawn standing quite close to her. The hum in her belly grew louder. The fawn stared at Nimue with deep black eyes that were older than the dead stump beneath her and older than the sunlight on her cheeks.

Don’t be afraid. Nimue heard the voice, and it was not her thought. It was the fawn’s. Death is not the end.

Nimue could not breathe. She feared to move. The silence roared in her ears. An overwhelming awe, like the expanses of a dream, filled the space behind her eyes. She fought the urge to run or squeeze her eyes shut, as she usually did until the wave passed. No, she wanted to be awake to this moment. Finally, after so many years, the Hidden wanted to tell her something.

The sun went behind a cloud and the forest grew dark and cold. Nimue held the fawn’s gaze despite her fear. She was the daughter of the Arch Druid and would not flinch from the secret mind of the Hidden.

Nimue heard herself ask, “Who will die?”

She heard the twang of catgut, a whistle, and an arrow thudded into the fawn’s neck. A burst of blackbirds erupted from the trees as the connection was severed. Nimue whirled around in a fury. There was Josse, one of the shepherd’s twins, pumping his fist in victory. Nimue turned back to the fawn lying in the dirt, its eyes glazed and empty.

“What have you done?” Nimue shouted as Josse pushed through the branches to retrieve his kill.

“What’s it look like? I was fetching supper.” Josse grabbed the fawn by the back legs and hauled it onto his shoulders.

Silvery vines crept up Nimue’s neck and cheek as her temper flashed, and Josse’s longbow contorted impossibly, then snapped in his hands, cutting the flesh. Shocked, he dropped the fawn and the bow to the ground, where it writhed on the ground like a dying snake.

Josse looked up at Nimue. Unlike Squirrel, he knew all the dark gossip. “You crazy hag!”

He shoved Nimue hard against the stump as he reached for his ruined bow. Nimue wound up to punch Josse’s face in when her mother appeared, specter-like, at the edge of the wood.

“Nimue.” Lenore’s voice was icy enough to cool Nimue’s temper.

Snuffling, Josse gathered the fawn and the bow pieces and tromped off. “You’ll hear of this, you bloody witch! They’re right about you!”

Nimue shot right back, “Good! Be afraid! And leave me alone!”

Josse stormed off, and Nimue was left to wither under Lenore’s disapproving gaze.
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Moments later Nimue trailed behind her mother, who walked the smooth stones of the Sacred Sun Path toward the veiled entrance to the Sunken Temple. Though she never seemed to rush, Lenore was always ten steps ahead.

“You will find the wood, you will carve it, and you will string the bow,” Lenore told her.

“Josse is a half-wit.”

“And you will apologize to his father,” Lenore continued.

“Anis? Another half-wit. It would be nice if you took my side for once.”

“That fawn will feed many hungry mouths,” Lenore reminded her.

“It was more than a fawn,” Nimue countered.

“The proper rituals will be offered.”

Nimue shook her head. “You’re not even listening.”

Lenore turned, fierce. “What, Nimue, what? What is it I’m not hearing?” She lowered her voice. “You know what they say. You know how they feel. This sort of outburst only feeds their fear.”

“It’s not my fault,” Nimue said, hating the shame she felt.

“But your anger is your own. That is your fault. You show no discipline. No care. Last month it was Hawlon’s fence—”

“He spits on the ground when I pass!”

“Or the fire in Gifford’s barn—”

“You keep bringing that up!”

“You keep giving me reason to!” Lenore took Nimue by the shoulders. “This is your clan. These are your people, not your enemies.”

“It’s not like I haven’t tried. I have! But they won’t accept me. They hate me.”

“Then teach them. Help them understand. Because one day you’ll have to help lead them. When I’m gone—”

“Lead them?” Nimue laughed.

“You are gifted,” Lenore said. “You see them, you experience them in ways that I will never understand. But such a gift is a privilege, not a right, to be received with grace and humility.”

“It’s not a gift.”

A distant bell sounded. Lenore held up Nimue’s torn and muddied hem. “You couldn’t make an exception? This one day?”

Nimue shrugged, a little embarrassed.

Lenore sighed. “Come.”

She proceeded carefully through a veil of clinging vines and down a set of ancient stairs, slick with mud and moss. Nimue grazed her hands along the sculpted walls, which depicted ancient myths of the Old Gods, to steady her descent into the enormous Sunken Temple. The sun poured hundreds of feet down through a natural vent in the canopy to bathe the altar stone.

“Why do I have to attend this at all?” Nimue said, padding along the tilting path that spiraled all the way to the bottom.

“We are choosing the Summoner who will one day be the Arch Druid. Today is an important day, and you are my daughter and should be by my side.”

