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Аннотация
With a terminally ill wife, Glasgow mechanic Court Callany is desperate for money. When an acquaintance from work asks him to help him rob a wealthy antiques collector’s home, he reluctantly agrees. However, the robbery goes wrong and when Court tries to sell his stolen artifacts at a local pawnshop, he unwittingly enters into the underworld of international relic hunting.
Prominent historian, Dr. Nina Gould, attends a primary school History Week upon invitation, when a boy brings a suspicious relic to show and tell. Intrigued by it, Nina sends photographs of the ancient artifact to explorer David Purdue for examination. But what neither Nina, nor Purdue know, is that the relic is reputed to be the sheath of the legendary sword of King Arthur — Excalibur.
As they investigate the origin of the scabbard with their colleague, investigative journalist Sam Cleave, they realize that they are embroiled in a dangerous network of traitorous people who would stop at nothing to hunt down the mythical sword. To exacerbate things, Nina is abducted and held hostage by a relentless war veteran.
While her time runs out, Sam and Purdue have to find Excalibur and trade it for their friend, or else Nina will die. Now, the two men are faced with a conundrum.
Will they be able to locate a sword that only exists in fiction and fable?
Or does Excalibur actually exist?
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Prologue

The island was undefended, yet many had died in the initial attack. Two days into the occupation, it became evident that the landscape was ideal and the inhabitants easy to subdue, therefore leading to instant hoisting of German flags. Fear ran rampant among those who chose to stay after the evacuation, but they hoped that adherence would profit them mercy.
Four years on, the islanders had become accustomed to their occupants, although most of the Jewish citizens were dispatched to concentration camps by now. Other islanders had to suffer under the greed of Nazi garrisons, full of soldiers who had to be fed. These intruders annexed all fishing and agriculture, leaving the islanders starving. Rations were garnered for the soldiers first, and this caused a lot of subdued resentment among the islanders.
Ronald Hall was a widower, having lost his wife to pneumonia while she was pregnant a year prior. At thirty years of age, he was already tasting the bitter essence of life, but his older brother, Colin, cheered him a great deal with his eccentric recklessness. They elected to give the Nazi’s no morsel of fear on their part, although they kept within the rules as not to be picked out unnecessarily. Their town had come to a crisis, and the two brothers decided to foolishly brave the bad weather on October 13, 1944.
When the night was ripe and the weather so foul that no man would walk there by choice, the two set out to the former town hall, where the German Luftwaffe had settled their headquarters for Guernsey. Curfew was imposed between 11 p.m. and 5 a.m., which only proved the amount of trouble Colin and Ronald would be in, should they be discovered. All the two brothers wanted to do was to relieve the German stores of some food, in order to help their neighbors — Jewish families still living there, as well as those exploited by the alien monsters for their farming production.
“Hurry,” Colin whispered to his trailing brother, his blond hair whipping in the cold gusts. They crawled up the hillock from where they could examine the guard stationed. As planned, they split up at the base of the low hill, using the surrounding tree line to advance towards one of the three smaller entrances to the building hosting the Nazi officials.
“Meet you at the tower base,” Ronald told Colin, who nodded affirmatively.
Each managed to find a way into the storage rooms, where the guards did not walk in this weather. Above them, only mounted security lights revealed any movement to the eye, their beams only displaying the showering rain that gleamed as the droplets fell through the light. On occasion, some cruel commandant would force one of the troops to walk that way in the pouring rain, but the Hall brothers even had this timed right.
Ronald was the first one to make it out. He waited at the tower base, a ruin several meters from the town hall. The path was relatively safe, as the shadows cast by the tall trees impaired visibility from the roof of the guarded building. He waited in the heavy downpour, the sack in his hands growing heavier by the minute as it took on the water.
“Come on, for God’s sake,” he murmured under cover of his collar, shrinking his body deeper into the shelter of the branches. Finally, he saw his brother careen forth from the building, making straight for him. On his back, he was carrying a bag of provisions that weighed him down greatly, but what brought sheer panic onto Colin was what was on his tracks.
He ran right into Ronald and screamed, “Run! Run, Jesus, just get out of here!”
Without question, Ronald obeyed the order and scarpered into the wet grassland on the other side of the trees. On Colin’s heel were two Nazi’s, shooting at them. After managing to break in undetected, they certainly made a calamitous exit. Their only saving grace was that they knew the terrain better than the men occupying it. Under a leaning oak, they took refuge to wait for the soldiers to pass and hopefully give up the search.
“They are going to kill us. Oh my God, we are going to die,” Ronald whispered to himself.
“Shut your mouth, Ron!” his brother shoved him. “Just be quiet. Under those uniforms, they are just men, after all. They are going to get too cold to run after a few canned goods and medicine.”
“I do hope you are right,” Ronald sighed nervously, his voice shivering from the cold that gripped him. Their coats were drenched through, but their lives were more important. Soon the dreaded shadows of the German devils appeared in the edge of the mounted security light’s beam. Colin grabbed onto his brother’s sleeve as they both held their breath. In the hellish storm, the wind was muffling the conversation between the two men as they discussed the next course of action. The two British brothers sat frozen in position, watching the Germans’ body language. It appeared that the soldiers had called off the search because of the harsh environment, but as they turned in their tracks to leave, they summoned someone to take their place.
The Hall brothers glanced at one another, but remained perfectly still. It was not long before the most terrifying sound came to their ears. Thus far, they had thought it only a rumor, but they were about to meet one of the most sinister characters purveyed about among the islanders for years. From afar, the sound grew louder, and even in the absence of the Nazi soldiers, the two brothers clawed at each other in terror.
“What is it?” Ronald asked Colin, but Colin could not move. In fact, he closed his eyes and prayed. “Colin!” he pushed his brother, but he needed not hear it from Colin, as the dire shape of her came into view, accompanied by the growls of her beasts.
Colin finally opened his eyes to look upon the horrible shapes, ready to pounce in the light. “Holy shit, Ron, she is real!”
“Who? Who is it?” Ronald asked.
His brother gasped, “The woman with the dogs.”

1
Best Laid Plan

Over the course of the day, Court was feeling apprehensive. He had never done something like this before, but he really needed the money. It was Tuesday. Paul, his drinking buddy and instigator from the local pub, were working at the junk yard next to Hamish Auto Repair, where Court was a mechanic.
Both men had families, but Court had to take care of his wife, grandson and the child’s mother, since the boy’s mother could not take care of him by herself. Court and his wife thought it only fair to help out with young Brian, since the child’s father was Court’s son. It was sore to admit, but Court’s son had abandoned his child and girlfriend when he got the news of her pregnancy.
Court did not raise his boy that way, but his wife insisted that it was not their fault that their son turned wayward. Joe was a grown man and he had chosen his path, one of delinquency, destination regret. They just referred to Joe’s girlfriend as their daughter anyway, as she was close family, and more loyal than Joe, who was blood.
“You done with Dover’s diff work, mate?” Tony asked. Tony Hamish was Court’s boss only in name, the signature on Court’s checks. Other than that, the two middle-aged men had known each other since early high school at Queen’s Park and kept a close friendship. It was when Court was retrenched from his job at the ironworks that Hamish stepped in to offer his friend a job.
“Almost, Tone,” Court answered, his oil-stained face wincing under the hoisted up chassis of the Peugeot 406.
“Been taking a bit long on that, haven’t you? You alright, mate?” Hamish asked.
“Aye. No worries. My hands are just clumsy today, but I will get it done long before closing,” Court reported, lying to sound far more emotionally stable than he had been of late.
He could never tell his friend and employer about his personal problems, his wife’s illness and his mounting debt. Court was a proud Glasgow fighter, not some needy sorner, sponging on the charity of others. Another thing he was not was a criminal. Thus far, in his fifty years on the planet, Court Callany had never broken the law, save for the odd traffic fine.
That was why tonight’s plan had him scatterbrained all day long. Paul was to meet him after work and then they would start on rectifying their respective social situations. Court did not know Paul’s true circumstances, and neither did he care, but he knew that Paul had a solution lined up and that was more than what Court could ever accomplish. He was definitely not much in the way of a planner or executer, but with Paul’s ‘sure thing’, it was worth a try. If the plan worked, he was looking at a substantial amount of money with which he would be able to plug the leaks in his life.
The smell of oil and rubber filled his nostrils as his greasy hands fumbled at the bolts of the car’s differential. It was the smell of his second home. He loved fixing cars, but it was simply not enough to make ends meet. Tonight he would be introduced to a new kind of employment, if the term could be applied to what Paul from the Pub had planned.
Several customers had come to collect their cars already, as closing time drew nearer. Wiping his hands on one of his dirty cloths, Court stood upright to stretch out his back. On the other side of the fence, he saw Paul. He was quite hideous to look at. Greasy hair clung to his head in long straight streaks, enveloping a face that had seen better years. Wrinkles sank deep into his skin and his thin lips covered rotten teeth that repelled anyone he smiled at.
It was unclear to the Court if Paul had done this kind of thing before, but by the looks of him, even back in high school, it was not too farfetched to believe. Sure enough, he sounded as if he knew what to do, and unfortunately that was all Court could count on. The two men nodded at one another in acknowledgement, and carried on with their work. Tony Hamish came marching from the office to talk to Court, looking a bit awkward in the face.
“Erm, listen, Court,” he started, casting his eyes down to the messy floor. “Just got a call from Connor, and he said he is held up in a meeting. He will collect the car at 6.30, if you do not mind.”
Flabbergasted, Court’s wringing hands hastened in the cloth. “But we close at six.”
“I know that, Court,” Hamish said in an irate tone, “but he is a regular customer and I am sure you can stay thirty minutes later to wait for him?”
“Why can you not wait for him?” Court asked. “I have a meeting after work.”
Hamish smiled amusedly. “What, at the pub?”
“No,” Court retorted in frustration. “Believe it or not, Tone, I have a life after work, you know.”
His boss pulled back visibly, mocking his employee. “I am so sorry, Mr. Callany, but without this job you would have neither, would you now?”
Court had to concede that it was true. He had to be grateful that he had a job, even with unexpected sacrifices such as these, but what he could not tell Hamish, was that his time after work was reserved for something on the other side of legal. He nodded in defeat, looking at the dirt on his hands as he saw the cruel irony in it. Throughout his life, he always found himself trying to wipe away the dirt and grime, using a fouled rag. It was the epitome of his existence to try fixing problem by creating other problems. There it was, always wiping dirt off with more dirt, only bringing forth a different manner of pollution.
“Aye,” a subdued sound escaped him as he looked at the cloth in his hands. “I will be here.”
“Good. Thank you, Court. I really do appreciate it, mate,” his boss smiled, patting him on the shoulder before walking away.
Court was a bit of a superstitious man. His family had a strong Gypsy streak and he was raised with tall tales of curses and fate, even though he had become good enough at hiding it from his wife and children.
‘It is a sign, Court,’ his inner self insisted. ‘You are not supposed to go tonight, otherwise this client would not have run late to keep you here. Don’t go!’
He regarded the wall clock in the work area. It was nearing closing time and soon Paul would be here to meet up with him. What would he tell Paul? Should he lie, he wondered, or should he ignore the warning in the circumstances? To distract him from the moral, and superstitious, debate, Court proceeded to finish the last work and cleaned up. By the time he was finished, it was just past 6 p.m.
“Thanks again, mate! Have a good night!” Tony Hamish called from the door, car keys in hand.
“Bye-ya!” Court attempted a smile, but it went unnoticed as Hamish’ back was already turned to unlock his car and go home. Court looked over to the junkyard. The ragged steel plated gates were gathered roughly at the middle by an old chain and padlock, creaking in the Glasgow gusts. No greater melancholy had ever befallen Court Callany as this plague of worry and loneliness, as he stood dead still in the middle of the workshop, smelling the grime and smoke from outside. Torn between his struggle and a criminal solution to his problems, he tried to make a choice. He had until 6.30 p.m to decide what he was going to do.
By the time the clock reached a quarter past six, he was convinced that Paul was just as reluctant as he, and had probably left for home as well by now. Actually, the thought of being jilted, of having the pub lads laughing at his expense for taking Paul seriously, was a great relief. Even with the rising winds outside, the clatter of the electric roller door at the back was substantial. Court turned to see what caused the noise, but saw nothing out of the ordinary.
The darkness in the workshop was soothing and safe, as opposed to the cruel world outside where nobody gave a damn about anyone else. Out there, people were left to fight for their lives and well-being while vultures drained them dry without an ounce of guilt. He zoned out to utilize the solitude to the full for the short while he was left in the bliss of it, not to have to answer, not to have to respond or choose, but just to exist in silent harmony.
Suddenly the back roller door clanged in a great din of metallic chaos, sending poor Court into a near coma from fright. It stopped abruptly, but as he stared wide-eyed at the door, it started again. From the other side he heard Paul’s voice, “Oi, mate! Are you still in there? I see your car is still here!”
“Aye, just hang on a minute!” Court shouted. His voice was frail and disappointed, but Paul reckoned it was on account of the fright he just gave the man. “I just have to open the doors.”
“Why haven’t you come over like we discussed?” Paul asked from outside. The doors rolled up, giving Court a gradual upward revelation of the man he had hoped had gone home. Court prepared for his expression to look indifferent, so that his accomplice would not catch on to his distress.
“My boss asked me to wait for this bloke to pick up his car,” Court explained, throwing a thumb back at the newly repaired vehicle. “Won’t be two ticks and we can be out of here, alright?”
Paul nodded, looking around the place and checking outside if someone was stalking there. Situations like these made him nervous, where plans got changed because of some random event that quickly came up. It was highly suspicious, especially since Court Callany was not the type of man who would even forfeit on a coin for charity. With his hands in his pockets, Paul sauntered round the back of the building, pretending to just be curious, while he was surveying the place for possible police intervention.
“What is the matter?” cried Court from the roller door.
“Just looking around, mate. I have never been in this yard before, so wanted to see what is here, you know? Just nosy, I suppose,” he fibbed.
“What is here?” Court frowned at the openly wrong statement. To him it sounded as if Paul was scouting for stuff to steal, but he dared not say so. “Well, come inside. I don’t want people to think we are still open with my car still parked out front and you waltzing around in the yard. I am wasting enough time waiting for this client running late.”
He had expected Paul to reply in some hostile fashion, as was fitting of his streetfighter, crack addict look, but he was surprised when the scurvy man obeyed. Paul slipped into the dark garage and checked out the Peugeot that was waiting for its owner.
“French shit,” Paul remarked while Court stood, arms folded against the wall mounted tool cupboards. He ran his finger along the car’s hatch. “Where is this bloke from?”
Court shrugged. “Don’t know. I just fix them. I do not get warm and fuzzy with them.”
Paul’s face exhibited an annoyed streak as he leered at Court. “Do you want to do this or not? Just tell me, aw-right? ‘Cause, I don’t have all bloody night to sit here babysitting with you because you are too fucking nice to do this.”
“I am doing it, okay? Jaysus! I cannae help what my boss tells me to do, or I will be out on me ear again, for Christ’s sake!” Court yelled, relishing the freedom of unloading his thoughts for once.
Outside someone called out, but they could not ascertain the nature of the visit. Paul pulled out his gun and pointed it at Court. “If it is the coppers, you are a dead man.”

2
A Reluctant Accomplice

“I am looking for Court Callany,” a voice said from outside the workshop, but Court’s face was frozen in shock at the weapon pointed at him. His eyes stayed stuck to the gleaming barrel of the cheap, over-used gun, his voice eluding him. A sharp whisper came from Paul. “Hey, open the bloody door!”
There was no reaction from Court and it only riled up his accomplice. “Court! Open the fucking door!” Ajar, Court’s lips could bring forth no sound, as static as his body. Only when Paul waved the gun at him, did he snap out of his trance. Court hastened to the roller door, glancing back at Paul to make sure that he had put away the weapon.
“Open it,” Paul repeated, this time without anything in hand.
Court rolled up the door with a nervous smile. “Sorry, ‘bout that,” he apologized, “I was in the lavvy.”
“No worries,” the owner of the Peugeot answered. “I am sorry I came out so late. Bloody meetings that drag on, you know.”
“Aye, I understand,” Court tried to be nice.
“So true,” Paul remarked from over in his spot. “Don’t you just hate it when assholes make you late for things you plan for weeks before? Jaysus, I hate pricks like that.”
He made it clear that he aimed it at Court’s client, but the man ignored him, seeing how embarrassed the mechanic was. “So, Mr. Dover, we organized that diff for you and you will not have to worry about the rear wheels giving you any trouble now,” he smiled, pulling the man aside to get him away from the snide Paul.
The small workshop office smelled like lube and oil, where Court gave Mr. Dover the clipboard. “Just sign off for us there, there,” he pointed out the place on the paper, rapidly glancing up to see where Paul was, “and over here to confirm that you took delivery.”
“Thanks,” Mr. Dover said patiently, feeling the tension in the quiet establishment. He felt an urgent need to leave, even though he was not sure quite why. “Here you go.”
“Thank you,” Court smiled. “Now that is guaranteed for a year, but if anything feels wrong, you give us a call immediately, alright?”
It felt wrong, but Mr. Dover was not about to remark on it, as long as his car was fixed. His eyes briskly found Paul standing at the wheel-balancing bay, but he just nodded and got into his car. “How do I get out?” he asked Court.
“Oh, just reverse out and I will open the side gate from here,” Court assured him politely. Both Mr. Dover and Court cast quick looks at the shifty man with the mean demeanor before the Peugeot pulled away and exited the property.
“Fucking entitled bastards,” Paul sneered as Court entered the workshop to close up the roller door and set the alarm to leave. Between his fingers, Paul was playing with a monkey wrench. Court cleared his throat, “Come on. We have to be out the front door before thirty seconds, otherwise the alarm goes off.”
“We take your car,” Paul ordered.
“Why not yours?” Court asked. As far as he recalled, the plan was to take Paul’s car to the place.
“Mine is in the shop. Not this shop, of course. Hellenic Spares up the road,” he motioned with his head. He could see that Court did not believe him, but he also knew that the struggling mechanic was desperate. He had no choice but to comply. They got into his Chevrolet Corsica by the time the streetlights had come alive in a crooked row down the lane.
“Nice little car. Nice and inconspicuous like,” Paul remarked.
‘Aye, you love that, don’t you, ye dobber,’ Court thought to himself as he reversed his car into the small, deserted road. “It is a ’95 model. Easy on petrol,” Court explained indifferently.
“That is good, though, hey?” Paul smiled, rubbing his hand along the dashboard of the car. “Especially for a man not making enough as it is, you cannae have a guzzler, hey? Hey? That tank will eat up the medicine money for the missus.”
It was insensitive of him to mention, but then again, Paul was not the considerate type. Court had told him over a few pints one night that his wife was terminal, and Paul thought it the perfect crisis to hammer on. After all, Court Callany was the type of man who needed constant reminding of his toils, otherwise he would probably back out of the plan.
Court tried to disregard the low blow. “So, since we are not taking your car, you are going to have to direct me, Paul. Where are we going?”
“Oh, aye,” Paul exclaimed eagerly, “you take the turn right onto the M77 and head on to Whitecraigs, son. Tonight we are going to be stinking fucking rich, mate.”
“Whitecraigs? Where the rugby club is?” Court asked, remembering the streets of the area boasting lavish old properties and wealthy home business owners congregating at the local sports clubs. He had to deliver cars there once or twice before, so he had a good idea where it was.
“That is the place. Do you know how to get there?” Paul asked.
“Aye,” Court affirmed, while his stomach knotted up. “The security on those places are near impossible to get through, Paul.”
Paul looked at Court with a narrow-eyed disdain. “Do you think I would do this if I did not have all the bases covered? Do you think I am some sort of idiot?”
“No,” Court shrugged, “but since we are taking my car, I reckoned you did not bring the necessary tools to do the break-in with. That is all. I mean, how are you going to get inside without a crowbar or a combination?”
“Can you just drive there? I have everything sorted out. We will not need all that shite, my friend. We have a free pass to just walk in,” Paul growled lecherous tone. “This family who owns the building… the house? I am boning their housekeeper!” His lewd laughter made Court sick. In fact, he almost stopped the car to throw Paul out, but he remembered his wife’s dire need for proper medical care. He had to go through with this or face losing her in the slowest, worst way. “Anita is going to let us in while the old geezer and his family is out to some stuck-up supper.”
It sounded like the most ludicrous heist ever, but Court was no criminal. He only wanted the night to be over, and he wanted to be alive when the clock struck twelve.

3
Seizure

As the yellow street lights pulsed across the Corsica, Court felt like crying. He was in deep already, with no way out. True, he did not yet commit a crime, but if he backed out now he would lose more than he would if he got caught. According to Paul, there was a slim chance of anything going wrong anyway, but he was not the most trustworthy of men to rely on for peace of mind. Besides, if he wanted out, Court was already too late. The drive from the workshop to Whitecraigs took all of ten minutes.
“Here, turn after the reservoirs and then park at the Waitrose supermarket,” Paul instructed, as they rounded the circle and turned.
“But with only my car in the lot, it is bound to look suspicious,” Court argued.
“Just fucking do it, Court,” Paul hissed. “We are not going to be long. Relax!”
Court parked his car in the far corner of the abandoned slab of tarmac behind the delivery side of the supermarket. From there, they stealthily stole across the schoolyard, toward the main road. It took them less than seven minutes to get to the main road, crossing it to get to the residential area.
“Now we just walk down the street, mate, like we live here,” Paul grinned as they strolled along the street to the crossing.
“We are hardly dressed like we live here,” Court remarked, looking at his old jeans, work boots and tatty cardigan. The dark was welcome. More so, the fact that very few people of this financial bracket ever walked anywhere, apart from doing so for exercise, was unlikely. The two new criminals were unlikely to run into pedestrians at this time of the evening, or so they thought.
“Oi, can I help you?” a man cried from the porch of his home. He was cleaning his pool after work.
Court felt the panic strike, but Paul was a quick-draw liar. “Yes, sir. Do you know where Dr. Lindsay Harolds lives? We are supposed to get her gate open for her. She is locked out, you see.”
“Never heard of her. What street?” the man frowned. Again, Court held his breath. From his pocket, Paul’s cell phone rang. It was a ruse, of course, and he pretended to answer as if it was the fabricated lady. After a few quick stutters, Paul successfully fooled the man on the porch. “That was her.” He looked at Court. “Would you believe, we took the wrong turn at the T-junction.” Then Paul waved at the man. “Thank you. Now I know where we went wrong.”
Satisfied, the man waved and carried on.
“Hurry up,” said Paul. “We cannot be seen.”
They took a brisk walk up the street and turned left into Harris Street. Paul winked and gestured to the sign, confirming to Court that this was their street.
“I’m nervous,” Court whispered.
“No worries mate,” Paul comforted him. “Anita is letting us in. We take what we need and we scarper. She closes the door ad come with us.”
“But they will know,” Court protested.
“Nope, she gave them a fake name and address, the whole shebang,” Paul boasted.
It was all too easy, Court thought, but by now, all he could do was trail along into Cock-Up River and grab an oar. He had so many questions about the getaway, about the loot being divvied up, but he dared not spoil the plan with technicalities. In silence, they passed two more properties before they arrived at a large house, concealed behind thick weeping willows.
Paul paused and took out his cell phone, dialing a number. All he said was “We are here.”
The lock on the gate opened and Paul looked back proudly at his accomplice. “See? I told you.”
Anita appeared at the window on the second story. She leaned out the window and softly said, “Go through the garage.” The two men obeyed, and, as they reached the flat cement drive in front of the house, the garage doors opened automatically. Again, Paul glanced back at Court. “I told you so, mate.”
“Holy shit, look at these cars!” Court gasped as the glinting automobiles came into view behind the lifting door like a beautiful woman opening her eyes to reveal her charm. “A Bentley, a Shelby… and is this… a Porsche 911?”
“Aye,” Paul chuckled. “Come on, we have to hurry.”
Hastily they entered the premises, making sure that the neighbors did not catch wind of what was going on. Anita said nothing, and gave them each a strong flashlight before simply slipping back into the corridor of the house, while Court followed Paul into the dark hallway. There, Paul opened a trapdoor and motioned for Court to follow.
“Pack as many small trinkets as you can find in this suitcase,” he told Court.
“Just a suitcase?” Court asked.
“We are not raiding the place, mate. We are just taking a few very valuable things. That way, the Halls will not notice that anything is gone until we have already sold it,” Paul explained.
Court went through the plethora of objects and relics strewn about the room. It reminded him of a typical treasure room from some Egyptian palace. He filled the large suitcase with pearl necklaces, pure silver goblets and regal rings, adorned with seals of kings encrusted with precious stones. Paul seemed to be getting more of the antique dagger collection, and Court followed suit. From an umbrella holder, he pulled an Egyptian khopesh, two cutlasses and a corroded spear. There were similar leather articles with it, so he just shoved everything in the suitcase, except a belt he found. He could use it to carry more stuff, so Court flung the belt and sheath around his waist and slid the cutlasses into it quite comfortably.
“Hurry! I hear something!” Anita’s voice urged from the top of the stairs. “They are coming home early!”
Court’s heart exploded. Somewhere in the dark, he heard Paul cussing profusely. If the ever so cool criminal was losing it, Court knew they were in trouble. He wanted to run, but he knew that bolting upstairs would lead him right into the path of the occupants coming home.
“Paul, what do we do?” he whispered.
“Shut the fuck up and sit still,” Paul grunted.
Upstairs they could hear a male voice vehemently questioning Anita about two men entering the house. The man from up the road had seen two suspicious men from his vantage point on his porch and he followed them right up to the Hall family’s house. Anita played the victim.
“Mr. Hall, they threatened to ambush you and the family if I did not let them in,” she pleaded. “I thought I could warn you before you came in, instead of risking them killing you and your family outside!”
Down in the cellar, the two men sat listening to her story. It was a shock to hear Anita turn on them like that, but they were not leaving empty handed. Yes, they were leaving, and that was final. Court could stay behind and try to explain if he wished, but Paul was not going to be caught. Not again. Above the ceiling of the cellar, a hard trampling ensued. Three women shrieked hysterically as the owner, Mr. Rufus Hall, shoved his wife and daughter into the drawing room and slammed the doors shut. Only Anita was left and they could hear her desperate sobbing and begging as he dragged her along the hallway.
Paul and Court followed the sound above them as it oved from one side to another. Their torchlights were off, but both knew that the other was genuinely terrified. Anita was begging and explaining as she was slapped around, but her pleas fell on deaf ears. A heavy thump abruptly halted her crying, prompting both men in the cellar to perk up.
“Oh, Jesus Christ, tell me that was not what I think it was,” Court murmured. Another muffled blow sounded, then another, before they heard the man’s heavy footfalls return up the corridor. To avoid being discovered Court thought quickly, and jumped up to unscrew the bulb from the hanging wire.
“Eileen, have you called the cops? You two stay in there until the police arrives,” Mr. Hall thundered furiously. Paul grabbed the suitcase to shield himself as Mr. Hall opened the trapdoor. Court was frantic, with nothing to hide behind.
“Hope you made peace with your gods, you fuckers!” Mr. Hall roared, but Paul let loose a 9mm hollow point into his thigh from behind the shelter of the suitcase. Court’s heart was pounding madly at the developing bloodbath as a screaming Mr. Hall drew on Paul, clipping the suitcase twice and missing the target in the dark.
The homeowner stumbled down the stairs, and all Court could think of was escaping. Now, while the wife and daughter were hiding in a locked room, all he had to do was get past Mr. Hall. He waited for Paul to engage the sadistic Hall, so that he could slip around them and head up the steps.
‘Stay calm. Stay… calm,’ Court advised himself. ‘If you panic you are going to end up dead. Wait. Just wait. It is dark enough.’ With the suitcase in Paul’s grasp Court had nothing to sell but the cutlasses and the belt, but at least he would escape with his life. Flashes from both barrels momentarily lit up the room as the wounded bear of a man raged after the intruder shooting at him. Court saw his chance as Mr. Hall fell hard on the suitcase, trapping Paul underneath. He took two more of Paul’s hollow points in the shoulder and neck, but he was too angry to feel anything.
Court looked back from the steps as he crawled nearer. Mr. Hall planted a bullet firmly in Paul’s head before he collapsed.
‘Go! Go! Go! You can still get away!’ Court’s inner voice shouted. He scrammed up the steps, barely hearing the panic-stricken Hall women in the drawing room. They had no idea who was being shot, but they had specific instructions to stay in the room. From a distance away in the bloody night, Court Callany could hear the approaching police sirens as he exited the house and laboriously scaled the stone wall and fence.
He ran. As unfit as he was, he braved the stabbing pain behind his clavicle and in his side and he ran for his life. Two squad cars stopped in front of the house. “There!” he heard one officer shout.
“This is the police! Stop or we will open fire!” another officer yelled, but Court was not going to get caught. If he had to go to prison, his wife would never get the help she needed and his grandson would end up in a shelter or worse. He had to escape.
At once, a rain of bullets erupted in the normally quiet neighborhood and hit the fleeing suspect in the knees, spine and back of the head.
“What the fuck?” the officer gasped. His colleagues were as shocked as he was. “Shoot him!” he shouted, and another cluster of gunshots rang through Whitecraigs, hitting the suspect at least twice more. “Are we shooting blanks?”
Court gasped for air as he fled across two unfenced yards to reach the main road. The bullets that struck him felt like pelting rocks, but there was no blood. In fact, there were no entry wounds. He had no idea what was going on, but he kept running until he could not feel the pain anymore. Across the parking lot, his car came into view and it was then that Court Callany began to weep hysterically. As he unlocked his car behind the supermarket building, he removed the belt and swords and threw them on the passenger seat.
Back at the Hall residence, the police found Mr. Hall dead on top of the intruder he managed to slaughter. They still could not explain how at least a dozen slugs hit the running suspect, yet left him unharmed.
“Anything stolen from the premises?” the officer asked the distraught Mrs. Hall.
“Not that I know of. That was all of it,” she sobbed over her husband’s body as they emptied the suitcase back onto the shelves. She neglected to note that the umbrella holder had been ransacked, but not being the antique dealer her husband was, she had no idea that a priceless relic had indeed been lifted — a relic of legendary power.

