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      You won’t recognize me unless you follow my Instagram Stories and witnessed my accidental trip through time.

      My name is Laurel Kirby.

      By day, I work as a social media manager/coffee gopher at a mid-size Los Angeles based latex company. I order printer paper, know every barista at Starbucks by name, and take aesthetic product photos of all the good latex has to offer the world. And while I spend a fair amount of time sussing up condoms for photoshoots, I make a mean balloon animal too.

      By night…

      I’m an influencer.

      And when I say ‘night’ I mean ‘all day and night’ because that’s the dedication it takes to be an influencer.

      I know. I know. The ‘influencer’ title. Cringe, right?

      I didn’t choose to have 125K Instagram followers. Okay, maybe I worked at growing my following a little. I like to think I do more than take lush lifestyle photos.

      My inbox is a barrage of brand deals and I’m working on my upcoming Girlboss Academy for budding entrepreneurs like myself. Success is not given, it’s something you choose.

      One thing I did not choose: to fall through time through a hexed VPN and land in the Dark Ages, a time before flush toilets. Through my cunning political posturing (and style tips), I had landed a job as King Arthur’s royal influencer, a position filled with perks.

      Like unlimited mead refills.

      And up close and personal time with the king’s advisor, Hot Merlin, a wizard with a sultry, serial killer stare. The verdict is still out about Merlin being a killer, though I’m fairly certain he plays the Game of Thrones and has tossed an enemy or two out a window.

      He scares the shit out of me.

      He also makes my nether regions tingle. Then again, lice can also make one’s nether regions tingle and God knows there were plenty of lice in my castle bed.

      Merlin is currently pinning me to my hospital bed with his serial killer stare. I’m both terrified and excited, tingling, as it were, all over my body.

      My heart rate monitor spikes into overdrive. The last time I saw Merlin, it was thousands of years ago (literally) and he’d just been tossed out a turret window by a tentacle monster conjured up by Morgaine le Fey.

      I thought he was dead.

      Heck, I thought I was dead.

      Yet we’re both alive.

      And now Merlin stands before me in my own time. He got his hands on an iPhone and reprogramed MorgVPN.

      He’s also bought a Jaguar (more on that later) and learned to drive by ‘reading the internet’ because of course he did.

      I’m in the hospital with an IV drip stuck in my arm. The last thing I remember was Morgaine kicking my ass and then, miraculously, being sucked up in a sky vortex only to land in a Yorkshire crack park.

      My nurse informs me I’d been mugged. Strangely enough, my blood test came back negative for drugs. To be honest, I’m a little disappointed. I’ve never done drugs in my life, but it would be easier to believe the time-traveling, tentacle monsters, and sky vortexes if I had been on drugs. After this, I think I may seek therapy.

      My story is easier to swallow if you suspend your disbelief. Toss logic out the window and roll with it, which is exactly how I plan to deal with Hot Merlin.

      I sit up in bed and try to make sure my hospital gown covers my modest bits. Merlin leans against the doorway with his arms crossed. His chiseled features, accounting for 90% of the ‘hot’ in Hot Merlin, is set in a permanent scowl. He lingers as if he’s waiting to be invited in.

      My gaze travels over this new outfit. I’m used to his blue wizard robes and I’m partial to his leather breeches. Not only has Merlin traveled to my time, but he’s gone on a shopping spree and I’ve got to hand it to him: he’s got style.

      He’s dressed like a minimalist in black jeans and a black hooded sweatshirt. He’s got pristine all-white Nike Air Force 1s, a new haircut (close cropped at the bottom, two inches off the top), and a new watch.

      My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. What do I say to my old buddy?

      We used to have plenty to talk about back in the good ole days, namely how to find Morgaine le Fey and return me back to the future.

      Now that we’re both back in my time, the air is filled with antiseptic and awkwardness.

      I take a deep breath. “Is that an Omega Speedmaster?”

      Merlin glances down at his watch. “Aye.”

      What the heck?!! He has way better stuff than I do! How is it that he’s dressed so much better? I motion him into the room.

      He takes a seat and I admire his watch, his sneakers, and sleek outfit.

      “Where did you get the money to buy everything?”

      He lifts a nonchalant shoulder. “I ‘charged’ it,” he says, digging in his pocket to show me.