Nimue rolled her eyes as they reached the temple floor, where the village elders had already gathered. A few of them glowered at her presence, and she made a point of avoiding the circle and slouching against one of the far walls.

Kneeling before the altar in meditation was the son of Gustave the Healer, Clovis, a young Druid who had been a loyal acolyte to Lenore and was respected for his wide scholarship in healing magic.

The Elders sat cross-legged in the circle as Lenore took Clovis’s hand and helped him to stand. Gustave the Healer was also present, dressed in his finest, beaming with pride. He sat with the elders as Lenore turned to address them. “As Sky Folk we give thanks to the light that gives life. We are born in the dawn . . .”

“To pass in the twilight,” the elders answered in unison.

Lenore paused, closing her eyes. Her head tilted as though listening to something. After a moment, glowing marks, like silvery vines threaded up the right side of her neck, up her cheek, and around her ear.

The Fingers of Airimid appeared on Nimue’s cheeks and those of the elders in the circle.

Lenore opened her eyes. “The Hidden are now present.” She went on, “Since our dear Agatha passed, we have been without a Summoner. This has left us without a successor, without a Keeper of Relics and without a Harvest Priest. Agatha also shared a deep communion with the Hidden. She was a dear and devoted friend. She will never be replaced. But the nine moons have passed, and it is time to name a new Summoner. And while there are many attributes that a Summoner should possess, none is more important than an abiding relationship to the Hidden. And though we love our Clovis”—Lenore offered a reassuring smile to the young Druid standing by the altar—“we still need the Hidden to anoint our choice of Summoner.”

Lenore whispered ancient words and lifted her arms. The light spilling in from above took on a sharpness, like the fires of the forge, and tiny sparks plumed away from the light to dance in the air. The same light drifted from the moss that covered the obelisks and ancient boulders, mixing with the sparks into a flowing luminous cloud.

Clovis shut his eyes and spread out his arms to receive the blessing of the Hidden. The sparks drifted toward him in an amorphous mass, then curled and twisted away from him and the altar, lengthening and stretching toward Nimue, who watched, eyes gradually widening, as the cloud poured over her. She lifted an arm to shield herself, though the sparks caused her no pain.

But what was happening caused a stir among the circle of Elders.

Lenore stood tall, with an expression of wonder, as the murmurs of protest grew into raised voices. Gustave stood up to protest. “This—this ritual is impure.”

One of the others said, “Clovis is in line.”

And another, “Nimue is a distraction.”

“Clovis is talented and kind, and I value his counsel. But the decision to name the Summoner belongs to the Hidden,” Lenore said.

“What?” Nimue said out loud. She felt cornered by their accusing stares. Her cheeks burned and she shot her mother a furious look as she tried to escape the cloud, climbing to her feet, but the light particles were determined to follow her, bathing her in light at the very moment she wished to be invisible.

Florentin the miller appealed to logic. “But Lenore, surely you can’t suggest . . . I mean, Nimue is too young for such responsibilities.”

“True, at sixteen years she would be young for a Summoner,” Lenore acknowledged, speaking as though not surprised by the turn of events, “but her rapport with the Hidden should outweigh such considerations. Above all else, the Summoner is expected to know the mind of the Hidden and to guide the Sky Folk to balance and harmony on both planes of existence. Since she was very young, the Hidden have been drawn to Nimue.”

Lucien, a venerable Druid, who supported his bent frame with a sturdy branch of yew, asked, “It isn’t only the Hidden who seek her out, is it?”

The scars on her back tingled. Nimue knew where this was going.

Lenore’s lips pursed ever so slightly, the only sign of her fury.

Lucien scratched his white and patchy beard, feigning innocence. “After all, she is marked by dark magic.”

“We are not children, Lucien. They may call us Sun Dancers, but that does not mean we are ignorant of the shadow. Yes, when she was very young, Nimue was lured to the Iron Wood by a dark spirit and would have very likely been killed, or worse, were it not for the intervention of the Hidden. One might suggest that event alone makes her a worthy Summoner.”

“That is the story we’ve been told,” Lucien sneered.

Nimue wanted to shrink and crawl into a rat hole. And the light particles would not leave her. Annoyed, she waved them off, but they would disperse only to return to her like a halo.

“What exactly are you suggesting about my daughter, Lucien?”

Gustave tried to play peacemaker and to preserve his son’s chances of being Summoner. “Let us simply have another go at the ritual with Nimue not present.”

“Do we now question the wisdom of the Hidden if we do not prefer their choice?” Lenore asked.

“She is a corrupter!” Lucien snapped.

“You take that back,” Lenore warned him.

