

Preface

Long before it became the property of a legendary king of Britain, the sword had already carved its way through history. It turns up in fragments—Celtic myth, Scythian legend, a passing reference in texts so old they are almost dust. Cultures that never met each other somehow arrived at the same story: a blade that chose its bearer, not the other way around.

Since King Arthur's passing, no credible account places it anywhere. Centuries of searching, theorising, and the occasional fraud have turned up nothing of substance. Scholars agree it was actually both a weapon and a symbol, but some think it was something else entirely.

Then came the Japanese texts. Unearthed in the early 2000s from a private collection in Kyoto, the documents are old enough to raise eyebrows and specific enough to raise more than that. They describe a blade of unmistakable origin, passed through hands that had no business holding something so far from its source. What it was doing in Japan, and how it got there, remains unclear. The documents suggest it is capable of, has kept a small number of serious researchers very quiet and very busy ever since. The search, for the first time in centuries, has somewhere to look.
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Chapter 1. Adieu Maeve.

Year 2014.

The room was quiet save for the long case clock, its tick slightly off —not broken, just irregular, as though it had simply lost interest in keeping proper time. Maeve Bull pressed two fingers to the bridge of her nose, pushing her glasses back into place. Six hours of cataloguing had left a dull ache there that no amount of adjusting would fix.

A gold mirrored crystal box sat in front of her had been moved from where she had placed it the day before. She frowned. It had moved—not dramatically, just a few centimetres to the left—and the surface had that flat, greasy look that meant someone had handled it without gloves. She made a mental note to say something to Sterling, then thought better of it.

She opened her diary to her entry to where she first recorded the box.

Item 2400. Gold mirrored crystal box. Age uncertain. No hallmarks. Likely Russian. Mirrored interior with two gold resting prongs. Empty.

Below that, she had noted:

Provenance: as recorded in the Balmoral Estate Inventory: Once owned by Peter the Great (1682–1725).

She pulled on her gloves and lifted the lid.

It was not empty.

Resting on the two gold prongs was a letter opener—slender, platinum and gold, with deep-blue sapphires set into the hilt. They caught the light in a way that made her breath catch. She turned it over and found the stamp she had not dared to hope for: Jérémie Pauzié . The man who had crafted the Imperial Crown. Her hand steadied itself out of discipline rather than calm.

She tilted the blade toward the lamp. What looked like Cyrillic characters ran along its length, though 'engraved' was perhaps too generous a word—they looked more scratched than cut, hasty, as though whoever had done it hadn't been planning to. Near the tip, a jagged dent broke the otherwise flawless surface. Not decorative. Not accidental in any elegant sense. Just damage.

She checked the Windsor inventory files and found what she expected: confirmation.

Whatever Peter the Great had kept in this box, it wasn't this. She set the opener carefully back into the box. The sapphires sat against the mirrored interior as though they belonged there— which, given the centuries between them, was either a remarkable coincidence or something she wasn't yet equipped to explain.

Maeve crossed out her previous entry, and rewrote it.

Item 2402. Letter opener. Discovered today in the Queen's study, within Peter the Great's mirrored crystal box. Recorded in the Windsor 1917 manifests. Attributed to Jérémie Pauzié.

She set her pen down and rolled her shoulders. Six months into the commission and the estate was still producing surprises she hadn't budgeted time for. She stood, stretching her neck from side to side, and moved toward the far wall of bookshelves—tall enough to require a ladder and packed tightly enough that anything could hide in there unnoticed for years.

Something had. A slim leather-bound volume, wedged between two larger books, its spine completely blank. She hadn't noticed it the previous day. She pulled it free and opened the cover.

Инвентарь Императорской Сокровищницы—

Inventory of the Imperial Treasury.

She wrote the title in her diary.

Procedure required her to log the book's location before removing it. The photocopying room was in the opposite wing. Sterling was already waiting. She glanced at the door, weighed it up for about four seconds, and put the book in her bag. She would bring it back first thing in the morning. It was a minor breach, and she was the only person who would know about it.