4
Glasgow History Week

Gracewill Primary was a relatively new school, considering the curriculum followed. Principal James Willard was reminiscent of the archetypical teacher, apart from the fact that he dressed somewhat like a wizard. The sixty-year old Brit had been teaching for most of his life, until the position of principal opened up at Gracewill’s old premises, a place he had long yearned to work at.
Principal Willard was a whimsical man, making him the perfect leader for a school of young children. His love for wearing an inverness cape over his suit perfectly complimented his borderline imperial moustache, giving the grey haired headmaster an appearance of a gentleman from the school’s heyday. Not a man for sports, he was tall, sporting a bit of a beer belly, which was probably what started his affinity for the cape business over his suits.
“Welcome to Gracewill, Dr. Gould,” he chuckled as he briskly traversed the floor of the front office to greet Nina. “I must say, it is an honor to host such a renowned historian at our humble academy, and I cannot wait to attend one of your lectures at the Edinburgh History Society next month.”
“Wow, that is a mouthful,” she jested with a wink and she reached out her hand to him. Both his soft, warm palms enveloped Nina’s dainty hand as he introduced himself. “The pleasure is all mine, Principal Willard. I am sorry that I answered so late, but I was tying up some loose ends after a disastrous train trip in Eastern Europe.”
“My God, I heard about that,” he replied seriously. “I believe you saved a group of international delegates from a terrible crash.”
Nina scoffed with a smile and tolled her eyes back in mock modesty. “Actually, I was one of those saved by my two colleagues. They deserved the accolade, in truth, but yes, we narrowly averted a terrible tragedy.”
Nina tried to keep her replies simple, but in fact, the light mention of the would-be catastrophe ordained by the Order of the Black Sun would have brought on global destruction. It merited a long and dramatic account, but she hardly had the strength to relive it, let alone explain the anomaly of physics that was employed for sinister agendas. For her peace of mind and that of the world, Nina elected to treat the ordeal as a train accident and nothing more.
“Well, I am very glad that you and your friends did something to save the people on that train, Dr. Gould, and delighted that you are still with us!” he cheered as he ushered the petite brunette into his office.
“So, Principal Willard, would you like to fill me in on the purpose of my advisory position here for the next week?” she asked as he sat down opposite her. The office reeked of wood polish and old carpeting, reminding Nina of her visits to the principal’s office during her high school career. To her surprise, she found herself feeling quite affected by the smell, jolting her memory back in time to when she was a diligent, but feisty student.
In the sharp morning light that permeated through the pallid blinds behind him, Principal Willard looked like an Olympian god. The grey halo of his sideburns and hair shimmered from the blinding rays as he folded his hands together. “We have a history week here at Gracewill every year and the faculty and I thought it would be interesting for a historical academic to advise us on the finer details. We thought it would breathe some new light into the tiresome old curriculum prescribed by the school board. You know, just to make things more exciting for the children before they grow up and discard it altogether.”
“Interesting,” she smiled. “I think it is a great idea.”
Of course she did. Nina would garner more attention towards her field and its exciting possibilities. If anything, she was hoping to plant some seeds in the young minds at Gracewill that would rouse such a wonderful curiosity for the past as she harbored. Although the school board were not paying her much for the pulling power she could bring them, Nina had enough money to spend her time spreading the word on the fascinating world of history.
“So, you would be interested in sitting in on our history classes, then?” he beamed.
“Aye,” she nodded cordially. “Which grades would I be sitting in on?”
“Mostly Primary 7,” he replied, gathering the papers printed for her to sign for the assignment, “because they are at a ripe age for inspiration, I believe. As I want all aspects and sides of historical events to be covered during lessons, I do not think the younger children should be included yet, you understand.” He pulled an adorable face and whispered, “Just for those more gory tales we all secretly prefer to learn about, hey?”
Nina laughed. “You and I, sir, will be getting along just fine.”
A knock at the door halted the merriment for a moment. From the other side a shrill voice spoke reluctantly. “Principal Willard? You called for me?”
The principal rose from his chair. “Ah, Miss April! Please come in.”
Nina turned her head to face the door. In stepped an extremely peculiar looking woman that had Nina staring without reservation. Light brown, reddish soft locks coiled onto her shoulders. Taller than the average woman, Miss April looked like autumn on legs. Her bright green eyes sat far inside her head, parted by a delicate narrow nose and shy freckles barely showed on her skin. Nina was fascinated by her rake thin body, her shoulders sunken behind alarmingly protruding collarbones and a long neck so slender that it barely supported her head. The thin neck was Nina’s speculative reason for the shrill voice of the woman as she spoke again. “Is this the famous Dr. Nina Gould you told us about?”
The beady green eyes pinned Nina, and it made her feel like an insect being scrutinized by a grotesque and curious scientist. “I am sorry if I am staring,” Miss April apologized as she drew nearer to Nina, “but I have seen you on the telly before and read about those scary expeditions you and those other fellas have braved. To be frank, I do regard you as a piece of history in the flesh, so it makes me stare.”
“Why do you see me as a piece of history, Miss April?” Nina asked as the women shook hands. Miss April’s pale hands were ice cold. ‘Probably the bulimia-induced anemia,’ Nina’s nasty side sneered inside her head. Something about Miss April freaked her out even more than the woman’s odd choice of words.
“Oh dear, I hope I did not offend you by saying so,” Miss April said sincerely, as she sat down on a less lavish chair as the one offered to Nina. “All I meant was, the adventures you have had and relics you have discovered sort of makes you a figure in the history texts of the next generation, see?”
Nina hated admitting that she liked the teacher’s sycophantic excuse. Miss April added to her statement with a softer tone, teeming with admiration. “Only, we get to meet you and speak to you already. You are not some long deceased historical figure leaving us with unanswered questions. We can ask you straight to your face.”
“That is quite the observation, Miss April,” Principal Willard smiled, clasping his hands together on the desk. Nina found the woman’s intense stare terribly disturbing, an expression of obsessive admiration coupled with a lustful foreboding.
“Aye, it is a very unusual reflection,” Nina agreed politely, desperate to change the subject before Miss April suggested a sacrificial feast or something. She quickly turned to Principal Willard and cleared her throat. “So, in conclusion, you just want me to observe Miss April’s classes and add bits in?”
“That would be wonderful,” she heard Miss April swooning next to her.
“That is correct, Dr. Gould. Maybe you can just add anecdotes or elaborate on some of the lessons,” the principal agreed. “It would also be interesting for the children to learn from two different sources in the same class, like a discussion between two history teachers, instead of endless sermons of the same old accounts.”
Miss April clapped her hands rapidly and lightly next to Nina, declaring her excitement. It was the first time she openly smiled, a beautiful gesture that only bewildered and unsettled the visiting historian. ‘Creepy woman,’ Nina thought. ‘So many levels of creepy.’
“Shall we introduce Dr. Gould to the class?” Principal Willard suggested.
‘Stop being a bitch. She is just happy to meet you, you condescending cow!’ Nina’s conscience reprimanded. “By all means,” Nina smiled.
In awkward silence Nina accompanied the wiry Miss April and the eccentric principal down the long corridor of uniform doors, each with a similar mat placed on the floor in front of them. It had an unsettling air of perfection, like a pedantic prison for young minds. Contrary to what people assumed about the historian, Nina had never been a fan of the school system, but it was a short week for her to make some extra cash. After all, Nina hoped to impress the children enough to pursue her field of study once they hit high school.
The red brick halls reached ahead into the dark dead end where the boys and girls lavatories were located. Along the straight lines of the brickwork, wall-mounted hooks toothed the light brown pine they were fixed to. The precision was an eyesore for Nina. She found it oddly annoying how identical and repetitive the doors and hooks were. For a moment, she wondered if this was evidence of some sort of developing obsessive behaviorism.
“Here we are!” Miss April shrieked, smiling like a comic book psycho. To Nina the teacher’s shrill voice sounded far worse in the hollow echo of the hallway, but she kept on her poker face and smiled nervously. “I cannot wait to introduce you to them, Dr. Gould.”
“Smashing,” Nina replied, pulling up her nose in a sarcastic gesture Miss April either ignored or remained oblivious to. Upon entering the classroom, Nina’s critical state of mind shattered. It was not the children or the decorations that changed her mind, but the interior of the room. From where she stood, the school bunks were few and stood positioned in an amphitheatrical fashion. Like a lecture hall at the university she attended, the classroom resembled the old lecture rooms of English medical schools.
From wall to wall the shelves were lined with books and artifacts, the latter being replicas, of course. Nina felt right at home and this time her smile was genuine. What made it even better was the capacity of the class.
“Only a few students, I see,” she remarked to Miss April, who took her place at the desk at the center of the floor and clapped three times. She nodded, “Principal Willard believes in smaller classes for better individual attention.”
The class consisted in no more than seventeen children, most looking quite wayward, but attentive. Nina’s eyes briskly scanned across them all to assess the demographic.
‘Mostly boys,’ she thought, already adjusting her manner to accommodate their consideration. The young lads stared with saucer eyes at the pretty guest hosted by their history teacher. Her dark hair was back in a simple ponytail and she wore a blazer with her blue jeans and heeled boots. In short, Nina looked hip and professional, with a priceless bronze Celtic torc around her neck to match her bronze earrings.
One boy in particular found Nina especially engaging and she noticed him at once. However, she pretended not to have seen him gawking at her. She was used to male attention from all ages, but the boy’s persistent stare was peculiar.
“Children, for history week, I have invited a very special person to come and visit us,” Miss April announced happily. “She is a historian from Edinburgh University, among others, and her name is Dr. Nina Gould. Please welcome her to our classroom.”
Although the class were full of rather rugged looking young ones, they were remarkably obedient. Yet, this was not what took Nina aback. At their teacher’s request for Nina’s welcome, the entire class proceeded to knock on their wooden desks, a trait from a bygone time in formal academia. She did not know whether to find this lovely or weird, but nevertheless, Dr. Nina Gould turned on her charm and took a bow to the delight of the children in Miss April’s unconventional history class.

5
The Walking Gem

In Edinburgh, David Purdue was sipping Cristal along with a small handful of relic hunters, such as himself. They called themselves many things other that, though. Some called themselves antique dealers, others preferred ‘collector’ or ‘custodian’, but Purdue called a spade a spade. He referred to himself as relict hunter and explorer, regardless of the sensitivity of the company he was in.
Bedecked in his favorite tuxedo, Purdue kept a keen eye on the guests of the bi-annual Euphrates Society Auction. A few new faces surfaced, but he had not attended in four years, leaving him feeling the stranger for the most part.
“Good evening, Mr. Purdue,” a lady’s voice greeted.
He turned to face a short, friendly beauty in a silver dress that dazzled the eye. Her eyes were pristine as a glass of mineral water and her hair draped down to the small of her back, almost as silver as her raiment. The odd, but fetching appearance of the lady instantly instilled a warm admiration, and Purdue turned his body entirely to face her.
“Good evening, my dear,” he smiled.
“My name is Ava Somerset, from London Bridge Collectables,” she introduced herself cordially. “My brother and I run the business together, but tonight he has allowed me to represent our little establishment. I am a huge admirer of your collection, and have read the books written by your colleagues on some of the expeditions you have lead. Fascinating.”
“Why, thank you, Miss Somerset?” he asked reluctantly.
“Yes, but you may call me Ava. It would be an honor,” she smiled coyly.
“Let me get you a glass of champagne, my dear,” Purdue offered in his usual suave manner. He summoned a waiter with a tray full of glimmering glasses and elected one for the lovely Ava.
“Thank you, Mr. Purdue. Are you here to bid tonight or are you putting some of your relics on the board?” she asked, lolling her head to one side.
“Call me Dave,” he winked. His pale blue eyes explored Ava rapidly, finding her most agreeable. “Actually, I am just here to see if anything,” he paused dramatically, “wets my appetite, as it were.”
She caught on quickly, but pretended not to notice his charms. Remaining unfazed and quiet, she silently urged him to continue.
“We will see what the night delivers,” he smiled, scanning the small party of people in lavish dress, suited to the opulent mansion of the host, a man called Matheson. Purdue had been absent long enough not to know the latest patrons of the Euphrates Society, and Matheson was unfamiliar to him, apart from having the reputation of excellent swordsman and benefactor of antiquities. Purdue laid his eyes on Ava’s haunting face and asked, “What about you? Are you auctioning off or purchasing some new stock for your business?”
“Auctioning off. We have too many pieces in our inventory, so Bernard, my brother,” she added sweetly, “wants to empty out the stores of the pieces that have been there too long without selling.”
“Cutting bait,” Purdue nodded. “That is a good rule of thumb, otherwise things have a tendency to lose their value, in my opinion.” He could not help but quietly assess the statement as pertinent to the people he had been dealing with over the last five to ten years. In comparison to earlier years, Purdue’s circles have grown increasingly smaller and more private, which was safer, for one.
“Yes,” Ava agreed, “we used to take on just about every piece that promised to be even remotely lucrative, but we soon found out that that is a quick way to bankruptcy. So, now we only buy what is guaranteed to be a big seller. Fewer goods, higher fees with less paperwork per hit, you know?”
“Good thinking,” he said. “I am much the same, only hoarding what is truly exemplary. Leave the rest for the packs of scavengers, I say.”
Ava chuckled heartily. It was a giggle of substance, because it contained a meaning. Purdue knew it was not just a response to be polite, but a wordless commentary.
“You do not agree?” he asked.
“I do. I do,” she replied sincerely, her eyes still gleaming with amusement. “I just found your comment a little ironic.”
“How so?” Purdue pressed.
Her eyes rolled playfully as she smiled. “Well, you are David Purdue, a well known man of… means.”
“So?” he persisted, growing slightly wary of her response.
“You surely do not really think you have anything in common with humble merchants such as me and Bernard, do you?” she snickered. Her hand rested gently on Purdue’s forearm. “By no means do I mean to insult you, Dave, but come on. You do not have to cut bait for financial reasons, as we do. That is all. That is what I found amusing and now I look like an arsehole, right?”
Purdue was delighted with the woman who looked like some blue-blooded duchess and sounded like an unpretentious housewife.
“You look splendid, my dear, and may I say, far from any arsehole I have ever seen,” he replied, pursing his lips playfully. As Ava laughed, Purdue added, “I do understand why you would see it that way, though. You are correct in your assumptions, but that does not mean that I cannot see the value in small hoards for more money per sale, you know.”
Her laughter diminished gradually as she composed herself once more. “I know,” she conceded. “It was just so out of place to see you as a peer, and not some high lord of the relic world, talking along with us peasants.”
“Oh, come now,” he laughed. “Do you own a mirror? Have you seen the intimidating beauty you wield, my dear? Do not ever sell yourself short.”
“Thank you, Dave,” she replied gracefully.
“Which pieces are yours, then?” Purdue asked, making a mental note to buy at least two items from Ava’s inventory list, even if they held absolutely no value. He was not compelled to do so because of the lady’s stunning allure, but because his sharp Lombard Street senses told him that her business was in need of patronage.
Knowing what he was up to, Ava eagerly took his program from him and carefully reached into his blazer. She pulled the gilded Fifth Avenue roller ball from his inner pocket.
“How did you know that was there?” he frowned in pleasant surprise.
“Mrs. Appleby,” she grinned as she opened the program. Mrs. Appleby had been the administrator of the event since 1984, so she knew the habits of most of the regulars, such as where Scottish billionaires keep their pens.
“Of course,” he smiled, shaking his head. He watched Ava mark four items on the list for auction as he sipped more champagne and listened to the low hum of the murmuring crowd in the marble room. “As luck would have it, drawing room and dining room had recently suffered fire damage,” Purdue informed her as he perused the markings. “Good thing that you have brought my attention to the table you are selling there. My dining room rose wood has made it into my hearth after the fire, so I shall be needing something authentically antique to replace it.”
“Isn’t that uncanny?” she winked and dipped into a curtsy. “As legend goes, this table’s provenance had passed through the hands of people like Roger Lancelyn Green, Louis XV of Bourbon and Franz von Papen. However, its origin is unknown, and dates back to the Middle Ages.”
Purdue nodded as she spoke, paying attention to the names she dropped while assessing the truth in her words. He did not care where the table came from, nor did he give a damn who had owned it before. All he wanted to do was to support Ava and her venture.
“No honey smearing needed in this transaction, my dear,” he finally said.
“But it is the truth. It has been dated by an assessor of great integrity, Louistown Appraisals…” she tried to assert.
“I believe you, my dear Ava,” he insisted with a reassuring hand on her shoulder, “and therefore you have no need to polish the presentation of the item. I want it. I shall have it. That is how I transact.”
She stared at the avant-garde relic collector with even more approbation as before. He was everything she had heard he was, to her surprise. David Purdue was not only charming to a fault, but he knew how to play with words, as it was evident what he meant by his resolute declaration. Ava and Purdue shared a moment of staring at one another that lasted a wee second too long for conventional conversation, but it was interrupted by an announcement.
On the low stage of the converted ballroom, their host, Mr. Matheson, opened the proceedings with a short speech, welcoming the guests and assuring everyone of absolute discretion during the bidding battle to come. Purdue extended a bent arm to the silver-haired Ava Somerset and she happily hooked her arm in his as they strolled to their seats for the evening’s antiques auction.

6
Brian, the Inquisitive

It was day number three on Nina’s quick money week in Glasgow. The day was cold, but the sun promised a mild afternoon, which was good for hitting the pub after she had completed her school formalities for the day. Today she escorted the Primary 7 history class to the Glasgow University’s memorial chapel. It would have been far more enjoyable, had she not had to deal with the annoying anorexic teacher with the shrill voice.
Nina took her place alongside the girls of the class, folding her arms and listening to Miss April’s rendition of the Great War and its implications. As the first day, she could clearly feel the sensation of a stare, a feeling a sexy woman such as herself was all too familiar with. Again, as she turned her head, she noticed that it was the same young boy who had glared at her during that initial meeting in class at Gracewill Primary.
“This is the roll of honor of the men and women who died in the Great War, children,” Miss April yapped in the back of Nina’s attention, as she locked eyes with the peculiar child. He looked poor. The boy was skinny and frail and his sweater had two holes where the woolen thread had begun to unravel, but his eyes were sharp and attentive. Nina thought that the child looked very intelligent, but it was obvious that his mind was truant when it came to the school curriculum.
“Dr. Gould, would you like to add anything about Scotland’s involvement in the Great War?” Miss April suddenly asked, putting all eyes squarely on the historian at the most inconvenient time, when she was about to discover the reason for the boy’s stares. But she had to respond to the teacher, breaking the tether between her and the boy.
“Aye, certainly,” Nina smiled. “There are endless accounts of action, romance, fate and revenge in the records of wars and this one, World War I, was no exception.”
Miss April stood back and listened to her heroine telling stories about unknown people not named in history texts achieving great feats during such a trying time. The petite Nina pointed to one or two names on the honor roll and recounted the anecdotes she had prepared for the day’s outing. The boy could hardly see past the tall shoulders of his classmates, but he insisted on keeping his eyes on the equally small-framed historian.
His admiration was unquestionable. In the light of the chapel and its splendor, Dr. Gould looked like a divine creature to him. From where he stood, her big eyes were black as coal and her dark lipstick only made her words form more sweetly. Every syllable she uttered was perceived in slow motion by the child, even though he paid no mind to what she was actually saying. Nina noticed his incessant gazing, but she maintained her professionalism, taking care not to look directly at him. She would never admit it to herself, but he unnerved her. It was not that he glared at her with unwavering devotion that made her feel uncomfortable, but rather the way in which his attention was directed.
The child was not like some boys who took a shine to her. His looks were purposeful, as if he was recording her image. Finally, Nina had had enough and she promptly confronted him in order to lift his heavy concentration. Halting her lecture suddenly she looked right at the boy and addressed him.
“You, scruffy ginger over there,” she cried sternly, “what is your name?”
The class fell mute all of a sudden, having had no idea that Dr. Gould could be so assertive. They stared at the boy, some giggling at his embarrassment and others stepping away from him.
“Brian, Miss,” he answered. Unlike his eyes, his voice was timid and unsure.
“Brian,” Nina called out like a military commander, “you look very inquisitive.”
“Miss?” he stammered, unfamiliar with the big word she used.
“Inquisitive, Brian. It means to have questions, to be curious about things,” she clarified. “You look inquisitive to me.”
Miss April sported a frozen smile that contained a resounding what-the-fuck behind it, while her class stood stationary in amazement at the guest’s abrupt change of demeanor. Nina watched the boy swallow hard and although she felt sorry for putting him on the spot like that, she had had her fill of his unspoken beckoning.
“Tell me something. Anything you know about the First World War, Master Brian,” Nina instructed firmly. “Anything. Go on. And it had better be legitimate. Make it good.”
Miss April and the class held their breath. The boy Dr. Gould confronted was not known for his strong constitution. He was frequently bullied by Scotty Leeds and his little gang, and usually hid in the library during sports period or choir practice. Bullies chuckled from the forest of still standing children and to Brian it sounded like a choir of demons shrieking through his panicky little soul. All he could see was Miss Nina’s stern leer, waiting for him to piss himself or man up.
“I know about a knight,” he muttered. The children laughed at his silly attempt. Miss April rolled her eyes.
“Excuse me?” Nina urged. “What did you say?”
Miss April spoke without moving her lips. “Ignore him, Nina. He is obsessed with knights.”
“Brian, I am waiting,” Nina pushed him.
The boy’s heart was racing and his tummy felt sick, but this was his one chance to speak to the grand mistress he found so intriguing. “Um,” he started, gradually garnering the wherewithal to ignore the heckling, “I know about a knight from the Great War. He was knighted by a king, just like in the Medieval Times, Miss.”
Nina had to concede that she was impressed by his uncanny response. “Tell me more.”
“There was a commander from Canada who was knighted by King George V, and he led and army in the Third Impress in 1917. He did a lot of other things for the Allied forces, but I cannot remember them right now, so…,” the boy’s description waned with a shrug.
“That was the Third Ypres, yes,” Nina affirmed, “not impress.”
Cackling ensued around young Brian for his error, but Nina’s voice cut them short. “The only impress here, is me, impressed with your knowledge. I am very impressed,” she deliberately reiterated to put the hecklers in their place. “Tell me who this knight was.”
His ego reinforced, the boy quickly responded. “That was Sir Arthur Currie, Miss Nina.”
“Right on, Master Brian,” Nina answered amicably, winking warmly at the flushing child. “Good to see not all of you are just in school to give your parents a few hours off. Do any of you have any questions about the Great War?”
All the children stood in silence, as she had expected, but now she had warmed the blood of the coy Brian. His hand shot up among the bowed heads of those too scared to make eye contact with Dr. Gould.
“Yes, Brian,” she smiled, “what is your question?”
“Miss Nina, who gave you that torc?” he asked. Miss April looked at confused as the other children at his question.
“That what?” Miss April asked with an annoyed wince.
Nina turned to her and pulled her shirt collar aside somewhat, revealing the bronze Celtic torc she wore around her neck. “This is a torc.”
A raised eyebrow and rounded lips from Miss April paid evidence to the teacher’s unawareness of the term. Miss April tried not to look dumb, but admittedly, her blank stare was a strong contender to the contrary.
“Oh,” she replied.
“I got this torc from an expedition I was on with a few people,” Nina humored the boy with the personal detail. After all, she reckoned, he had earned it. “We unearthed it near a Celtic burial site.”
“That is illegal, isn’t it, Miss?” one of the girls asked, looking shocked.
Nina laughed. “No, we acquired a government sanctioned permit to dig up the site, because they were going to build a road there and we did not want the relics to be destroyed when they dug up the ground for the road.”
“So, you just took it?” the girl asked.
“No, it was given to me by the collector who paid for it all, my dear,” Nina answered, playing with the smooth, lightly engraved neck ring under her slender fingertips, “for my assistance in the excavation.”
A collective gasp of intrigue coursed through the group of children. Brian just smiled. Miss April thought it was a good way to end the lesson, while the class was excited about something.
“Now listen up, you lot,” she announced in her shrieking tone. “Remember to bring your own relics to class tomorrow, alright?”
The class roared in approval as they followed the two teachers out of the chapel towards Dumbarton Way past the south front. They headed for the small bus waiting at the south gate entrance of the Glasgow University grounds.
“What exactly do they have to bring tomorrow? I hope they do not elect to steal grandma’s silver tea set or dad’s antique musket,” Nina jested.
Miss April uttered one of her shrill giggles. “No, my God, no. They can bring anything old, something with some history, you see. It can be a ring, an old bayonet, does not matter. Of course, history is first period tomorrow, so we do not have to be concerned about the children testing out old weapons on each other. I will keep the items on display,” she used gestured inverted commas to affirm her intent of safekeeping, “until the home bell.”
“Good,” Nina sighed in relief. “Just, you know, being Glasgow and all.”
“Oh, Glasgow’s reputation for the rough and tumble is exaggerated,” Miss April defended the city. “I have been here a while and only had one mugging so far.”
“Really? I have scars from my college days hanging out in Glasgow,” Nina chuckled.
Miss April grinned. “I wish I could be like you, Dr. Gould. You are so fearless. Going on all those expeditions and almost dying so many times… you… don’t you get nightmares?”
“Of course I did!” Nina told her. “But it is par for the course. Ultimately, the pay-off must reward the risk, and I must say, it really does. Of course, I do not see it so positively while I am in peril.”
“Still, you have survived being almost sacrificed to Baphomet that time, not to mention the people you have to run from,” Miss April said. She gave a shiver and groaned. “I do not think I would ever survive what you have, mentally or physically.”
Something the teacher said stuck in Nina’s mind, although she was not sure why. She frowned, “How do you mean, the people I have run from?”
Miss April shrugged, keeping her eyes away from Nina. “Just from the books I have read about the excursions you were involved with, I have deduced that the people who threaten your safety are usually the same… fabric.”
“Ah,” Nina replied. She had no other retort to the vague assumption of the teacher, but she did not like it one bit. It felt as if the skinny Miss April knew something she was not disclosing, but Nina had no tactic to dig for more right now. The teacher’s statement, referring to the Order of the Black Sun, coincided with the other peculiar thing Nina saw that first day at the school.
‘The children knocking on the desk in applause,’ she thought to herself. ‘Never before had I seen something like that from children, let alone Scottish children. A distinctly German thing, to knock on the desk, coming from a bunch of pre-teens in a UK school?’
As the bus pulled away from the university to deliver students and faculty to Gracewill Primary, Nina felt that familiar twinge. To her, the boy with his engaging stare and interesting obsession was the only good spark in the impending darkness of Miss April’s secretive web.