Lucien pressed on, “We’re not alone in our suspicions. Her own father rejected her, choosing to abandon his own clan rather than live under the same roof as she.”

Nimue stepped into the circle of Elders. “I don’t want to be your bloody Summoner! Happy now? I don’t want it!” Before Lenore could stop her, Nimue spun and raced up the winding path as the shouting voices below her echoed off the ancient stone walls.



THREE
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NIMUE COULD ONLY BREATHE AGAIN when she erupted into the fresh air of the Iron Wood, choking back tears, too furious to let herself cry. She wanted to drown that old fool Lucien and tear her mother’s hair out for making her sit through that mockery of a ceremony.

Pym, Nimue’s best friend, was tall and gangly and was struggling to carry a sheaf of wheat across the field when she saw Nimue marching down the hill, away from the forest.

“Nimue!” Pym dropped her sheaf and caught up with Nimue, who brushed past her. “What is it?”

“I’m Summoner.” Nimue kept on charging.

Pym swung a look to the barrow and then back to Nimue. “You’re what? Wait, did Lenore say that?”

“Who cares?” Nimue spat. “It’s all a joke.”

“Slow down.” Pym loped after her, already weary from lugging the wheat.

“I hate it here. I’m leaving. I’m getting on that ship today.”

“What happened?” Pym swung Nimue around.

Nimue’s expression was fierce, but there were tears in her eyes. She quickly wiped them away on her sleeve.

Pym softened. “Nimue?”

“They don’t want me here. And I don’t want them.” Nimue’s voice trembled.

“You’re not making any sense.”

Nimue ducked into the small wood-and-mud hut she shared with her mother and pulled a sack out from under her bed, while Pym huffed in the doorway. Inside the sack were a heavy woolen cloak, mittens and extra stockings, wood-ash soap, flint, an empty waterskin, nuts, and dried apples. She took a few honey cakes from the table, then was out the door as quickly as she’d come.

Pym followed her. “Where are you going?”

“Hawksbridge,” Nimue answered.

“Now? Are you mad?”

Before Nimue could answer, shouts arose. She and Pym looked down the road and saw a boy being helped from a horse. Even from a distance, Nimue could see the horse’s white coat was smeared with blood. One of the village men carried the boy in his arms. The boy’s skin was light blue, his arms were unnaturally long and thin, and his fingers were spindly, ideal for climbing.

“It’s a Moon Wing,” Pym whispered.

The villagers hurried the injured Moon Wing boy into the Healer’s hut, and scouts rushed to the Iron Wood to inform the Elders. Led by Lenore, they all emerged from the forest with serious expressions. They passed Pym and Nimue with scarcely a glance, except for Lucien, who gave Nimue a crooked smile as he hobbled to the Healer’s hut.
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Nimue and Pym knelt down by the shutters as Lenore and the Elders gathered inside the hut. Moon Wings were a rare sight anywhere, being shy and nocturnal, adapted to life in the canopy of the deep forests. Their feet rarely touched the ground, and their skin could take on the color and texture of the bark of whatever tree they were climbing. Besides that, ancient bad blood between Sky Folk and Moon Wings made this boy’s appearance in Dewdenn all the more strange and disturbing.

The boy’s chest rattled as he spoke, and his voice was weak. “They came by day as we slept. They wore red robes.” The boy coughed raggedly, and the rattle worsened. “They set fire to the forest, trapping us in the branches. Many died in their sleep from the smoke. Others leaped to their deaths. For those who made it to the ground, the Gray Monk, the one who cries, was waiting. He cut us down. Hanged the rest of us on their crosses.” Another jag of coughing left the boy breathless and his lips wet with blood. Lenore soothed him as Gustave hurried about, preparing a poultice.

“This is no longer a southern problem. The Red Paladins are moving north. We’re right in their path,” warned Felix, a barrel-chested farmer and one of the Elders.

“Until we learn more about their movement and numbers, no one is to travel,” Lenore said.

Florentin spoke up. “How do we sell our goods without market day?”

“We’ll send out scouts today. Hopefully this restriction will only take us through one moon cycle. In the meantime we’ll make do. Open the fields. Share. And we should reach out to the other clans.”

As the Elders debated, Nimue pulled Pym away from the window and headed for the stables.

“What, you’re still going?” Pym asked.

“Of course,” Nimue said. Waiting would only make things worse. It had to be now.

“Your mother just told us we can’t go to Hawksbridge.”

Nimue entered the stables, grabbed her saddle from a hook, and prepared her palfrey, Dusk Lady, for riding.

“I’m not letting you get on any ship. I’m not saying goodbye.”