The oak doors closed heavily behind her.

Sterling was halfway down the corridor, moving at a pace that suggested the conversation was already over.

"We need to leave, Maeve." He didn't turn around. "They arrived this evening. Everything has to be in order."

She fell into step behind him, her shoes clipping against the floor. They. The word that required no explanation here. She knew the hierarchy well enough—she had been navigating it for six months —and the clearest rule was that the work ran smoothly when she stayed invisible. She turned without thinking toward the servants' exit, her mind already on Ballater, on the cottage, on Alexander.

Outside, the haar had come in properly. The damp settled against her coat the moment she stepped out, and the path ahead narrowed into grey within a few metres. She kept her hand off the book in her bag. Rules were rules, and she had already bent enough of them for one evening.

She knew the grounds reasonably well by now, though the fog had a way of making the familiar feel provisional. Last week she had been nearly certain the rose garden had moved—not metaphorically, but genuinely thirty paces east of where she expected it. She'd chosen not to mention it to anyone.

A crack from somewhere in the undergrowth to her left. She stopped. The red deer came close at dusk sometimes, but the brush was still. She breathed out slowly and kept walking.

The gravel underfoot was the only reliable thing. The lodge lights had been swallowed entirely. She kept her pace steady, listening to the crunch beneath her boots, until another sound cut through— low, mechanical, idling. An engine, somewhere just ahead in the fog.

She slowed. Visitors weren't unusual at Balmoral. But at this hour, in this weather, with the household already on edge?

She turned toward the sound, squinting into the grey. The mist shifted just enough to reveal a shape—the boxy outline of a Land Rover, sitting still. The engine revved, a low growl underfoot. Maeve opened her mouth, but the headlights came on before the word did. The fog turned white and solid, and then there was nothing but the ground rushing up to meet her, her cheek hitting wet gravel. When she blinked, the lights were gone. The mist had already closed over the space where the vehicle had been.

Bull checked his watch for the third time. 6:45 PM. Maeve was never late. She was either on time or she'd already sent a text— those were the only two options she allowed herself. He stared at his phone. Nothing.

The knock came from the passenger side. Not Maeve's knock—she had a habit of three quick taps, a little rhythm she'd picked up from somewhere, her way of announcing herself. This was one hard thud against the glass. Bull rolled down the window.

Bennett was standing there, cap slightly off-centre, breathing harder than the short walk from the gate should have required. Bull had spoken to him regularly over the past six months—he was a fixture on the evening patrol, knew the grounds and the staff well enough.

"Mr Bull," Bennett said, and then stopped. "There's—you need to come."

Bull was out of the car before Bennett finished the sentence. "Where's Maeve?"

His boots slid on the wet tarmac as he ran, Bennett's flashlight cutting through the fog ahead of them in unsteady arcs. He heard voices first—low, careful—and then shapes resolved out of the grey: a constable standing very still, a paramedic crouched low. And then Maeve, on the grass verge, a tartan blanket drawn over her legs, her hair spread dark and wet against the ground. The flashlight passed over her face. The small scar above her eyebrow, from that fall in the Cairngorms. Her lips were slightly parted.

"Are you sure she was struck here?" Bull heard himself ask.

"She never came through the main gate." Bennett's voice had dropped. "I was on the south wall. I saw a shadow that shouldn't have been there." He pointed toward the overgrown path back to the castle. The younger constable crouched and directed his torch at the verge. Two clean tyre grooves ran through the soft ground, and Maeve's bag lay open beside her, its contents scattered. "And this—" The beam caught a metallic glint at the point where the vehicle had mounted the kerb.

Bull was already on his knees.

"I'll need to take that, Mr Bull." Bennett reached over, his hand hovering a moment before he pinched the shard between his fingers—a curved fragment of aluminium, likely from a headlight housing, the edge still sharp. He sealed it into an evidence bag without a word.

Then he turned to Maeve's satchel. Her diary was face-up on the grass, the pages already drinking in the damp. Bennett stared at it for a moment, then looked back toward the castle lights. When he turned back, something in his face had settled into a decision.

