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Chapter One

A Gift and A Message







Steel rang. Sand shifted. I braced against the powerful strike, the vibration of my blade stinging my hands. I was getting used to this feeling.

A year ago, this was not the way I would have expected to spend my next birthday, but here I was, the King of Camelot, chosen by Excalibur. Days of being a peasant—a life I still missed, sometimes—seemed so far away, now.

Each breath I took was short and heavy. Lancelot withdrew, a look of admiration on his handsome features. Taking a step back, he lowered his sword and gave me a bow.

“You’re improving, sire.”

It was far too hot under the midday sun. I ran the back of my arm across my face. My gloves did little to alleviate the sweat that covered me.

“Am I actually improving, though? I still feel slow, compared to you.”

Lancelot gave me a soft laugh and sheathed his sword. “With respect, sire, I have been doing this for a bit longer than you.”

“That’s true. How long have you been wielding a sword, Lancelot?”

“Since I was a young boy. As soon as I was old enough to pick up a decent stick.”

I returned my training blade to its sheath as well. At least I had gotten better at keeping hold of it.

Lancelot led us to the arched opening of the training ground. Beyond that, a cobblestone path paved the way back to the castle.

I flexed my fingers as I followed Lancelot. My hands still felt numb from our sparring match—though, perhaps “sparring” wasn’t the right word. Lancelot was still teaching me a good many things. Posture, grip, and sword motions. It was a lot, but I had come to look forward to such training.

“Has your family always served Camelot?” I asked.

“We have, sire. Mine and Galahad’s are perhaps the longest line of knights to serve in one place.”

“Who taught you how to wield a sword?”

“Galahad’s father.”

I looked over to him, astonished. “Galahad’s father taught you! No wonder you and him are so well matched!”

Lancelot gave a short shrug as if my discovery was not all that amazing. “I don’t think that has much to do with our skills. Galahad is very strong, and he has grown past his father. I truly believe one day he will defeat me in a match.”

I gawked at my knight like the peasant boy I used to be. “That would be a sight to see.”

“I’m sure it would,” Lancelot answered with a soft laugh. “Now, sire, I will escort you to your chambers. I’m sure Elias will have food ready for you. After you’ve eaten and rested, send for one of us. We have matters to attend to. I’m also expecting Gawain and Tristan to return from their scouting mission.”

Our light conversation seemed like it had never happened—not when I was reminded of the darkness that loomed over Camelot despite the brilliant shine of the sun. Morgause and Aulric were still at large…haunting me.

I had wanted to go after Morgause and Aulric as soon as I could, but Merlin had advised against it. I still had much to learn in my new position as king, and Camelot’s welfare came first. So, as the year passed by, I heeded his advice, and focused on what I could do: learn how to be king.

It was only in the past few months that I had redoubled my efforts in trying to find them. Merlin was sure they were hiding somewhere in the Wilds, but it was far too dangerous in there. Sending my knights into those depths, I feared, would lead to their demise. Instead, I sent them to find information, a little at a time. Too little, it always seemed. I hoped that Tristan and Gawain’s news this time would be better.

Lancelot and I entered the castle. We went up the immense staircase, then into the hall leading to my enormous room.

My knight gave me a short bow before opening the door for me. It was one of many things I had grown accustomed to—including the sight of Elias beyond, greeting me with his own bow alongside a table of food and drink. I entered the room, put Excalibur on the bed and eagerly took my seat, drinking water from my cup to ease my dry mouth.

“Enjoy your rest, sire,” Lancelot said from the doorway, then left.

I put my cup down, and looked to Elias. “Sit. Join me. Have you eaten yet?”

“I did,” Elias said, seating himself in the chair next to me. “A small lunch, but it was enough.”

“Good,” I answered. I removed the black training gloves and put them on the table. I reached over to the plate of food and took a bit of deer meat. The spices and salt filled my mouth. I savored the taste; it was a wonderful difference to how I had felt moments ago.

“How was training?” Elias asked.

I gave a shrug. “Lancelot says I’m improving.”

“It takes practice and resolve, but you already have tenacity, Arthur. Now, we just need time. I have no doubt you’ll be as good as your knights someday.” Elias only ever used my name when it was just us. It had taken some time to get him to drop all formalities, which I was happy for.