Nimue tried to be stern. “Pym—”

“I’m not.” Pym folded her arms.
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Hawksbridge was a ten-mile ride through rolling hills and dense forest. It was large enough to draw entertainers and mercenaries to its taverns and hold a decent market on every other Thursday, so to Sky Folk like Nimue and Pym, it was Rome, it was all the world. A heavy wooden fort overlooked the town from a northern rise. More than a dozen hanged men fed the crows from the fort’s highest wall, a grim warning to strangers and thieves.

Pym shuddered at the sight. She pulled the hood of her cloak tighter around her face. “These cloaks are crap disguises. And I’ve been doing chores all day. I smell.”

“I told you not to come,” Nimue reminded her. “And you don’t smell. Much.”

“I hate you,” Pym growled.

“You’re beautiful and you smell like violets,” Nimue soothed, though she tucked her hair under her own hood just to be safe. Fey Kind wore their hair down, unlike women in town, who wore it under a wimple or head covering.

“This is madness,” Pym said.

“It’s why you love me.”

“I don’t love you. I’m still going to stop you and I’m angry you’re doing this.”

“I bring adventure to your life.”

“You bring stress and punishment to my life.”

The guards at the eastern gate allowed Pym and Nimue through with little fuss. The girls stabled Dusk Lady in a stall near the gate and walked to the port at Scarcroft Bay, a small harbor for local fishermen and sea traders. Loud gulls hovered about the hulks and small cogs, then dove to the dozens of filled traps of catch lining the docks, fighting over the squirming contents.

As they approached the crowded, noisy dock, Nimue could feel Pym shaking with nerves.

“How do you even know they’ll take you on?” Pym asked.

“The Brass Shield takes on a few dozen pilgrims every journey. I was told this was the ship Gawain took. It’s the only ship that crosses the sea to the Desert Kingdoms.” Nimue swerved around a boy with a box of live crabs.

“Of course it’s the only ship that goes to the Desert Kingdoms. What does that tell you? That no one wants to go to the Desert Kingdoms, that’s what. Honestly, what is the fuss about? Being named Summoner is a huge honor. The robes are glorious and you get to wear amazing jewelry. Where is the problem?”

“It’s more complicated than that,” Nimue said. She loved Pym like a sister, but she never liked to talk about the Hidden. Pym liked what she could see and what she could touch. It was one area, really the only area with Pym, where Nimue kept her feelings to herself.

“At least your mother wants you home. Mine keeps trying to marry me off to the fishmonger.”

Nimue nodded, sympathetic. “Stinky Aaron.”

Pym glared at her. “It’s not funny.”

As Nimue took in the enormity of what she was about to do, she grew serious. She turned to Pym, wanting her to understand. “The Elders won’t accept me.” It was half the truth.

“Who cares what those shriveled onions think?”

“But what if they’re right not to?”

Pym shrugged. “So, you have visions.”

“And the scars.”

“They give you character?” Pym offered. “I mean, I’m trying to be helpful here.”

Nimue laughed and hugged her. “What will I do without you?”

Pym welled up. “Then stay, you idiot.”

Nimue shook her head sadly, then turned and marched back to the dock. Pym hurried behind her like a worried hen.

“What if they find out you’re Fey Kind? What if they see the Fingers of Airimid?” Pym whispered.

“They won’t,” Nimue hissed back. “You’ll take care of Dusk Lady?”

“Yes. What about money?”

“I have twenty silver.” Nimue sighed, exasperated.

“But what if they rob you?”

“Pym, enough!” Nimue half shouted as she approached the bald and sweating harbormaster, who was waving off aggressive gulls at his table.

“Pardon me, sir, but which of these is the Brass Shield?” Nimue asked.

The port master never looked up from his lists. “Brass Shield left yesterday.”

“But I thought—I thought . . .” Nimue turned to Pym. “Gawain left in midwinter. It’s only November. It should still be here.”

“Tell that to the easterly winds,” the harried port master countered, his voice edged with annoyance.

“When does it return?” Nimue pleaded, escape slipping away.

The port master looked up, his eyes drooping, and scowled. “Six months! Now do you mind?” A shoving match between fishermen ensued nearby, upsetting traps and scattering birds. The port master forgot Nimue and Pym immediately and ran over to the scrum. “Oy! None of that here! Knock that off!”

Nimue turned to her friend, eyes brimming with tears. “What do I do now?”

Pym tucked Nimue’s hair beneath her hood. “Well, at least I get to keep you a bit longer.”

Nimue looked out to the horizon, trying to contemplate another six months in the village. It felt like an eternity.

Pym wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “You make peace with your mum.” She began to drag Nimue back to the stables.

“A pilgrim caravan,” Nimue decided, turning suddenly and marching back into town.

“Pilgrims? Pilgrims hate the Fey. That’s the very last place you should be seen.”