"Mr Bull." His voice was barely above a murmur. "This won't go anywhere through official channels. They'll see to that." He held out the diary. "Don't let them have it."

Bull took it and put it straight into his coat pocket.

The paramedics were loading Maeve into the ambulance. Bull stood and watched.

"Constable," Bennett said, turning to his partner. "Call in the—" He stopped. The younger officer waited. Bennett looked down at the evidence bag in his hand, at the clean curve of that aluminium fragment. He knew the diamond-cut tyre pattern pressed into the verge. Every Defender on the estate ran the same. He stood there holding the bag, working through exactly what it would mean to walk into the Chief Inspector's office and say what he was thinking.

The ambulance doors shut. Bull didn't move. The tail lights faded into the haar, and he stood there with his hand resting on the diary in his pocket. Necessity dictated that he would follow the ambulance to the hospital.




Chapter 2. Mr Bull's Salvation.

Bull trudged through the rain-drenched streets of Birmingham, each step heavy and without purpose. "I miss you so much." He hadn't meant to say it out loud—wasn't even aware he had until he felt a hand grip his arm. The canal water shifted quietly against the moss-covered bricks beneath the bridge. Bull's fingers twitched at his sides.

Arthur didn't flinch at the grief on Bull's face. He just stood there, steady, his beard catching the last of the evening light. "She's not going anywhere," he said plainly. "Neither is the pain. You just have to get used to carrying it."

Bull exhaled. The weight in his chest was still there, but something had shifted—enough that he could breathe properly for the first time in weeks. He fell into step beside Arthur without thinking about it. Arthur moved quietly for someone who looked like he'd been through it, his boots barely scuffing the cobbles as they made their way up toward the road. The street lights caught the wet pavement and scattered it.

Arthur said nothing until they reached a rusted bench outside a shuttered newsagent's. He dropped onto it with a grunt and patted the space beside him. "Sit down. Your knees are fine—it's the rest of you that's the problem." Bull sat. The bench groaned. Up close, Arthur smelled of tobacco and something older that Bull couldn't quite place.

From his coat pocket, Arthur produced a battered flask, unscrewed the cap with the ease of someone who'd done it ten thousand times, and held it out. Bull looked at it the way you'd look at something left on a doorstep—uncertain, but curious enough. He took it anyway and drank. The burn was familiar. The sweetness wasn't. He pulled the flask away and stared at it.

"Mead," Arthur said. "Goes down easy until it doesn't."

Bull handed it back with something close to a laugh. Arthur drank, then nodded toward the canal. "Lost mine too. Thirty years ago, come spring." He said it plainly, no ceremony to it. "Still catch myself saving things up to tell her."

Bull said nothing. He pressed his palms against the bench, feeling the rust bite into his skin. The sweetness from the mead sat at the back of his throat.

Arthur turned the flask slowly in his hands, tilting it toward the streetlight. The liquid caught the glow—dark amber, shifting. He let the silence stretch a moment longer, then said, "Have you ever been to Argentina?"

Bull looked at him. "What?"

Arthur carried on as if Bull hadn't spoken. "Patagonia. Wind so sharp it doesn't just cut you—it gets inside you, rattles around. Nights cold enough to make your teeth ache just thinking about them. But the stars—" he paused, tilting his head back slightly, "— wall to wall, like nothing you've ever seen. I went after Gwenhwyfar died. Thought distance might do what time couldn't. Turns out grief has better stamina than I do." He let out a short laugh.

Bull stared at his boots. The left sole had been peeling away from the seam for days now—or maybe longer. Time had gone strange on him. "Did it help? Going there?"

"Help? No." Arthur said it without hesitation. "But it gave me room to look at it properly. You can't see what you're holding when it's pressed right up against your face." Bull turned his wedding band slowly with his thumb. The street light caught it. It spun easier than it used to.

Arthur leaned back, tapping his chest once. "I walked into Patagonia with a hole right here. Wind went straight through. Didn't fill it, but it—aired it out, I suppose." He glanced down at Bull's boot, the sole flapping slightly. "Have you got somewhere to sleep tonight?"