      “Charged?!” My heart monitor spikes. “On whose credit card?”

      “On the ‘American Express.’”

      “On my American Express?”

      Merlin hands over the card. “Fascinating currency you have in the future. No silver or gold, but this miraculous substance called ‘plastic.’”

      Fuucccckkkk.

      There goes my credit score. Not that I had a great one to begin with, but now I’m seriously in debt.

      “Remarkable thing this ‘American Express,’” Merlin says, oblivious to my distress. “You hand it over and the merchants hand over their wares. The peasants here are very stupid. They do not want my coin.”

      My gaze zeroes in on Merlin’s car keys. I’m getting over my shock of Merlin learning to drive. In a slew of shocks, I’m even over Merlin time-hopping into my hospital room.

      “Merlin?” I ask as a horrible awareness dawns on me. “Don’t tell me you charged the car too.”

      “I did.” Merlin tips up his sexy jaw, sounding proud of himself for driving a car off the lot without coins changing hands.

      “Who’s name is on the card? I know it isn’t mine. My credit limit isn’t high enough.”

      Merlin holds up my phone. There’s a giant crack on the screen from when Morgaine grounded her dirty sorceress foot on it, but other than the damage, my phone is working. I narrow my eyes and see ‘Lionel Kirby’ on the virtual card.

      My dad. “Oh shit.”

      As if on cue, my phone vibrates.

      Merlin jumps out of his seat, handling the phone like a hot potato. “A call! God’s teeth! A call! I’ve read about this on the Wikipedia and now it’s finally happening. What do we do? What do we do?”

      He tosses me the phone.

      I glance at Caller ID and my blood turns cold. “It’s my dad.”

      “Speak to him!”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Shall I speak to him?” Merlin asks.

      “No!”

      I take a deep breath.

      Okay.

      I can do this.

      I have to face the music some time.

      “Hey Dad,” I say in my most cheery tone. “Long time no speak.”

      “YOU BOUGHT A CAR WITH MY CREDIT CARD?”

      I hold the phone away from my ear, wincing.

      Merlin cringes. “I do not like this ‘phone call.’”

      My dad rants. “… used for emergencies only.”

      “Yes, Dad. I know.”

      “… completely irresponsible.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry won’t cut it.”

      “But Dad…”

      “No, Laurel! Enough excuses.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, waiting for him to stop berating me. How do I explain that I not only maxed out my own credit card but had to dip into his Chase Sapphire Preferred to buy a Jaguar? I’m not even a Jaguar kind of girl.

      What do I do?

      “I’m in the hospital!” I blurt out.

      Silence.

      “What?” My father sounds skeptical. “If you’re bullshitting me…”

      “So here’s the thing,” I say, chewing my bottom lip. “I was mugged.”

      I eye Merlin. He arches an eyebrow, his lips curling into a smile. “Not bad.”

      I wink and continue my conversation, “Mugged, Daddy, mugged!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      First agenda of the day: return Merlin’s purchases.

      I hustle Merlin across the street to the luxury watch store. Yes. The quaint countryside village of Amesbury contains not one but two luxury watch stores, and my credit score is no better for it.

      “Couldn’t you have opted for a Swatch?”

      Merlin grimaces. “I have seen these ‘Swatches’ you speak of.”

      “Cute, huh?”

      He spits on the ground. “Pig wash,” he says. “Serf watches!”

      A group of tourists glare at us.

      I shoot them an apologetic grin. “Shakespearian actor. Practicing his lines.”

      “Ah.” The tourists snap Merlin’s picture.

      “I am the counsel to the king and I must attire my body as befits my station.”

      I steer him out of earshot. He’s loud and boastful. I wish he wouldn’t gesticulate so dramatically. “Listen, Mr. Champange Taste,” I say, “Maybe try not calling people serfs.”

      “Are they not serfs?” Merlin frowns, whipping his head back to gawk at a woman in a miniskirt. “God’s teeth. The whores of your time are allowed to flaunt their wares for all to see?”

      I whack him in the stomach. “She’s not a whore. And we don’t say ‘whore’ anymore. It’s sexist.”

      “‘Tart’ then.”

      I shake my head.

      “Strumpet?”

      I whack him again. “Stop it.”