Nimue knew she was grasping at straws, but returning to Dewdenn was not an option.

Pym took her arm. Nimue could tell that her friend was determined to wear her down.

“Wait, I know,” Pym said, changing tactics. “I’ll be Summoner and you marry Stinky Aaron.”

Nimue’s scowl cracked. “I’m not—”

“Oh! So your life’s not so horrible after all!”

Nimue dashed off, and Pym chased her.
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It was market day, and the narrow street was barely navigable for the steers pulling wagons of grain, packhorses hauling blocks of stone for the cathedral under construction, and barefoot farm boys chasing an errant gaggle of geese. A family of four, pilgrims by their dress, scowled at the girls, and the father muttered something under his breath as they passed.

“Pilgrims,” Pym pointed out. “Even with our cloaks, they know we’re Fey. Why didn’t you ask them for a ride?”

Nimue frowned.

“We’ll get some bread and cheese for the road and go home while there is still light,” Pym said. She pulled Nimue along as the street opened up into the wide city square. Their mouths watered as they walked through a warm cloud of baking bread. The baker’s wife had set out a table of fresh king’s loaves beside another table of brie tarts and spice cakes. A juggler in a threadbare tunic jumped at them, as players erected a stage nearby.

As Pym applauded, Nimue’s eyes drifted across the square and landed upon two horsemen in red monks’ robes, observing the crowd with sullen faces. They were barely men, the same age as Nimue and Pym, and wore their hair in matching, bald-pated tonsures. Both were thin, though one appeared to be a good head taller than his fellow brother. Nimue’s hand squeezed around Pym’s wrist and her eyes directed Pym’s to the horsemen. “I think it’s them.”

“Who?” Pym searched the crowd.

“Red Paladins.”

Pym gasped and her hand flew to her mouth.

“Don’t make a fuss,” Nimue warned.

Pym lowered her hand, but her eyes were wide and frightened.

“I want to get closer,” Nimue said, fighting off Pym’s efforts to pull her back. She eased her way through the crowd as the Red Paladins spurred their horses into a stroll around the opposite edge of the market square, along a row of craft stalls. They paused at a table of swords. One of the monks said something to the blacksmith, who nodded, then selected a dagger among the blades on the table and handed it to the other monk. He inspected the blade, shrugged his approval, and slid it into a fold of one of his saddlebags, then nudged his horse forward to the next stall. The blacksmith called out angrily for payment. The smaller monk spun around on his horse, trotted up to the blacksmith, and stuck his boot in his chest, shoving the blacksmith into his table of swords and spilling his wares. The Red Paladin circled around, waiting to see if the blacksmith had any more words for him. He did not. He retreated into his stall. The monk snorted and looked around to see if anyone else felt brave. Merchants and peasants alike kept their heads down and walked a wide circle around the monk, who, satisfied, rejoined his brother with the stolen dagger.

“They just stole it,” Nimue said, affronted.

“So what?” Pym whispered, stooping to make herself shorter and less visible in the crowd.

Nimue’s guts twisted with anger. She pursued the paladins from fifty paces back, mindful to use the pilgrims, farmworkers, and peddlers as cover. But hiding became more of a challenge when the paladins turned onto a narrow street at the corner of the town hall and the weight master. Nimue pulled Pym into an open arcade of vaulted arches, where baskets of herbs and vegetables were for sale. Nimue could follow the bob of the monks’ heads between the columns until they rode out of view. She paused a few moments before dragging Pym to the edge of the arcade and then onto the narrow road. Packhorses clogged the street between Nimue and the paladins, who joined another pair of brothers on horseback beneath a three-story scaffold where, high above, tillers patched a weather-beaten roof. Nimue and Pym found shelter in a doorway thirty paces back as the Red Paladins conferred in low voices.

“We’ve seen them. Now let’s go,” Pym hissed in Nimue’s ear, and tugged on her sleeve.

Nimue exited the doorway, leaving Pym behind, and slid in beside another packhorse lumbering onto the street from the market square. She walked alongside the animal for several paces. A moment later the packhorse interrupted the Red Paladins’ conference, the street not being wide enough for them all. A mason atop his wagon of stones winced. “Apologies, brothers,” he called as he tried to steer around the group. The monks scowled as their horses backstepped and adjusted around the mason’s wagon. Amid this disruption, Nimue walked quickly between the Red Paladins’ horses, drew the stolen dagger from the thief’s saddlebag, and smoothly hid it within her sleeve. When the shorter monk turned in Nimue’s direction, all he saw was a flash of skirts as she swung around the corner into another alley.

