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QUEST 1: GREETINGS & DISCOVERIES
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Chapter 1
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I knock on Camelot’s doors for the first time. The outside of the castle is more beautiful than what Merlin described. The central courtyard is overflowing with lush greenery. A fountain sprays turquoise water in the air before dropping to a large bowl made of jade. The steps to the doors are inlaid with marble and gold. Waterfalls and sunsets are painted on the castle walls in exquisite detail and bright colors. 

I’m excited to explore the castle and the surrounding villages. The outlying lands that belong to King Arthur are sparse, used either for farming or trading. I followed Merlin’s instructions exactly: Keep to the trade routes and head north. 

When the guards open the door, I hand them the invitation Merlin sent me. Their armor is polished so well that I’d think they were statues. Merlin wasn’t joking when he said Camelot is the embodiment of elegance. It’s clear why Arthur’s always fighting against other kingdoms: They’re jealous of what he has. 

One of the guards glances at me suspiciously. It doesn’t faze me because it really is hard to believe Merlin and I are cousins. I have long dark brown hair, brown eyes, and brown skin. 

“Meriel, is it?” the guard holding the paper asks. 

“No, it’s Meryle. The ‘e’ at the end is silent,” I say. He folds the invitation and gestures for me to come in as a group of knights carrying lances and wearing helmets are passing by. One of them does a double take of me, so I smile. 

I don’t know if Merlin told anyone other than Arthur that I was coming to visit, but I want everyone to know I’m just as friendly as Merlin. 

“Boo!” a familiar voice says. 

I scream and whirl around to hit Merlin in the face with my knapsack. He laughs and stumbles backward, rubbing his eye. 

“Ouch! You couldn’t aim lower?” he asks. I hit him on the arm, causing him to laugh again. It bounces off the high charcoal gray walls. He recovers quickly and turns to the right, shouting for me to follow him up the stairs. He leads me down hallway after hallway, twisting and turning so fast that I don’t have time to admire the décor. 

When we enter a covered walkway, iron sconces with unlit torches are set in each brick column. Sunlight streams in between the columns, casting slim rectangular shadows on the ground. I soak in the heat and ogle the turrets across from us. 

Merlin stops in front of chestnut-colored double doors with a set of golden handles. When I step inside, I squeal in delight. A sheer pink canopy covers a large bed filled with pillows of all shapes and sizes. Bowls of fruit and desserts on small silver platters adorn a table that’s beside a large stained glass window. I have a vanity with a mirror and a large closet. The best part is the tall bookshelf filled with thick books. A cushioned reading chair sits beside the shelf. 

“I still can’t believe you live like this every day,” I exclaim. I pull back the canopy and plop onto the soft, firm mattress. 

“It’s not always like this,” he says, walking over to sit beside me. A shadow has fallen across his face and he furrows his brows in contemplation. I know that look. He’s had a vision. 

“What did you see?” I ask. 

“Do you really want to know?” he asks. 

“When have I ever not wanted to know?” 

He smiles and lays down on the bed with his hands folded across his chest. 

“There’s going to be a change. It’s a good change, but darkness will come because of it. Does that make sense?” he asks. 

“A little bit. You’re saying that darkness will come to try to destroy the good?” I ask. He nods and makes a swirling motion with his index finger. Sparks emerge from his fingertips and soar to the ceiling. They take the shape of a dragon – King Arthur’s crest. 

“Do you know what the change will be?” I ask. 

“I might have an idea," he murmurs. He shoots up from his position and the sparks fall to the bed. Several of them land on my arm. My skin shimmers, illuminating my magic within. 

“Dinner is at 8. Don’t be late! I have to go,” he says, running out of my room and shutting the door behind him. I smile at Merlin’s dramatics and pour the contents of my knapsack on the bed. 

One of the benefits of being Merlin’s cousin is that he ensured I would be an exception to the dress code for women when I came to visit. I wore an ankle-length layered dress so the guards wouldn’t fall over in shock when they greeted me, but I prefer pants or fairy dresses. Fairy dresses are shorter, reaching to the knee, and only have one layer. 

Aside from Merlin, Minka is one of my best friends and a fairy. She’s also my custom tailor. I asked her to make a dress especially for this occasion. It’s a deep purple sleeveless piece with opals stitched near the hem. I peel off the heavy dress and slip on the light one, sighing in relief as I change my shoes to a pair of flats that matches the color of the dress. 