7
Heirloom

Glasgow was draped in a golden glow as the morning traffic began to plague the pre-dawn peace. For once, the cloudy atmosphere was absent, a portent of the strange day to come. Commuters crowded the city from all sides and Nina felt as if she had not slept in days, even after her full ten hours of dead sleep since she clocked in at 8pm. Stepping out of the shower, she wrapped her wet body in a loose thick towel and left a trail of wet footprints across the thick carpet of her room. With a world-weary sigh, she reached for a dented pack of Marlboros and pulled a fag from it.
The click of her lighter offered a great deal of relief, knowing what came next. Nina suckled gently at the end of the cigarette, closing her eyes to savor the rush. “Oh God, yes,” she whispered as she exhaled long into the sunrays that penetrated the window. “Nicotine orgasm.” Smoke bordered the shape of the light falling across Nina’s gleaming shoulders and face, her eyes rapidly darting under their lids.
When she opened them, she was disappointed to see the foggy pollution and the rushing cars populate the entire view from her vantage. She scoffed and pinched the fag between her lips as she poured water into the coffee maker, waiting for the gurgling choke of the mechanism. The morning cold was beginning to sting her moist skin and chill the soles of her feet.
“Fuck,” she complained, ripping off the towel and throwing it over her shoulders, tightly pulling it to her body. Trying to keep warm, Nina was shaking her body like a Sixties cage dancer under the towel, waiting for the toaster. Eventually it took too long and she headed back to her bed and pulled her suitcase from underneath.
“Just the sweater. Just the sweater and the Eskimo boots,” she muttered, watching her cigarette bounce as she spoke. While Nina was salvaging what body heat she had left, she thought about the Brian boy from the museum trip and how he knew about things like torcs. It made her smile. She sucked on the last bit of the fag before crushing it in the ashtray. Today was Miss April’s designated day of show-and-tell for History Week and after the young Brian mentioned the Celtic piece of jewelry, Nina was eager to see what he would bring to class.
Much as Miss April and her creepy manner bothered her, there were only two days left of the easy money week in Glasgow and Nina was beginning to see the end of the tunnel, behind which was a trip back home to Oban. She direly needed a month off, just to close off the year’s insanity.
With her fag exhausted, she got dressed and had two slices of toast with black coffee. Hopefully the sun would warm her once she was outside, but for now not even the hot coffee could help her stop shaking. Perhaps there was more to Nina’s tremors than just the cold. Usually, this happened when she was subconsciously agitated or felt apprehensive for whatever reason, but Nina chose to blame the cold.
Just short of nine o’clock, she arrived at school and met up with Miss April in the parking area for faculty, located conveniently outside the administration building of Gracewill. Under a forest of domestic trees, the cars of teachers and staff lined up in all colors.
“Good morning, Dr. Gould,” the shrill voice chimed like a bad hangover through Nina’s skull, but she kept her poker face on.
“Hey, good morning,” Nina sang back, praying for the day to fly by. “I hope I am not too late with these suggestions for a project?” She handed Miss April a dossier with some sites the teacher could suggest during lessons for the children to augment their history education.
“Why, that is wonderful of you, Nina, thanks!” Miss April wailed happily. She looked sincere in her cheer as she flicked through the copies and recommendations. There was not a sign of the ever so slight tone of secrecy from the day before, which both confused and relieved the historian. Nina rubbed her hands together.
“Oh, yes, let’s go into the staff lounge for some warm cocoa, hey?” Miss April proposed, pointing to the two-story brown brick building with the folder Nina had given her.
“Aye, sounds good,” Nina agreed. “Might catch my death out here in the sun, if the irony of that does not kill me first.”
“Ha!” Miss April cackled. “It is rather odd, right? First day of sun and ten bloody degrees colder. Go figure.”
The two ladies made some small talk with the faculty members in the lounge, enjoying the toasty atmosphere. Nina tried to look interested, but she was bored shitless. To her surprise, she found that she could not wait for the class to start so that she could get out of this circle of hens, talking recipes, education and tennis. It dawned on Nina that time spent with Purdue and Sam, along with other masculine parties most of the time, was beginning to wean her from female conversation. In fact, being in the company of normal women, average women, downright irritated her.
There was no sign of Principal Willard, she realized. She would have preferred making small talk with him far more than the clucking women. Finally, the bell went and Nina’s spirits lifted instantly.
“Ooh, thank God,” she sighed, rolling her eyes back.
She was met with some disapproving looks, but she did not care. Nina scoffed awkwardly and walked toward Miss April, who was in another clique.
‘Think what you will, wenches,’ Nina growled inside her mind as she left the stunned onlookers behind. ‘This might be your school, but I am the only one here with a doctorate. Cows.’
“You ready?” Miss April smiled as she gathered up her stuff.
“Aye,” Nina sighed, trying to hide her impatience. “How many students will be doing show and tell today?”
“All of them,” Miss April replied as they started down the corridor. “I have set aside today just for the oral presentations, just as I set aside the field trip day, see?”
Nina nodded, but she kept her answers short and her thoughts ripe. ‘Jesus, I’d kill for a fag now.’
Again, as they neared the classroom, Nina could not help but count the hooks lined against the wall, even though they were obscured by articles of clothing hanging from them. Ahead in the shadowed corridor, the children were chatting while waiting for Miss April.
“Go in, you all,” she ordered while Nina finished counting the hooks.
“Morning, Dr. Gould,” some of the kids greeted Nina.
“Hey there,” she winked. “I cannot wait to see what things you guys brought in.”
One by one, they passed Nina in the doorway. She studied the features of each child, waiting for the familiar boy she memorized at the chapel. He was second to last in the queue passing her, but he did not say hello. To her dismay, he did not even look up at her.
“Now, settle down!” Miss April clapped her hands, giving her class a few seconds to calm down. “I want you all to take out your items and I will call you alphabetically to come to the front. Now, listen up! We are going to pretend that we are all back from a relic hunt.”
The bony teacher turned to Nina and pointed. “Just like Dr. Gould here.”
Nina’s eyebrow shot upward. That was unexpected, she thought, as Miss April continued. “We are going to pretend that we are reporting to Dr. Gould and try to impress her with the historical items we have robbed from ruins and graves and caves.”
‘Okay, you can stop now,’ Nina’s thoughts raved. ‘Passing over that boundary line now.’
“Do you think you have what it takes to impress Dr. Gould?” Miss April asked them. Behind her smile, Nina felt that same borderline malice she felt after the outing. The class all murmured in response, shrugging, while here and there Nina heard a timorous ‘yes’ from the group. Brian was seated at his desk with nothing upon it. ‘How come he did not bring anything?’ she thought. ‘Surely all families have heirlooms, unless he is adopted or something.’
“Attwood,” Miss April announced. “Belinda, you are first.”
The plain little brunette came to the front and delivered a teapot, claiming that it belonged to her great grandmother, that it was handmade by a silver smith and that it came from Sussex. Her presentation did not lend much insight other than those details, but it was acceptable. After she sat down, Miss April checked her class list and called the next surname.
“Callany, you’re up,” Miss April said. She wore glasses Nina always referred to as catty eyes, which was pretty close to their name — cat eye vintage mod glasses — and it made her emaciated face look even more retro.
Young Brian stood up, looking quite resolute. He had nothing in his hands. By the way the light fell short in the design of the classroom, he would soon be fully illuminated when he took his place in front of the class. He came walking down from where his desk was, and it was then that Nina noticed something large around his waist. Chuckles and mutters from the children mocked him as he moved.
“Sir Fartsalot,” Jimmy Leonard teased. The class erupted in laughter.
“Looks more like the Fae of Tamriel,” Percy Klein hissed, pushing the frail Brian forward. He tripped over the item he dragged with him, but did not fall.
“Hey! Stop it!” Miss April warned sharply over the curved frame of her glasses. At once Brian Callany locked eyes with Nina. He looked reassured, even proud as he stepped down from the slanted shadow into the light. Miss April adjusted her glasses. “What on earth do you have there, Brian?”
“A scabbard, Miss,” he answered boldly, again, placing his gaze on Nina as if to say something. She could almost hear his voice in her head.
‘Do you see this, Dr. Gould? Do you see what I have?’
The boy oozed confidence as he took his designated place. Around his waist, he had pulled taut a belt. It wrinkled up his shirt to be tight enough to hold the enormous scabbard fixed.
“What is a scabbard, Brian?” Miss April asked.
Without hesitation, his voice and tone revealed another side of young Brian. “A scabbard is a sheath, Miss, that holds a sword.”
Nina stood in wonderment, her arms folded as she watched in silence. Now and then, Brian’s gaze would find her, but Miss April’s questions kept pulling them away.
“And where did you find this scabbard? Has it been in your family for a long time? It looks very old,” Miss April pried. It was part of her display of interest, but Nina guessed that the teacher was genuinely fascinated. She turned to Nina. “Dr. Gould, could you come and have a look at this, please?”
“Sure,” Nina smiled.
Speaking in a hushed tone, Miss April revealed her thoughts to Nina. “Looks really, really old, like… ancient… old, you think?”
“Aye,” Nina answered softly as she sank to her haunches to examine the scabbard while Brian answered his teacher’s questions.
“It has been in my family for centuries, Miss. My grandpa would kill me if he knew I took it today, because it is very valuable,” he declared with a stout nod.
“You took it without permission?” Miss April gasped.
“Aye, Miss, he would never let me bring it. It was used in real battles and defended kings,” he assured both ladies. Of course, his boast was met with cynical mocking from his classmates.
“Bullshit,” Percy Klein coughed.
“Hey, watch your language or it is detention for you, Klein!” Miss April threatened in her shrill shriek. “Now listen, you can all leave your items here in class until tomorrow if we do not get everyone’s orals done today, alright?”
Nina could not believe the intricate designs on the scabbard, even though its etched patterns were erratic and crude. This actually had Nina more convinced that it was a raw and genuine article. Usually, the more esthetic items of such antiquity denoted less practical uses, but this item was fashioned by hand and carried traces of immense wear. Even if the boy was embellishing its origins, there were things about the scabbard that Nina could not dismiss. There was something mesmerizing about it.
She ran her slender finger along the inconsistent patterns and marveled softly. “It is positively engaging.” Nina looked up at Brian and cast a look at Miss April. “Almost… magical.”

8
Fencing

Court Callany could not concentrate on his work — again. His boss and friend, Tony Hamish noticed that the old mechanic was absent minded. He stared at Court through the plate glass window to the workshop. In the office from where he spied, his sister Bekka sat shaking her head. She was Hamish Auto’s administration clerk.
“What are you finding so bloody interesting about Court, hey?” she asked.
Tony did not move, but he answered her. “There is something not right at his home, Bekka. I can see it in his ways, you know? Known him long. Known his manner long and I tell ya, there is something very heavy on that old lad that he don’t tell me.”
“People go through shite, Tone. Deal with it. He does. Past few years, you saw what all happened in his household. That fucking deadbeat son of his and all the pressure with all the mouths to feed. I know you cannae pay him more, but jaysus, I think they cut the line thin every month,” she rambled.
Tony kept staring, as if looking long enough would reveal Court’s hefty yoke to him. “Whatever it is,” he mentioned under his breath, “it is weighing heavier today than last week when he had to stay late. Something that was already bothering him has gotten worse.” He turned to his sister. “Can you find out what it is? He would rather trust telling a woman.”
“Tone, I broke his hand the first night I saw him, remember? When I thought he was an intruder? How will he trust me over you?” she protested. “Just go and ask him. You are his employer, you know. He has to tell you.”
A knock at the other exit rocked the wooden door, finally prompting Tony to pry his eyes from the workshop.
“Come in, Len!” Bekka hollered. It was the owner of the scrap yard next door, looking for Tony. The mild mannered Len came in, nodding his greeting.
“And to what do we owe the pleasure, son?” Tony jested.
“Hello hello. Just dropping by quick. Looking for new help, Tone. If you know anyone reliable, will you shoot me a note?” Len asked.
“Sure, of course,” Tony replied. “Did Paul resign or have you still not heard from him?”
“Paul?” Bekka asked, looking surprised.
“Aye, Paul has not been coming in for work,” Len told her, shrugging. “No calls. Nobody at his shack. I guess employing cons don’t profit much, hey? Next time, I will rather take a rookie fresh from high school and teach him, than to trust a bloody thief or fraudster again. Fuck that.”
“Makes sense. We will keep an eye out for you, Len,” Tony promised.
“Ta, mate,” Len smiled. “I have to go. Nobody at the yard, apart from Jack. See you’s around, okay?”
“Alright, Len. See ya,” Bekka said as the junkyard boss left. She gawked at her brother. “Who the hell is Jack?”
“His Pitbull,” Tony chuckled. “A bitch.” Now he laughed. “He wanted a male, but she was the last of the litter and he could not afford another one, so he just called her Jack anyway.”
“Oh God, what a spastic,” she grunted, trying not to smile. “So where do you think that deadbeat Paul took off to this time?”
“I have no idea, but if you ask me, Len is better off without that git anyway,” her brother said, once again looking into the workshop. “I am going to ask Court what is hounding him like this.”
Before his sister could protest, Tony was bolting out the office door like a bloodhound. She chewed her purple grape chewing gum as she watched the two men in conversation, trying to ascertain what the verdict was by body language and failed lip reading. Court shook his head in a nugatory fashion a lot, obviously denying any guesses Tony threw at him. Ultimately, Tony seemed to accept the short answers from his employee and returned to the office. Bekka saw Court stare at Tony’s back as he walked away, displaying a sorrowful disappointment in his face.
“What did he say?” she pried when Tony came back.
He shrugged and sat down behind his desk. “Apparently Sue is sick again, but he refuses to tell me what exactly is wrong with her. Typical of Court. Martyr. Makes me sick when people walk around sulking, but will they accept help? No, they have to keep up the pity party.”
“Shut it,” she reprimanded her brother. “You know Court has a lot of troubles and you know that his wife has been sick before. Cancer sick.”
“I know,” he replied hopelessly. “Just wish he would cut the pouting and just come out and tell us what is wrong. By the way, sis, have you seen Alan lately?”
“Alan from the pawn shop?” she asked, surprised. “Are you selling stuff again?”
“Not me. Court. He asked me for Alan’s number. I am thinking the bloke needs to get some extra money for the coming holidays or whatever sickness his wife has this time round,” Tony speculated. “I mean, is the bonus he is due not enough?”
“That bonus you pay him buys him a carton of fags and a shot of morphine on the street market, love,” she told her brother outright. “Hardly anything more than what he takes home after his deductions every month. Think about it. Would you be able to live off what you pay Court? People who are not adequately remunerated tend to do shoddy work.” She gestured with her head toward the mechanics slouching around the workshop, looking positively lackluster. “See? If you got paid what they do, you would also have to pawn your stuff to stay alive.”
“Oh bollocks!” he scowled irately at her. “They should drink less and spend less time betting on the horses.”
“Oh really?” she chuckled. “Peter goes to the track once in three months and most of them need to blow of some steam to remind them that they get to spend something of their pathetic salaries on themselves, you know.”
“Whose side are you on?” he barked, beginning to feel as if his sister was trying to tell him something sincere in the shiny wrapping of casual conversation. “I cannot pay them too much, or else they will take liberties.”
Bekka was done arguing. She whipped out her cell phone and wrote down a contact on the office message pad. “There,” she said plainly, folding the paper and handing it to him. “Alan’s number.”
“Thanks,” Tony said. “Wonder what he thinks he can sell. Have you seen his house? Sorry to say, there is nothing of value in the entire Callany household.” Without reserving a moment for a response, he left the office and went to give Court the number. “Oi, Court! Here,” he said, waiting for the old mechanic to slid out on the dolly.
“Aw, thanks mate,” Court said gratefully, treasuring the piece of paper like a €500 note between his fingers. He was hoping to soon have the real deal in his hand, along with a few siblings at that.
“Are you sure I cannot just float you an advance, mate?” Tony asked one more time.
His friend shook his head. “Ah, no, thanks Tone. I cannae be deeper in debt, when I can just get rid of some stuff and score extra bux, you understand?”
“Aye, I suppose you are right. But please, if you get stuck, swallow your pride, alright?” Tony offered.
“I will, thanks Tone,” Court replied, looking a bit more relieved with Alan’s phone number in his grasp.
After work, he drove past other pawnshops. They were all was closed, but they looked small time anyway. No more than peddlers of second-hand furniture from the Seventies and Eighties, at most. Here and there, they held someone’s grandmother’s broach or a mantle clock from Italy, but nothing as stupendous as antique rapiers and cutlasses. No, he would have to deal with Alan Silver, the local merchant of less than legally acquired items, using his run of the mill pawnshop as an honest front. Court even found the man’s name encouraging.
The problem was getting the blades out of the cupboard in the basement where he had hidden them without his family noticing. A tight knit family, the Callany’s always kept tabs on who was home at any given time. They spent almost every waking hour after work together, therefore the old mechanic knew that, once he had reported home, it would be hard to give the slip for a meeting with Alan Silver. Once he was home, it would be almost impossible to retrieve the hoard without any inquisition or curiosity on the part of his wife, daughter or grandson.
He elected to set up a meeting in the middle of the day, when Sue would be sleeping and the others off to school and work. It would afford him the chance to bring out the artifacts stolen from the Hall estate that night, and get it in the car unnoticed. Before he came home, he gave Alan a call.
“Hello, Mr. Silver?” he stammered.
“That’s me. Who is this and what do you want?” Alan asked. His tone was less assertive and more boastful, clearly a very confident man.
“My name is Court. I work for Tony Hamish,” he told Alan.
“Who?” Alan asked abruptly. Soon after, he realized why the name was familiar. “Oh!” he sang. “Bekka’s brother, hey? What about it, then?”
“Um, I got your number from Bekka. You see, I am in possession of certain items that I would like to sell and I was wondering if I could bring them to your shop tomorrow. See if we can make a deal and all,” Court suggested.
“What is it? I don’t buy just anything, you know,” he assured Court, trying to deter the stranger. It made Alan nervous when people got his private number, especially after the two-year stint in Barlinnie for fencing. “What have you got that I should bother with this time of night?”
“I have two swords…” Court started slowly, but the arrogant hawker interrupted him.
“Swords? What swords? There are hundreds of types, mate. Come on, don’t waste my time.”
“No, no listen, these are very valuable,” Court said, “and I would be able to show you tomorrow, say, at 11am?”
“Valuable swords, hey? Who told you? Did you have them appraised?” Alan fired questions at the unsuspecting novice.
“No, I cannae have them appraised, Mr. Silver,” he explained.
“Why not?” came the dreaded question. Court had no idea how to say this, let alone if he could trust the man he was telling, but if he was going to do this, he would have to grow some balls and get on with the deal.
Under his breath, he hesitantly drew the line in the sand. “These items are from the Hall collection.”
A long pause followed, so long that Court thought Alan Silver had hung up on him. Softly, he heard Alan mutter, “Jesus Christ.”
“Mr. Silver?” Court pressed. This time the merchant’s tone was far more tolerant and cooperative.
“Listen,” he said, clearing his throat, “bring the items around the back of my shop tomorrow. You know where it is, right?”
“I do, yes,” Court said, his heart skipping a beat at Silver’s sudden change of mind. For once, his day ended better than it had started.
“Just make sure the merchandise is wrapped properly when you bring it out of your car,” he advised. “I will have to make a few calls tonight, but I am sure we can come to an agreement. And Court?”
“Aye?”
“You say nothing to no-one, right?” Alan reiterated in a slightly menacing way.
“To my grave,” Court assured him, but Alan had already ended the call.
When Court got home, his demeanor was so uplifting that his family rolled their eyes at one another.
“Scored some weed again, Paps?” asked Pam, mother of his grandson.
Court laughed heartily. “Can a man not be happy to be with his family? I am just glad to be home after a shitty day. That is all.” He winked at his grandson, hoping that they would never find out what he had done.