“Thank you, Elias. I appreciate your confidence in me. I’ll do my best.”

“I know you will.”

A knock resounded on the door. I turned just enough to look over my shoulder.

The door opened and Mordred stepped in. He gave me a smile as he entered, one that I returned.

“Your Highness,” he said, his tone light and teasing.

I shook my head at him. What was he up to now? “Yes?”

“I have something for you.”

“Why?” I asked suspiciously.

With a childlike grin that could almost match Gawain’s, Mordred presented a beautiful pendant in the palm of his hand. It was a ball of silver, strung from the end of a deep blue cord. Beneath the ball was a thick tassel of the same blue. “Happy birthday, My King.”

I couldn’t help the blush. “Thank you, Mordred. But how did you know?”

“Simple. I’m amazing,” he offered. When I frowned at him, he laughed and continued. “I may have inquired about it with Lady Yven.”

“You asked my mother?!”

“Guilty,” Mordred confirmed as he moved to stand in front of me and Elias.

I sighed. “Should have known you two would have conspired.”

“Conspired? You make it sound like treason to celebrate your birthday.”

“I…no. It’s not that. It’s just we have more important things to do.”

“All the more reason to enjoy the little things,” Mordred said. “You should try it on.”

I looked down at the clothes I wore. They were dirt-stained and carried the stench of sweat from my earlier training with Lancelot. “I suppose I should get changed now…” I said, blushing.

“Of course, Your Highness,” Elias said and went to the far side of the room. My mirror, with a screen to change behind, had already been ready before I’d come to eat. Elias was always efficient, ready for every aspect of my daily life. I followed him to the far side of my room, abruptly conscious of my current state of attire. Elias helped me out of my training clothes and into the rich purple raiment of my station, while Mordred came and stood next to the mirror.

Once Elias was finished buttoning my doublet, Mordred offered him the pendant. Elias secured it on a loop at the side of my doublet so that the silver ball and tassel brushed along my hip, the cord hanging the length of my torso. I looked it over in the mirror.

“It matches your eyes,” Mordred said softly.

I blushed again. “Thank you. It’s beautiful. And really, you didn’t have to.”

“Yes I did. Birthdays are the most important. So, how do you feel to be one year older?”

“Still too young to be a king, but here we are,” I offered in return.

Mordred laughed. “Well, you’re doing amazingly well. And, as always, you are not alone. You have us.”

“I treasure that fact every day.”

“Your sword,” Elias said. He’d returned from the bed where I’d last left Excalibur.

I took it from him and belted the weapon to my side. “Thank you, Elias. I’ll see you later this evening.”

Elias gave me a bow as he stepped back from Mordred and me. “Of course, Your Highness.”

I left my bed chamber with Mordred by my side. As we made our way down the hall to the staircase, I broached the subject of our round table meeting we were about to attend. “Any word from Percival and Gawain?”

“They should be returning by the time we start the meeting. But otherwise, nothing as of yet. Unfortunately, we haven’t heard much with regards to our scouts either. In total, we have lost two patrols.”

“No doubt the work of Morgause and her allies,” I said.

There was so much I wanted to do too, but I knew I couldn’t. Not just yet, anyway. I needed more information, though I hated the idea of losing more of my men. I needed to be certain of my next move against Morgause. Her power was not something to take lightly. I had to be ready for anything. This was exhausting, but necessary.

We descended the stairs side by side, the pendant Mordred had gifted me swaying against my hip. I couldn’t help but adore it already. Though simple, it was beautiful, and it was a gift from the one I was in love with. It couldn’t have been any better than that.

Before us, I watched the double doors open and Merlin enter. His silver robes curved against his well-defined frame. As per usual, the front of his clothing was open, offering just the barest hint of a muscled chest.

His youthful looks always betrayed me. His knowledge had to be that of a man well within his years, yet he looked no older than Mordred or me.

Once we made it to the landing at the base of the stairs, Merlin offered us a sweeping bow. “Your Majesty.”

“Hello, Merlin. Any news for me?”

He straightened from his grandiose bow. “Nothing as of yet. Although, I offer you well wishes on this wondrous day.”

I arched my brow at him. “Let me guess. You spoke with my mother too.”