Bull's laugh came out harder than he intended. "Depends if you count the bridge."

Arthur snorted. "I don't." He shifted on the bench. "You know what else Patagonia taught me?"

"Go on."

"Rule one: never sleep under a bridge." Something cold and solid dropped into Bull's palm. A Swiss Army knife, the red casing worn down to pink in patches. Bull turned it over. The last time he'd held one of these he'd been cutting apples at a picnic, passing slices across a blanket. The memory landed like a fist. He gripped the knife tighter. Arthur was already looking elsewhere.

"Ever milked a goat?" Arthur asked.

Bull looked at him. "No."

Arthur grinned, showing teeth that had clearly lived a full life. "Neither had I. Learned in Patagonia. Nearly lost a thumb to a nanny who took it personally."

"What happened to the goat?"

Arthur laughed—a real one. "She won." He stood, his back cracking through a sequence that sounded genuinely concerning. "Right. There's a bus in ten minutes and you're not spending the night under that bridge. Rule one." He set off without waiting, the kind of walk that assumed you'd follow.

Bull grabbed his satchel—spare shirt, toothbrush, the lock-up key, Maeve's diary. "Travelling light," Arthur observed, not breaking stride.

The bus ground through Birmingham, jolting and shuddering. Bull leaned his forehead against the cold glass, his reflection hanging out there in the dark, looking hollowed out.

Arthur was asleep within minutes, head tipped back, hands folded over his stomach, the flask poking out of his coat pocket. A lad getting off near the front clocked it, took a half-step toward it. Arthur's hand moved without him waking, settling flat over the flask. The lad thought better of it.

Bull watched the streets go by. He thought about how many men had done exactly this—sat on a night bus next to someone they'd only just met, going somewhere unspecified, not quite sure how they'd ended up there. It should have been a comforting thought.

The bus hit a pothole. Arthur jerked awake, rubbed his face with the back of his hand. "God, I always forget what buses do to your spine."

Bull said nothing. He pulled out his wallet, the photo inside facing up before he'd decided to look at it. Arthur glanced over, then reached across and folded the wallet shut with one finger. "Photos just keep you stuck in a moment that's already gone. Like taxidermy."

The bus ground into Wolverhampton terminus with a long, shuddering wheeze of brakes. Arthur stirred, blinking. "We've arrived." He stretched his neck, then looked sideways at Bull as though something had just occurred to him. "I've just realised—I never properly introduced myself. Brenin Arthur. Arthur will do."

Bull shifted in his seat. "Alexander Bull." It felt strange saying it out loud—he hadn't used his full name in months. "Bull's fine."

Arthur stood, buttoning his coat. "Right then, Bull. Food first. And —" he paused, wrinkling his nose with some ceremony, "—a shower wouldn't go amiss."

The kitchen hit them before they'd even stepped through the door —onions, beef, something rich and heavy on the air. A stout man in an apron stood at the stove, wooden spoon in hand, mid-stir. Sandhu looked them over slowly—boots first, then the hollow cheeks—before landing somewhere around Bull's collar. "Christ, Arthur. Where'd you dig this one up?"

"Spare it, Sandie." Arthur was already pulling open a worn wardrobe in the corner, rummaging without invitation. "He needs clothes."

Sandhu pointed his spoon toward a narrow door without looking up from the pot. "Back room. Third drawer. There's some in there that should fit." He paused, then added, mostly to himself, "Hopefully."

Arthur steered Bull toward the door with a firm hand on his shoulder. The jeans in the third drawer were patched at both knees, the fabric soft from years of washing. Bull changed quickly and came back to find Arthur ladling stew into bowls with the focused gravity of a man performing a ritual.

Bull sat down. Stared at the bowl. "When you moved on—did you ever feel like you were betraying her?"

Arthur didn't answer straight away. He set down the ladle, fished a crumpled pack of cigarettes from his coat, and lit one.