      He scratches his temple. “What do you call someone who traffics in temptation?”

      “Social media marketers.”

      Merlin side-eyes me. “Were you not a ‘social media marketer’?”

      I shrug. “Life is a hustle… Let’s go.”

      Getting Merlin to walk down the block proves more difficult than I expected. He makes frequent stops, gawking at every person, sign, and lamp post.

      “Not again.” I roll my eyes, shooing him along as he freezes in front of a Starbucks window. Merlin tilts his head up and sniffs the air.

      “Laurel Kirby!” Sniff. Sniff. “What is that delightful smell?”

      “It’s pumpkin spice latte season,” I say, seizing him by the elbow. Even though I’m tired, disoriented, and in the mother of all bad moods, I sniff the air and my willpower crumples.

      Merlin takes my hand and drags me to the door. “No! Merlin…” I dig my heels in the pavement. “Bad Merlin! No!”

      “I will sample this ‘pumpkin spice latte.’”

      “Not while you’re wearing three months of my rent on your wrist!”

      My foul mood returns. I’d just spent the last hour apologizing to my dad. I was able to convince him my muggers had sold his stolen credit card info on the Dark Web and an unscrupulous buyer with a taste for luxury cars has put a down payment on a Jaguar.

      Dad is handling his identity theft, which means we couldn’t exactly walk into the Jaguar dealership and return the car. Actually, I don’t think you can do that under normal circumstances, let alone criminal ones. The best thing to do was leave the Jaguar in the hospital parking lot and back away.

      “You have a storm brewing over your head, Laurel Kirby,” Merlin observes, keeping pace with my angry march. “What has befouled your mood?”

      “You want know what’s ‘befouled’ my mood? You. You’ve befouled my life.” I quicken my pace. “We’re identity thieves now. International criminals! If we go to prison, I will never forgive you.”

      He hangs his head. “I am ashamed for causing you trouble. I have much to learn about the customs of your time. I am used to the court, where I am given what I want.”

      “That’s for sure,” I say, my anger dissipating. “And you take what you’re not given.”

      “I have lost face,” Merlin says. “Forgive me?”

      I chew my inner cheek. He draws his brows together, summoning up a puppy dog expression. “Damn it,” I say under my breath. “You’re good. You’re really good. How I can stay angry with a face like that?”

      A smile ghosts his lips. He offers me his arm. “I do not understand this ‘paperless currency.’ How do you get this ‘credit card?’ When do I get my own?”

      Merlin?

      With his own credit card? Shudder. Come to think of it, what would the name read on the card, anyway? The Merlin?

      “What is your last name?” I ask. “Er, your surname?

      “I do not have one. I am a bastard.”

      I sigh. “So your credit card would actually read The Merlin.”

      “That is correct.” He peers into my face. “I sense hostility.  Are you still angry with me, Laurel Kirby?”

      “Yes.” We halt in front of our final destination. The luxury watch store is empty save for one salesman lording over a pristine glass display of Omegas, Breitlings, and Rolexes.

      “I will do better next time,” he says.

      I yank open the door. “There won’t be a next time,” I mutter under my breath.
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        * * *

      

      It’s not that I’m cheap.

      Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t mind treating myself or my friends.

      I like shopping. Don’t get me wrong. I live for shopping.

      But Merlin’s got champagne tastes.

      We return the watch. Merlin keeps the clothes. They weren’t that expensive. Plus, it’s not like he’s got any back ups. Unless I want to walk around town with a naked wizard. Actually…

      “Laurel Kirby?” Merlin checks over his shoulder.

      I’ve stopped in my tracks. “Huh?”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Just enjoying a mental image.” I shake my head. “Okay, it’s gone.”

      He frowns. “Does this happen regularly?”

      “Only when you’re around.” I eye his all black outfit. “What are you doing about underwear?”

      “I never wear undergarments.”

      Oh my.

      A rush of blood floods my cheeks. “So that’s it?” I stare at his crotch. “You’re out there?”

      He glances down at himself. “I am not ‘out’ anywhere. I am tucked in.”

      “Let’s see to it you stay that way,” I say. “We don’t want to start a riot. How did you learn to work the zipper?”

      “The valet.”

      “What valet?”

      “Do your stores not come with valets?” Merlin looks baffled. “To help you tuck in?”