“Only so that I might know you a bit more,” he replied. “The day of your birth is a special thing, especially since you are king chosen by the Holy Sword.”

“For now, can we keep it a subtle thing?”

“If you wish.”

“I do,” I insisted.

Mordred let out a sigh. “Well that just spoils everything.”

“What do you mean everything?” I asked, turning my gaze over to him.

Mordred’s brilliant pale green eyes were mischievous as he shrugged. “Nothing, Your Highness.”

“Liar,” I muttered. “In any case, shall we? There’s much to do regarding Morgause and Aulric. Both are far more important than my day of birth.”

With Mordred on my left and Merlin on my right, the three of us headed down the hall toward the round table room. A pair of guards stood at either side of the doors, their armor bearing the blood-red dragon that graced the halls of Camelot. As we approached, both soldiers opened the doors for us. Beyond was the massive round table, ringed by tall-backed chairs with thin red cushions on each, its surface dark and polished. The standard of the red dragon clawed at the sky on a banner draped across the walls. All of the sconces inside were aflame, their light reflecting off the shields and weapons from past knights that were on display across the stone. Inside, Lancelot and Galahad stood from their respective seats. I still felt a little odd at how they treated me when I walked into a room, but at least I wasn’t shying away from it anymore.

I took my seat at the table. Mordred went to his chair, pulled it out, and seated himself in it languorously. Behind me, Merlin stood just over my right shoulder. Lancelot and Galahad retook their seats the moment I was in mine.

“Any word from the others?” I asked.

“Nothing yet, sire,” Lancelot offered.

No sooner had Lancelot answered me, than the double doors opened to Gawain and Percival entering the round table meeting room. Right behind them was Tristan. As the remainder of my knights took their seats, I leaned forward in mine and laced my fingers.

“I’m glad you’re here,” I said to them. “Were you able to find anything in your search for Morgause?”

“Nothing significant, sire,” Gawain said, after a heavy exhale.

I cast my gaze down to the table, shaking my head. “She’s very good at staying out of our reach.”

“Indeed,” Galahad said, his hazel eyes pensive. “But we do have something that will be very useful. The druids of the Wilds came into contact with one of our patrols.”

“The druids?” I asked tentatively. The only druid I knew of had tried to kill me. I felt a little wary about why Galahad thought this was a good thing for us.

“Yes. Here, the scouting party sent this ahead of them.” He produced a small piece of parchment, passing it to me.

I eagerly opened the folded paper. Though the writing was less than elegant, it was readable. “The druids wish to meet?” I wasn’t sure I trusted what was written on the paper. I looked up to Merlin who stood just behind me. When Merlin offered his hand, I gave him the paper. Silence reigned as he read over the same message.

“This is indeed a good thing, Your Majesty,” Merlin said.

“Why is this a good thing? The last time we came face to face with a druid, you were almost killed.”

Merlin smirked as he reread the paper before handing it back to me. “No, you were almost killed. But I digress. These druids are not the same as Aulric. Their clans are ancient, almost as old as the forest itself. The Wilds are their home exclusively. They don’t often invite strangers to meet with them, which means that whatever Morgause is up to, they do not wish to have any part of it.”

“Right. So, I guess we meet with them? Do we know when to expect them?” I looked over to Galahad.

Instead of my knight answering, Merlin did. “The druids of the Wilds will not set foot in Camelot, Your Majesty. We will have to go meet with them.”

My stomach lurched. That would mean... “We have to go back to the Wilds? What about Morgause? And Aulric? How do we know this isn’t a trap?”

“I doubt the druid leaders would put together such a plan as to trap and kill you. However, we do need to be mindful of Morgause and her son,” Merlin offered. “We will have to be careful. We should not take this trip lightly. We’ll need a few days to plan and prepare.”

“I agree,” Lancelot said. “We can send a messenger ahead of us to meet with the scouts. They’ll have to stay longer, but if they’re with the druids, they should be relatively safe. At least then they can inform these druid leaders of our impending arrival. That should at least help to keep us out of harm’s way when it comes to Morgause.”

I wasn’t looking forward to returning to the Wilds so soon, but it seemed I didn’t have much of a choice. I was interested in what these druid leaders had to say to me too. It could be a chance to make an alliance. That was something I desperately needed. Especially against Morgause.