Pym hurried out of the doorway and ran back into the bustle of the arcade. Her breathing had just started to settle when a long blade appeared at her throat. She froze.

“Give me all your coins!” Nimue snarled in Pym’s ear.

Pym spun around and slapped at a laughing Nimue, until she herself was laughing.

“Ow! Stop it! You’re bruising me!” Nimue covered her head.

“I won’t stop, crazy woman!” Pym kept at it until a farm woman shouted at them both for upsetting a pail of cabbages. The girls ran and shoved through the crowd back into the square. Nimue walked up to the blacksmith’s stall as a hammer rang in the tent and returned the stolen dagger to its place on the table of blades.
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FOUR
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THEY WANDERED TOWARD THE SOUND of music. Two young men had propped their swords against a wagon wheel and were staging an impromptu concert. Nimue took note of the number of young ladies who were swaying to the singer’s voice:

“With meadows green and skies o’ blue,

My mistress struck her arrow true,

We kissed and danced ’neath Virgo’s eye,

As the waxing moon fled from July.”

Curious, she fixed her gaze on the singer. He had a boyish face and was lean with broad shoulders and longish hair that flashed copper in the sun. His more lumpish friend played an able ruan.

“Sing high-lolly-lo say my fair summer lady,

Sing high-lolly-li-summer-hi-lolly-lo.”

The young singer’s voice was pleasing, though he struggled with the higher notes. But there was something about him that fixed Nimue to the spot. The hum of the Hidden swelled in her belly and behind her ear. She touched her cheek to make sure the Fingers of Airimid were not growing. Who is he? she wondered. He wasn’t Fey that she could tell. But the Hidden were trying to tell her something about this boy. She tried to will the hum away, push it down, but it persisted. Was it a warning? A summons? A mix of both?

Pym clucked her tongue and elbowed Nimue.

“But autumn gusts do blow cold, summer lady,

The swallows fly south from their nests in the bailey.”

The singer’s eyes fell on Nimue and the verse held on his tongue.

“And the warm wine . . .”

Nimue’s cheeks flushed. She looked away, embarrassed, then allowed herself to look the singer in his gray eyes, eyes that reminded her of the wolf cubs of the Iron Wood, alert, playful, and soon to be dangerous. He resumed his verse.

“. . . but there came a maid with blue eyes like ice on the sea,

Sing high-lolly-lo say my fair winter lady . . .”

The singer smiled at Nimue.

“He fancies you,” Pym whispered in her ear. Nimue laughed despite herself. But between the hum in her belly and the singer’s gray eyes, it was too much, and she turned back into the crowded market, where a juggler danced between a ring of children. He fumbled his balls, and one of them rolled past Nimue and was retrieved by the young singer. But rather than return the ball to the juggler, he offered it to Nimue instead. “Miss, you dropped this.”

Nimue took the ball and smirked. “Do I look like a juggler to you?”

The boy considered her. “Ah yes, I know what’s missing.”

By this time the juggler had tracked down the singer, but he didn’t get his ball. The singer stole his player’s cap and set it atop Nimue’s head. “Perfect!” he declared.

Pym snorted, the player protested, and Nimue allowed his teasing enough to brag, “I only juggle fire.”

The singer wagged a finger at her. “I suspected as much.”

Judging by his rough manners and hand-me-down tunic, Nimue pegged the boy as a sword for hire. Sky Folk were taught to avoid his type on the forest roads near Dewdenn.

The juggler was losing his sense of humor and stole his ball back from Nimue as the singer plopped the minstrel hat upon his own head. “No more charade. In truth, I am the great juggling master Giuseppe Fuzzini Fuzzini—two Fuzzinis—et cetera! And I am looking for a juggling apprentice to follow in my footsteps.” The singer grabbed two turnips from the barrel of a farmer’s stall and began his own juggling routine, playing keep-away from the juggler, who now competed with the children in jumping for his hat. Nimue couldn’t help but snort with laughter. The young mercenary attempted to kick his heels and juggle at the same time, which taxed his already limited talents to the breaking point. Mercenary and turnips spilled over in a heap.

“Fancy an ale?” the singer asked, leading Pym and Nimue away from the angry farmer and toward a raucous tavern named the Raven Wing.

“Sorry, we should be getting home,” Pym said.

“We have developed a thirst,” Nimue said, striding past the singer.

“Splendid.” He smiled and followed her to the tavern.
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“I’m Arthur,” the singer said as he set down two mugs of ale for Pym and Nimue and pulled up a chair to a small table in the crowded Raven Wing. Pym’s eyes darted all around. The city crowd gave them suspicious looks.

“Nimue. This is Pym.” Nimue nudged Pym, who smiled fleetingly.

