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Prologue

Planet Camelot
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There was a saying on Planet Camelot—one of those bitter local mottos etched in rust and sarcasm: “If it ain’t broken, it’s probably floating away.” That summed up life on the scrapyard moons orbiting the place. Camelot wasn’t a planet known for beauty, progress, or hope. It was known for salvage. And rust. And highly flammable industrial runoff that everyone swore wasn’t technically illegal. It spun quietly in the outer arms of a forgotten system, ringed by hollowed-out moons patched together with generations of duct tape, bargaining, and cuss words in seventeen languages. And that’s where our story begins—with a teenage grease monkey dangling upside down inside a decompression manifold, yelling at a stubborn bolt like it owed him money.

Arthur had been working the orbital depot since he was ten. Not officially. Officially, he didn’t exist. Orphan registries didn’t exactly prioritize updates on Camelot, and no one in the outer systems came looking for kids who fell through the cracks. But he was good with machines. More importantly, he didn’t die. That counted for a lot out here. In a workplace where falling into space or getting dissolved by venting plasma were daily hazards, survival became a résumé. By sixteen, Arthur had three things going for him: fast hands, a sharper-than-average brain wired for instinct over education, and a streak of stubbornness that made people underestimate him until it was too late.

The scrapyard depot floated in lazy rotation, moored to Moon Four—a pockmarked sphere with all the charm of a punch in the teeth. Inside the depot, metal screamed under tension, plasma arcs stitched through shadows, and ancient machinery wheezed like it had survived six wars and two bad marriages. Arthur navigated the mess with the grace of someone who belonged, ducking beams and sliding under precariously balanced wreckage like it was muscle memory—which, by now, it was. His latest gig involved salvaging a derelict transport hull with half a bridge and no recorded owner, which meant someone would want it eventually and probably lie about it later.

He heard the warning klaxon just after the pressure in the manifold dropped—two seconds before the real fun started. Somewhere across the bay, a power conduit overloaded and burst into molten fireworks. Another second and a chain reaction lit up across the depot like a firework finale at a funeral. Engineers screamed. The oxygen levels tanked. Emergency seals failed like wet tissue. Systems shorted. One man was already unconscious, slumped over a coolant tank with his suit torn open. Another was pinned under a scaffolding beam sparking with electrical discharge. Everyone else panicked. Arthur moved.

No orders. No hesitation. Just movement.

He hauled the unconscious man free, slapped a pressure patch over his chest rig, and shoved him toward the exit hatch. He redirected the emergency fire foam—normally used for high-oxygen burnouts—into a makeshift blast damper to slow the plasma surge. He rerouted two power relays using nothing but a cracked spanner and a severed drone cable. He dragged the trapped engineer out from under the beam just as it collapsed. Then, just for dramatic flair, he managed to reseal the main airlock using the manual override—an old-fashioned crank system nobody ever used because it was hard, clunky, and designed for people with a death wish and forearms like tree trunks.

It wasn’t heroism. It was instinct. And survival. And maybe—just a little—anger. At the system. At the way life kept giving him the same busted hand and expecting him to fold. He didn’t fold.

When it was over, the depot was in chaos. Sirens blared. Systems rebooted. Medics arrived. Supervisors yelled into comms. But the only thing anyone remembered was the kid who’d done what a dozen trained engineers hadn’t.

The ship he saved wasn’t much to look at—at first glance. A long, narrow cruiser frame with angular lines and a hull that looked like someone had sandblasted it with debris for twenty years. But there was something underneath. A symmetry to her bones. A spark to her engines. Arthur saw it before anyone else did. Beneath the grime, she was art. She was strength. She was waiting for someone too stubborn to give up on her.

They called her Excalibur.

No one else could fix her. Several tried. Several failed. The original owner vanished, presumed dead or drunk or both. Arthur scrounged what he could—trading his salvage wages for parts, repurposing scrap, wiring and rewiring entire systems by hand. He lived in her hold. Slept curled up beside the reactor housing. Ate nutrient bricks and drank reprocessed humidity from the coolant tanks. And bit by bit, she woke up.

Engines purred.

Lights hummed.

The nav systems, old as war, blinked alive under his touch.

It took months. But she flew.

The day Excalibur lifted from the scrapyard bay was the first time Arthur felt like he chose something in his life instead of just surviving it. No fanfare. No applause. Just a kid with dirt under his nails and fire in his chest, flying a ship no one else believed in.

A week later, he picked up his first crew member—though calling Merlin a “crew member” felt like calling a solar flare a gentle breeze. The man was half-engineer, half-medic, and entirely impossible. Gray-bearded, cynical, and technologically enhanced in ways the local med boards probably didn’t approve of, Merlin had been patching up smugglers and jury-rigging impossible tech on the outer rim for years. He joined Arthur not because he believed in the kid, but because he owed a favor to someone who did. Or maybe he just wanted to be there when the ship inevitably exploded.

