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PROLOGUE

A Kingdom Called Camelot (Nebraska)
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Friday night lights in Camelot, Nebraska don’t just shine — they burn. The field behind Camelot High glowed under a bank of halogens so bright you could probably see them from orbit, or at least from the Dollar General parking lot two miles away. The stands overflowed with students, parents, alumni, and random townies who had nothing better to do than scream at teenagers in helmets. The brass of the marching band blasted the school fight song while the cheer squad, led by Gwen herself, did a synchronized routine that looked like it had been choreographed by someone with a grudge against the human spine. The smell of popcorn, wet turf, and questionable hot dogs hung in the air like the official scent of victory. And if you asked Arthur Pendragon — varsity quarterback, future student body president, and occasional victim of his own mouth — that’s exactly what tonight was going to be.

“Forty-two! Forty-two!” Arthur’s voice cut through the roar of the crowd, steady and sure, like the king he was destined to be... or at least like the guy who thought of himself as one. His hands curled around the leather football, knuckles white against the laces. He scanned the defensive line, spotted the weak spot, and barked, “Hike!” The ball snapped back into his grip, his cleats dug into the turf, and suddenly the field became a battlefield — helmets clashing, jerseys blurring, the sound of padded collisions echoing under the stadium lights. His eyes locked on Lance charging down the sideline, his best friend since middle school, his most loyal knight in the court of Camelot High. One perfect spiral later, the ball sailed into Lance’s hands just as he crossed into the end zone. Touchdown.

The stands erupted. The Knights were undefeated this season, and now, with seconds left on the clock, they’d just secured another win. Arthur raised both arms in victory, grinning wide enough to crack his face. Somewhere to his right, Gwen leapt into the air, her gold-and-blue pom-poms flashing. He swore she was glowing under those lights, not just because she was the captain of the cheer squad or because her ponytail could cut glass, but because she actually believed in him. He was the quarterback, sure, but with her, he felt like the king.

On the sidelines, Coach Hastings gave him a rare nod — the kind of expression that, in Coach terms, meant “good job” but also “don’t screw it up next week.” The rest of the team piled onto Lance, who was milking the moment like he’d just singlehandedly won the Super Bowl. Arthur jogged toward them, heart hammering, the silver “XCALIBR” Mustang keys jingling in his pocket. The car was more than transportation. It was a statement, a sword on wheels, the one possession that made him feel like his life was on the exact track it was supposed to be on.

From the corner of his vision, he caught movement in the stands. Mordrid. The half-brother who could curdle milk with a smirk. Mordrid didn’t cheer, didn’t clap — he just sat there in his black hoodie, arms crossed, eyes locked on Arthur like he was calculating exactly how to ruin his night. Which, knowing Mordrid, was probably accurate. Arthur turned away before the glare could stick in his brain. Tonight was about winning. Tonight was about momentum.

When the final whistle blew, the crowd surged onto the field. Parents hugged sweaty teenagers, band members tried not to drop tubas while high-fiving, and cheerleaders congratulated players between choreographed smiles. Arthur was caught up in the chaos, slapping hands, signing a kid’s foam sword (Camelot High’s unofficial spirit prop), and trying to act modest while basking in the glow of his own hype. Gwen was suddenly beside him, her arm looping through his, her perfume cutting through the sharp scent of turf.

“You know what this means, right?” she said, smiling like she already knew his answer.

“That I just secured my rightful place as the greatest quarterback in Camelot High history?” he said, already bracing for her eye roll.

“That you have momentum, Pendragon,” she said, squeezing his arm. “Football season is going perfectly. Campaign season starts Monday. You keep winning like this, student body president is basically yours.”

Arthur’s grin widened. Gwen wasn’t wrong. And in Arthur’s head, the two victories — the championship and the presidency — weren’t just separate goals. They were two halves of the same destiny. The Holy Grail and the crown. The perfect season and the perfect win.

That’s when Merlin showed up, nearly knocking over a junior varsity player in his rush. Merlin Emrys — self-proclaimed “wizard” of the Knights of the Round Table lunch crew — wore safety goggles on his forehead, a lab coat over his hoodie, and a backpack stuffed with suspiciously clanking objects.

“Victory!” Merlin announced, thrusting a small, glowing orb into Arthur’s face. “Also, you’re welcome.”

Arthur stepped back. “Why is that thing glowing?”

“Nanobatteries,” Merlin said, waving the question away. “Minor detail. Point is, I just ran a field-wide electro-magnetic frequency boost to subtly mess with their defensive radios. Totally legal. Probably.”

Arthur groaned. “Merlin...”

“What? I’m just saying,” Merlin said, pushing up his goggles, “sometimes a little magic helps the king fulfill his destiny.”

Before Arthur could respond, Lance jogged over, still grinning, helmet tucked under his arm. “Did you see me out there? I was like Sir Lancelot, but with better hair.”

Arthur laughed. “You also dropped the ball in the second quarter.”

“Details,” Lance said, already scanning the crowd for someone to brag to.