I decide to skim through some of the books while I eat an apple. When the sun sets, I exit my room and walk the path Merlin guided me through. Eventually, I get lost and roll with whatever comes my way. 

Most of the doors are locked. The ones that are open lead to meeting rooms, training rooms, or rooms dedicated to reading. I successfully quell the urge to explore the books, reminding myself that I still need to find the dining hall. If I start reading, I’ll be late. I’m what Merlin calls “too carefree” for my own good, but I know my manners. 

When I round the corner to (surprise, surprise) another hallway, hushed voices drift toward me. It’s a man and woman. Curiosity propels me forward. 

The door is slightly ajar, revealing the man’s profile. His arms are crossed and he’s staring ahead intently. 

“It’s not wrong what I feel. I love you,” the woman whispers. 

“Of course it’s wrong! You’re married to one of my best friends. There’s no way around it. Arthur loves you, Gwen. Why aren’t you happy with that?” he says, throwing his hands in the air in exasperation. 

“I never wanted this. I’ve told you that before,” she says. 

“Then why aren’t you doing something about it? Tell Arthur how you feel. He’ll understand.” 

“Do you think he’ll understand that we slept together?” she asks. He opens his mouth to respond then pauses, as if he heard something, and turns my way, meeting my gaze. I don’t think; I just run. When I’m far away, I rest against a wall to catch my breath. 

Guinevere, King Arthur’s wife, is having an affair. Or was. The man sounded like he wanted to end it. Arthur and Guinevere have been married for six years – since they were 20. How long has she been having an affair? Does Merlin know? 

“Excuse me, my lady?” I jump at the sound of the rough, deep voice. The man Guinevere was talking to is staring at me with a tight smile. 

“I’m Merlin’s cousin,” I blurt out. He raises his eyebrows and we silently observe each other. 

He’s tall with golden skin and dark messy hair that falls a little past his forehead. His eyes are deep and piercing, as if he’s always vigilant, and he has full lips. He’s wearing a shirt that’s cut to reveal just enough of his well-defined chest to make a woman want to see more. 

“Will you be attending the feast tonight?” he asks. 

“I won’t say anything,” I say, inching away from him. He turns to the right and offers his arm. 

“I can escort you.” 

So it’s going to be like that. I hate it when people play these games. 

“Thank you for your kindness, sir,” I say and link my arm through his. 

He smiles again, but it’s warmer this time. “There’s no need for formality. Please call me Lance.”
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Arthur’s reputation for kindness hasn’t been exaggerated. He introduced me as a friend of Camelot and offered me a seat next to him. I don’t understand why Guinevere’s unhappy. He’s basically the blonde version of Lance. I stab my salad with my fork, wishing I could erase what I heard. 

“Is everything to your liking?” Arthur asks. Guinevere glances at me from her peripheral vision, sipping from her goblet of wine. How can she keep a secret like this and act like everything’s normal? I can barely stomach it. 

“Of course!” I say, reaching for another bread roll. As I chew on it, I distract myself by tuning in to the energetic hum of the room. The knights who have dates are on the left side of the dining table and the ones who are single are on the right side. Merlin and Lance are on the singles side, deep in laughter. Lance lightly shoves him with his elbow. He glances at me, and I quickly look away. 

Merlin should be concentrating on what’s happening now instead of his vision. I shouldn’t have told Lance that I wouldn’t say anything... Should I tell Merlin after the feast? 

“Hey, Meryle!” A knight waves a drumstick in the air, smiling gleefully. 

“I know you’re not as powerful as Merlin, but can you do some magic for us?” he slurs. The rest of the knights groan, except for Merlin and Lance who shake their heads in amusement. 

“Shut up and eat your chicken, Kay!” a knight shouts. Kay throws the drumstick at him, but he catches it before it hits him in the face. Merlin’s mentioned Kay in his letters. He’s Arthur’s adopted brother and famous for two things: being blunt and partying hard. 

“I’d love to!” I reply. I stand and close my eyes, summoning my magic the way Mom taught me to. I picture bright white light emanating from my body. Gasps erupt throughout the room as warmth courses through me. I can’t hide my magic the way Merlin can. Whenever I call on it, my body shimmers. 