"Gwenhwyfar hated these. Used to nick my packs and stuff them in the flour bin." He exhaled slowly, watching the smoke. "Found one six months after she died—still in there, perfectly good. Like she'd just done it that morning." He took another drag. "First time I smoked one, I was sick. Second time, I just sat there and cried. Third time—" he shrugged, the corner of his mouth lifting, "—I could hear her laughing at me for not finding it sooner."

Bull looked down. "I keep thinking—if I laugh, or actually enjoy a meal, or just... breathe without it hurting—I'm somehow pushing her out."

He hadn't noticed his hands shaking until Arthur reached over. He took hold of Bull's forearms, thumbs pressing firmly into the inside of his wrists. The trembling stopped almost instantly. Bull's pulse, which had been hammering, settled.

"How did you do that?" Bull asked quietly, looking at Arthur's hands.

Arthur let go and brought the cigarette back to his lips. He was quiet for a moment. "After Patagonia, I was in Japan for eleven years. Younger, angrier, considerably more stupid. Got into a disagreement with three yakuza one afternoon—which is a polite way of saying they were knocking me around a back alley and I was losing badly."

He smiled faintly. "I was on the ground, bleeding, more or less waiting for it to be over, when this old man wandered past. Tiny. Looked like a strong breeze would finish him. He glanced down at me, and tossed me a bamboo stick on his way by. Bought me a few extra seconds, but I lost that too." Arthur tapped ash from his cigarette. "So I'm lying there, thinking—right, this is it. And the old man just sighs, steps over me, picks up the stick—and draws a sword out of it." He paused to let that land. "Three men. It wasn't a fight. He barely seemed to move—just shifted, turned, one wrist movement—and it was done. Like he was bored."

“The first thug dropped mid-grin, like someone had simply switched him off. No drama, no stagger—just there one moment, gone the next.”

"The old man turned. The second one came in low with a knife, fast enough that I flinched from the ground. Didn't matter. The old man wasn't where the knife expected him to be. He was already past it, and the blade found a gap the thug didn't know he'd left."

“The third one had dropped into a proper stance—he'd seen something by then, knew it was bad. Didn't help. The old man walked through him like he wasn't there. Had his sword away before the man finished falling. All three of them were dead before the alley went quiet."

Bull leaned closer. "And then?"

"He looked down at me—bleeding in the dirt, half-conscious—and told me I had no business being in a fight. Said real samurai aren't made, they're born." Arthur's mouth went dry. "Then he said it would take him ten years to teach me how to live with that. So I stayed. Learned to breathe properly. Learned where to put my hands, my feet.“

“When my ten years was up, Hiroshi walked me to the dojo entrance—the same door I’d come through a decade before, barely able to stand. He presented me with his sword and told me I’d need it for the coming storm. That I had a duty to find others who could return balance to the world.” Arthur exhaled slowly through his nose. “I’d become accustomed to Hiroshi’s Zen way of talking, but it didn’t mean I understood then or even now what he meant!”

Bull laughed. “Do you think he meant people like me? I mean, God help the world if that’s the case.”

Arthur ground the last of his cigarette against the ashtray. A thin ribbon of smoke curled up and dissolved between them. “Hiroshi repeated many of his one liners many, many times over the years. ‘You can’t step forward with one foot still dug into the ground behind you—but that doesn’t mean you pull the roots up.’ That was one of them.” He folded his hands on the table. “Guess that means you’re not betraying Maeve by still being here. You’re carrying what she gave you. The morning you wake up and decide that’s too heavy—” he nodded toward the extinguished cigarette, “—that’s the morning she’s actually gone.”

Bull let out a breath—slow, uneven, like something loosening against its will. He stared at Arthur's hands on the table. The scars on Arthur's knuckles had long since faded to silver. His own hadn't.

Sandhu came in from the hallway, wiping his hands down his apron. He took one look at the two of them, said nothing, and pulled a bottle from the cupboard. Three glasses hit the table with a clean, definitive sound. "You need this more than the stew," he said, and poured without asking.

Bull watched the whiskey settle in his glass.