9
A White Lie for the Greater Good

At Gracewill the next day, Nina listened to some very interesting stories from the children. Admittedly, she had begun to enjoy their company, contrary to what she initially expected. Children have always been an annoyance to her and she avoided them most of the time, but having gotten to know Miss April’s class changed her mind an inch. The old artifacts they brought in were all evidence of solid family histories, and Nina especially enjoyed those from the Second World War.
However, deep in her mind, one item still itched at her brain, one she would have liked to hear more about. She desperately wanted to have another look at it, even though she did not know much about antiques. Her forte was history, the tales of old, not so much the objects from it. Young Brian had said very little about the actual role played by the scabbard in his family, which led Nina to believe that two options came to play. Either the boy did not know where the item belonged in his family history, leaving him oblivious to its origins, or the object did not come from his heritage at all.
Perhaps, she reckoned, he had come upon it in the garage of his home when his family moved in or he picked it up on a junk heap and made up the ‘grandpa will kill me’ excuse to give it credence. According to Nina, his imagination and love for all things knightly created a perfect bubble to escape to. In every way, the scabbard looked the part, by all means, to perpetuate a fabricated myth of belonging, of heritage and heroism. Otherwise, the child’s home life was probably extremely unfulfilling and bland, she supposed.
“May I see that scabbard again, Brian?” Nina asked the young boy just before class adjourned for recess the following day.
“My granddad will kill me if it gets lost, Miss,” he reiterated, sounding a bit concerned about her request.
“I promise I will not take it anywhere. All I want to do is have another look at it. It looks just like those worn by princes and kings in history books,” she cajoled the impressionable boy by appealing to his fantasies. His face lit up at her comparisons and Nina knew she had him.
Miss April sat at her desk, watching the whole affair, but she did not interfere. Delighted to boast, the normally reserved boy took out the sheath and placed it on his desk. The rest of the class had since vacated the room for recess to enjoy the rare sunshine, but Brian was fine with spending his entire break in here with Nina and Miss April. After all, the alternative was being bullied and stumbling around the playground all by himself, watching firm friendships of other kids mock his self-worth.
Nina looked at the beaming child as he delivered the item. It fascinated her how his bright blue eyes collected several contrary traits. Full of promise and deep in thought while similarly, sad and lost, his eyes wandered across her entire face every time he looked at Nina, or addressed her. The historian could not help but feel a taboo attraction to the boy, not sexual by nature, but definitely amorous in a way. Had he been an adult, their connection would have been a romantic one beyond doubt.
Brian looked at Nina like Sam did. He regarded her in silent wonder and loyalty, and whenever she chose to reluctantly allow the consequent feeling, it mutated into a kind of romantic kindred energy. His stare was far beyond his age, but his innocence kept it lost at sea.
“Has your grandfather ever had this piece appraised?” she asked, once again mesmerized by the intricate engraving in the worn and tarnished leather. Immediately Nina realized that she was speaking to a child from the mean streets of Glasgow, and that he would not know about appraisals and things like that. “Um, I mean, has he ever taken it to someone to see what it was worth?”
“No, Miss Nina,” Brian replied quickly, for fear that she would suggest such a thing and inadvertently out his secret taking of the scabbard.
“He really should,” she muttered, examining the stitching. “This was done by hand, but the thread looks so authentic, it has to be a fake.”
Miss April perked up. She came to have a look. “Why a fake?”
“Look, I am no expert, but if something hand-stitched can survive as long as what I reckon the age of this leather is, it has to be a fake, right? Surely it cannot have stayed intact over centuries like the sheath itself has?”
“You never know,” Miss April guessed. “Some materials were probably treated with different substances to adhere to the kind of uses it would be made for?”
Nina nodded in agreement. “This here,” she pointed to a silvery sheen woven in to the stitching twine, “is something real peculiar. Do you see the shiny stuff?”
“Aye,” replied both Miss April and young Brian. It cheered Nina to see the child respond to the curiosity of the item. Such small responses denoted the desired interest she was trying to cultivate in these children.
“What could it be?” she wondered out loud.
“Decoration?” Miss April guessed.
“For a sheath used in war?” Nina conjectured with her hands in her sides and her brow fashioning a deep frown. “Why would it have esthetic value? I mean, even the attempt at ornate patterns came out askew and all over the place. Hardly a visually appealing sheath worn by some king or warlord, wouldn’t you say?”
“I know, but who knows. Maybe it used to be prettier. I mean, we all age and eventually we all look tarnished,” Miss April jested.
Nina chuckled, and took out her cell phone. “Listen, Brian, can I take some pictures of the sheath? I just want to show a friend of mine. He loves antiques.”
“My grandpa will never sell it, Miss,” Brian quickly protested. He was young, but he knew what happened when pictures surfaced on the internet. Soon he would have to explain to his grandfather how the scabbard came into his possession and how he thought he was permitted to take something that did not belong to him. “I cannot let you take pictures of it, Miss. Please.”
“What is wrong, Brian?” Miss April asked, seeing the boy’s distress as more than just rebellion. “Would your grandfather do something bad to you if you borrowed it?”
Nina’s lips were ajar as she waited for an answer. The thought had not crossed her mind, but since Miss April mentioned it, it became quite obvious.
“Callany!” Miss April persisted.
The boy looked distraught. “Yes, Miss. I thought I would get it back before he noticed it was gone, otherwise I will get caned for sure.” He looked up at the two women in pleading. “But I did not mean to steal it or anything! I did not have anything else to show, is all!”
Nina rubbed his upper back to comfort him. “Not to worry, Brian. I will not take any pictures, alright? Your secret is safe with me.”
“Thanks, Miss Nina,” he sniffed, genuinely spooked. “Can I go now?”
“Aye, off you go,” Nina said reassuringly.
Miss April folded her arms and with a gentle, but firm tone, she said, “Put it back in your desk and take it home after school today. We do not want your grandfather to cane you if he finds out. And Brian, do not bring things to school again without permission, do you understand?”
“Aye, Miss April,” he nodded gratefully.
When Brian left the classroom, Nina snuck over to his desk and took a few snapshots.
“Wow! Remind me never to trust your word, Dr. Gould,” Miss April said. Her judgement carried the tone of admiration, not skepticism. A tiny crack of a smile painted her face as Nina quietly closed the desk lid and stole back to her own seat to put away her phone.
“What, you have never told a white lie for the greater good?” she lifted an eyebrow and grinned.
Miss April’s deep-set eyes shimmered gleefully as she confessed. “Oh, my dear, more times than I care to count.”

10
Quagmire

At 9.45 a.m. sharp, Court Callany developed mild symptoms of acute appendicitis. Tony Hamish and his sister, Bekka, offered to call the ambulance or drive poor Court to the hospital, but he assured them he could drive the eight minutes to New Victoria.
“I will be fine,” he winced convincingly. “Probably nothing, but I had this once before, so I just want to make sure it is nothing serious. I will probably be back at work tomorrow, Tone. Please, don’t worry, alright?”
Bekka looked very concerned, chewing rapidly on the purple gum she permanently hosted between her jaws. “Are you sure, Court? I can drive you, love. No problem.”
“No, no,” he smiled faintly, as sick people often do, “I can get there just fine, Bekka. Thanks.”
“Well, call us when you know what is going on,” Tony requested, walking Court to his car. “If you need a day or two off, we can work out something. Just get checked out and let us know.”
“Appreciate it, mate,” Court replied. As he drove off, he saw Tony and Bekka grow smaller in his rear view mirror. Miraculously he appeared to be feeling better as he progressed, driving closer to home. “Remind me to buy you a big bottle of whiskey for being so accommodating, Tone,” Court smiled, “when I get rich overnight.”
The morning sun was dwindling over Glasgow, as if the heavens got a taste of Court’s skullduggery. As his car neared his home, he leaned forward and raised himself over the steering wheel to see if anyone was home before parking in his driveway. From where he stopped, the coast was clear. Still, he elected to be quiet, just in case Sue was awake. She usually took her sleep meds at nine and slept until Pam came home from work at one, but his wife was an impulsive creature. Not someone to set one’s watch to.
He clicked the lock of his car door shut as gently as he could. For once, the noisy cars passing in the street and dogs barking at pedestrians came as a godsend. The noises masked his stealth approach in opening the front door without detection. Slowly, Court traversed the living room and kitchen, down the corridor to see if Sue was asleep. To avoid her seeing him, he waited right outside their bedroom to listen for any telltale signs, but was happy to hear her light snoring.
Like a burglar in his own house, Court went down to the lower section of the house. Between a crawl space and an actual basement, the low concrete ceiling afforded him passage as long as he bent over a great deal. Arched like an old man’s burden, Court’s back occasionally scraped lightly against the cold cement where the household kept scraps, trinkets and gas bottles, mostly.
As a precautionary measure, Court was the only member of the family allowed to go down there. Never had the rule been so convenient, because this was where he safely stashed the items he had burgled from the Hall estate. That very burglary that cost Paul from the Pub his life. Court was so desperate for money that he felt less and less guilty about the way in which things turned out that night.
Besides, Rufus Hall was a murderer in his own right, clubbing the housekeeper to death when he discovered her part in the invasion. Both men who died were bad people, Court asserted. Even the dead accomplice was some sort of criminal for helping organize the burglary, right? No real losses to the world, then, he figured.
His nostrils threatened to blow as the dusty, moldy atmosphere oppressed his lungs. The smell of mud and decay permeated through the entire stretch of darkness that enveloped Court. His torch was the only light, apart from the ventilation holes covered with mesh that barely helped him see. Atop an old oil heater, Court found his hoard, wrapped in tarp. He collected the bundle and opened it to evaluate his impending sale. While pinching the flashlight between his thighs, he quickly wiped his perspiring brow and grabbed a dirty rag to give the items a slapdash polishing.
Court scowled. He remembered something bigger than the stuff he had accumulated. It was hard to put his finger on it exactly, but something was missing. Over and over he murmured his inventory. “Two cutlasses, one spear and a bendy knife. Two cutlasses, one spear and a bendy knife,” he whispered, trying to remember what else there was. “There was more. There was… more.” Between his looming appointment and his sleeping spouse, Court could not focus enough to recall what he was missing. In vain, he attempted to remember the events of that night in order to retrieve the information he was seeking. Nothing came, until the reeling movie in his memory came to the part where he ran like a man on fire to flee the scene.
“The belt thing! The sheath! Shit, where…?” he mumbled in the dark, fiercely rummaging around in the close vicinity, hoping to find the scabbard concealed by shadows. Court’s time was running out. In the dead silence of the musty little space, he could hear the watch on his arm ticking especially loud. Paranoia gripped him as his one hand turned up the muddy concrete under his feet, yielding nothing but dirt and glass.
Above his head, Court could hear the plumbing shiver, a sure sign that someone was flushing the toilet. His heart skipped a few beats.
‘Sue. Sue is up. Shit! Shit! Shit!’ he thought in panic. What could he do? No doubt she would see his car in the drive. He had to think up a plausible agenda quickly and some good back-up bullshit to explain the collection of antique weapons. ‘Or… you could just cancel your appointment with Alan Silver and pretend you came home to be with Sue.’
Court shook his head profusely. There was no chance that he was going to miss out on this deal. There was much to barter about and he regretted having not had the time to research the value of what he had in his possession. In the end, Sue would just have to accept that he came into some goods to flog and be content, he decided.
With a strong will, he bolted across the barely visible floor with its uneven slabs and sunken nooks. He heard his wife speak to someone and halted abruptly, listening. A man’s voice unfamiliar to him was in conversation with Sue, but Court could not betray his presence now. He had to wait. On the mother of pearl face of his watch, the arms threatened to reach eleven o’clock. Sweating like a rapist with his balls in a vice grip, Court slowly poked his head out from the small door that led into the laundry room.
Hearing Sue chatting away, he used the moment to close the small door behind him and head in the opposite direction to the front door. Through the kitchen, Court tiptoed with his heavy portable armory, straight towards the back door, where he unlocked the latch and left the house. Once outside, he first took a deep breath, surveying his surroundings before leaping over the trench of mud he dug a week before to fix the drainage pipe.
The driveway ran past the master bedroom, but was cut off from the front lawn by a tall picket fence, overgrown with ivy vines. ‘Good thing she is not in the bedroom. She would have seen me.’ For once, Court was grateful for his wife’s talent to babble on about little nothings for an alarmingly long time. She occupied herself and her caller, giving him time to put the car in neutral and push it out behind the emerald screen of ivy. He noticed that it was Father Hennessey calling on Sue, and no sooner had Court recognized him, before Sue invited him in.
‘Perfect!’ the mechanic turned thief cheered in his head. The front door closed and Sue would never know that he had been there. It was 11 a.m. on the dot, sending Court into a frenzy. With the merchandise in the back seat, he raced to Alan Silver’s establishment. There was no time to make excusing calls. He had to just get there. Overhead, the sky had significantly darkened. Glasgow looked its old self again — dreary and beautiful, angry and cold.
Court was no fool. He knew that haste could cost him dearly if he got caught by a traffic officer for speeding or reckless driving. Calming himself with the notion that he had what Silver wanted, he navigated the fifteen-minute drive to the pawnshop within the speeding limit. Late by a quarter of an hour, Court finally pulled up to the back of Alan Silver’s pawnshop.
They looked menacing, even by Glasgow standards. There were two of them, flanking Silver outside the back entrance of the shop. One looked like a Mediterranean bouncer and the other was an emaciated man in his mature years, looking sharp and cold. Both men wore Italian suits and elaborate jewelry, but not the kitsch rapper-style jewelry. Blancpain watches adorned their wrists and pure platinum cufflinks decorated their shirtsleeves. None of the three men looked amused at Court’s late arrival.
“My watch must be slow,” the gaunt man said as Court darted out of his car to apologize. His eyes narrowed as he regarded the perspiring local mechanic. “But wait, my watch is a Swiss masterpiece that costs more than your house, Mr. Callany, and it unlikely to be slow or fast.”
“I am so sorry,” Court huffed, laboriously dragging the wrapped items from the back seat. “My wife is very ill, and I had to tend to her first. That is what kept me.”
“How noble,” the gaunt man purred sarcastically. His German accent was prevalent under his English. “You caught me on a good day, Mr. Callany. Those weeping gods of self-pity that hang over your sick wife must have their blessed hands over you today.”
Court was offended, but he dared not utter a word in defiance. By the expression of toil on the reddened face of Alan Silver, Court could tell that he was very unsettled and nervous. If he could, the mechanic would abort his mission, but judging by the tension it would be a deadly choice.
Silver leered anxiously at the tarp parcel. “Is that the Hall items?” he asked plainly.
“Aye,” Court replied. “I had another piece, but I could not find it in time to make this appointment.”
The thin man scratched his clean shaved head, the skin wrinkling under the brim of his fedora. He sighed, “Could not find it? You leave antique artifacts lying about like undergarments?”
“No, of course not,” Court panted nervously. “As you can appreciate, I had to hide them pieces away, otherwise my family… my family… they do not know…”
“They do not know that you are a thief,” the man finished Court’s difficult statement. The words came out blunt, but somehow cut through the mechanic like Japanese steel. He could do nothing but nod like a fool, knowing that there was no other way of describing what he had become. With a sharp leer, the man addressed Court. “Well, thief, meet the hunters.”
“Please, gentlemen, let us go in?” the sweaty Alan Silver suggested, looking around frantically. “We can continue the transaction inside, away from prying eyes.”
The gaunt man nodded at his bodyguard and the huge man planted himself at the door, on the inside, to make sure that nobody could show up while the deal was underway. Better still, he could assure the safety of his employer, Major Johannes Rian, master collector of bladed weaponry of all eras.
Alan led the two men into a small, brightly lit office where he usually appraised prospective artifacts. Shelves lined the wall behind his chair, separated into four sections, filled with trinkets, ornate utensils, hand-carved clocks and the like. Court could not help but conclude that Alan Silver was far from the financial caliber of the men he had invited over. The Major introduced himself, as did Court, given that Alan Silver did not know more than Court’s first name and had him vouched for by a reliable businessman, Tony Hamish.
As Court laid out his stolen goods, he silently realized that he had made a terrible mistake. Perhaps it was the snide menace of the Major, or maybe the fact that Court had entered the jaded world of murder and larceny. All plausible reasons, however, Court’s sinking feeling may have come from the look on the Major’s face… and the black Swastika tattooed on his neck.

11
Impervious

School was over for the day. Usually a time of relief for kids, one child was far from relaxed as he exited the building into the early afternoon drizzle. Brian was very worried that his grandfather would discover that he took the scabbard, but if he made it home on time, all would be well. Grandpa Court only got home after five o’clock, so he had plenty of time to return the scabbard to where he had found it, provided he could evade the bullies just for one day.
It had become ritual for Jimmy Leonard and Percy Klein to bully the frail Brian Callany. Even the soft rain that wept all over the moist footpaths cutting through the weed-riddled lawns of the park did not deter their malice. At least, Brian thought, he would be free of their bullying when it rained, but he was disappointed to see them trail him anyway.
He was wearing his grandfather’s newly acquired scabbard around his small waist. It was far too loose, but instead of buckling the belt, he had tied it in a knot to keep it from falling off him. The long sheath was dragging on the ground and Brian held it up for the most part to keep it from getting damaged.
“You look so stupid!” Jimmy yelled from a distance behind him.
His cry drew the attention of Nina, who was outside the school, busy unlocking her car. Frowning, the historian watched the two boys follow Brian into the canopy of foliage. She did not like the look of it, and decided to follow them. After all, it was not as if she had to be anywhere in particular after school. Tiptoeing carefully to avoid detection, Nina snuck in behind the drooping tree branches, taking her time to catch up to the children.
Most of her hair had gotten wet anyway, so she did not care for the inconvenience. Her heart raced uncontrollably, fueling her natural fiery temper, because Nina despised bullies, having suffered at the hands of their cruelty herself, when she was young. However, what aggravated her the most, was the fact that she was not allowed to strike out at these children. If it were up to her, bullies of all ages would simply get a good, hearty ass kicking and sent on their way. Old fashioned or not, in her opinion, there was no better discipline than a little physical pain, and she would love to give these juvenile tyrants a punch in the crotch.
“You know that piece of junk is worthless, right?” Jimmy kept going as his accomplice laughed ruggedly. Alongside him, the podgy Percy trudged, picking up stones. He would hurl them at the determined Brian, who kept his eyes straight ahead and hastened on to put distance between them. Nina passed from shrub to shrub, pausing behind thickets, growing increasingly pissed at the bullies.
Above their heads, the clouds grew heavier. Thunder warned of what was coming and Brian hoped to make it home before the rain started pouring. His mother always got upset when he got soaked, fearing that her son’s timid immune system would bring him ill health. After all, it was an unfortunate flaw Brian inherited from Pam. Pneumonia or chronic flu hit the mother and son with ease, even when the rest of the immediate family were unscathed.
Nina could not believe what she was doing. Like a proper stalker, she was trailing a bunch of young boys. Feeling like some pervert cougar, but she had to protect Brian if she could. Even just this once. Across the park, they pursued him while he dragged the heavy leather artifact along. Brian pulled off his woolen sweater and wrapped it around most of the scabbard, trying to keep it dry. Mud clung to Nina’s boots, but she had steady feet and made good time in catching up to the boys.
The skies roared above Glasgow. All the cars frequenting the overpass to Brian’s neighborhood had their headlights on. This is how dark the afternoon had turned. Every now and then, one of Percy or Jimmy’s rocks would strike Brian, pushing Nina into secret fuming at the injustice. Lightning pulsed behind the clouds as the boys marched through the wide trench of mud and rain pools to reach the other side of the park. Brian would cower under the rocks that hit him, yelping, but it was the lightning that terrified them all the most.
He turned suddenly, forcing Nina to stop in her tracks and wait. In the hiss of the rain and the crack of thunder she could not discern his words, but he angrily screamed something at Percy and Jimmy. They stopped, waiting for him to approach them, still mocking him. To Nina’s surprise, young Brian clobbered Percy with a sudden and powerful punch to the face that took the fat bully down for the count. Before Jimmy could do anything, Brian kicked him in the groin, undeterred by the scabbard’s uncomfortable burden.
Nina gasped, catching her breath with a smile she was a little ashamed of. “Right in the bollocks,” she giggled softly to herself. “Well done, Brian!”
Percy Klein struggled back onto his knees in the brown mess of mud and stones, holding his nose. “You broke my nose! You faggot freak! My dad is going to sue your dad and take all your shitty stuff!”
“Go fuck yourself!” Nina heard the small-framed Brian defy in response. He looked enraged. His wet hair dripped over his wild eyes as he seethed. Nina could not believe the transformation of the child, as he spat on Percy and pointed at the wailing Jimmy Leonard, still writhing on the ground. “Stay down, Jimmy! Or I swear to Christ I will kick your jaw off!”
‘Maybe it is time to interfere now?’ Nina’s inner reasoning kicked in. She was still in shock by the way in which the frail boy turned the tables without warning.
“Brian?” she shouted through the rain, stumbling to the trench to break up the fight before it became deadly. Lightning split the sky again, sending Nina into an instinctive bob as she walked.
“Miss Nina?” Brian frowned, looking completely taken aback. “What are you doing here?”
“Just checking that you boys all go home without any more ugliness,” she replied, trying to sound firm, but compassionate. She helped Jimmy to his feet. “Go on, get home you two.”
Reluctantly, the bullies obeyed, still groaning and nursing their injuries. Brian was still standing in the trench, looking like a lost puppy with his wet clothing drooping from him. His lean body was shivering from the cold, but his eyes pinned hers down once more. Just like he did in class, Brian Callany’s demeanor seemed to change into that of a stout mature man and again it stunned Nina.
With a sharp crack, the thunder accompanied a particularly powerful bolt of lightning which found young Brian equally intriguing. As Nina watched, the electrical current darted straight down at the child. His feet were planted in the muddy water as the bolt connected with the top of his head.
“Jesus!” Nina screamed in horror. “Brian!”
But by the time Nina’s words fell from her mouth it was over. Hysterical, she raced towards the boy’s limp body, lying in the watery muck. “Oh Christ, no!” she whined, choking on her rapid breaths, falling to her knees to assess the boy’s condition. “Brian?”
“Aye, Miss Nina?” the child answered as she cradled his head.
Nina almost swallowed her tongue. Dumbstruck she stared into the boy’s eyes as he spoke. Apart from burned clothing and the whites of his eyes having turned crimson from the current that coursed through his small body, Brian seemed fine. Even his skin, which was smoking, had not been charred. In fact, not even a blister could be seen.
“What the f…?” she gasped, checking his vitals. “How do you feel?”
“Tingly,” he reported quite evenly. “My head hurts like I had too much ice cream, Miss Nina, and my fingers are pins and needles, but I am okay.”
“My God, I cannot believe this,” she muttered as she examined his hands. “Come, we have to get you to a hospital.”
“I am fine, Miss Nina,” he protested, his voice stern and resolute. “I have to get this scabbard home or my grandfather is going to beat the shi… crap out of me. There is no time for hospitals and that.”
“Alright, listen. Let me drive you to the clinic just quickly to get checked out,” she negotiated.
“No. I said no,” he argued.
“Do you realize that, if you do not see a doctor you could die, Brian?” she snapped. It was time to do what she did best. Her feisty manner had not been tested this much by any of the children thus far, but Brian’s categorical objection started to piss her off.
“I don’t care!” Brian barked, ripping her hand off his wrist. He started to walk on with difficulty, but she knew his only objective was to return the scabbard before his grandfather returned home. Although she understood this, there were clear signs of damage to his equilibrium. Nina guessed that an electrolyte imbalance was playing havoc with his system. She rushed up on the boy and roughly grabbed his shoulder, swinging him round to look at her.
“If you do not come with me right now, young man, I am telling your grandfather that you took his scabbard,” she threatened. “Besides, how will you explain your burnt clothes to your mother, huh? I am calling them if you don’t come with me.”
“Don’t you dare!” he hissed, but Nina Gould was known as the type of lady not to be fucked with.
“Try me!” she smirked maliciously. “And do not forget about the trouble you are already in for fighting with Percy and Jimmy, pal. Do you really want to talk back to me?”
He looked utterly hopeless, swaying as he tried to hold his footing. She was right and he knew it, but he was afraid of his grandfather’s temper. Nina sighed, looking up at the thunderous heavens. “Listen, I will do my best to keep you out of trouble if you just do this one thing for me, okay?” she tried to coax. “Anyways, for all we know the doctor will not even take long and I can drive you home long before your grandpa gets home. What do you say?”
Brian felt his head spin. He was not in much pain, but he realized that the lady had a valid point and he could use all the help he could get. All he gave her in response was a nod of approval. Nina and Brian hastened back to her car in the downpour.
“I am going to get sick again,” he sniffed as she switched on the car heater.
“No, you won’t. The heater is only on mild, so it cannot make you sick,” she maintained.
“But I get sick from nothing,” he assured her. “My mom too. Oh shit, she is also going to be furious with me. I am not supposed to get wet like this.”
Nina scoffed. “Looks like it is just your week to piss everyone off, hey?”
Brian chuckled. “Aye, Miss.”
When they arrived at the emergency room, Nina met with local physician, Dr. Le Roux, on duty. Brian was asked to wait in the examination room while Nina tried to relay the incident to the doctor. At least she had managed to convince the boy to allow her temporary custody of the scabbard while he was being examined.
“Let me see if I understand this,” Dr. Le Roux said in disbelief. “He was struck by lightning a few minutes ago.”
“Aye,” Nina replied.
The two stood leering at one another for a moment. Dr. Le Roux’s brow twitched at the report, but she thought she should give the academic the benefit of the doubt. Dr. Gould was not exactly an idiot, so her word as witness had some gravity.