My fingertips sizzle and I open my eyes to my target – a painting on the wall. I rotate my left hand slightly and a lightning bolt hits it. When the smoke clears, the clapping is deafening. Guinevere smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. Lance is in awe, staring at the charred spot where the picture was. Merlin winks at me. 

Our greatest secret is that I am as powerful as him. If need be, I can take his place and protect Arthur. 

Arthur rises from his seat, calling the room to silence by clinking his spoon against his goblet. 

“Would anybody like to dance?” he asks. Cheers erupt as chairs scrape against the floor. I follow the crowd to a dancing hall that outshines any room I’ve been in so far. 

The ceiling is made of glass, revealing the bright, starry sky, and the rest of the room is made of pink quartz. The band’s already stationed in one corner of the room and playing lively music. Everyone gathers at the center and begins dancing to the beat. 

This is exactly what I need. I join in with a group of knights and follow their steps. When I see Lance headed my way, I twirl toward Merlin. 

“What’s up, cuz?” I say. 

The band switches to a tune that’s slow and whimsical. The knights who don’t have partners stand at the edge of the room, conversing quietly with each other. Guinevere’s resting her head on Arthur’s shoulder and he’s caressing her hair. 

If I hadn’t seen Lance and Guinevere with my own eyes, I wouldn’t suspect anything. Is this the change Merlin saw in his vision? If it is, how can any good come from an affair? 

“I have a favor to ask you. Will you go on a quest with Lance? Look out for him?” Merlin asks. 

“Why can’t you go with him?” I ask. Merlin nods at Arthur. 

“I need to watch over him,” he replies. 

“I’m sure he’ll be fine for a week or two.” 

“It’s my job. Plus, he’s like my brother. I would never forgive myself if anything happened to him.” 

“Why can’t the other knights go with him?” I ask. Merlin looks at me suspiciously. 

“Do you have a problem with Lance?” 

Arthur stops me from telling Merlin what I saw. He’s gazing at Guinevere adoringly as he spins her away from him. She laughs and swings her arm out, as graceful as a swan. 

“No, I don’t. Count me in,” I say. None of this is my business anyway. I am just a guest who cannot wait to leave Camelot.
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The sun is still rising when I see Lance at the stables. He’s feeding his horse an apple and talking to him quietly. I veer to the right before he notices me and search for Merlin’s horse, Speedster. He’s known me ever since he was a foal. When he sees me, he snorts excitedly. He walks over as I enter his stable and sticks his nose in my messy bun. 

“Missed you too, bud,” I say, running my fingers through his black mane before I get to work on saddling him up. As I’m adjusting my knapsack, I sense someone watching me. 

“Good morning, Meryle,” Guinevere says. She’s wearing a long, slim purple gown that’s the exact shade I wore last night. Her hair is in a slick bun and black kohl lines her brown eyes. 

I didn’t notice it last night, but, aside from her fair skin, we look alike. We have the same slim figure. 

“I wanted to personally introduce myself. I’m Guinevere,” she says. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Your Highness,” I say, curtsying low. 

“How are you enjoying your stay?” she asks. 

“Everyone is very kind,” I reply. 

She’s blocking the exit. I grip Speedster’s reins, willing myself to not get agitated. My magic pops up when I lose control of my emotions. Lightning is my specialty, which means fire is prone to catch with all the hay around us. 

“I can say the same about you. You’re willing to risk your life for Lancelot’s,” she says. Does she honestly think I want Lance? 

“I’m doing this because my cousin asked me to,” I say. She smiles and opens the door for me. 

“Yes, I’ve noticed you two are very close,” she says. Translation: I can’t kick you out of my home because of who you’re related to, but I wish I could. 

“Extremely,” I say, beaming and gesturing for her to walk ahead of me. She presses her lips in a thin line. 

“Good luck on your quest,” she says and glides away. When she’s gone, I release the burst of air I didn’t know I was holding in. Judging by how the conversation went, Lance didn’t tell her that I wouldn’t say anything. That doesn’t mean he won’t when we return, though. 

“It’s a good thing I won’t be visiting again, right?” I murmur to Speedster. He neighs in response and shakes his head. When we reach the entrance, Arthur, Merlin, and Lance are talking in a tight circle. They break apart when they see me. 

“Thank you for undertaking this journey, Meryle. This wasn’t my intention for you as a guest, but I appreciate it,” Arthur says. 