I nodded as the knights waited silently for my answer. “All right. Send a message to the scouts. We’ll leave in three days. We should take a small group. Too large and we’ll be an easy target.”

“Too small and you won’t last a day in the Wilds,” Mordred said.

“I know. Lancelot, Tristan, Mordred, and Merlin. Since we’re meeting with a contingent of scouts, I think two castle guards will be more than enough. Does this suffice?”

The knights looked between one another and slowly, muttered agreements filled the air around the table. Lancelot stood first and I looked over to him. He gave me a bow as he spoke. “We shall prepare, get a route planned, and supplies put together. I’ll let you know when we are ready.”

“Thank you, Lancelot.” I turned my attention to Gawain. “While we are gone, tend to Camelot. We’ve lost too many soldiers scouting for Morgause recently. Hopefully while we are meeting with the druids, we will have better luck at tracking her.”

“Be careful out there, sire,” Gawain said.

“I promise. Thank you, that’s all for now.” The knights stood with me and bowed.

The room emptied slowly, leaving only Merlin and myself. I looked over to my adviser. “What do you think?”

“You have it planned well, Your Majesty,” Merlin assured me. “A good number of soldiers and knights to attend to you while we traverse the Wilds, and a strong set of knights to manage Camelot while we are gone. Meeting with the druids will likely be fruitful. At the moment, it is our best course of action.”

I ran a hand through my hair as I stepped away from the table and headed for the doors of the meeting room. “I hope so. Let’s just hope that nothing drastic happens between now and our departure,” I said as we entered the hall.

The Wilds were an unforgiving place—if my encounter with it last time was of any indication. We had to be better prepared.




Chapter Two

Nightmares







A yawn escaped me as I made my way through the castle.

Beyond speaking with my knights, it had been a long day filled with other meetings, including a surprise visit from my mother, Mary, and Cai. Her visit brought a handful of gifts as she hugged me close and wished me a wonderful birthday. I was thankful that she was my last visitor and that no one else was privy to such a show of endearment. When I asked her how Mordred and Merlin had learned of my birthday, she simply laughed and told me to enjoy their well wishes and gifts. I gave both Mary and Cai embraces of their own as they too presented small gifts to me—candy. I wanted for them to stay, but I had far too much to tend to and so the visit ended far too soon.

Seeing my mother and the children off at the gates, I dwelled on past memories that were not pleasant as I began making my way back into the castle. A pair of guards shadowed me all the way to my quarters. Reaching the doors to my bedroom, I gave a slight gesture of dismissal to the guards. I went to open the door, then paused.

Turning to the guard on my left, I got his attention before he took his post at the stairwell. “Would you send for Merlin, please?”

“At once, sire,” he replied. He gave me a bow then hurried off to do as I asked. The second guard took the place of his companion to guard the hall.

With a soft huff, I opened the door and stepped into my room. I hadn’t wanted to lean so heavily on Merlin. He had left after the last attendee, and I knew he had much to plan for—as did I—but I feared the night would be long again if I didn’t get his help.

As always, Elias was there to greet me. His presence warmed my soul considerably.

I made my way to the table that he’d prepared for us. “It smells wonderful,” I said as I took my seat.

“More deer, and some ham as well. There’s even some sweet bread too,” he said. “I made extra, since you didn’t finish your lunch earlier when you left with Sir Mordred.”

Elias poured a bit of wine into my cup and also offered me a plate of cheese. “Join me, Elias. Please,” I insisted, before I dug into my food.

The deer melted in my mouth. The ham had the perfect amount of salt and juices. The sweet bread was still a bit warm. I pulled it into small pieces and savored each one. The faint taste of butter and sugar was wondrous. Even the cheese was richer than usual. Everything Elias had prepared was perfect. I washed it all down with the wine, then leaned back in the seat, highly content.

A knock came at the door. I stood, but Elias, light on his feet, was up and reaching for the door before I’d even come around the table.

“It’s likely Merlin. I sent for him,” I said.

Elias paused at the opened door. I hesitated in my approach and watched him lean out into the hall, looking both left and right. From the corner of my eye, a dark shadow seemed to thread across the tile floor. When I looked, it was gone and the only shadow was that of the fireplace as it flickered and crackled. Exhaustion and stress are taking their toll, it would seem.