"Here's the thing about burdens," Arthur said, his voice dropping into the quiet of the kitchen. "No two are the same." He turned the glass slowly in his hands. "But the road tends to be."

He paused. "So we sort it out together."

Bull looked up. "Sort what out?"

Sandhu gave a short, flat laugh. "Living." He drummed his fingers once on the table. "You're both sitting there like it's some puzzle no one's ever faced before. It's not. You want a way through, or a way out, or just somewhere to put it all down for five minutes. Fine. But the road doesn't end—you just look for better company for it."

Bull looked from one to the other. Something in his shoulders let go—not all at once, but enough. Arthur raised his glass.

"To the road, then."

Sandhu drank. "And the company."

And so began an unlikely friendship.

~

In the years after his return from Japan, Arthur welcomed others into the Chapter House[1]. A handful took root there, Bull among them, each one a thread in what Hiroshi had foreseen as Brenin Arthur’s Destiny. Morgan was another matter. Arthur met Morgan’s mother shortly after his return. Arthur had hoped she would join the Chapter House, but fate had other plans. But Arthur had known it from the first time he saw Morgan, a certainty he could not have explained to anyone, least of all himself: that whatever this all was, was intricately woven around her.




Chapter 3. 2016 – Morgan Vance.

Morgan Vance was seventeen when she first set foot in the Chapter House. Her father, the distinguished Dr. Alistair Vance, was senior physician at the Royal School for the Deaf. Her mother had died giving birth to her—a loss her father secretly blamed on Morgan —and although he never physically mistreated her, he never showed her love either. She grew up never knowing what family meant, which was why the Chapter House felt like a refuge.

Her childhood was a blur of nannies and boarding schools. Brilliant and gifted, she loved puzzles and she noticed what others overlooked— but she feared displaying her intellect would mark her as her father’s daughter. Determined to be entirely unlike him, she acted out and became notorious for her misbehaviour, much to his annoyance.

The night she wandered into the Chapter House, she’d been tending bar at The Rum Runner. A few Chapter House bikers had been drinking there, and she simply invited herself back. The next morning Arthur found her asleep, head resting on the kitchen table.

He rapped sharply on the wood. Morgan startled awake. “You must be Morgan,” he said. “I’m Arthur. We’re a small family here, but we have rules—morning rule one: whoever’s up first makes breakfast. That’s us.”

She managed a hopeful smile.

Arthur went on, “We’ve got visitors coming—claiming business, but really they’re after a free breakfast.”

At that moment Bull strode in with a basket piled high with bread. “Who’s slicing?” he growled.

Arthur handed Morgan a bread knife. “How thick?” She asked

“Two centimetres, or an inch in old money,” Arthur added.

“2.54 centimetres it is then.” Replied Morgan.

Bull laughed. “First day and already at work—it was the same for me. A hint, if you’re slicing’s too uniform, you’ll be hired full-time. What say you, Sandie?”

Sandhu, their self appointed head chef, strolled in, examined Morgan’s cuts, and nodded approvingly. “More helping hands than I’ve ever seen. I like it.”

“That’s a yes from the boss,” Bull said, clapping her on the shoulder.

Soon bacon, egg, sausage and tomato sandwiches were stacking up as bikers drifted through the kitchen. Then the doorbell rang.

“Do you mind, Morgan? Guests have arrived—our local law enforcement. Oh wait, that’s us. I mean, the police.” Bull grinned; Sandhu laughed. Morgan paused.

“I’ll show them in,” Bull said, It was raining outside, Bull corralled the dripping officers into the kitchen.

Sandhu eyed them.

“Dripping all over the floor. I know. Said you wouldn't be be pleased. Offered to take their coats, though.” Bull apologised.

“One’s new,” Sandhu noted, pointing his spatula at a young constable.

Arthur called out, “Introductions!”

The newcomer straightened. “PC Wilson,” he said with a curt nod.

“Bacon, sausage, egg, tomato— all four? If you’ve a veggie it will be dry bread. Just sayin’. Take it or leave it,” Sandhu grumbled.

“Don’t worry
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