“Anything for my cousin and a friend,” I say, deliberately avoiding eye contact with Lance. 

“Did Merlin tell you everything?” he asks. 

“Bandits stole a chunk of the stone that Excalibur was placed in. We have to get it back because it contains important magical properties, but he never said what kind,” I say, smirking at Merlin. He never gives out the full details. He rolls his eyes when Arthur shoots him a look. 

“The rock absorbed some of Excalibur’s powers. Throwing a chunk of the stone at someone will instantly kill them. A pebble can cause severe pain. We don’t know how the bandits got ahold of it or why they want it, but we can’t risk it falling into the wrong hands,” Arthur says. 

“Bring back killer stone. Got it,” I say. Arthur laughs and helps me onto my horse.   

As Lance and I make our way to the front gates, I glance back at Camelot. A wave of sadness runs through me. I never thought a castle so beautiful would harbor such a dangerous secret.
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One week later 

Lance and I have been traveling in silence, speaking only when we need to rest or eat. Arthur gave us a map that’s based on a trail some other knights picked up a week ago. We’re not sure if it’s the same bandits, but it’s the best chance we have. Some of them stick to their patterns and pass through the same forests. 

The forest we’re in borders Camelot’s southern trade route and has a shortcut into what’s known as the fairies’ “badlands”. Minka told me it’s actually a set of caves abundant in herbs, gems, and ore that fairies need to make their potions. 

Merlin and I tried making potions when we were kids, but it never came out right. After an experiment involving blue hair and warts, we finally gave up. 

Speedster’s gentle trotting lulls me into a dreamy state. Dark green leaves are scattered on the worn trail of the forest floor. The sunlight that filters through the canopy of trees is thin but bright. Squirrels, rabbits, and deer pass by, oblivious to or unafraid of our presence. I soak in the cozy, earthy scent and let my hair down. 

When night comes, Lance and I stop near a stream. We refill our leather flasks and eat some bread and cheese for dinner. It’s a warm night, so I roll up my blanket and use it as a pillow. I close my eyes, relaxing to the sound of the rushing water. 

“I ended things with Guinevere,” Lance says. I sit up slowly. He’s near the riverbank, gazing down at the stream. 

“Arthur doesn’t deserve this and neither do I,” he says. 

“Why are you telling me this?” I ask. 

“I didn’t like the way you looked at me when we met. I felt ashamed. I didn’t even know how to respond to what you were saying,” he says. 

“I didn’t mean to make you feel that way. I meant what I said. I won’t say anything,” I say. 

“Why not? You should,” he replies, turning toward me. He looks exhausted, but I doubt it’s from traveling. It suddenly occurs to me that Lance is a good guy. He’s just lost. 

“It’s none of my business. Besides, I hate drama. Sucks all the fun out of life,” I say with a smile. He laughs and lays down. I resume my sleeping position, but I’m wide awake now, brimming with questions. 

“Do you love her?” I ask. 

“I thought I did. But then I realized that if it was true love, she wouldn’t have been married.” 

*****
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I wake up before Lance, so I change into a fresh pair of pants. I cast a spell to retrieve some fish from the stream and began frying them. Lance stirs and rolls over. A lock of hair falls to his face and his lips are parted slightly, perfectly kissable. 

I start to wonder if Guinevere had an affair out of selfishness. Did she like having the attention of two gorgeous men? It seemed like she was territorial over Lance when she confronted me at the stables. 

Suddenly, battle shouts ring out. Bandits pour out from a thicket of trees to my right, brandishing curved knives and slingshots. Lance springs up and draws his sword from his sheath in one fluid movement. I step in front of him, summon my magic, and envision lightning bolts striking down every man. 

Neat piles of ashes dot the area around us. I used my magic too fast and accidentally hit some trees. Trunks and heavy branches lay on the ground. I’m glad Merlin’s not here to see this. He’d tease me the whole day, saying that I’ll never be able to control my magic like he can. 

“Whoa,” Lance breathes. 

A bandit rounds the tree behind Lance. I don’t have enough time to call my magic, so I push him out of the way, instinctively going through a set of moves as I execute them. Block, punch, kick the groin, grab the knife, and stab. The bandit falls with the blade stuck in the side of his neck. I watch him choke on his own blood to make sure he’s dead. I search him for anything that might lead us to the stone, but he has nothing on him. 
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