The three of them — quarterback, best friend, and “wizard” — stood in the center of the field as the rest of the team trickled toward the locker room. The stadium lights still burned bright, but Arthur felt like the night was just beginning.

“Court in session Monday?” Lance asked.

Arthur smirked. “Always. Round Table at lunch. We’ve got a campaign to run.”

In the stands, Mordrid was already gone. Which didn’t mean much. Mordrid had a way of disappearing just long enough to cause trouble where you least expected it. Arthur knew — the way you know a storm is coming even before you see clouds — that Mordrid wasn’t going to sit back and watch him take both crowns without a fight.

As the Mustang’s engine purred to life later that night, Arthur looked at the silver hood, the custom plate, the glint of chrome under the parking lot lights, and thought about Gwen’s words. Momentum. Destiny. Birthright. This was his kingdom. And no matter what tricks Mordrid pulled, Arthur Pendragon was going to be king of Camelot High.

He just had no idea how hilariously wrong some of Merlin’s “magic” was about to go.
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CHAPTER 1

XCALIBR, My Ride or Die
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The Saturday morning after the game, the Mustang was still dusted with confetti. Not the fancy metallic kind — the shredded-paper, budget pep rally kind that sticks to everything like a parasite. Arthur Pendragon stood in the driveway, coffee in hand, staring at his car like it was both a loyal steed and a particularly needy child. The silver paint caught the early sun, making the custom plate “XCALIBR” gleam in a way that made him grin every single time. People might call it vanity, but for Arthur, the plate wasn’t just a name — it was a declaration. This car was the sword in the stone, and he was the guy who pulled it out. Sure, he didn’t technically pull it out of anything — he bought it used from a guy named Doug who smelled like brake fluid — but the metaphor still worked.

Lance rolled up on his beat-up bike, tossing an empty energy drink can into Arthur’s trash bin without slowing down. He skidded to a stop at the end of the driveway, grinning like he hadn’t just nearly plowed into the mailbox.

“You’re washing the car?” Lance asked, propping one sneaker on the curb.

“I’m not washing it,” Arthur said, sipping his coffee. “I’m maintaining the royal chariot.”

“Pretty sure it’s just a Mustang,” Lance said, though his tone had the faint reverence of someone who still remembered the first time they drove with the top down.

Arthur crouched to inspect a suspicious smear on the driver’s side door. “You wouldn’t understand. It’s not about what it is, it’s about what it represents.”

“What, crippling insurance payments?”

Arthur smirked. “Birthright.”

Lance rolled his eyes. “You and this destiny stuff. We’re in Nebraska, man. The only thing destined here is corn.”

Before Arthur could answer, the sound of wheels crunching gravel made them both turn. Merlin’s dad’s ancient minivan rattled to a stop half a foot from Arthur’s mailbox. The sliding door jerked open, revealing Merlin in full lab coat and safety goggles, balancing a cardboard box full of... things. Arthur couldn’t tell what half of them were, but he recognized duct tape, wires, and what looked disturbingly like a slingshot mounted to a hair dryer.

“Good morrow, gentlemen!” Merlin declared, stepping out like he was dismounting from a warhorse.

“It’s nine a.m., Merlin,” Arthur said. “And it’s Saturday. What are you wearing?”

Merlin set the box on the hood of the Mustang, earning a sharp intake of breath from Arthur. “Campaign prep,” Merlin said, ignoring the glare. “We’ve got exactly forty-eight hours until the great battle begins. I’ve been up all night perfecting my arsenal.”

Arthur gently lifted the box off his car and set it on the driveway. “Define ‘arsenal.’”

“Visual persuasion devices, sonic rally enhancers, and one or two minor crowd-control implements,” Merlin said.

“Translation,” Lance said, peering into the box, “stuff that’s going to get us banned from the cafeteria again.”

Arthur took another sip of coffee. “I thought we agreed you’d keep the campaign... legal this time.”

Merlin looked genuinely offended. “Everything I do is legal. Or at least not technically illegal. Yet.”

Arthur shook his head, but he couldn’t hide the smirk tugging at his mouth. This was their dynamic: Arthur with his big-picture “birthright” speeches, Lance with his smart-aleck commentary, and Merlin with his untested experiments. Together, somehow, it worked.

By the time they piled into the Mustang — Lance shotgun, Merlin in the back with his box of chaos — the conversation had already shifted to Monday’s official campaign kickoff. Gwen had texted Arthur a detailed itinerary last night: first-period poster drop, lunchtime meet-and-greet at the Round Table, after-school rally in the gym courtyard. Arthur wasn’t worried about the schedule. He was worried about Mordrid.

“Y’know,” Lance said, fiddling with the radio, “Mordrid’s gonna come at you hard.”

Arthur kept his eyes on the road. “He can try.”

“I’m serious. The guy’s been student council vice president for two years. He’s got the band kids, the AV club, and like, half the chess team already on his side.”

“That’s adorable,” Arthur said. “He thinks he’s got knights. I’ve got an army.”

“Including Merlin’s weapons of mass detention?” Lance asked.

Merlin leaned forward between the seats. “You’ll thank me when my ‘mood enhancement drone’ wins over the undecided
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