12
New Acquisition

Purdue was cheerful to a fault. The dining room of his mansion, Wrichtishousis, had incurred severe structural and esthetic damage since it was gutted by a fire a few weeks before. The staff of the house was just as happy to see the repairs and renovations finally being completed, since the grand old room with its high ceiling and bar area was one of much life. This was where Purdue usually received his friends as guests, using the adjacent area of the same room to watch football and play billiards.
“Oh my God, Nina is going to be so jealous,” he grinned as he stood watching the final touches being added to the room before the furniture was due for delivery.
“Why is that, sir?” asked Lillian, the motherly housekeeper. Purdue adored her, even with her tendency to be nosy and a little intrusive at times.
“Lillian,” the butler, Charles, urged from his post at the lobby table, but she paid him no mind.
“It’s alright, Charles,” Purdue chuckled. It was the perpetual exchanged between the butler and the housekeeper in his home — the curious and harmless older lady overstepping her boundaries while the painfully rigid butler would reprimand her at every turn.
Purdue put his arm around her shoulder and led her to the unkempt part of the lobby where the evacuated pieces of furniture waited to be relocated and arranged by Charles and his staff. “I bought a new table for the dining room,” Purdue told his housekeeper. It was not big news, Lillian thought, but she was happy for her boss nonetheless.
“That is wonderful, sir. It is such a pity the previous dining table was destroyed,” she sympathized. Lillian remembered why the dining room was destroyed. Another in a line of bad choices in women that her playboy employer was all too known for, happened. A shoot-out that almost killed Purdue followed the malicious woman’s wrath, and it all ended up in a destructive fire that broke out from the hearth. “Glad you found a new piece worthy of replacing it, sir.”
“No, no, you are missing the point, my dear,” Purdue smiled. He reminded Charles of a naughty child waiting for a well-planned prank to unfold. “You see, Lily, the table I bought to replace the old one is from an era of romance and chivalry. Good old 12th Century Britain and its legends has yielded a stunning piece of work, built by a carpenter from the Isle of Arran.”
“Ooh!” she enthused, clasping her hands together. “And how old is it, then?”
His staff knew how obsessed Purdue was with history, which was the primary reason for his constant expeditions far and wide to unearth relics of legend.
“Edward McFadden, the carpenter who built and carved this immaculate piece, lived in Arran in the 14th Century,” Purdue informed her. Charles gave the revelation a nod of acknowledgement as he polished the brass dragon bowl Purdue received as a gift from a Mongolian business partner.
“My, that is old,” Lillian conceded. “And this is why Dr. Gould will envy you?”
“I certainly hope so,” he said. “It was inspired by the Round Table of lore.”
“King Arthur’s Round Table, sir?” Charles finally asked.
“Correct!” Purdue boasted. “For many years, historians thought that it was in fact the Round Table that French poet Maistre Wace wrote of in 1155. Of course, it was disputed, what with Arthur being a fictional character, but still, an antique treasure in its own right.”
“Lovely!” Lillian smiled. “And when will it be arriving?”
Purdue looked at his watch. “Should have been here already, actually. Charles, will you arrange for the other furniture to be carried in so long, please. I shall give Ava a call and find out what is keeping them.”
“Yes, sir,” Charles answered, and proceeded to round up his people.
Purdue got no answer from Ava’s cell phone on the first few tries, but finally she picked up, sounding a bit rushed. “David, I’m sorry. We will be there momentarily, I promise. Had some trouble loading the goods due to a last minute shuffle in movers.”
“What is your ETA then?” he asked. “Will you be coming with?”
“Of course,” she said. “I oversee all of our deliveries personally.”
“Now that is good service,” Purdue flirted, looking forward to the beautiful woman’s presence. It had been days since the auction where he purchased all the items her company had up for sale, so he was anxious to meet her again.
“See you in fifteen!” she sang.
As soon as Purdue hanged up the call, his phone rang. Caller ID revealed the caller. “Wow, two pretty ladies in the stretch of a minute,” he remarked to himself. “Hello Nina! I was just talking about you.”
“Dare I ask?” she jested.
“Rather not. To what do I owe this honor?” he inquired.
“I was invited by a Glasgow school to participate in their history week, right?” she started.
“Mazel tov,” he replied.
“Listen! Let me finish,” she snapped a little. “I cannot talk for long. At show and tell, a boy brought in a scabbard that looked old. I mean old as fuck. You know, authentically antique.”
“Okay?” he said, nodding as she spoke.
Nina paused and then whispered, “I saw something incredible happen today. While wearing this scabbard, the boy was struck by lightning, Purdue.”
“Oh my God!” Purdue reacted. “Is he alive?”
“That is the thing,” she said seriously. “He walked away from it as if he took a piss. Like… nothing. Nothing. He practically came off it completely unscathed!”
“Unbelievable!” Purdue agreed.
“I am sending you pictures of the scabbard. Please have a look and tell me what you think. You dabble in ancient artifacts, so I figured you would be able to help me find out more about this thing. The boy says his grandfather has never had it appraised, so I have no idea what the deal is with this scabbard, but I know that it had something to do with that child not getting fried today.”
“Maybe it conducted the current away from him,” Purdue speculated.
“Purdue, he was standing in the rain in a puddle of water! I don’t care what kind of conduction that sheath had, there was no way he would not have been killed, or at least seriously injured.”
The artifact was not normally something Purdue would be interested in, but the way in which Nina related the fascinating science anomaly behind the incident hooked him. “That is absolutely intriguing, Nina. I am just taking care of some business and then I will have a look at your pictures. Can I let you know tomorrow?”
“Aye, thanks Purdue,” she said, sounding relieved over the veins of worry underneath. “As soon as you can, please. My stint in Glasgow runs out tomorrow evening, and then I will be back in Oban.”
“Oh, about that,” he quickly interjected. “Before you go back home, would you mind coming over to Wrichtishousis for a few drinks?”
Nina took a moment. “Um, sure, of course.”
“Then we can discuss your scabbard in more detail, perhaps,” Purdue applied the chum. In the background, Charles unintentionally eavesdropped. Shaking his head, he cracked a rare smile at his employer’s juvenile thrill.

13
Who’s Your Guinevere?

A knock at the door prompted Purdue to say goodbye to Nina. Charles went to open the tall double doors and announced that London Bridge Collectables had arrived with the goods Purdue had purchased.
“Excellent,” Purdue smiled. He slipped his phone into his pocket, feeling it vibrate as Nina’s photo messages came through. He made a mental note not to forget to look at them as soon as he had enjoyed the company of Ava Somerset.
Two men brought in the first armoire from China and took direction from Charles. She stood behind them on the steps, gawking at the black marble posts that hugged the massive old manor’s main entrance. Her silver hair looked alive in the smooth cold wind that lapped up against the stairs, playing with the corners of her coattails.
“Welcome to my abode, dear lady,” he hailed her.
“Oh my God, David, this place is amazing,” she said in astonishment. “I thought the gardens were extravagant, but this! Look at the detail on the architectural features.”
“That is just the outside. I think you will find the inside far more impressive, my dear,” he replied, taking her hand to lead her inside. The gorgeous woman could not stop staring at everything, enraptured by the beauty and grandeur of the historical old house. Like a child, she slowly twirled as she examined the motifs of the ceilings and the collections of original paintings adorning the small enclosures leading to other parts of the ground floor.
“You have a beautiful home, David. I swear, it would take me a week just to look at everything you have in here,” she raved in admiration. “There are myriads of pieces here that I have only seen in books or read about in old documents! It is unbelievable, truly!”
“Be careful or Mr. Purdue might think you are casing the joint,” a man from the group of movers said. He was not dressed in overalls, like the others, so Purdue presumed he was in charge. Ava slapped him on the arm.
“Shut it, you mongrel,” she laughed. With her hand in his, she turned to Purdue to introduce them. “David, this insensitive animal is my brother and business partner, Bernard.”
“My apologies,” Bernard told Purdue. “I have a dark sense of humor.”
“All in order,” Purdue answered jovially. “For a moment I feared that the lovely Ava was married. That would have been the true horror.”
The three laughed awkwardly under the gaze of the butler. Charles had learned from Purdue’s past mistakes and he often wished that Purdue would do the same. So many strangers came and went in this house, but most of them left marks, both on the house and on its master. Again, Purdue had fallen for a beautiful woman he knew nothing about and blindly bought new acquisitions just to appease her. At least the belongings were an investment and it usually stayed far longer than the women Purdue engaged.
‘Sometimes I wish Mr. Cleave would relinquish Dr. Gould and let David have her once and for all. She is the only woman worthy of his money, his time and his efforts. These gold diggers and opportunists make me sick,’ he pondered as he watched them use their senseless quips to forge trouble.
At last, the table Purdue had been waiting for came through the door.
‘Thank God!’ Purdue thought, eager to escape the queer conversation between the siblings and himself. “There it is! I was over-excited all day, waiting for my favorite piece to take its rightful place.”
“You know, it was hard to let that table go, but after so many years we felt we had to finally sell it,” Bernard noted, trailing Purdue with his hands in his pockets. Dressed all in black chinos and a stylish shirt, the antique dealer seemed very at home. His sister, on the other hand, used the time to fawn over the statues and paintings, ignoring the men.
“This was inspired by the Round Table of Arthurian legend, correct?” Purdue made sure.
“Yes. Oh, hang on,” Bernard said. He turned to find his sister and cried, “Ava! The provenances, please!”
She hurried to him and produced the certificates of origin and authenticity. “This is the provenance of the table, David,” she said as she handed it over to him for perusal. There was a number of previous owners noted, but Purdue was too excited about the actual table to care much about it now. All he sought with his eyes was the stamp that proved it to be genuine.
Bernard continued, “Did you know that they used to think this was the actual Round Table?”
“I heard that, yes,” Purdue answered.
“A little ludicrous, since it was never a historical fact that Arthur even existed. Even if he did, whatever king inspired his character did not possess a table circled by knights,” Bernard claimed. “Then again, most legends come from true, more raw happenings, so I am sure its age alone will make it special.”
“Well, it is truly sublime in its raw realness,” Purdue agreed. “I have always been partial to the less flamboyant relics in favor of, what is the word? Soul.”
“That is true. Most famous artifacts are not half as flashy as their legends make them to be,” Ava said. “Just like real gold. Most people think gold is deep amber and full of sheen when it is actually quite ugly in its simplicity. A pale yellow, dull clump.”
Purdue chuckled. “Well said, my dear.”
Bernard looked at the newly imported bar and cabinet to the far side of the hearth, looking impressed. “Good pieces, those. Not too imposing. As you said, raw and real.”
Purdue smiled contentedly. “Previously, this room was much more ‘Versailles’. Now I want it to denote ‘Glamis’, you see?”
“Perfectly executed!” Bernard smiled. “Accurate, except for our Round Table being a tad too raw for Glamis, hey?”
“Indeed,” Purdue chuckled. “But I love its appeal.”
The two siblings oversaw the placement of the antique table where Purdue wanted it. Charles took care of the other pieces. When they were done with all the arranging, Charles took his place at Purdue’s side. The two of them took a good hard look at the place to ascertain if there was anything amiss.
“Looks rather good, sir,” Charles chipped in.
Purdue nodded in satisfaction. The once lavish room resembled a cozy dining hall from a medieval movie. Thick faux bear- and wolf skin covered the wooden floor, reinforced by concrete beneath. In the corner by the window a suit of armor stood sentinel, reflecting the cast iron work of the burglar bars welded to stained glass windows.
The walk-in hearth had not been replaced, but the wooden panels had been replaced by cement and stone. This would prevent the likelihood of sparks or fire reaching flammable areas outside the fireplace, and it added to the castle-ambience of the room. In the other corner form the armor, the new bar had an equally rustic appeal. Purdue had specified to the Chinese antiques dealer that he wanted a three-part cabinet for his alcoholic stock. He had sent a picture of it to the manufacturers of the bar itself, to which they produced a replica of the design onto the newly fashioned bar.
The resulting work was amazing. Appearing to be from a set from the same era, the cabinet was, in fact, made in 458AD while the bar was still having paint dried in the year of our Lord, 2017. Against the paint-stripped walls, medieval torches provided the light, but Purdue was not ready to subject his cleaning staff to daily tortures of ash and soot. No, he had fitted flame lights in the bases to directly replicate torches of fire. There was no reason to increase the chance of another fire. Knowing how he and Sam Cleave usually partied, the idea was wise.
As was his wish, Purdue’s Round Table finished off the room beautifully. With its large circumference, it sat center below the immaculately carved ceiling with fifty locally manufactured chairs to match, circling it. “I cannot be happier with this acquisition. Really. Thank you to both of you,” Purdue smiled at Ava and Bernard, when he actually solely wished to exalt the silver-haired beauty. It was Ava, after all, who introduced him to the items of London Bridge Collectables, not her brother.
In the same breath, an idea came to mind. Purdue clapped his hands once, holding his palms together. “How would you two like to be the first guests at my table? What do you say? A drink before you depart?” Purdue invited cordially.
Ava was elated. Bernard looked unfazed. He had to keep up the image of someone who could not be surprised by anything in his fabricated worldly wisdom. Appearances were everything to him. Secretly, he was ecstatic to spend more time in the breathtaking halls of Wrichtishousis, in itself a mansion of legend.
“That would be fantastic!” she cooed. “What say you, Bern?”
Bernard shrugged and nodded. “Why not!” he smiled.
“Marvelous!” Purdue exclaimed.

14
Serendipity

Purdue could not wait to sit at the newly acquired table. From the still stacked inventory of alcohol, he selected a vintage Armagnac and beamed as he placed the bottle and three glasses on the hand-sanded table surface. “Chateau de Laubade,” he announced.
“Wow,” Ava smiled, “which year?”
“1941, I’d say,” Bernard jumped ahead of Purdue. He relished his host’s surprise.
“A man who knows his liquor,” Purdue remarked.
“A man who knows his antiques,” Bernard added charmingly. His sister did not appreciate his cavalier manner toward Purdue, but she kept wearing her smile to appease the master of Wrichtishousis. While Purdue poured the drinks, the butler entered. Charles wished to know if he and the staff should proceed to shelf the wines and spirits in the new cabinet.
“No, no thank you, Charles,” Purdue replied amicably. “Once our guests have taken their leave, I will let you know and then you can start stacking the goods for a nice display.”
“Very well, sir,” Charles agreed with a brief nod. His eyes lingered on the ravishing woman, but for once, she was not the object of his mistrust. It was her black clad brother and his snide expression and wandering eyes that made Charles uncomfortable. Unfortunately, it was not his place to judge and he left the room to attend to the rest of his duties. He listened to the merriment fade behind him, wondering what kind of disaster the latest strangers would cause after winning Purdue’s trust.
In the dining hall, as it was now called, Purdue made the usual gesture of toast and blessing before the three partook of the vintage libation he had poured to seal their successful deal.
“So, now that you have rid yourselves of the latest consignment, what is the next step for London Bridge Collectables?” Purdue asked with interest. Of course, his interest was not in the company’s future, but the availability of the beautiful Ava. Tactfully as always, he had hidden his true inquiry underneath a feigned engrossment.
Ava shrugged, casting a brief glance to her brother. “Well, we have, thanks to you, made enough to retire and invest in other ventures. I do not speak for Bern, but as far as I am concerned, I am weary of the ups and downs of the acquisition business.”
Bernard appeared unperturbed. “You will miss the thrill.”
“I am done with the thrill,” she defended plainly, not bothering to afford her brother eye contact. “Some good things only last as long as they stay safe and I have triggered too many traps in the last few years to keep risking getting my hide worn,” she cocked her head, “so to speak.”
Another loud vibration came from Purdue’s pocket, where he had stored his phone in all the excitement of the delivery. “Oh, shit, I forgot,” he muttered, jumping slightly at the sudden sensation. “Excuse me.”
He checked the message Nina had sent, containing yet another picture of the artifact Brian gave her for safekeeping while the doctor attended to him. At a first glance the sheath held no special appearance or charm, but as he swept the screen to the other photographs, Purdue found the piece oddly engaging. He recalled Nina’s account, but did not repeat it to his guests. Instead, he saw the reminder of the photo as uncanny serendipity.
“Wait a minute,” he said, smiling at Ava and Bernard, “your company also does appraisals, do you not?”
“We do,” Bernard replied quickly, before his sister could dilute their skillset with what he deemed emotional outbursts. “Why? Is there something you need to have evaluated?”
Purdue grinned. “As a matter of fact, I do.”
“I thought we were going to wean ourselves from the business, Bern,” Ava said with a fake smile.
“So?” he scoffed. “Weaning is a gradual process and we have only just started weaning, Ava.”
Purdue could sense the tension between them, but he ignored it, for Nina’s sake. He passed the phone along to Bernard with Nina’s photographs on display, watching the dark clad man’s reaction closely as he leaned forward on the table. To Purdue’s surprise, Bernard’s expression turned from smug to stunned, but the shift was practically imperceptible.
“See anything worth talking about there?” Purdue smiled, expecting a scoff. Charles may not have thought so, but the master of Wrichtishousis was a better judge of character than he got credit for. A scoff was exactly what he got from the illuminated expert, but he knew it was a bluff.
“Ah, well, it is not exactly the Holy Grail,” Bernard sighed, “but I would say it is worth looking into.” Without a glance at his sister, Bernard looked up at Purdue. “Of course, I would have to see it in person before I can really valuate it. Can you get it to my office? Or I can come here, if you want to arrange a meeting?”
“Bernard,” Ava pressed politely, but Bernard ignored her completely. Purdue did not condone Bernard’s snubbing, but even the most coquettish invitation from a woman could not entice him like the prospect of conquering a lost historical treasure. He too, ignored Ava’s insistence to learn more about the possibilities held by the photographed relic.
“I do not see why not. First, of course, I would have to procure the item,” Purdue said.
“Who has it now?” Bernard asked casually.
Ava was furious at being undermined like this. She poured more Armagnac and chugged it down in fury, but she held her tongue and listened to their discussion.
“Actually, I do not know. A close friend of mine asked me to give her some input on the piece, but honestly, I have no idea where she acquired it… or whether she has,” Purdue explained roughly. On his part, he also kept his answers ambiguous until he knew more.
“A credible friend?” Bernard asked snidely, inferring that Purdue did not keep company with true experts.
“Yes, in fact. She is a well-respected historian with over a decade in high-end advisory positions, including university lectures conducted all over the world. Maybe you have heard of her. One Dr. Nina Gould.”
Bernard’s eyes froze in place for a moment. “Alright, then,” he sighed. “Call me when you have it here and I will come by. It would be great to meet Dr. Gould as well, so please feel free to invite her to join us.”
“Talk about serendipity!” Purdue raved. “I have invited her for drinks tomorrow, actually. If that is not kismet, I don’t know what is.”
“Perfect!” Bernard smiled, baring his teeth for the first time. “It is a date!”
Ava rolled her eyes and pursed her lips, seething at both men. She had heard of Dr. Gould before, mostly from colleagues in the business or via David Purdue’s celebrity. Expeditions he arranged and led usually consisted of several experts and Nina Gould was a permanent feature among them.
“Aw well, since the two of you are getting all chummy, I think I shall call ‘n taxi and head home,” Ava announced. She gathered up her coat and took up the leather binder she had brought along containing the collection documents, provenances and receipts.
“Nonsense!” Purdue protested, suddenly painfully aware of his misdemeanor. “Please stay for a while, my dear.”
Already seasoned with alcohol and rejection, she flashed Purdue a resenting smirk. “No, thank you. I have a personal life to attend to, you know.” She sneered at her brother, “Arrangements to make and so on.”
“Oh, come now, Ava,” Purdue coaxed. “At least allow my driver to take you home then. Please. Do join us tomorrow evening.”
Pretending to be hardheaded at first, Ava finally yielded to Purdue’s offer of being chauffeured home.
“Charles, can you summon Harold with the town car, please?” Purdue asked his butler.
“Certainly, sir,” Charles affirmed. Purdue was rushing after the hastened steps of the beautiful woman he unintentionally jilted in conversation, his hand barely reaching the small of her back as he accompanied her. “Let me walk you to the car.” Gracefully, he lifted an umbrella from the pewter container in passing and offered it to her.
Bernard stayed behind, watching the whipped billionaire grovel after his sister. He smiled. As soon as Purdue and Ava vanished around the doorway, exiting the mansion into the rain, he pulled out his cell phone and hastily dialed a number on speed dial.
“Hello!” he greeted under his breath.
“You know you are not supposed to call me today,” the man on the other side of the line warned.
“I know the rules, dammit, but this could not wait. You will not believe what I came upon!” he bragged, playing with a priceless platinum absinthe spoon between his fingers.
“A few ounces of respect for superiors?” came the sarcastic answer, but Bernard Somerset’s skin was thicker than pig shit on a rhino hide.
“Guess again,” he told the clearly annoyed man. “I just saw a picture of a missing piece from… wait for it… the infamous Hall Collection!”
At once, Bernard finally got the desired effect. “What?” the man exclaimed. “Where? Do you have it in your possession?”
“No, but I know who does,” Bernard grinned. His eyes stayed glued to the open door and the darkening evening beyond, making sure to see Purdue when he returned. “You know, I bet you that it is some poor sod who scored from the Hall robbery that night, trying to fence this stuff.”
“Are you sure it is from the Hall collection?” the man asked urgently.
“Positive. This looks like one of the Hall-Bormann relics from World War II. Bloody amateurs. I am surprised she was not stupid enough to take it to a pawn shop!” Bernard chuckled coldly.
“Funny you should make that precise remark, Somerset,” the man said. “That is exactly what happened here today. We are at Alan Silver’s pawn shop right now as we speak, Bernard, appraising a few items brought in for him to fence.”
Blood-curdling screams echoed in the background, making even the cold-hearted Bernard grimace. He listened, but could not make out anything the pleading victim was saying through his coughing and blood spitting.
“Man, I cannot believe anyone is that stupid,” Bernard stammered as his arrogance suddenly melted in the sight of realization. He had neglected to remember how cruel the man was.
“So, you are telling me that a sheath from the Hall hoard is out there somewhere?” he asked Bernard.
“Aye, saw it with my own eyes on a cell phone picture,” Bernard whispered.
“That means that my new best friend here has, in fact, not declared all his loot to us after all!” the man shouted gravely into the room from where the screams had come. “Could it be that he and you, Silver, have a separate deal on the side?” the man thundered at the pleading men in his company.
Bernard cringed for the victims’ sakes, almost feeling sorry for them as he listened to Major Rian wreak hell upon them on the other side of the phone line. The major took a moment and spoke directly to Bernard once more. “Get the sheath at all costs, Somerset! Or you will be the next ornament in my billiards room.”
“I will, sir,” Bernard promised. “Tomorrow I will meet the famous Dr. Nina Gould. If she does not bring the scabbard, the great Wrichtishousis will become Edinburgh’s Taj Mahal.”

15
Meet the Callany’s

Nina drove as fast as she could while the anxious boy directed her to his home. Dr. Le Roux had explicitly advised against the boy leaving, but Nina explained the situation at home which would give rise to more problems.
“More problems than having had a deadly charge ravage him?” the doctor had gasped.
Nina ran the dialogue back in her head as she drove. Understanding the doctor’s concern entirely, she still had to defend the child’s appeal to be home before his grandfather arrived from work. Eventually, Dr. Le Roux had to allow Brian to leave, but she strongly reiterated her disagreement with the decision. Nina had taken full responsibility and signed a release form indemnifying Dr. Le Roux, although the doctor thought it was ludicrous.
“Hurry, Miss Nina,” Brian urged. “It is almost 5 p.m.” Tightly he clutched the big leather sheath against his chest, still looking lightheaded from his injury. Nina could not believe that she actually played into this, but for some reason she knew that she should do what Brian needed her to do — to trust him.
“This is totally unlike me to allow this, I will have you know, young man,” she moaned.
“I know, Miss,” he replied, sounding wise beyond his years. “But I am not dead, see? As long as I am not dead, I have no excuse.” The child’s voice sounded morose and lost, evoking a deep sense of maternal protectiveness from the normally juvenile-challenged historian. Still, should anyone ask Nina to explain her actions, she was convinced that she would have no idea how to justify them.
“Here Miss Nina,” Brian suddenly pointed to the humble three-bedroom house with the almost garden full of mongrel plants and un-weeded gravel. The only thing pretty was the wooden screen with the thick ivy cover that parted the side driveway from the front of the yard. Brian smiled for the first time, and it cheered Nina to see his sweet face beaming.
“What?” she smiled.
“Grandpa’s car is not in the drive, Miss!” he sang. “If we hurry up I can get inside and put his scabbard back before he even knows it is gone.”
“That is fantastic, but have you thought of what your poor mother and grandmother are going to think the moment they see you in a hospital gown and shoe soles melted? You know, Brian, there are more important things than that sheath.”
“No, Miss. You don’t know grandpa when he gets angry,” Brian said seriously, shaking his head and stretching his eyes.
“You would rather be dead than to be caught having taken this thing?” she gasped, flipping her finger under the edge of the scabbard with disdain. The flick of her hand shoved the sheath, and as it moved, one of the threads lit up. With no sunshine, there could be no glare. Nina looked twice, in time only to see the sheen gradually fade. Ethereal in nature, the glow had emitted a strange energy, Nina thought, giving credence to her fasciation with the artifact.
‘Am I seeing things?’ she wondered. ‘Could it be a residual from the electric charge from the lightning bolt still lingering in that strange thread?’
Brian practically leapt from the car before she stopped completely.
“Wait! Wait!” Nina cried. “I have to go in with you to explain to your family.”
“No time, Miss Nina. They cannot see me with the sheath either, remember? I have to return it quickly, before they see!” he protested.
Nina sank to her haunches and clasped her hands around Brian’s upper arms. “Now you listen to me. I do not know why you are so terrified of your own family, laddie, but I am not taking this shit anymore. Look, I am an adult from your school,” she reminded him in a low, slow tone while her brown, hellfire eyes darted between his. “Your family will take my word and accept my excuses that I helped you when you were injured after school. They will not kill you for taking a goddamn sheath,” Nina raised her voice into an impatient growl, “because they will be too happy that their little boy is alive!”
The front door creaked open as a clap of thunder started Nina and Brian, both already high-strung from a very trying afternoon. Through the door poked a head. Nina looked up at the scowling middle-aged lady and cleared her throat. The woman’s face sank into despair and her mouth opened to say something, but Nina quickly rose to her feet and engaged her.
“Mrs. Callany?” she asked briskly, before continuing. “I am Dr. Nina Gould, from the school? Please do not fret. Brian is okay.”
“Jesus Christ, Beany!” the woman exclaimed, ignoring Nina and her opening speech. “What happened to you? Are you feeling alright, Beany?” She moved as fast as she could to collect the boy, but her frail, thin frame was infirm and shaky.
“Let me help you,” Nina offered. She held the woman’s arm for support. “Brian is fine. We have been to the hospital and he was examined by a doctor.”
“What happened?” the concerned grandmother wailed, finally paying attention to the pretty stranger who brought her grandson home. “This looks like he was on fire!”
Brian unlatched from his grandmother’s hand and without a word, he shot into the house to replace the scabbard. Nina helped Mrs. Sue Callany into the house, electing to explain all of it on the way in. As she recounted the whole debacle to Brian’s grandmother, the boy’s mother joined them from the small room the ladies used as a craft room for their needlework. Pamela was a very good-looking young woman, but not too smart.
“What?” Pam exclaimed hysterically. “Lightning? Where is he?”
“No, he is fine, Pam,” Sue consoled. “I saw him run into the bathroom just now, love. He is fine. He is fine.”
“How can he be fine after being struck by lightning?” Pam ranted, looking at Nina with a bewildered frown. She stopped at the mouth of the corridor and saw that the bathroom door was shut. “Beany? Beany, are you alright, baby?”
“Aye mom!” came the boy’s cry from the other side of the door, accompanied by a ruckus of flushing and taps opening. What his mother did not know was that, through the bathroom floor, there was an access hole to the crawlspace beneath the house. She was relieved to hear his voice and it calmed her for the moment.
“Well, hurry up so we can have a look at you!” she ordered. The tall, slender Pam rushed down the corridor to speak to Nina at the table where she sat with Sue. “Sorry, but who are you again?”
Sue looked impressed. “This is Dr. Gould, Pam.”
“Nina,” Nina corrected with a smile. “I am a part-time advisor to Miss April at Gracewill for the week. History Week, they call it.”
“She was the one that took Beany to hospital, love,” Sue interjected.
“Aye, but he was miraculously not hurt too badly,” Nina reported to the boy’s worried mum. She covered for Brian’s mission to replace the scabbard, so she took her time explaining to give him enough time. “He only suffered a few minor scratches and some electrolyte imbalance, which they treated. Other than that, he is in fine form.”
Pam looked suspicious. “But, isn’t that like, impossible?”
“Unlikely, but not impossible,” replied Nina, hugging her rapidly cooling cup of coffee. “I guess he was just extremely lucky to have survived this with almost no repercussions.”
“And you know this because you are a doctor?” Pam pressed. Nina hoped that Pam’s assumption was the product of minor miscommunication. If not, she was dumber than dirt.
“I hold a doctorate in Modern History, so… I am not a medical doctor,” Nina reiterated, trying not to laugh. The house made her feel claustrophobic and a little sick. Neat and humble, it seemed to remain dark even with the lights on. Something made it a miserable place, but she could not figure out what. All she knew was that it sounded like bad sewer pipes and mold, but even so, she could not ascertain what Brian found so terrifying about his family.
“How do we know you really took him to a hospital?” Pam second-guessed the visitor.
“My dear, he came home in a hospital gown,” Sue defended Nina, who was slowly getting annoyed with the carrot-haired bombshell calling her a liar.
“His clothing was burned off during the force of the current,” Nina countered, tossing the plastic bag on the table. Inside was remnants of the boy’s clothes and shoes, black and reeking of charge burn. “And that is why he needs to put this in his eyes every four hours.” With that, Nina slammed the small bottle of eye drops down on the table. She had had enough. Nina got up to leave just as Brian exited the bathroom. He smelled of detergent and hand soap and he wore his pajamas.
“I just decided to take a bath before grandpa gets home, Grandma,” he smiled. Those wise eyes found Nina’s, silently signaling that the deed was done and covered up. As Sue and Pam cuddled him up and picked him for traces of injuries, he smiled at Nina.
“Right, then, I’m off. My last day tomorrow, so I have to head home,” Nina proclaimed, not even trying to hide her enthusiasm for getting out of Glasgow.
“Already, Miss?” Brian asked.
“Aye, young man. I have another meeting tomorrow evening in Edinburgh, so I have to get all my stuff ready,” she smiled. “Besides, your grandfather should be home soon, right?”
Sue looked at Pam with a look of concern. “Hasn’t answered his bloody phone all day,” she scoffed. “I called his workplace. Bekka says he left work at ten or eleven this morning, claiming to be sick. I tell you, if he is back to his bloody gambling days, I swear to God…”
“But he is never late form work, except the other night when he had to work late,” Pam remarked. “You tried the pub?”
“I even called the hospital he was supposedly going to this morning, and there was nobody by that name in for anything,” Sue hissed. “Are you married, Dr. Gould?”
“God no!” Nina inadvertently exclaimed. Brian and his mother laughed at her sudden, passionate response. “Sorry,” Nina grinned. “No, Mrs. Callany, I am happily single.”
“Dyke?” Pam asked with a wink.
“No!” Nina frowned. “Jesus.”
More laughter ensued around the table. For a moment, the family forgot that the man of the house was absent later than he should be.
“Come on Dr. Gould. One more cuppa before you take off,” Sue cackled, coughing sporadically. Her demeanor was so light that she appeared almost healthy for a minute, but as she crept toward the kettle, Nina could not help but wonder. Carefully she dared ask, “Sue, if I may pry. What is it that ails you?”
Sue looked alarmed. Her eyes fell to Brian immediately. Nina got the hint, and nodded.
“Just some bug,” Sue lied. “The doctors do what they can on what we can afford, you see. Just wish I got more painkillers in the time being, see, but they are just too expensive.”
As the night wore on, one cup became two, then three, until Nina finally had to leave. It was past 10 p.m. and Court Callany had still not returned home. After hours of anger, worry and speculation, Nina reluctantly said her goodbyes to the poverty-stricken family. She hoped that the grandfather was just out on a pub bender and would turn up hungover and sorry the next day.
All the way to her quarters, she could not help but reminisce about the truly unbelievable events of the day. What especially haunted her mind was the way in which Brian’s scabbard gleamed unnaturally when she touched it. It would be very interesting to hear what Purdue could dig up about the piece and she looked forward to visit Wrichtishousis the following night.
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The Blissful Boredom of Sam Cleave