“That’s a lovely name, ‘Nimue,’ ” Arthur said, raising his mug to her. “I must say I like the cloaks, very mysterious. Are you sisters of the convent or something?”

“We’re hired assassins,” Nimue said.

“I suspected as much.” Arthur played along, though Nimue could tell he was still trying to pin them down.

“You live in Hawksbridge?” he asked.

“Near enough,” Nimue said, in no rush to answer Arthur’s questions. It’s one ale with a local boy, what harm can it do? She took a sip. Her lips tingled as she swallowed her first gulp. The ale was sour and warm, but she noticed its taste improved the more she drank. “And you?”

“Just passing through, really.”

“Are you a sword for hire?”

“Not at all. We’re knights,” Arthur said. He jerked his head at an unruly table nearby, where several rough fellows played bone dice. A local stood up from the table and snarled, “Bunch of cheats!” The large mercenary with the dice wore a chain-mail shirt and sported a bald pate with several battle dents to match his crooked nose. He stood up with enough menace to hurry the local away, and then his dull eyes kept glancing at Pym and Nimue.

“Bors over there commanded Lord Adelard’s host before the old fellow’s heart gave out,” Arthur said.

Bors was certainly no knight. He and his party laughed and shouted like men looking for a fight. Other locals kept their noses in their drinks. The Raven Wing was growing fuller. The sun flared through the window over the western gate. A bard was tuning his rebec as Pym’s voice reached an anxious pitch.

“. . . by nightfall! Hello? Nimue? Your mother will tan our hides!”

“Then no point carrying on about it.” Another local lost at bone dice to Bors. He handed over a pouch of coins as the “knights” jeered at him.

“Nimue, do you hear me? The woods aren’t safe at night, and we don’t have the coin to stay here. What are we going to do?”

“Don’t go just yet,” Arthur said, laying a gentle hand on Nimue’s arm.

“Arthur! What’re you hiding for?” Bors barked. “Bring those fine maids over to say hello!”

Arthur winced, caught himself, then fashioned a smile. He rose as the men at Bors’s table muttered and laughed.

Pym turned pleading eyes toward her, but Nimue finished her ale, wiped her mouth with her sleeve, and followed Arthur to the gaming table. This is what being out in the world is like, she told herself. An adventure around every corner. She imagined herself winning a sack of coins and buying herself a cushioned chair in a luxurious trader caravan headed to the southern seas. Or, more practically speaking, a few coins could buy her and Pym room and board and a chance to weigh her next steps. The ale gave her a swagger as she stepped up to the table behind Arthur.

“Gents—” Arthur started.

Bors interrupted. “Lads, Arthur’s found himself some lovely company.”

Nimue didn’t like the way the men laughed. She saw a table of Josses, a lot of empty heads and bluster.

“Come now, girls, part the robes, let’s see the goods.” Bors eyed Pym and Nimue like cattle.

“Carry on, boys,” Arthur said, starting to escort the girls away.

“I’ll have a go,” Nimue said, ignoring the laughter. Bors’s fat fingers counted coins on the table. The mercenary looked up at her.

“No. Bad idea,” Arthur warned.

“Nimue,” Pym hissed.

A wide grin broke over Bors’s stubbly cheeks. “But of course, my dear.” The other mercenaries guffawed loudly and whistled their approval.

“Does the lady have five silver?” Bors asked.

“I don’t, I’m afraid.”

“No matter, we allow different wagers.” He paused and looked her over. “How ’bout we roll for a kiss?”

Pym grabbed Nimue’s shoulder. “We were just leaving—”

Nimue pulled from her grasp. “Fine.” There was a new round of whoops from the men.

Arthur shook his head. Nimue turned back to Bors. “But if I win, I get ten silver.”

Bors chuckled. “That’s a deal.” He gathered the bone dice into his enormous hands. “Does the lady know how to play?”

“You pick a number?”

“Very close. All you need to do is roll a seven in any combination. Two and five. Three and four. Six and one. You see? The odds favor you, my sweet. It’s very easy. I’ve just had a dumb rush of luck.” Bors slid the dice across the table.

Nimue picked up the dice, felt them in her hand. They were weighted, of course. No fool would ever roll a seven with them. But Nimue was no fool. She rolled the dice on the table, and as they landed, she closed her eyes and reached out with her thoughts to the Hidden. She felt the tiniest hum in her belly and a slender thread of silver vine crept up her cheek, mostly concealed by the hood. The Hidden are answering, Nimue thought, pleased. Sometimes, in small doses, she could just barely guide the power.

But Pym saw the Fingers of Airimid, and her eyes widened with alarm.

The dice turned up three and four.

Bors stared at the bone dice. The sell-swords sat up. None of them spoke.