      I rub a hand over my face. “Was this valet a man or a woman?”

      “A man,” Merlin says, considering. “He was most thorough in his ministrations.”

      “I bet he was,” I mutter. “What did he look like?”

      “Bald and fat,” he says. “With fingers like sausages.”

      I stoke my chin. “Let me ask you this: was there… cupping involved?”

      Merlin gazes off in the middle distance. Guess the answer is yes. “Is he not a valet?”

      I just had another mental image, and it’s not one I’d like to savor.

      Poor Merlin, so hot and yet so unprepared for the dangers of the modern age. I’ve discovered that I’m more equipped for time travel than he is. I might have incited a mob riot, but at least I’m street wise enough not to get molested my first day in.

      “Look Merlin,” I swat him on the back, “don’t ever let anyone handle you, there, without your consent.”

      His eyes widened. “But I have consented…”

      I shake my head.

      “No valet?”

      I suck in air through my teeth.

      “By God!” He slams a fist into his palm. “I will butcher him!”

      “Well… if you’re going to offer your privates like a free sample at Costco,” I say, “expect to be groped.”

      “Mark me,” he says through clenched teeth, “I will have satisfaction.”

      “Yes, yes. Vengeance later.” My attention turns to more important matters. Like the money Merlin’s spent in my name. “I suppose you get to keep the Nikes.” He’s already tromped around town and dirtied his sneakers, voiding the return policy.

      Glancing down at his feet, Merlin jumps up and down. “These are the most comfortable shoes I’ve ever worn.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “It’s probably the first time you’ve worn shoes with left and right feet.”

      Merlin lifts his left foot and peers down at his soles. “What is this wondrous substance?”

      “Rubber.”

      He nods. “I shall take the cobbler ‘Nike’ back with me so he may make the king’s shoes.”

      “Good luck,” I say, tugging him along.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You are going back to your own time.”

      “I would prefer to go shopping.” Merlin stops in front of Zara. “I am cold and in need of furs and stockings.” He narrows his eyes at my grass stained outfit. My hair is tangled, my Ainsley Mills sweater full of holes. A giant tear runs down the back of my jeans, a parting gift from Morgaine’s tentacle monster.

      “You shall buy yourself a new wardrobe,” Merlin says. “Come.”

      He shoos me inside the shop.

      “But—”

      “I cannot be seen with you in such a state.”

      I prop my hands on my hips. “What’s wrong with me?”

      “You look like a beggar woman,” he says. “Have more self-respect.”

      Having spoken the last word, Merlin disappears inside Zara, leaving me blinking at my reflection in the store window. He is not wrong. I’ve got a bruise on my cheek, a scratch down my neck, and a branch in my tangled hair. I look like I’ve had a run in with a snippy cat.

      I do resemble a beggar woman. Maybe I can treat myself to a few items. A touch up of make-up. I’ve got the cash. I just returned an Omega Speedmaster. It’s like I’m practically saving money… right?

      With a shrug at my disheveled reflection, I follow Merlin inside.
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      Merlin stands in the middle of Zara and surveys the men’s section. He assumes an epic stance… like a proud sea captain at the bow of his ship.

      “Stop posing,” I whisper.

      “Posing? I am not posing!”

      A store employee eyes us as he folds T-shirts.

      “Stand like a normal person.”

      “You desire that I should slouch like you?”

      “Stop being weird.” I dive into the coat section. I haven’t been this embarrassed since my Back-to-School shopping days. My mom used to grab my boobs to check the fit of my blouse or force tuck in my shirts. Fortunately, Merlin takes my suggestion and relaxes his shoulders.

      We’re surrounded by coats. Tweed. Wool. Houndstooth. I pick up a camel peacoat and glance at the price tag. Okay. I can swing it.

      “How about this one?” I ask, holding up an elegant black wool up to his chin. “Oooh, urbane.” I’m actually having tons of fun styling Merlin. He’s got the physique of a male model. I snatch up a faux cashmere grey scarf and drape it around his neck. “Let’s get this, too. We can share.”

      Merlin approves of the scarf, but shrugs off the coat. “Too plain,” he says. “There’s no ornamentation. Where are the furs?” He pushes me away and scans the racks. “These are the robes of peasants!”

      Several heads turn our way.