“I have told you before and I am telling you again. There is nothing I am hiding!” he panted. “I swear. That was all I had! Look, I will make you a deal. If you let me go, I can find out where the rest is, alright?”
Green eyes leered at Sam, having none of it. His pleas fell on deaf ears, but he had to persist, otherwise it would derail his plans. “Listen, Bruich, I promise that I will just be a few minutes. I will be back before you know it,” Sam tried again, but his giant ginger cat persisted in the pathetic glare of neglect. It was five minutes before kick-off and Sam had gone shopping for snacks to watch during the game, but forgot to get Bruichladdich’s favorite nibble.
“Okay, listen, half time! Half time I will get your Webbox sticks, I promise,” Sam negotiated. The huge feline was unperturbed, but the whistle sounded on the flat screen’s speakers. Similar to a gallows bell tolling for a doomed criminal, the poor cat knew that all bets were off. Sam lunged sideways onto his couch, popping open a Heineken and kicking back.
Not impressed, the cat leapt onto the coffee table, capsizing Sam’s guacamole dish onto the floor. Usually, Sam would have shoved his feline roommate off the table for his insolence, but this time he reckoned he had it coming. “Well done, you bastard,” he muttered as he dashed for a cloth and cleaned up most of the mess. Bruichladdich sat atop the table, licking his paw without a care while Sam missed the first few minutes of the footie.
As soon as Sam had finally returned everything back to normal, his phone rang.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” he bellowed. “That was what I forgot!” Referring to switching off his phone and communication devices, Sam could feel Bruich mentally adding, ‘That was not all you forgot, dipshit.’ Sam, however, was not going to answer, letting the phone ring out until the caller ceased the need to speak to him. He summarily grabbed the cell phone and was about to switch it off when he saw who had been trying to contact him.
“Purdue?” Sam read. “Why now?”
Sam was not one of the best investigative journalists in the world for naught. The only thing he excelled at more than investigating illegal activities, was being inquisitive. His curiosity was his most powerful driving force, and that counted for phone calls as well.
“Shit, shit, shit,” he muttered as he gave in to his urge and called back. “Purdue! I was about to watch the game. How are you?”
“Well, thanks Sam!” Purdue exclaimed in his old jovial way. “Listen, I get the hint about the footie, so I will keep this short. How would you like to join me and some people tomorrow evening for the inauguration of my new and improved dining hall?”
Sam chuckled. “Dining hall, you say. It used to be a dining room. Is it bigger now? Or did you make it all Game of Thronesy?”
Purdue laughed, “Almost right, I suppose. No, the renovations are complete and it has a new, shall we say, image. Come and join us, will you?”
“Is Nina coming?” Sam asked inadvertently, keeping Bruich away from his beer.
“Already confirmed,” Purdue answered.
“Who else is going to be there? The rich and ridiculous, I presume. Do I have to dress like a penguin again?” Sam babbled, watching the first goal miss by his team as he spoke. He heard Purdue laughing.
“Nah, old cock. Just smart casual, nothing fancy. I am having some new acquaintances over in the antiques business, so we will be no more than a handful of people,” Purdue informed him. Bought this amazing antique table from them at an auction hosted by the Euphrates Society. Nina is going to be so jealous, but do not tell her anything if she calls you, okay?”
“‘Course not,” Sam agreed blindly, not really listening anyway. He just wanted to get back to the game. “Listen, I will see you then tomorrow night, Purdue?”
“Yes, yes, go on. Go watch your team losing again,” Purdue chuckled.
Only a while after the phone call did Sam realize that something was off about the information Purdue gave him about the table. During a momentary lapse of concentration on the fieldwork, the phone conversation came back to him like a bad burrito.
“Euphrates Society,” he said to himself. “I know that name. Don’t I know that name?”
Throughout the entire first half, Sam tried to recall the significance of the organization Purdue spoke about, but his memory eluded him. Frustrated, he looked up the name on the internet while keeping his eye on the game, but it yielded nothing suspicious. What he could find was a website that included a link for donations from private collections and funding of museums. For good measure to ease his mind, Sam followed the private collections link to find a list of previous donations. Not really focusing, Sam’s sharp mind had a tendency to record information, even when he was not really trying to memorize details.
The list read as long as the rest of the page down, citing different names from throughout the world. From military veteran officers to archeologists, Hollywood celebrities and Arabian Emirs, all merited a place on the ladder of esteemed members due to their generosity toward the society and its beneficiaries.
“Hmm,” Sam scoffed, impressed. It was no small organization trying to get rich people to appease their charity efforts, nor was it a small-fry company trying to trick people like Purdue into funding it. No, from what Sam read on the website, the Euphrates Society was so legit, that he was surprised it was not better known.
Then again, in his profession he had previously learned that the big knobs usually do not have to brag about it. Most legitimately powerful publishing houses and antique dealers moved under the radar, simply because they had the clientele and the reputation already. These companies did not need to advertise or acquire new blood — ever. Intrigued, Sam bookmarked the website for further study later, as he had five hundred quid on this game.
Since his last assignment for Channel 8, covering a human trafficking scam masked as a talent agency, Sam had spent a blissful three weeks doing nothing, in other words ‘important guy stuff’. The pub grew tiresome, as did the gym sessions with Tara, the Olympian nymphomaniac. He knew that, eventually, he would have to beg Purdue for something more adventurous than a house-warming party for the new dining hall. Soliciting Nina had become predictable and futile, so he hoped that she would indulge too much tomorrow night.
Other than that, he watched the footie like a drone, his shouts of fouls and blind referees coming with intervals. Bruich curled up lazily on the carpet, having accepted that he would not be getting his stick snacks while the humans on the square ran frantically chasing the black and white dot on the green.

17
Court’s Intuition

Court could hardly breathe, but he tried to straighten his legs to get his diaphragm to open a bit. His skin burned from the cold, but it was the biting restraints that chewed into his wrists that really brought the hell. Dressed in only his underpants and socks, he shivered wildly in the darkness. Outside the wall he was tied to, his car was waiting, he thought. What a terrible thought, that freedom, that the road home, was just about twelve inches of wall away. Yet, here he was, trapped alone in the storeroom of a cheap, shitty pawnshop in Gorbals.
Pain shot through every inch of his battered body. He wondered what Sue and the children were thinking. Surely they would know by now that he had to be in trouble, that he was not just out on some underhanded spree, or so he hoped. Barely escaping with his life, he now knew that he had to keep the location of the scabbard secret. However, time was running out faster than free minutes in a whorehouse and he had to get free before Silver and his associates found out where the scabbard was. It was the only leverage he still had that kept him breathing.
On the other hand, he was perplexed and heavily concerned about the supposed picture someone had sent of the sheath. It was under the floor of his home, as far as he recalled, so the prospect of how someone else could have discovered it was the first worry. Someone was inside his home? The second jabbing panic was that said person had not only managed to obtain the sheath, but took pictures and spread it around for any police organization or cartel to find.
Court had so many questions about his own secrets. Tomorrow night the German and his minion would be back to ask him about that secret, and with him having no idea how the item was found or where it was now, he would be as good as dead. If only they would allow him to go and retrieve it, he wished, but he soon realized that such an undertaking would lead them straight to his family.
He wept bitterly in the merciless dark. “I am so fucked.”
Only a lonely streetlight peeked into the storeroom where he was crying like a child, lost and afraid for his family. A few hours before he was convinced that their struggles were over when he came to sell the items for the reward of financial freedom. Now the money that drove all his actions was the last thing he could hope for. Now, he had to be grateful that he was still sucking air. How things could go bad if he only resorted to another form of conducting his business. Had he not taken this route of deception, he would have been in his bed right now, with his family safe. Yes, he would be poor, but poor is a cheaper price than dead.
Major Johannes Rian had questioned him about the new information obtained by that wretched phone call. From what he heard while the bodyguard, Yiannis, was beating the shit out of him, the scabbard was photographed and sent to some woman. Even now, Court could not figure out how this could happen, since the scabbard was safely lost under his house. Therefore, he was certainly in no position to even begin trying to articulate the conundrum while under the spell of agony.
In any event, the problem was now growing two heads for the poor mechanic who meant well. On one hand, he had tried to sell stolen goods that held the attention of the worst kind of people. One the other, he now had to explain how the woman who sent the pictures got her hands on the scabbard, if Court did not sell it to her. The entire thing was a huge misunderstanding, of course, but for him to argue the contrary of what looked like obvious treachery was a nightmare.
Parched and cold, Court tried in vain to reach a bottle of liquor that sat on a small chair near him. With his hands tied behind his back, around the plumbing, it was practically impossible to reach. The clear vodka would serve him in so many ways if he could only get it down his gullet. Surely it would warm his innards and inebriate him enough to reason with reckless liberty. This kind of logic usually got drunk men to do absurd things and survive. Why would it not work for his escape plan?
The tip of his dirty foot prodded the leg of the chair, inching it away from him with every attempt, but Court was no quitter. If he was going to die tomorrow night, he was going to celebrate his last night by drinking all Silver’s vodka left over. With three more taps to the chair, he had managed to disturb the balance of the bottle successfully, and it toppled over, thankfully not breaking on the floor.
“Yes!” Court shouted, but all that escaped his throat was a stupid moan through smiling lips. “Come hither, me beauty.” He smirked like a beast bound on its catch, rolling the bottle toward him with his foot. It was only when the smooth glass surface touched his leg that he realized he was still unable to open and drink.
“Fookin’ idiot,” he rasped in frustration. Once again, he tried to extricate his right hand from the duct tape, but even after so many attempts, he accomplished nothing more than a bruised wrist and aching joints. Desperate, Court felt like crying. He had already told the bastards that he had the scabbard. Once they found out who this mystery woman is, he was done for. They were only keeping the mechanic alive until they knew where she had found the relic. After that, he was dead.
During his interrogation, the German and his Greek enforcer had confiscated Court’s wallet and driver’s license. They had his street address. Nothing was stopping them from paying a visit to his family to make him talk. Panic overwhelmed Court in the solitude of the storage room, but he could not help it. As calm as he tried to keep himself, nothing could deter the constant scenarios that popped up in his head about the awful things they could do to the women and to little Beany.
Court Callany was not a man of intuition, but the horrid feeling about his family would not subside. And for good reason.

18
The Fallen Knight

Twenty kilometers away, a luxury sedan was pulling up to the Callany residence with its beams switched off. Only the sound of crackling loose stones and glass under the pressure of its tires could be heard, but in the howling gale, it became part of the dead night serenade. None of the residents were alarmed or awoken by it, and that included the Callany household.
“Drive on. Park around the corner,” Yiannis told his associate. “We do not want to be so obvious.”
The car idled onward for another half a block and halted I front of an unkempt play park of sorts. In the occasional moonlight that permeated through the passing clouds, the skeletons of seesaws and slides formed an ominous metal graveyard. Through the spider legs of the merry-go-round, the distant Glasgow city lights blinked as the two men got out of the car with stealth silence.
Moving swiftly, they walked over the wet grass to minimize the volume of their stalking. They had instructions to secure the house and all within it, and to bring the occupants to where Court was kept. According to the major’s sinister strategy, Court would be more forthcoming with information on the missing scabbard once he saw his family worked over. One thing about Major Rian was this — the man had no reservations about torturing women and children if it meant an end to his means.
Putting his finger on his lips to gesture to his accomplice, Yiannis motioned that he was going around the back. His partner, a childhood friend called Kostas, was very familiar with the pattern of infiltration they used. It was not their first abduction together. Both men were highly trained in Pankreation and several other close combat styles, which made the use of guns during abductions unnecessary. In fact, the omission of firearms avoided harsher charges should they be caught and arrested.
Having spent a few hours during the day doing reconnaissance, they knew the set-up of the house and all the inconspicuous possible access points. The dark house would hold no surprises now that they knew the layout of the place. Everyone inside seemed to have gone to sleep after the petite brunette left earlier the night before.
Kostas took his place at the bottom of the front porch steps, waiting for his partner to do the honors. Yiannis slipped around the back, loosening the frame of the small dish room. It was a small offshoot from the larger kitchen, an enclosed room where the sink was fitted next to the fridge and washing machine. Once the frame came loose, he carefully removed it along with the rubber edging and placed it quietly on the meager grass and mud. With swift athleticism, Yiannis breached the large hole and landed a bit hard inside.
Brian was in his room, having been unable to get any sleep. His grandfather’s absence was of great upset to him, especially after the worrisome day he had endured. The women of the house told him that he did not have to go to school today, which was a great relief for the troubled boy. However, the release of tension did not afford him rest. Perhaps it was a good thing, because he was the only occupant of the house who heard something out of sorts coming from the kitchen.
Thinking it was one of the ladies, young Brian figured it would be a good time to charm one of them for some hot chocolate. Again, he listened at his bedroom door, but he heard no more from the kitchen, which only pressed him to investigate. It was strange, he thought, that the lights would be off while someone is in there, so Brian opened his door slightly to peek.
Only blackness met him at the far end of the hallway, so he stepped out to go and see. Brian tugged up his loose pajama pants as he sauntered over. When he looked up, he saw something that stole his breath instantly. Both his hands grabbed at his face in terror as the massive dark figure slid past the window, where the slight moonlight illuminated the empty hole. He heard soft footsteps coming straight towards him. Whoever it was did not see him in the pitch darkness and was headed for the front of the house. Quickly, the boy’s reactions compelled him to dart sideways into the bathroom, just in time. The dark figure passed unperturbed, unaware of where each door was off the corridor.
Brian’s small body was quaking when he heard the locks click one by one on the front door, the familiar creak it made when opened and the subsequent footsteps of another intruder. Under the shelter of the porcelain sink cabinet in the bathroom, the boy curled up, hugging his legs and listening. Suddenly a light went on in his grandmother’s room, closely followed by the light in his mother’s room. Moments later came the horrendous sound of his mother and grandmother’s screams, sending the young boy’s heart into overdrive as he softly wept.
Blows were heard before the awful silence of the women’s cries for help. Muttering between the assailants terrified the boy. He could hear Pam’s voice quivering as she begged for her life.
“Mummy,” he wailed softly in the stink of the small cabinet, listening to his mother’s helpless pleas. Somewhere in there, he could discern her saying, “My son, but he is at a friend’s house.”
Then Brian heard a deep male voice answer angrily, “But he was here this afternoon. We did not see him leave. You lie to us. If we find him, we break his neck.”
“He left out the backyard, for God’s sake!” she shrieked impatiently. “They have a project to finish for tomorrow, so he is staying there!” Pam was not a sharp woman, but she had street smarts. Brian too. He knew that his mother raised her voice to alert him, to direct him what to do. Much as the boy wanted to save his matriarchs, he knew he was their only chance of notifying the police.
Brian heard the two men converse in a strange language before another blunt crack affirmed that his mother had been disabled. In his mind, he screamed, hoping that he did not just hear his mother being killed. All that kept him calm, was hoping that she was just knocked out. It frustrated young Brian that he could not understand what the men were saying to one another. How would he know why this was happening? How would he know what they planned to do with his mum and grandma? Tears warmed his cold cheeks as he watched through a crack in the cabinet, how the two men carried out the ladies.
Stiff with fear and cold, Brian listened for the door to shut before he carefully crept out from his hiding place. First he had to make sure that they were really gone, after which he stole to the front room window and kneeled. Peeking over the windowsill in the dark spare room, his eyes followed the big ogres down the next three houses. He had to react quickly or he would lose his mother and grandma forever, he reckoned.
Slipping out the side window of the enclosed porch, the boy used his knowledge of the area to hop the yards of his neighbors to see where the men were taking his family. It saddened him that their clothes had blood on it and that the cruel men did not even cover their bodies to carry them in the cold. “Bassa scums,” he growled as he came to the end of the second yard. He could go no further, but Brian could see their vehicle. It was too dark to get the license plate, but he had enough information, as long as he could get help soon enough.
He headed back to the house to get some proper clothes on, lamenting the lingering dizziness that still plagued him since the lightning incident. But there was no time now to worry about ailments, Brian told himself. His grandfather was missing and his ill grandmother would not survive the ordeal. He had to get help, no matter how his skin hurt or how his feet cramped up. Brian pulled on his jeans and put on a sweater under his windbreaker jacket. Tying his shoelaces was a bit of trouble, as he could not focus in the haze of the spinning room. He was by no means well enough yet to venture out, but Brian was not a prissy child, especially where it concerned his family.
He put on his thickest socks and briskly rushed to his mother’s room, where he had kicked off his shoes the previous evening. On the bedside table, he saw Pam’s cell phone, which he promptly took and slid into his jeans pocket. From under her bed he retrieved his shoes and started slipping them on. By now, his tears had ceased. Shock and sadness had now become desperation and focus. This was not the time, he knew, but Brian could not help but assume the role of one of his beloved knights — Gawain.
“I am coming, Mum,” he said, still sniffing from the panic and the cold. “I will save you.”
Brian tied his shoe, thinking of going to Mrs. Lomax next door to ask for help to get to the police station. His hands began to shake and his ears started ringing. From all sides the room closed in on him in a cloudy blackness, something he knew from one time before when he fainted at school.
“No,” he moaned, hurrying to get his shoe tied. “No! No, no, not now!”
The black cloud drew closer to his face as the room gradually vanished. Brian jumped up and made for the bathroom to wash his face. Last time cold water helped him avert a fainting spell. Hissing like a thousand rattlesnakes, his ears felt frigid and his fingers started to sting. “Pins and needles,” he huffed, trying to keep his eyes open. “Oh no, please, no. Pl-plea…,” he slurred as his eyes drowned in inky black.
Limply, the boy fell into the bathtub, still trying to hold on to the shower curtain, but his body gave in. From the mild resistance of his grasp, his body swung round and Brian fell with his temple against the edge of the tub. Where he was suffering a fainting spell, he was now knocked unconscious. In the cold white bath his little wiry body came to rest, not stirring after that blow to the head. His mission was lost and his armor dinted.