I returned my attention to Elias. He came back into the room, closed the door, and turned to me, utterly confused. “I am certain I heard someone knock.”

“I did too,” I answered. “No one was there?”

“No.”

A sensation of dread filled my chest. Something was off. “What about the guard?”

“Still in the hallway,” Elias replied.

I couldn’t shake the feeling of unease. I took a slow breath and looked around the room. It was empty aside from Elias and myself.

“You’re certain Merlin is coming?”

“Yes. I sent one of the guards to call for him. I…have need of him,” I answered. I didn’t want Elias to worry any more than was necessary. I didn’t want to tell him of my restless nights, the ones haunted by the fight in the Wilds where I killed my cousin, followed by the many times I’d come close to dying. My nights had become something of an issue.

Another knock made Elias jump. I eyed the door cautiously. Excalibur was still at my waist, and I slowly reached for the hilt of the Holy Sword. Elias looked to me and I motioned for him to go ahead. This time, he eased the door open a crack. Peering out, Elias relaxed then pulled the door wide. “Merlin.”

My magical adviser stepped inside. He gave Elias a quizzical look before he turned his silver eyes to me. “Is something wrong?”

I stepped away from the table and made my way over to him. “No. Well, nothing serious anyway.”

“No? Do explain, Your Majesty.”

“We both heard a knock before yours. When Elias answered, there was no one there.”

“Both of you heard this?” Merlin asked as he looked between us.

“Yes.”

“How intriguing.” Running a hand through his black hair, he took another look around the room. “Perhaps I will stay close by tonight.”

My heart jumped and my face heated. “Why?” The word came out a little higher in pitch than I wanted. “I think I’ll be fine.”

“I’m sure. But I would much rather be on the safe side.”

“Sir Merlin?” Elias asked.

“There’s no need to be so formal, Elias,” Merlin said almost teasingly.

Elias’ youthful face turned red. “I-I... sorry. What do you think that noise was, then?”

Merlin crossed the room. I noted the bag he had with him as he set it on the dresser that resided near the open balcony. “It could be a number of things,” he started as he began pulling items out. “The wind moving the door to create the sound. A distant knock that could have sounded as if it were on this door when it was not. Or…” Merlin paused and turned around. His mischievous look was impossible to miss. “Ghosts.”

Elias made a sharp sound.

I rolled my eyes. Moving to the foot of my bed, I seated myself and leveled Merlin with a frown. “Leave him alone, Merlin.”

“Your Majesty, what if it is ghosts?” Elias asked. It was clear that the subject was not something he was comfortable with.

“It’s not, I promise. Merlin is simply teasing you.”

Elias looked put out as he glanced over to Merlin, who had turned back to the dresser. My servant made his way over to me and spoke quietly. “Are you sure? I’ve heard stories.”

“They’re just stories, told only to scare people. Besides, we have Merlin. I doubt a ghost of any kind could stand up to him.”

Elias considered my words. I hoped it was enough to keep him from worrying too much, especially since it seemed ghosts were something he feared. Not that I thought ghosts were real, but I wasn’t going to tell him what he should and shouldn’t believe in.

Elias finally calmed from his fear. “Do you require anything else tonight, sire?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “Thank you, Elias. Go get some rest.”

“Goodnight, Your Highness. Goodnight, sir Merlin.” Elias gave a quick bow, then left the room.

I waited until the door was closed before I said anything to Merlin. “You’re awful.”

“How so?”

“Teasing him like that. Ghosts. Honestly, Merlin. Of all things.”

Merlin laughed as he turned around, a mortar in the palm of one hand, the other grinding away with the pedestal. “My apologies, Your Majesty. I will refrain from teasing your servant in the future. I simply couldn’t resist this time.”

“It’s all right,” I muttered in reply. “Let’s just hope he sleeps well.”

“Speaking of sleeping well, this is the third night you’ve called for this since dealing with Aulric and Morgause in the crypt.”

“It’s…not because of them. Not this time.”

Merlin watched me carefully. His silver gaze was intense and hard to look into. Still grinding the herbs, he asked, “What was it this time?”