      I smile in apology. “Merlin! Keep your voice down! People are looking.”

      He frowns over my head, glaring at a guy twice his size. “How dare this peasant look me in eye!”

      I rub the spot between my brows.

      Merlin’s nostrils flare. “What peasant dares look his betters in the eye!” He reaches behind his back for his Gandalf staff, supposedly to strike down social climbing serfs, and grimaces when he discovers he’s unarmed.

      Oh. My. God. He’s going to get us killed!

      “Please excuse my friend,” I say to the shopper, “he’s ‘lost the plot’ if you know what I mean.”

      The shopper nods in sympathy. “Ravin’ loon he is!”

      “Cheerio!” I say in a bad British accent and inwardly groan. Why do I keep doing that?

      “Come, Merlin.” I steer him to a rack of puffer coats. “Let me fill you in on the socioeconomic changes of the last millennia.”

      Merlin is shook, particularly when I explained that a titled lord may not strike his serfs. “But what if a peasant looks upon his master with insolence? You cannot flog him?”

      “No! You cannot flog anyone!” I glance around, making sure no one has heard. “You’re not allowed to beat anyone under any circumstances.”

      “But you are always threatening to beat Morgaine le Fey. I assumed beatings were common in your time.”

      “I was speaking metaphorically,” I say. “We were going to talk it through.”

      Merlin considers the new bombshell with a sneer. “But what of respect for your betters? Is a rich man not entitled to the respect of his serfs?”

      “No! Respect is earned,” I say.

      “This is a savage time and I do not care for it!”

      Good. Now maybe he’ll go home.

      Rubbing the back of his neck, Merlin gazes around. He seems lost in this new theory of social equality. A coat catches his eye. “Ah! Furs!” he says.

      It’s the important things, ya know?

      We leave Zara with five bags filled with clothes between us. I’ve ditched my torn ‘beggar woman’ clothes in favor of boyfriend jeans, white sneakers, and a mossy green sweater. I’ve rolled the cuffs of my jeans to flash some spicy ankle.

      Merlin’s strutting beside me with a faux fur coat over his minimalist outfit. The coat is knee length, matches his all-white Air Force 1s, and makes him look like a Russian mob boss. Pedestrians part for us as we stroll down the sidewalk and I’ve got to say, I’m digging his badass vibes. I’m now a badass by association.  No one has ever scurried across the street just to get out of my way, unless you count the serfs at the village who mistook me for a witch and tried to gang up on me with their gardening equipment.

      We drop into Starbucks and I buy two venti pumpkin spice lattes with extra whipped cream. Merlin holds his drink up to the sunlight, then sniffs it.

      “Smells good, doesn’t it?” I ask, watching him.

      He hesitates.

      “Just drink it. Nobody’s trying to poison you. Just don’t spill on your new pimp coat.”

      Still skeptical, Merlin takes the tiniest of snips. His face lights up like he’s just discovered the meaning of life.

      “Why did you come here, Merlin?” I ask, watching him chug his latte.

      Merlin slams his cup on the counter and wipes the whipped cream from his upper lip. “I yearn to explore the future. I want these ‘experiences’ you speak of.”

      “That’s great and all…” I purse my lips. “How long are you planning to stay?”

      “Until I quench my thirst for knowledge,” he says. “In the meantime, you will escort me around England until I have had satisfaction.”

      My eyes widen. “Say what?”

      “I said — ”

      “I know what you said! I’m not a freaking tour guide!”

      Merlin shakes his head. “Is this how you treat your friends? I escorted you around Camelot. Put you in the best suite. Banquets and riches with nary a thought to how I am to be repaid…”

      I narrow my eyes.

      Ah, the guilt trip.

      He knows how to work it.

      “All right. I’ll show you around,” I grumble. “But first,” I hold out my hand, “can I see my phone?”

      Merlin places my cracked phone in my palm. He bites into his cream cheese danish and watches me with a sly expression.

      I unlock my phone and pull up MorgVPN.

      Without meeting his eye, I reset the date.

      Merlin is gobbling up a second danish and doesn’t suspect a thing. I almost feel bad for him.

      “Merlin?”

      He turns to me. “Laurel Kirby?”

      “I change my mind!” I toss the phone in his lap like a live bomb and duck for cover.
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