Merlin treated the ship like a puzzle. He wandered the corridors muttering to himself, upgraded the med bay with equipment that definitely wasn’t legal, and built a failsafe into the reactor core “just in case the universe developed a personal grudge.” He never explained what that meant.

Arthur didn’t ask. He didn’t need to.

Soon, others followed. Lancelot, the bruiser with a crooked grin and fast reflexes. Guinevere, brilliant and blunt, whose specialty was translating alien signals and accidentally starting bar fights. Gawain, the chipper chaos engine with too many pets and zero sense of self-preservation. Galahad, loyal and brooding with fists like gravity hammers. Percival, quiet and sharp-eyed, a sniper who spoke more with nods than words. Bedivere, who swore he was just a quartermaster but had enough black market connections to make a customs officer weep.

They came for different reasons. Stayed for the same one.

The Round Table wasn’t a command center. It was the beat-up, circular galley table where the crew gathered between jobs—half-burned, chipped on one side, with a coffee ring the size of a grav-stabilizer burned into the surface. Arguments happened there. Plans were made there. Loyalty was forged over reheated rations, bad jokes, and worse coffee. No one called them heroes. But if you sat at that table, you were family. Even if you argued. Even if you didn’t agree. You belonged. And in a galaxy that had no room for misfits, orphans, and patched-together souls, that meant everything.

Arthur didn’t want a throne. He didn’t want glory. He didn’t want to be remembered.

He just wanted to fly.

To take the ship he earned and the crew who chose him and carve a path through the stars that didn’t belong to corporations or warlords or ghost governments pretending to care. He wanted to find what was out there. Fix what was broken. Do some good. Maybe make a profit. And not get shot doing it. Though that part was negotiable.

Planet Camelot faded behind them. Not forgotten—but left behind like a bad chapter in a good story. Ahead, the stars called.

And on one unremarkable day, floating in the black, a signal pinged on Excalibur’s long-range scan. Faint. Ancient. Alien. Undeciphered by known systems.

It was Guinevere who cracked the first layer. Her voice had that clipped excitement she got when solving something no one else could.

“I think this is pre-Collapse origin. Not human. Possibly pre-sentient AI tech. Or religious protocol.”

Arthur leaned over her shoulder, staring at the raw data spilling across the screen. He didn’t recognize the language, but he recognized a pattern—something deliberate. Something waiting.

“What is it?” he asked.

Guinevere grinned. “A map. I think.”

“To what?”

She hesitated. “They called it the Grail.”

Behind them, Merlin muttered a curse that sounded like it came from three different dead languages.

Arthur crossed his arms, eyebrows raised.

“That bad?”

“Only if you like sanity,” Merlin replied.

The signal pulsed again—brighter, clearer.

Arthur didn’t smile. He didn’t make a speech. He just tapped the nav console and brought up the flight path overlay.

“Plot a course,” he said.

And the ship moved.

Not with grandeur. Not with destiny.

Just with a quiet hum of possibility.

The kind of hum that meant things were about to change.

Somewhere in the dark, something waited. Something ancient. Something powerful. And Arthur wasn’t going to let someone like Mordred get there first.

Not because he wanted to be the hero.

But because he was the only one stupid or stubborn enough to try.

And that’s how legends begin—quietly, with a half-fixed ship, a crew of sarcastic rejects, and a signal you probably shouldn’t follow.

But they followed it anyway.

Because the galaxy didn’t need another empire.

It needed someone who knew how to fix broken things.
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Chapter 1

The Grail Signal

[image: ]


Deep space didn’t hum—it shivered. Out beyond the edge of mapped systems, in the black between stars where gravity barely whispered and light forgot how to behave, the Excalibur coasted like a question waiting to be answered. Inside, her crew was awake, grumpy, and trying not to murder each other before breakfast. Standard operating procedure.

Arthur stood at the helm in his usual half-cocked stance—one boot braced against the console, arms crossed, gaze fixed on the readout dancing across the aging holodisplay. The data stream pulsed erratically, like a heartbeat struggling through static. It was faint. Old. Foreign in a way that set the hairs on his arms buzzing. He’d been around long enough to know when the universe was trying to tell you something—and when it was trying to get you killed. This signal might be both.

Guinevere sat cross-legged on her chair at the auxiliary station, boots kicked off, a half-eaten protein bar wedged between two monitors. Her fingers worked with caffeinated grace, deciphering the alien transmission one glitched frequency at a time. She’d been at it for hours, humming some tuneless melody that was either ancient Terran blues or just her being annoying on purpose. Probably both.

Merlin entered like he always did—half ghost, half complaint. His coat was scorched again, his beard smelled like singed capacitor, and he was holding a steaming mug labeled DO NOT QUESTION THE TECH WIZARD. Nobody had ever seen him brew anything. The mug
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