Bors looked up slowly at Nimue. “Roll them again.”

“Why? I won.”

Bors leaned forward and slid the dice to Nimue. “Best two out of three? Seems fair.”

“Those weren’t the rules,” Nimue said.

“Roll again, Nimue, and then let’s be off. Please,” Pym begged.

“Then it’s twenty silver if I win,” Nimue demanded.

Bors sat back, chair creaking under his weight. “Can you believe this little maid?” He shook his head and barked with laughter. “You want twenty silver? Then I’ll want my money’s worth as well.”

“Deal.”

Pym grabbed at Nimue’s arm. “Stop this.”

Nimue took the dice, shook them in her hand. Again, the Fingers of Airimid crawled up her neck and behind her ear. She threw the dice on the table. A six and a one. The sell-swords raised up their hands and roared in disbelief, falling silent when they saw the look in Bors’s eyes.

“Are you witching me?” he growled.

The Raven Wing was silent. Nimue felt many eyes upon her.

A distant voice in her mind said, Run, you fool. Nimue ignored it and smiled at Bors. “Why? Do you fear witches?” Her ears throbbed with the hum and the dam broke. The power spilled out of her and the wooden dice table blossomed with grotesque knobs and spikes and Bors’s chair grew branch-like limbs that wrapped around his throat and chest. Bors gurgled and pulled the table down on top of himself along with cups of ale and jugs of wine, and the sell-swords leaped to their feet, terrified.

“Fey witches!” one of the sell-swords yelled.

“Oi! That’s it! Off with you!” Pym and Nimue turned to see the barkeep pointing at them. “We don’t want your kind in here!”

“We’re sorry,” Pym managed. Nimue was in a daze. The magic had left her feeling weak, as if her bones were empty. She felt Pym pull her toward the door, and they bumped into the Red Paladin who had stolen the dagger. Nimue broke eye contact immediately, muttered, “I’m sorry, brother,” and hurried out.

For the first time that day, a wave of fear crashed over her.



FIVE
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NIMUE AND PYM HURRIED DUSK lady through the closing city gates. Most of the vendors had returned to their farms hours earlier. Visitors to Hawksbridge after nightfall would have to announce themselves to the watch guard.

A fingernail of moon shone dully through the clouds. Only a mile out from the city gates, the solitary sound on the road was the slow clop of Dusk Lady’s hooves.

“Nimue, what was that? You know you can’t do magic in town! They’ll hang us for it!”

“I didn’t mean to. I just—I’m not feeling very well.” Nimue’s head throbbed. They’d eaten very little, only a few biscuits from the village, and the ale had made her dizzy.

“Why would you pick a fight with those . . . ?”

“They don’t scare me,” Nimue muttered, still feeling weak. The Red Paladins were a different story, though. Her anger from earlier had burnt itself out, leaving her with only a sick feeling, like she had been removed from her body and was merely watching herself behave so recklessly.

“Half the village is likely searching for us.” Pym was worried.

“I’m sorry, Pym. Try to sleep on me. I’ll get us home.”

Pym grunted, giving in to fatigue, and pressed the side of her face to Nimue’s back. Nimue had no illusions about the two-hour ride ahead of them. Dusk Lady was no warhorse, and wolves could easily panic her. And it was no secret the glades were a sanctuary for thieves eager to sack the vendors fresh from market day with their pouches full of new coin.

Nimue’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a horse approaching from behind. Pym stirred. “What is that?”

“Quiet,” Nimue hushed her, and spun Dusk Lady in a circle, searching for a place to hide. Her heart pounded, but Dusk Lady chose that moment to turn stubborn, standing fixed in the middle of the road as Nimue dug her heels into the horse’s ribs and a lone figure rode into the moonlight. Desperate, Nimue fished out a cheese knife she had hidden in the saddle. “Come no closer!”

Pym gripped her shoulders.

“I surrender,” spoke a familiar voice. A black courser stepped out of the gloom. The young man held up a familiar piece of clothing. “Does this belong to one of you?”

At Arthur’s presence, Nimue again felt the hum inside her. Her hand went to her throat, and for the first time she realized she’d lost her cloak.

“You came all this way just to return a cloak?”

“It’s a nice one.”

“Are you alone?” Nimue glanced into the darkness over Arthur’s shoulder.
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“Aye. Except for Egypt here.” Arthur patted his horse’s long neck.

Nimue urged Dusk Lady forward until she was close enough for Arthur to hand her the cloak.

“Never seen anyone treat Bors like that,” he said, though Nimue couldn’t tell if he was impressed or frightened of her.

She flung the cloak around her shoulders, loath to admit she was as afraid. “Pity. He could use more humility.”
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