I avoided looking at him. I hated how I felt so insignificant in the face of such nightmares.

I grimaced as I recalled that particular encounter against my cousin. He had been wild with rage, consumed by this unrelenting need to kill me. The worst of it was that those feelings hadn’t even been his own. Manipulated by Morgause’s son, Aulric, he had fallen prey to their wicked scheme. The result of that still left a bitter taste in my mouth. The way it felt to drive Excalibur through my cousin tended to haunt my dreams the most, as of late. As did Morgause and Aulric. Despite their escape from us, they seemed to linger heavily on my mind.

When I didn’t answer, Merlin knelt in front of me. He set aside the mortar. “You can tell me, Your Majesty. What is it that troubles you?”

I took a breath, then forced myself to face him. The front of his robes were loosened. The strong curve of his muscular chest was easier to see now. His dark, wavy hair fell across his eyes and framed his face. His silver eyes were perhaps the most exotic part of him.

I stared at my mage for a long while, simply in awe of him. I struggled to form words.

“I…my dreams,” I breathed. It was the best I could do at that moment.

“Nightmares. I know. Of what?”

The words triggered my ability to speak properly. “Yes. Illian. When I killed him.”

Merlin looked away, pondering my words. “I see. I can continue with the sleeping drought if you wish. But we might have to do something extra to put your mind at ease. Killing a man is not something to take lightly, but I would also not have it haunting you as it is.”

“Not just that. I killed my cousin, Merlin. Family. And I did it falsely.”

Merlin gathered the pestle and mortar again. He looked up to me in confusion. “What do you mean you did it falsely? You were defending your life.”

“Only because Aulric had controlled him—twisted his thoughts to have such elevated hatred toward me. It wasn’t Illian at all. I killed him without knowing that. If I had known, I might have been able to save him!”

“That’s just it, Your Majesty. We didn’t know,” he said softly. Standing, he held the mortar in one hand, and with the other gripped my shoulder gently. “I deeply regret that I was unable to root out the cause far sooner. Perhaps then your cousin might not have been used as a pawn in Morgause’s scheme.”

“Merlin, it’s not your fault,” I said. I was astonished to hear such words from his mouth. Merlin was always confident, oozing nothing but assurances. It twisted my chest to hear him speak like that.

“Well, if it is not my fault, then it most certainly isn’t yours either, Your Majesty.”

“Merlin—”

“No. I insist. This time.”

I held my tongue. Merlin went back to his concoction by the dresser. I watched him work, pouring in vials of liquids of what I could never begin to guess. I listened to his smooth voice utter a strange language I would never understand. There was a small puff of smoke before Merlin turned to me. He held a cup now.

Handing it to me, he seated himself close. “Drink,” he instructed.

I lifted the cup to my lips and took a deep breath. A heavy scent of sandalwood filled my nostrils. There was something else too, but I couldn’t place it. Not sweet like a flower, but almost musky, like damp earth. I closed my eyes. Just the simple inhalation had calmed me already. The drink was somewhat thick, but sweet. I downed the potion in a few swallows. Once I was finished, I handed it to Merlin who simply held it loosely in his hand.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Of course, Your Majesty. I live to serve.” There was amusement in his voice.

I gave a light laugh. “I’m sure you do much more than just ‘live to serve,’ Merlin.”

He gave a shrug. “Perhaps. It is good to know that my skills are being put to good use. At the very least, we know I won’t be getting rusty anytime soon.”

“I suppose that’s one way to look at it,” I said as I stood and made my way to the balcony. It always took a moment for his concoctions to have any effect on me.

I braced myself against the stone rail. The way the waves of the sea crashed against the cliff side was rather calming. The smell of sea salt and a gentle rush of cold air took over my senses. Within the room, I could hear Merlin moving around. The soft clink of his vials and items he’d brought with him told me he was likely putting everything back in his bag.

I remained out on the balcony for a while longer. It wasn’t until I could feel myself drifting off that I finally turned from the rail and the flood of moonlight. I made my way back into the room, slowly edging for my bed as Merlin’s powerful drought began to take over.