19
Gathered for the Feast

“It was an absolute pleasure to have you here, Dr. Gould,” smiled the flamboyant Principal Willard as he shook Nina’s hand. Miss April was, as always, grinning like the Cheshire Cat, hands folded neatly in front of her.
“Glad I could be of some assistance,” Nina replied cordially, secretly wishing she was already in her car en route to Wrichtishousis. She could sure do with Lily’s insulin-threatening baklava and a stiff Scotch from Purdue’s new and improved bar cabinet, not to mention a fag. Nina’s lungs begged for a fag, but she had to take care of the pleasantries first.
“Please, come and see us anytime,” Principal Willard invited. “And thank you so much for what you did for Brian Callany, Dr. Gould. If you had not been there to help him, God knows what could have happened to him.”
“Oh, the poor thing,” Nina said. “Please give him my regards when he returns to school on Monday.”
“Will do,” Miss April smiled, pulling her pointy, narrow nose into a wrinkly mess. “We are going to miss you, so please keep in touch, alright?”
“Oh, hey, here,” Nina gasped, reaching into her pocket. She pulled out a business card and handed it to Miss April, who was ecstatic to have Nina’s e-mail and number. With a high- pitched yelp, she embraced Nina in a tight hug that lasted what felt like an hour to the historian. Looking over Miss April’s shoulder, Nina chuckled as the headmaster shrugged and shook his head at the teacher’s over-zealous goodbye.
Finally, Nina made it into her car. It was Friday afternoon late and due to the season, night came sooner every day. She hoped to miss most of the heavy traffic on the main roads, but when it came to the traffic between Glasgow and Edinburgh, she had a better chance of growing a tail. As she watched them waving in her wake, she felt a great sense of relief. In fact, it was a feeling she had not felt in ages. That same happiness shared by all nine-to-fivers who get to the end of the Friday afternoon sprint and leave the office doors behind until Monday.
“I am ready to party, man,” she mumbled happily, turning on the radio for some rock music and the latest weather forecast. She got her phone and placed it in the hands-free kit so that she could speak while driving.
“Wrichtishousis Estate. How may I help you?” a woman answered.
“Jane? You still there?” Nina asked Purdue’s personal assistant.
“Mr. Purdue is throwing a small party, as you may know, Dr. Gould,” Jane explained. “You know that always means the staff get a little get-together before the real party.
“Oh yes! I forgot about that lovely unwritten rule!” Nina laughed. She had heard about it before. Purdue, being the generous hedonistic type, always allowed his staff to have an informal office party whenever he had a jamboree on the cards. “Is he there?”
“He is not, Dr. Gould, but he will be back in about thirty minutes,” Jane reported. “Shall I ask him to call you?”
“No, no, no worries. Thanks Jane. I will see him when I get there,” Nina said. “Enjoy your party!”
She did not really want to make a big deal of the inquiry about the scabbard, so she elected not to tell Jane that she was anxious to hear what Purdue could find out. After all, she would have plenty of time to talk to him at the get together. Nina wondered if Sam would be there. They had not spoken for a while, since Sam was on assignment. Both she and Purdue knew not to call Sam while he was doing a journalism gig. It interfered with his work and could jeopardize his safety if his phone rang at the wrong time.
The M8 between Glasgow and Edinburgh was not too hectic, to her surprise. On the radio, Nina heard the newscaster report on something so interesting that she actually turned up the volume.
‘…police said they are still investigating the armed robbery, but will appreciate any light the public might be able to shed on the case. The Hall Hoard, as it was known to collectors and antique connoisseurs across the world has made headlines before when the victim, the late Mr. Rufus Stanhope Hall, was locked in a dispute with a well-known auction house over the rightful ownership of the Excalibur Scabbard. Police spokesperson Hilary McDonald told news teams that the police have reason to believe that the two deceased robbers had a third accomplice who fled on foot with some of the relics from the collection.’
Nina’s heart skipped a beat. “A scabbard? An Excalibur scabbard? Oh my God. This is why Brian was scared to death that his grandfather would find out he took it.” Her mouth remained agape as her reminiscence replayed the dialogue between her and the child, the refusal to let her take pictures… and the clearest of all the memories — the strange glow that flickered on the scabbard when she shoved it. “Oh my God,” she kept whispering as she accelerated down the highway to get to Purdue’s house. She had to know what he had learned about the object before she went off on a tangent, but Nina was pretty sure that she was onto something.
An hour and a half later Nina’s car pulled up to the front façade of the grand old mansion where Charles waited with an umbrella.
“Welcome, Dr. Gould,” he smiled dryly.
“Am I underdressed, Charles?” she asked.
“Absolutely not, Madam,” he answered. “The dress for this evening is smart casual and may I say, you do look rather smart.”
Nina smiled and gave the butler a quick curtsy. “Why, thank you, my good man.”
“Nina!” she heard Purdue cry from inside the manor. “Delighted you could make it, my dear.”
Charles shook his head as he walked Nina up the stairs to the door, holding the umbrella over her head. With an excellent poker face, she mumbled through static lips, “Charles, what is he up to? He is up to something.”
In the same fashion, the butler answered Nina by also employing some effective ventriloquism. “He bought an old table, Madam. Apparently you are supposed to be wild with envy.”
“Ah,” she said. “Alright. A table. I am turning green already.”
Charles tried not to laugh and ushered the beautiful historian into the lobby where Purdue waited with two strangers. Instantly, her eye fell on the blue-eyed man in black who stood beside Purdue. In turn, he engaged her as well.
“Nina, my dear! I am elated you are here,” Purdue smiled, embracing Nina and kissing her cheek. He whispered, “I have something that is going to blow you away.”
She scoffed and winked. “If I had a quid for every time you said that before.”
Purdue returned her jest with an uncomfortable snicker and promptly changed the subject. “Dr. Nina Gould, please meet the people who are responsible to decking out my new dining hall in splendor. Ava and Bernard Somerset.”
‘Great. Of course he would be married,’ she thought, feeling the loss of what could have been. The thirty-five-year-old dark haired man looked like James Bond, and Nina could not keep her eyes off him, but learning that he and the breathtaking woman had the same last name, she made the obvious assumption. Nina shook hands with them both. Bernard was equally taken with Nina, especially her small, but buff, body.
‘It is going to be exceedingly hard to hurt her,’ Bernard lamented. He finally got to meet the renowned historian mentioned by Purdue, the one who knows the whereabouts of the scabbard from the Hall Hoard — and he was spellbound. This presented a conflict inside him, but he was part of something bigger than his own desires, and had to curb his appetite for the black-eyed beauty for now.
A kiss to Nina’s slender hand had her body reacting in favorable ways, but fortunately, that was only evident by the flush in her face. “It is an honor to meet you, Dr. Gould.”
“Call c-ca… call me Nina, please,” she stammered. Purdue raised an eyebrow at the sight. He knew her intimately and he knew what the red glow in her cheeks meant. Normally he would be insanely jealous, but tonight the fetching Ava held his attention and diverted it from the advances Bernard was making toward his beloved Nina.
“I believe you have been in Glasgow the past week,” Bernard started, but Purdue stepped in and waved at him from behind Nina. He gestured to the table, reminding Bernard about the reason Purdue had invited her. “But you can tell me about that once we get you a glass of wine?”
“She drinks single malt, actually,” a man corrected Bernard from the doorway.
“Sam!” Nina smiled warmly, as the rugged, dark journalist entered the lobby as if he owned it. Ava stopped breathing for a moment. Sam and Bernard locked eyes — and horns — immediately, as Sam approached. He kissed Nina a sliver too long for it to be platonic, and then set eyes on the woman with the silvery tresses. Ava felt her knees buckle as the wild haired stranger came to meet her. “Sam Cleave,” he smiled, deliberately smoldering to ward off the idiot in the cheap black jacket.
Suddenly, Purdue cleared his throat. He felt somewhat intimidated by all the competition here in his palace of grandeur. “Great to see you again, old boy,” he smiled at Sam as the two men greeted. This time, Purdue’s whisper was for Sam. “Dibs on Ava. Do not make me regret that I invited you,” he warned, nudging Sam playfully.
“Fair game,” Sam teased him. “What is it you wanted to show Nina to provoke her jealousy, then?” Sam asked loudly on purpose.
“Oh, Jesus, yes, let us just get to it already,” Nina groaned, while the others grinned at her. Purdue took her hand and led her to the renovated dining hall. The wall torches were lit and lent the perfect atmosphere to the medieval décor. Sam stepped aside for Ava and Bernard to follow Nina and Purdue. His deed was mistaken for chivalry, while all he wanted to do was to admire Ava’s distinct shape from behind. Nina gasped as she walked into the large room, and, as Purdue had anticipated, she went straight to the grand round table.
“Holy shit! This is at least two centuries old,” she marveled. Nina slowly rounded the table entirely. Like a blind woman reading Braille, she was running her fingers over the etchings and crude filing of the wood as if she was reading it, as if the table told her secrets. No words came from her lips as she went all the way around, but her eyes told deep tales as she savored the table. “My God, Purdue, it is simply beautiful.”
“Thank you, my dear,” he smiled happily.
She swayed her head to the side and said, “You can have it delivered by Monday. I shall be home.”
“Ha!” he uttered in surprise, while his guests chuckled at her response. “The only way you will get this table in your home is if you marry me and move in.”
She stared at Purdue. Ava stared at Purdue. Sam stared at Purdue. The host felt terribly awkward about his dead serious desire masquerading as a joke. Bernard did not like it one bit. If he was going to deliver this woman to Major Rian, he was certainly going to have her to himself first. He would not be challenged by Purdue or his financial thrall. Nina was his, until she would meet her fate.

20
Getting Acquainted

Throughout the front of the mansion, merriment prevailed as the group sat down around the enormous old table for a five course dinner and drinks. Lillian had prepared an Eastern menu, predominantly, that filled the house with a wonderful odor. Around Purdue’s Round Table, the conversations jumped around world affairs, football, weather and fashion, until Nina grew impatient with waiting.
During one of the especially long pauses in banter, she took her chance to bring up the subject of history. Not her brand of history, but historical artifacts. After all, she was in the company of experts.
“By the way, Purdue, did you have a look at the photo’s I sent you?” she asked nonchalantly, taking a sip of her whiskey. Purdue was seated right beside her, so she could have intended to ask him solely, but the others heard her question. Purdue’s face lit up, having forgotten about the images he had meant to ask Ava and Bernard about.
“Oh, my!” he chuckled. “Forgive me. I was meaning to delve a bit deeper into that and it completely slipped my mind.” He looked at Ava, sitting on his other arm. “Could you or your brother please enlighten us about the sheath I showed you?”
‘Brother?’ Nina raved in her thoughts. ‘Great news! He is not spoken for.’
Bernard beamed as he leaned forward on his elbows. Ava allowed him to babble on about the subject, since she knew he wished to impress the sexy little historian. Besides, she was done with dealing in antiques after the Purdue purchase. As far as she was concerned, she had no desire to bother with the business anymore.
“Funny you should ask, Nina,” Bernard cooed. “I happen to know a bit about that piece. May I see it, please? It would be easier to evaluate in the flesh, so to speak.”
“Oh, I do not have it, I’m afraid,” she shrugged. Bernard felt his body tense up. This was not what he wanted, or needed, to hear. This meant that he would have to resort to ugly things. This meant that he would have to abduct, torture and kill the beautiful dark-haired woman he found so intriguing. He had to procure the scabbard or else it was his hide.
“You do not? Then how did you take pictures of it?” he said abruptly, without intent to be rude. Frustration was to blame. Nina did not like his tone, but she gave him the benefit of the doubt, that perhaps she misinterpreted his response as curt.
“Well, Bernard, I trust that you are aware that people take pictures of say, the Eiffel Tower or Stonehenge, without taking it home with them,” she snapped back in a confusing tone that could be anything from a quip to condescension. Ava scoffed and smiled at Nina. She relished the sarcastic humor of the Scottish brunette, especially when applied to Bernard.
“I like her,” Ava muttered to Sam’s amusement.
“I like her too,” he winked, sharing a little giggle with Purdue’s demarcated conquest.
“No need to be so aggressive, my lady,” Bernard charmed forth, ignoring the blow. “It is just that I can tell you more about the inscriptions and value if I could hold it in my hands, you see? Feel the leather, check the stitching, condition, and so forth.”
“I understand,” she yielded. “But in truth I was just curious. That is all. Since it does not belong to me, I was not able to hold it for appraisal. Besides, I was not told that I would be in the company of such pertinent wisdom. I am sorry.”
“Can I see the pictures? Seems that I am the only one who has not seen them,” Sam requested.
“Sure,” Nina smiled. She located the images on her phone gallery and passed it on to him.
Sam scrutinized the sheath, nodding and pouting his lower lip to display how impressed he was. “It is clearly extremely old. Look at the craftsmanship. Handmade. I like it. Where did you see it, Nina?”
“Yes, I was about to ask too,” Bernard played innocent. “Where did you get to behold such a wonderful relic?”
“A boy brought it to show and tell during History Week, you know, the thing I was involved in at Gracewill?” she shared, primarily addressing Purdue.
“Oh yes, the primary school in Glasgow,” Purdue recalled.
“Aye,” she affirmed.
“What would make any parent allow such a magnificent heirloom to be taken to school for a petty oral presentation?” Bernard scowled. “It is sacrilege.”
“Heirloom?” Nina asked. “How did you know it was an heirloom?”
Bernard had already said too much, but he figured it would not betray his intentions to elucidate a bit more about the scabbard. “If this is the piece I think it is… as I obviously cannot see it for real… it has a remarkable provenance,” Bernard started dramatically, while Purdue poured the last 2009 Balthazar for the ladies. Sam’s large fingers explored the etchings in the table as he listened to the antiques expert, while Ava gawked at Sam’s hands and the deceiving grace with which he moved them.
Bernard’s features sharpened in the glow of Purdue’s enormous hearth fire as he engaged all around the table. “The story is fascinating, but not what you would expect. This sheath, known as ‘Warkadur’, derived from the Welsh warchodwr, meaning ‘keeper’ or ‘custodian’, is a good eight centuries old.”
“Good God,” Nina gasped. “Must be worth a fortune.”
“Priceless,” Sam amended her statement.
Bernard nodded. “Exactly, Sam, which is the reason for its infamy. However, what makes this relic especially priceless is the fact that it is reputed to be the scabbard of Excalibur.” He allowed the information to sink for his audience, for dramatic effect.
“The Excalibur?” Sam asked.
“Yes, although, as you all know, Arthurian legend is much like Lovecraftian Mythos — conceived in fiction,” Bernard continued. “Yet, still, to the enlightened minds of science and history, such mythologies are completely plausible and even thought to originate from some point of actuality.”
Purdue’s eyes lit up. “Do you mean to tell me that this is the sheath of the sword that inspired Caliburn?”
“Caliburn?” Ava frowned.
“The original name of Excalibur, which was eventually derived from Welsh, I believe?” Nina explained. “But then, if the sheath exists, where is Excalibur?”
Bernard’s mouth stretched wide at the question, because he knew he had the historian and her friends hooked. “That, my dear Nina, is the question.”
Purdue motioned to Charles to bring more wine and pour. He intended to sit glued to Bernard’s tellings, and wished to keep his guests equally oiled. Charles nodded elegantly and obliged, while the stranger in black proceeded. “You see, the actual sword, speculated as being the genuine Caliburnus Geoffrey of Monmouth wrote about, seemed to have vanished last during World War II.”
“Wait. What?” Nina asked. “You mean to tell me that Excalibur was out there all this time and nobody ever knew about it?”
“Oh, many people knew about it,” Sam chimed in, having previously heard about the sword’s existence from the myriad of investigations he had conducted into international theft cartels. “On and off, throughout at least the 17th and 18th Centuries, the sword of Britain’s Sovereignty has been said to have belonged to lairds and generals from the Shetlands to Plymouth.”
“That is true,” Bernard agreed, taking a good sip of liquid fire from Purdue’s scotch bottle. “And during World War II it briefly belonged to someone in… guess?”
Ava rolled her eyes. “Oh God, when I hear Second World War, all I can guess is Nazis?”
Her brother clicked his fingers and pointed at Ava. “Give Ava the prize.”
“Of course,” Purdue chuckled. “I suppose Himmler had a finger in that pie?”
“Doubt it,” Nina said casually. “It was Hermann Göring that had a boner for arts, mostly. My money is on him.”
Bernard grinned at the banter between the collector and the historian, but they were both wrong, and he was happy to fill them in. After all, if he played his cards right, he would not have to kill them yet. If Purdue and Nina were deep enough into the exploration of the existence of Excalibur, he could use them to do the dirty work for him before he disposed of them. Certainly, Purdue was an explorer and relic hunter with unrivalled resources and funding.
After all the finds Purdue had been involved in, including conquering the Vault of Hercules and locating the Medusa Stone, finding Excalibur would not be a problem for a man of his devices. Major Rian could wait.
Bernard Somerset could get the proverbial two birds here, if he enticed his audience enough. If he could get his hands on Warkadur, he would be protected from any onslaught while he sought out Excalibur. After that, Major Rian would not be able to harm him. What was to keep him from keeping the sword and scabbard for himself?
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“Well?” Sam pushed Bernard. “Who had the bloody sword, then?”
“Actually, it is a remarkable story,” Bernard related the tale he had read about, “that I found in an old journal written by none other than Ronald Hall.”
“Hall,” Nina frowned. “Why is that name so familiar?”
Sam perked up. “The Hall Hoard? That guy?”
Bernard felt his chest tighten for a moment. How did the rugged rogue know about the Hall Hoard? The company he was in had become exceedingly interesting here inside the belly of the grand Wrichtishousis.
“Close,” Bernard nodded. “That guy’s great grandfather, in fact. True to Arthurian legend, the story surrounding Ronald’s encounter with the great Excalibur was one of danger, fraught with romance and betrayal.
“Ooh, romance,” Ava cooed, glancing briskly to Sam and then settled her gaze on Purdue, who was already staring at her with adoration. In silent torment, Nina mulled it over in her head. Where did she hear about the Hall Hoard? Where? It was recent.
“Romance is boring. Tell us about the action. Tell us about the Nazis,” Sam jested.
“That is the interesting part, actually,” Bernard replied to Sam, but looked at Nina. “The romance was between a Nazi woman and a British man. Ronald Hall acquired the great sword of Arthur through his romantic association with Aufseherin Irma Bormann.”
“The woman with the dogs,” Nina completed his identification of the SS overseer.
Bernard whimpered at the sexy historian’s knowledge, but especially in the manner of her delivery. Her pouty, maroon lips breathed the name of the sadistic female SS guard as if she kissed the phrase with fire and it drove him wild.
“A dog walker?” Sam joked, pursing his lips to receive Nina’s usual punch to the arm.
Ava chuckled into her wine as she tried not to choke. Her eyes twinkled as she laughed with Sam. It was such a relief for Bernard’s sister to find someone else as disinterested in the serious turn of events at the party. Purdue smiled at Sam ad shook his head. Met by Bernard’s stale glare, Sam was compelled to gather his act and ask the man to proceed with his story.
“Please Bernard, continue,” Sam invited. “Did she own the sword when Hall met her?”
“Yes, but he did not know this. Irma Bormann was trained at Birkenau at a very tender age already, making her a properly indoctrinated Nazi officer by the time she was twenty-two. By 1944, she had been transferred to Guernsey,” Bernard related.
“Guernsey?” Purdue asked. “That is British territory. The Germans never got to invade Allied territory here, did they?”
Nina nodded in affirmation. “Aye, they did. They occupied the Channel Islands for most of the Second World War, Purdue. It was the only German occupation of a British territory.”
“That is right,” Bernard agreed. “And that is where Ronald Hall met the love of his life, even if they were only together for a short time. He and his brother were apprehended one night after fleeing the headquarters with food and medicine stolen from the supply store.” Bernard’s eyes fell on each of the guests at Purdue’s table. “And it was her — the woman with the dogs — that caught them.”
“Why did they call her that?” Ava inquired. “I mean, I gather she had dogs,” she smiled sheepishly, “but she must have done something to get that moniker, right?”
“Oh aye,” Nina answered with her eyes wide in repulsion. “Irma was a well-known sadist, according to accounts from Holocaust survivors and facts revealed during her war crimes trial. She would use her dogs to attack and maul female prisoners at Birkenau and Belsen. They say that she whipped women across their breasts and revel in the infections this would cause.”
“Jesus,” Sam gasped.
“During her trials, a female physician who was captive at Belsen told of how Bormann would stand in on operations on inmates, performed without anesthetics. The women’s screams of agony would practically send Bormann into an orgasmic trance,” Nina recounted.
“Sick bitch,” Sam remarked.
“Indeed,” Bernard said. “She would set her Rottweilers on anyone at any time, just for her own entertainment. Survivors would tell of the raw terror they would feel when they would hear those dogs barking at night. They were every bit as ravenous as she was, and they listened only to her command.”
Ava’s whimpers filled the silence between her brother’s sentences. She was horrified more than anyone in her company, being a gentle natured person with no respect for violence.
“That is precisely why it was so uncanny that she would later exchange her sexual depravity with male SS officers for secret nights with a British prisoner,” Bernard shrugged. “True to her nature, Bormann carried a Luger and a whip with her at all times, yet it was her antique weapons collection that was more impressive. In a steel trunk with a thick, lavish velvet interior, she would cart her knives, daggers and swords wherever she went. She was the second highest ranking female officer in the SS, which afforded her certain privileges such as these.”
“In in that trunk she had Excalibur?” Purdue guessed amicably.
“Yes, sir,” Bernard raised his glass. “But it is how Ronald came to get the sword and sheath that makes the story. Naturally, the dogs had ravaged the two British citizens before they were dragged into the infirmary, where Irma watched over the proceedings. The man in charge of the local occupation station, Stabsscharführer Martin Hessler, ordered the extermination of three households of Bormann’s choosing. This was his way of teaching the Islanders how he would respond to thieves and insurgents.”
“That is so unfair,” Ava lamented. “Those poor innocent people.”
“But as much as Bormann was excited by the idea, she had her eye on the widower, Ronald Hall. She thought, to gain his favor she would spare the families,” Bernard said.
“What is the catch?” Sam asked. “When a Nazi acts with compassion there is usually a solid toll to pay somewhere.”
“Of course,” Bernard concurred. “To appease her commander, Irma Bormann chose to execute his brother Colin and his family instead, but she would never tell Ronald, of course.”
“No!” Ava gasped. “What a complete bitch!”
“Weren’t they all,” Nina added.
“So she killed his brother and his family and hoped to win his heart? Christ, how deluded was she?” Purdue hissed. “Please tell me that she did not do the whole family herself.”
“Oh, she did not lift a finger, David,” Bernard assured him, but something in his tone and the twitch on his face told Purdue and his guests that the story would reveal something more gruesome. “She let her dogs do the work for her while she and two guards watched. Those two guards had collected Colin’s wife and two children. They joined their father in an isolated cell next to the makeshift interrogation room. At first Colin was grateful that he could be reunited with them, but then it must have dawned on him what the purpose of the reunion was.”
“Oh my God, that is so cruel,” Ava muttered.
“Imagine, that man had to watch three dogs tear at his children…” Bernard said.
“Stop!” his sister protested. “Enough with the details. Just tell us how Ronald came to possess the sword.”
A tense relief was felt all around the table, until Bernard carried on.
“What I just told you was written in the journal. I was only trying to illustrate exactly what a monster this woman was,” he told his sister.
“I get it, but I do not need to know those sick things, okay?” she moaned.
“Anyway, most of the time, the starving Ronald was visited by the sadistic bitch, although she was always in the company of the other soldiers. Watching was her thing. This beautiful beast never got her hands dirty. Dogs, both canine and human, always provided the torment she so enjoyed to witness. Only, with Ronald’s beatings she appeared less impressed. Instead of grinning and panting, watching him punished had her quiet and cold, as if she was trying to be somewhere else.
“I find it hard to believe that such a character would have any feelings for anyone,” Sam chipped in. “The psychology just does not make sense. She had to have had some incentive for her behavior.”
“Maybe she simply… fell in love,” Purdue smiled.
“Bollocks,” Sam disagreed.
“Nevertheless, this is written in his journal, in his handwriting,” Bernard defended the story. “And since he was eventually in possession of Excalibur, Irma Bormann had to have given it to him.”
“I think he stole it,” Nina guessed. “I mean, he managed to successfully break into the storage rooms and flee almost undetected. Who says he did not steal the sword, plain and simple?”
“And then wrote this shite in his diary to cover his crime,” Sam added onto Nina’s conjecture.
“Ha!” Purdue laughed. “Ever the cynics!” He looked at Bernard and Ava and gestured with open hands at Sam and Nina. “I told you my friends were sharp at seeing through smokescreens!”
Ava smiled at Sam and Nina. “He did tell us that before you two arrived today.”
Nina shrugged and looked at Sam. “Years of collective bullshit endured and overcome, I suppose.”
“Aye!” Sam cheered, holding his glass up to Nina. She clinked it with hers.
“Okay, alright, but let us allow Bernard to tell us what the journal said, even just for interest sake,” Purdue intervened jovially. That same open hand reached to Bernard as Purdue invited him to continue his story. “Please, my friend, do carry on.”
With a laborious sigh, Bernard agreed. “Well, it says that, one night late, after one of Ronald’s torturous sessions, Irma ordered the guard to let him out. Ronald wrote that she tied his hands behind his back and took him to her chambers, commanding the guard to cover for his absence until she would return the prisoner.”
“I guess she did get her hands dirty after all, hey?” Sam jested. The ladies smiled at his naughty reference. “Maybe he was fed after all.”
“Details withstanding, yes,” Bernard chuckled. He looked at his sister. “But since I am to spare the details of Ronald’s account, we can all make our assumptions.”
The grandfather clock struck eleven, surreptitiously reminding the guests of the time, but Bernard spoke over the chimes, hoping not to end the night quite so soon.
“One night, Bormann showed Ronald her collection of knives and swords. He said that he had never seen so many priceless pieces in one place, all apparently genuine weapons seized from heads of state and kings of Europe. Practically everywhere where art and private collections were plundered by the Axis forces, Bormann obtained one or two blades courtesy of her colleagues in the SS,” Bernard relayed. “Among them was what she claimed was King Arthur’s sword, Caliburnus or Excalibur, still sheathed. Ronald was so blinded by the powerful sword that he paid no mind to the scabbard, which seemed to have been crudely fashioned only to carry the sword in. But he would change his mind about that in a few weeks from that night.”
“Why? What happened?” Purdue pressed, just as Bernard hoped he would.
“Well, weak with hunger and barely able to see anymore, Ronald was close to death. On that fateful night, he returned from Bormann’s chamber, as usual. When the guard took him at the door, Ronald brandished an Egyptian khopesh Bormann received as gift from the North African campaign. He was wearing the sheath with Excalibur under the blanket that was draped over his shoulders, holding the khopesh there too. He killed the guard and dressed in his uniform, just as Bormann had instructed.”
“No way,” Ava said. “Did they elope?”
Her brother shook his head. “Problem was that the Stabsscharführer got wind of Bormann’s reprehensible affiliation with the Brit and expected this to happen at some point,” Bernard narrated like a professional. “In true Nazi fashion, they locked Bormann, along with her dogs, in the same cell where Colin and his family were devoured. There they left her to starve. Unfortunately for her, the dogs got hungry sooner. They dismembered her long before she had the privilege of starvation.”
“Jesus Christ, Bern,” Ava bitched angrily. “I told you I do not want to know.”
“You are not the only one here, doll,” her brother bit back. “If you do not like the details, go and sit in the kitchen. We will call you when the conversation turns to kittens and boy bands, okay?”
“Fuck you, Bernard,” she hissed. Sam quickly interjected with an offer of a double whiskey and a charming wink.
“That is when Ronald escaped?” Purdue asked Bernard.
“They were supposed to leave together after he dressed as an officer that night, you see? But they got to her before she could join him and he certainly could spare no time waiting. He fled with Excalibur and the scabbard without a single bullet harming him!” he told Purdue. “Up until the end of his journal entries there is no further mention of the location of Excalibur.”
“Wait, so the scabbard kept him from getting killed?” Nina asked, remembering young Brian’s defiance of certain death under the lightning bolt the day before. ‘Holy shit, it is the real Warkadur?’ she thought in astonishment. Her phone rang in her purse, amassing attention from all present.
“A call this late could only mean two things,” Purdue teased. “I sure hope it is not an emergency.”
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Nina’s voicemail message knocked the wind out of her. She stood in the darkness of Purdue’s office, playing the message a few times over before she could believe it. Then, it dawned on her that she had no time to tarry. Breathing rapidly in panic she flew downstairs, back to the dining hall.
“Purdue, it has been a wonderful evening, but I am afraid I have to leave,” she excused herself. It was unlike Nina to exhibit such stress. Sam immediately rose from his seat and emptied his glass of whiskey.
“I will come with you, whatever it is,” he offered.
“Wait, what is the matter, my dear?” Purdue asked, also getting up to join her and Sam. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
She looked thoroughly upset. “A… a friend of mine is in the hospital,” she stammered, clearly unwilling to share too much. “I have to… see him immediately.”
“Nina, it is way past visiting hours,” Ava corrected her. The silver-haired beauty did not mean to second-guess Nina’s story. She simply stated a fact.
“Look, lassie, this is not your business, alright?” Nina barked at her. Ava recoiled at the dark eyed historian’s bloodshot eyes, her cheeks wet with tears. “I have to get to Glasgow right fucking now!”
Sam grabbed her and scooped up his jacket. “I will drive her there. Purdue, thank you so much for a riveting party, old man. We will call in as soon as we are there.”
“Good. Good. Please keep me posted on Nina’s wellbeing,” he told Sam under his breath. “And do let me know what all this is about. I have rarely seen her like this.”
“I know,” Sam agreed. “Bothers me too.”
“Have any idea what it could be?” Purdue whispered.
“Absolutely none,” Sam sighed, “but I will text you.”
“Alright, be careful,” Purdue said, patting Sam on the back. He got a quick kiss from Nina before she left with Sam in tail. Out into the mid of night they headed to Glasgow, leaving Purdue to apologize to his guests. He found Bernard and Ava waiting in silence. As a matter of fact, the mood between the siblings had frozen to the point of melancholy.
“Where has the party gone?” Purdue smiled.
Bernard got up, groaning as he flattened the creases in his clothing. “It is getting rather late,” he told Purdue. “Much as I would like to stay, I do have an early morning engagement.”
“That is a pity,” Purdue replied, feeling the sudden loss of merriment getting to him. He was honestly enjoying the evening. “One more for the road then? My night staff could pack you some of the feast while you have a nightcap. What say you?”
“Nah,” Bernard said. “It is a good offer, but if I do not leave now I will never get out of here.”
“With all the alcohol in your system?” Purdue persisted.
“He drives just fine, even with jet fuel in his system,” Ava sighed. “I, on the other hand, am not planning to go anywhere.”
Bernard and his sister briefly glanced at one another in silence, waiting for Purdue’s response.
“Good!” the billionaire cheered. “Ava, of course you can stay the night. I have a dozen spare rooms for you to choose from.”
“Thank you,” she smiled, leering at her brother.
“Fine,” Bernard said. “You stay if you want.”
He shook Purdue’s hand. “My friend, it has been an insightful and superb party. It was an honor to sit at this table with our best client yet. Regrettably I really have to leave.”
“Certainly,” Purdue accepted the accolade, especially now that the beautiful Ava agreed to stay. Somehow, Bernard’s departure did not feel so heavy anymore. “We will have another powwow soon, I promise.”
Ava heard her brother’s car fade into the darkness. With Sam gone, choosing to leave with the historian, Ava settled for the king of the castle. At least she could enjoy the spoils of her efforts to consolidate any form of relationship with David Purdue without interference from another woman.
“Now, isn’t that a shame that they all have to leave,” she teased openly when the tall master of Wrichtishousis entered the warm room.
“Terrible pity,” he played along, making a beeline for her. Ava stood in front of the hearth, her body accentuated by the fire. It was only when Purdue came closer to her that he realized that her fingers were undoing her blouse buttons. Her actions earned absolutely no protest from him. He closed the tall doors that barred the entrance to the great hall, and turned to find her waiting on the table, sipping red wine.
“I might not be the ordained of the Brits, but tonight I shall conquer the most powerful territory of all,” Purdue recited playfully as he neared the nude beauty. “Does that not make me king after all?”
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On the M8, Sam and Nina cautiously rushed without drawing attention to the speed at which they were traveling. It was Friday midnight, so the traffic cops would be having a busy night already. Luckily, the highway made allowances for higher speeds possible.
She had spent most of the road telling Sam about the odd friendship she had cultivated with the young boy, Brian Callany. Sparing no small detail, but still keeping it concise, she told Sam about the school project. She told him about the boy and her torc, his encounter with the deadly bolt of lightning which he walked away from without injury and how the boy was frantic about his grandfather finding out about the scabbard.
“All I can gather now,” she sighed, “is that his grandfather stole the bloody thing. That is why he would be so pissed if he found out his grandson found it. Imagine how you would fume. You steal a precious artifact in hopes of selling it, and your grandson walks into the public with the thing and shows it to everyone. I would kill him too, for jeopardizing my criminal ends like that.”
“Alright, so you believe that this sheath the boy has is the real Warkadur. I get that. But now, tell me why I am cruising down the M8 to another city like a madman, when I could have been sipping a single malt with Purdue,” Sam inquired, still bewildered.
“The message I received on my phone,” she explained, sniffing. Nina wiped her eyes with a tissue and looked out the window, clutching her phone in both hands.
“What is it? Jesus, you look like a lottery winner with the wrong ticket, you know?” Sam urged her to share what upset her so. “I take it this is about the young lad. Is he okay? Is he dead? Just tell me what is directly causing you to cry, love.”
“This message,” she choked on her emotions. “It is Brian. He is calling me from his mother’s cell phone. She… he says… two men took his grandmother and his mother while he was hiding, Sam.”
“Holy shit!” Sam gasped. “What, just now?”
She shook her head, dabbing with the tissue. “Yesterday night, or, well, this morning dark sometime.”
“And he only calls you now?” Sam frowned. “Does he know why?”
She shrugged. “He says nothing about his grandfather. I was there until this time, round about, and the guy still did not come home.”
“Oh my God,” Sam grunted. “Could it be he is the reason?”
“That is what I am thinking,” she replied, sounding a bit more stable now that she could actively hypothesize a bit with Sam. Now, at least, it felt as if someone is proactively helping her sort this out.
“Did he say where to find him?” Sam asked.
“Aye,” she affirmed. “The schoolyard. I have no idea why he has not gone to the police.”
“Perhaps he trusts you more?” he comforted her. “Do not worry yourself. We will be there in a jiff.”
* * *
At just before 1am, Sam pulled into the small drive that ran along the back of Gracewill Primary, looking for the ‘skew tree’ the boy told Nina to come to.
“Nina, I do not want to sound like a nay-sayer, but this reeks of an ambush to me,” Sam warned. “Did the kid tell you how he got here, why he did not tell the police, shit like that?”
“No,” she answered. She looked at Sam. “Jesus, no, Sam. Did I lead us into an ambush? Who would be looking to nail us? We have not fucked with anyone shady in almost a whole two months.”
Sam had to smile at her casual assessment of the peril in their lives. He shrugged. “I just do not see why he would call you and not the cops. Surely they would be closer to his home, right?”
Nina began to panic. “Turn around then,” she agreed. “You are right. It is just a voice mail. They could be holding the boy at gunpoint or something.” She gave it pause. “Then again, if that is the case, shouldn’t we do something to help?”
“You told us at the mansion that someone is in hospital,” Sam reminded her. “What was that all about?”
“I had to make it sound urgent and serious without alarming our new friends for no reason, so I made it up.” She scoffed. “I could hardly tell everyone that a schoolboy called me to meet him at his school’s prefab classrooms in the middle of the night because his family has been kidnapped. Even less so because of the scabbard he said he had with him, the very scabbard of which we heard a horrendous fiction tonight.”
“Touché,” Sam said, but he still did not trust the circumstances of this exercise.
Suddenly a small, pale child stepped out in front of the 4x4. Sam’s high beams blinded the boy, but she stood still, wincing.
“Jesus!” Sam roared and slammed on the brakes. His hand instinctively drew back the hammer on his gun as the dust particles impaired view of the area around the truck. He could hear Nina gasping, waiting for the dust to clear before she jumped out.
“Is that him?” Sam asked her. She nodded. “Just wait. We have to make sure there is nobody stalking from behind the car to ambush us when we got out.”
“Aye,” Nina panted heavily. Her dark eyes glimmered in the dashboard light as she sought the dust cloud for signs of the child. Gradually the tan colored puff sank into the road, wiped away by the black night and the truck’s headlights. “Brian?” she bellowed from the inch of window she had wound down.
“Tell him to come to the truck and get in, Nina,” Sam cautioned. “Do not get out and keep your door locked. I will unlock his when he gets in.”
“Honey, get in the truck,” she told the boy. Dragging the ever-present scabbard with him, Brian reacted briskly enough, although she could see that he had suffered a head wound and was clearly dehydrated. With his hand firmly on the butt of his gun, Sam unlocked the rear passenger door for the child, surveying the surrounding area as he did.
With a smooth leap, the child jumped into the back seat, lugging in the huge sheath with much effort. “I’m in,” he told them and with a click, the mechanism locked his door. Sam looked at Nina. “Now what? Where do we go?”
“To the police, of course,” she replied.
“No! No, Miss Nina!” Brian objected.
Nina rolled her eyes back in frustration. “Here we go again.”
“No, really, Miss Nina, the police will give me to them,” the boy explained.
“How do you know?” Sam asked. The child hesitated, having no idea who the dark stranger was. “I only talk to Miss Nina.”
“Really?” Sam snapped back. “Then how’s about you get out of my truck and use that big mouth to get you out of trouble, hey?”
“Sam!” Nina groaned. “Jesus, he is just a child.”
“Aye, and children should not give their elders any shit, I say,” he retorted. Nina knew that Sam was the more tolerant of the two of them, and if he was intolerant, it was a miracle that the feisty Nina was not. She looked back at Brian.
“Sam is a very close friend of mine, Brian. You can trust him completely,” she vouched for Sam to keep the peace.
“Is he your boyfriend?” Brian asked.
“Aye, I am, laddie. I am Miss Nina’s boyfriend,” Sam teased deliberately, getting that long awaited punch on the arm.
“Why can we not go to the police, then?” she asked Brian.
“The men who were at my house made my mother go to the police to report me missing, Miss. I saw them waiting right behind her while she reported it, to make sure if I go to the police, they can catch me and take the scabbard, Miss. I was almost walking in there too, but then I saw them,” Brian recounted in a quivering voice. “They have mum and grandma, Miss Nina. I cannae find out where grandpa is.”
“Why did it take you so long to contact me?” she asked him, as Sam pulled the vehicle out of the back road and into the eastern street block.
“I fell, Miss,” he explained to Nina. “That dizzy came back and I fell with my head against something in the bath, so I only woke up a few hours ago.”
“And you brought the scabbard with you because…?” Sam inquired.
“It keeps me safe, sir,” Brian replied. “Every time I have this sheath on I cannot get hurt. Well,” his eyes fell to the floor, “I get hurt, but not dead.”
“Warkadur,” Nina whispered furtively to Sam.
He looked at her with a frown. “You think?”
“Sam, I can almost guarantee it,” she confirmed. “What I have seen… let us just say I am not surprised that these men have gone to such lengths.”
“So where are we going?” Sam asked. “I am still just driving around here.”
“Brian, did they mention where they are taking mum?” she asked the boy.
“I don’t know, Miss Nina. They spoke another language, but I heard grandpa’s name, so they were probably looking for him?” Brian guessed, holding on to the scabbard.
Nina had to think quickly. Having a missing child with them can have criminal implications. “High risk situation,” she said out loud. “But we cannot leave him anywhere.”
“Wrichtishousis?” Sam asked.
“No,” she disagreed. Nina swept her hair back over her ear and tried to think. “We have to find out what these people want, and we will not know until they find Brian.”
“Christ, Nina,” Sam hissed quietly. “You cannot use him as bait! Are you daft?”
“Look, as long as he wears that scabbard, nothing can harm him,” she argued.
“Are you out of your fucking mind?” he raved. “Do you actually believe that?”
“I know what I have seen, Sam,” she rejoined.
“No,” Sam objected. “Fuck this. We are going to my place first. Find out what the big deal is about this relic. If these people are after Brian’s grandfather, why are they looking for the boy? I think he has something they want.”
They drove back to Edinburgh, hoping to keep Brian’s face out away from the public eye until they could figure out who the people were looking for him, the people who thought it acceptable to kidnap his family. Brian had fallen asleep. Exhausted, he finally caved to the rocking of the vehicle on the long highway. In silence, save for the odd words, Nina and Sam drove back to Edinburgh to get Brian out of the direct harm due to his affiliation with Court Callany.
“Listen, can we just crash first and try to sort this out tomorrow?” Nina asked Sam.
“Of course,” he said. “Besides, there is nothing any of us can do right now. Let me just call Purdue and let him know we managed. Can I tell him about the kidnapping?”
“We have to tell him. I have a feeling we are going to need Purdue to sort this clusterfuck out. There is something about this scabbard business that tells me they are after Excalibur,” she speculated. “Why would they kidnap an entire family and threaten a child for something his grandfather did?”
“Tomorrow we will all have fresh minds,” Sam said. He stopped his truck in front of the complex where he lived and called Purdue. While Nina and the boy went into his apartment, Sam waited for Purdue to pick up, but only his voicemail was active. “Hey Purdue, just checking in to tell you we have collected Nina’s friend from Glasgow. Listen, tomorrow first thing, call me. We have a problem and we need your help.”
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To Sam’s dismay, Nina elected to sleep in the living room with Brian, leaving him abandoned in his cold, big bed.
“I cannot believe Purdue is the only one scoring tonight,” Sam moaned.
“He is a child, Sam,” she whispered. “I cannot let him sleep alone on the couch like that. We can catch up on… pleasantries… once he is safe again. Come on. He is terrified and lonely.”
“And apparently invincible,” Sam reasoned like a juvenile. Had Nina not been so annoyed with his whining and insensitivity to Brian’s plight, she may well have found Sam’s argument cute — and valid.
“Just tonight. Tomorrow night, if I am still in Edinburgh…” She tried to finish the sentence, but Sam’s lips locked over hers. It had been too long since he spent some time with Nina, other than babysitting strangers and attending mutual parties.
“There is someone by the window,” Brian said suddenly, breaking things up and pissing Sam off to the fullest. The boy was standing in the corridor, looking through the open door of Sam’s bedroom. In his arms, he held Bruich. The cat was completely content in Brian’s embrace.
“That is my cat,” Sam sneered.
“Sam, shut it,” Nina whispered. “I will come see what you are talking about.”
She left the room, leaving Sam vexed and frustrated. The boy smiled at Sam before he followed Nina, an open invitation to warfare, in Sam’s opinion. “Where is your stupid scabbard now?”
“In the living room,” Brian replied.
“Put it on. You are going to need it, you brat,” Sam threatened playfully. He lunged forward in a mock attack that had the boy squealing with glee. Sam laughed and yelled out after him. “She is too old for you!”
As Sam got undressed and ready for bed, he decided to admit defeat for this night. However, by no means was he going to let the pre-teen brat steal Nina’s attention. Besides, the boy had big ones for taking all that initiative, Sam had to admit to himself. That was admirable in his book, so he would let this one slide. At last, Sam’s good night cry out went unanswered, a testament to how exhausted all of them were. Apart from the television’s unending babbling, the apartment fell silent for the night, and Sam was fast asleep before his eyes were properly shut.
Nina felt her lips turn ice cold. Still wrapped in a dream state, she clearly felt as if she had dipped the bottom of her face in a pool of ice water. Trying to pull out her face was futile. Was this a dream? She tried once more to pull her face out of the cold water, but someone held it there. When she tried to utter a scream, her jaw remained dead and heavy. It was a moment later that she came to, realizing what was happening.
Against the wall, she could see the Jules Joseph Lefebvre painting gifted to Sam by Purdue after the trying Inca adventure. This was proof that she was still in Sam’s apartment, but other than the painting serving as her anchor for the ensuing chaos, she could find nothing else familiar. Somewhere in the haze, she heard two men conversing in Greek. A man’s hand was locked over her mouth and nose while his other hand was firmly cradling the back of her skull in a vice grip. Much as Nina struggled and fought, she was no match for Yiannis.
Deep into her nostrils, the choking odor of chloroform invaded her lungs, making her whole body as frigid as her face. No matter how Nina tried to hold her breath, it was as if the vapors found their own way in. Her throat felt thick as her eyelids fell shut. To her left, her phone was charging. Nina’s hands explored the thick carpet until she could feel her phone lying under the sofa, where she had plugged it into the wall socket. Feeling the buttons with her fingertips, she tried to find Sam’s speed dial before the chloroform could do its thing.
Accidentally she pressed the voice recorder, capturing some of the conversation. But she kept trying to find the number 7 button — Sam’s speed dial code. Vaguely she could hear Brian’s whimpers, but she could not find him. She succumbed to the drug within a minute, making it easier for Yiannis and Kostas to carry her and the boy out through the front door.
Sam’s brain jolted from the shrieking sound of his cell phone ring tone. Inadvertently, he sat up straight in his bed. “What the fuck!” he whined, wiping his eyes. The caller ID said it was Nina.
“I am going to beat the snot out of you, Brian!” he yelled. Convinced that the boy was playing a prank, Sam switched off his phone and went back to sleep. A soft, hefty weight fell on his chest, waking him again. It moved around on his chest, keeping him from slumbering. Sam’s eyes shot open to the sight of Bruichladdich making himself comfortable.
“Hey, grew tired of the brat, did you?” Sam asked his cat. He smiled for the small victory, and ran his hands through the big feline’s fur. Massaging the cat’s pelt was soothing for Sam too. He started dozing away when his hands felt the awful wetness o the cat’s back. Again, Sam shot up in bed, having a terrible image of blood in his head, but there was no blood. Instead, he smelled whisky on his cat. This was most peculiar, prompting him to investigate the source of the wetness.
When Sam stumbled into his living room, he found both couches vacant and the liquor bottles on the counter toppled. Where Nina was sleeping on the floor, he could see her phone blinking from under the couch. Although Sam was not someone to jump the gun, he immediately felt a dreadful notion grasp his heart.
“No,” was all he said, before he seized Nina’s phone. She had called his number but a few minutes before. “Jesus, no!” His eyes grew wide as he looked around the living room, the stench of chloroform still prevalent. The large sheath the child took everywhere with him was also missing.
Heaving, his chest could not contain his racing heart as he checked Nina’s phone for new activity. Apart from her missed call to his phone, there was a voice message captured. With trembling fingers, Sam navigated his way to the clip and listened. He recognized the language, but naturally had no idea what the voices said. All he could discern was the street name.
An idea sprung to mind and Sam quickly ran for his landline phone. He could hardly control his shaking hands, but he carefully punched in the number of an old acquaintance whose number he had in his rolodex. “Prof. Helen Barry?” he stammered. He could not believe that she actually answered the phone at this time of night.
“Yes?” she affirmed. “Who is this?”
“Prof. Barry, this is Sam Cleave. We worked together on the location of the Medusa Stone a few years ago,” he rambled.
“Oh, yes, the journalist. Are you in New Zealand?” she asked.
“N-no? Why?” Sam frowned, trying to get past the banalities.
She raised her voice and snapped, “Because only there it would be a good time to call me at my house! Do you have any idea what the time is?”
“Prof. Barry, I am deeply sorry, but I need your help right fucking now, otherwise three women and a boy will die,” Sam begged. “Please! Please.” His tone was one of hopeless panic, not aggression, which was why Helen Barry allowed him the benefit of the doubt.
“Okay, okay, what do you need?” she asked.
“If I play you a voice clip in Greek, can you translate it? It is a matter of seconds long, and what is said here could help me find the victims,” Sam explained hastily.
“Shoot,” she answered. “I am listening.”
He played the short eleven-second clip, holding the speaker of Nina’s phone to the mouthpiece of the landline. When it was complete, he listened to the professor. She took a moment and then requested, “Again.” Sam obliged, wishing he could speed up time to get the answer already. He looked at the wall clock. It was almost dawn.
“Sam?” she said.
“Aye.”
“Listen, I cannot make out everything. It is a bad recording, but what I do hear is that they are supposed to go to the blue house of Court or with Court, something,” she started.
“A courthouse?” he asked quickly.
“No, no. Listen. From what they say, they use ‘court’ as a noun or name, and they are going to a blue house on Maverick Street. That is all they say between the two of them. Sounds like they were arguing where to go first, but that could just be my bad judgement, you know, being practically still asleep and all,” she ranted.
“Yes, yes, I apologize profusely, Professor. And I am eternally grateful for the help,” Sam said.
“Good. Now go and help those people,” she said, and just hanged up on him.
He jotted down ‘courthouse’ and ‘blue house’. From his cell phone, he looked up Maverick Street and found that it was in a low rent neighborhood in Glasgow. With his trusty notebook containing vital information, Sam pulled on his jeans and sweater in record time. With only three hours sleep and a night of drink barely slept out, he jumped in his truck and headed for Glasgow. The meager sun bore up through the clouds on the horizon, taking a peek at the world before being smothered for the rest of the rainy day.