As I passed the full-length mirror just beside the open balcony, I caught sight of something. I paused. Surely it was just my imagination. I was drowsy with potion; it had to be a trick of the eye. I looked into the mirror, my eyes squinting as I tried to make out the black, misty figure that stood just behind me. Merlin’s back was to me as he fussed with something on the dresser. I turned to look at him. There was no sign of a black figure behind me.

“What...” I muttered softly as I turned back to the glass. The mist-like being was still there. It moved and I took a sharp breath.

“Merlin!” My cry was sharp, but I knew he wouldn’t be fast enough. Not this time. I stepped back as it climbed through the mirror and entered the room.

The creature swung hard, bringing a black blade to my throat.




Chapter Three

A Tangle of Webs







The blade cut open my arm as I raised my hand to defend myself on pure instinct. The cut burned horribly. I fell away from the shadow assailant and hit the floor. My chest constricted from the fall.

Merlin’s voice filled the room. It sounded strange, hollow. The language was a familiar one that I had heard him utter before.

The shadow halted its advance. Its arm was raised in preparation to strike. I sat up on my elbow and cradled my injured arm against my chest.

The shadow surged forward abruptly. I shrunk back, flinching as the thing’s raised weapon shot forward.

Merlin moved closer, his voice louder. The shadow strained, its inky figure misting apart. Merlin passed me as he concentrated on the assailant. I moved back, using my legs and my good arm to get some distance between myself and them.

Merlin held his hand up in front of him as he approached the shadow. His robes swirling around him as he continued in that strange yet beautiful language. The room grew hot and stifling. I covered my mouth with my good hand. The air became like a tornado, stinging my eyes. Merlin’s voice still boomed, leaving behind a dull ringing in my ears.

I had to squeeze my eyes shut; the air was so hot. I wasn’t sure when it ended, until I felt Merlin’s hand on my shoulder. With his help, I rolled back over and sat up to face a messy room. Bedsheets were strewn all over, papers and various loose items joined the stone floor.

“Merlin...”

“It’s gone,” he assured me.

His attention quickly went to my arm. He pulled it away from my chest. Gingerly, he eased the sleeve of my doublet up. I winced as the bits of fabric tugged at the wound.

“What was that?” I asked.

“A manifestation. Your mirror was used as a catalyst. That knock at your door earlier—did you happen to sense or see anything?”

My heart surged. “Maybe? I…I don’t really…” I groaned. The ache in my arm was growing. “Who did this?” I asked breathlessly.

Why was it getting so hot still? Hadn’t Merlin finished his magic?

Something wasn’t right. I leaned my head back, squeezing my eyes shut as I tried to relax. My chest was tight. The air burned as I took in short, heavy breaths.

“It was Morgan Le Fey, I suspect,” Merlin said. His fingers against my arm were cool. I desperately desired to be dropped in a bath of ice.

“Merlin.”

I groaned again as a flare of pain shot up my arm. Everything was so heavy. I tried to stay upright, but I lost all my strength. I fell back. The short rush of air felt good, right up until Merlin braced me against him.

“Arthur! Hold on,” he called to me and I swore his voice sounded miles away.

I barely heard what he said after that. It sounded like chanting. I felt as if I were floating in lukewarm water. Chills spread across me at times, but then I would grow sickeningly warm. I felt as if I would retch at any moment. Bile burned at the back of my throat and I fought hard to keep it down.

A cold air swept over me. I took a deep breath, letting it fill my lungs. The cooling sensation infiltrated my chest, spreading out from there. It felt so good. So much better than the awful burning. Whatever it was, I didn’t want it to end for fear of feeling so sick again. With each breath I took, I felt far better.

“There you are.” Merlin’s voice was soft, and almost ragged.

I opened my eyes and looked over at him. I was on my bed. My mage leaned over me.

I moved my hand across the sheets up to my chest where I could feel Merlin’s fingers resting against me. I gripped his hand in mine. “Thank you. What happened?”

Merlin let out a heavy breath, his head bowed forward. I watched, worry clawing at my chest. He looked utterly drained sitting next to me. “The manifestation that attacked you. Morgan Le Fey sent it. She very nearly succeeded. I should have known she had used your mirror as a bridge to breach your quarters when you told me you heard that strange knock.”

In that moment, I found myself noticing how young Merlin looked. He was almost vulnerable, even.
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