25
Court’s War

When Sam arrived in Glasgow, he set his GPS to take him to Maverick Street. The morning was still relatively dark and sleepy. Traffic was lighter than in the week, which helped Sam make good time. Into Maverick, he noticed the long row of cars parked in the street, lining it with color on both sides because of the lacking parking space of the poor man’s buildings and houses. Slowly he cased the entire length of the street, looking for a blue house. He was fairly certain that there would be no courthouse in such a residential area.
The small blue house with the ivy screen appeared to his right. “Bingo,” Sam muttered, and doused his cigarette in the ashtray. He double-parked his truck in front of the house. It was alright, he reckoned. He was not planning to stay long. The place was dead quiet, while most other houses had some lights on. In fact, the door was slightly ajar when Sam came up the five steps to the front porch. His hand fell to his side, just to make sure his gun was strapped to him.
Inside there was movement, but no talking, which indicated that it was an intruder like himself. Either that or the two kidnappers were operating in silence. Sam entered the house with his gun pulled. Inside, his heart was pounding and his hands sweaty on the trigger, using the barrel to point the way through the house. Near the bathroom, Sam heard a commotion under the floor. It sounded like wild rummaging in the work light hanging from a rusty hook on the wall of the cellar-come- crawlspace, and Sam dropped softly to his knees to peer into the trapdoor.
As he did, he could hear the mad muttering and sobbing of a lone man, on his haunches, desperately trying to find something. His head and face were badly bruised and the bandages on his hands were bespeckled with old blood. Sam took aim at the man before clearing his throat to announce his presence. The man turned, facing Sam with tears streaming over his face.
“I cannae find it. I swear to Christ, this is where I put it. But it is gone. It is lost! We are all lost now! All for a fucking sword from a storybook!” the man raged. “Just go ahead and kill me, man! Just fucking do it, but you let my wife and daughter go! They did nothing!”
“Wait, wait,” Sam answered, holding up his hand in surrender, allowing the gun to swing from his finger. He could see that the frantic man was not a threat. “My name is Sam. I am just looking for Brian.” Sam hoped that the mention of the boy in his own house would establish some sort of trust with the man, and as usual, the seasoned journalist’s instincts were dead on.
“Who? Br-b… you know Brian?” the man gasped. He propelled himself forward to where Sam was lowering himself. “How do you know Brian? Is he alright? He is alive?”
“Aye,” Sam affirmed, dusting off his jeans.
“Oh, sweet Jesus, thank you! Thank God!” he huffed, wiping tears and sweat from his face. “How do you know of him?”
“One of the teachers from his school is harboring him,” Sam said, keeping his voice calm and even. “I just thought they would be here.”
“No! Oh God, no. Do not let him come here!” the man warned. “They have a man here waiting for me to delve out the thing they want. How did he not see you? I thought you were him when you looked down through the hole.”
“No, I did not see him when I came in,” Sam assured him. “And you are?”
“Oh, Court. Court Callany,” he answered, and shook hands with Sam. A bell went off in Sam’s head. ‘Of course! The Court that Prof. Barry was speaking of!’
“What are you looking for?” Sam asked, while his other senses remained perked for any movement or sound up top.
“The bloody scourge of my existence,” Court moaned. “Listen, I need to tell you something, just in case they kill me… which they are going to if I do not give them what they want right now. They have my family, Sam. Until I give them an antique sword thing, a sheath, they will not let my family go, you make?”
“I make,” Sam agreed with Court. “What is Brian to you? Your grandson?”
“Aye,” Court said. “My boy. Jaysus, I am so glad he is alive. All this is my fault. I stole that sheath, along with some other stuff from this rich bloke called Hall.”
“What?” Sam gasped. “The guy who died during the robbery?”
“Aye. A mate who organized the raid… Paul Willard, he was killed during the robbery. Sam, I do not give a flying fuck how insane this sounds, but the sheath thing kept me from getting shot by the cops that night. That thing is… I dunno, magic or something. That is what I have to give them and I cannae find it!” he raved. “The men who abducted my family, they say it is the sheath that held Excalibur! Excalibur, the sword from King Arthur? That is what they are looking for!” Sam put his hand over Court’s mouth and pointed upward, gesturing the danger of being heard by shaking his head.
Sam whispered. “Court, your grandson had the scabbard. That is why you cannot find it.”
Court’s eyes stretched wide as his mouth fell open. “W-What?” he whispered. “Alright, so where is he? We have to find him.”
“Look, if they are actually hunting Excalibur, the why bother with the sheath at all?” Sam asked him.
From the hole in the trapdoor floor, a voice answered. “Because the Warkadur holds the way to Excalibur. Without it we could not find the sword. Of course, now, we have it. That makes you and your family expendable, Mr. Callany.”
By the look of raw horror in Court’s face, Sam reckoned that the man behind him was one of the kidnappers. He did not turn around; for fear that the man would see his weapon. Court shook like a reed at the confrontation, and Sam realized that the man had to be the one who gave Court his fresh scars.
Court’s tears wet his face again. “I guess that teacher did not protect my grandson well enough?” he whispered to Sam.
“Turn around, Mr. Cleave,” Yiannis ordered. “Or else I stab Court in the eye and skull-fuck him.”
Sam obeyed. There was little else he could do right now. He turned, looking straight down the blade of an enormous dagger, half the size of a machete. Sam recognized the weapon from ancient warfare.
“Jesus. A makhaira?” Sam whimpered at the sight. What he expected was a gun, but he figured that a gunshot would draw attention in this residential neighborhood. The huge man in front of him looked exactly as he had imagined. Recognizing Yiannis’ voice on the voice clip, Sam knew that he had Nina and Brian.
“You know me?” Sam asked.
“Yes, we know all of you. Friends of David Purdue are never under our radar,” Yiannis told him slowly, pinning Sam with his cold, black eyes.
Sam was not intimidated. “You do realize that you are not Aryan, right? Working for the Back Sun makes you a bit of a cretin,” he informed the Greek.
“Unlike the man I work for, I am not slave to some ideology, Mr. Cleave. I only work for him until my contract is up. Do you know what an enforcer is? Do you know what a condottiere is, Mr. Cleave?” Yiannis wanted to know, playing with the tip of the makhaira under Sam’s eye.
“A mercenary,” Sam answered swiftly.
Yiannis smirked. “I like you. You know your weapons. Maybe, when my contract is up, if you are still alive, maybe you or your friend Purdue can hire me to be your enforcer.”
“A master with a price is just a slave to money, mate,” Sam shrugged. His stone face did not show it, but he was terrified. The man’s forearm boasted tattoos of various Eastern European and Hellenic death squads — not a man to trifle with in close range.
“We are all slaves to something,” Yiannis replied. Sam knew that the only method of escape against a man like this would be misdirection or surprise. Yiannis pulled Sam’s gun from his belt and tucked it into his own. “On your knees,” he ordered both men.
“Whoah, you would have to buy me dinner first, pal,” Sam mocked him. As soon as Sam finished his sentence, Yiannis struck him with the back of the hilt, just hard enough to knock him down with a little bit of incentive. Sam yelped in agony as a bolt of pain shot through his skull.
“What is going on?” Court asked.
“Execution, Court,” Sam sighed.
“How can you be so calm?” Court raved.
“Because Mr. Cleave accepts his fate with grace, Callany,” Yiannis told the terrified mechanic. While he spoke, Sam bolted forward, off his knees and into a dive roll toward the wall where Court's light was hanging from the hook. With one movement, he ripped the cord from the fixture and blacked out the room instantly. It happened in less than three seconds, giving Court the opportunity to grab the assassin’s weapon.
Sam heard the struggle of the two men in the dark and followed the sound.
“Court, where are you?” he shouted.
“Hanging from my hand,” Yiannis laughed crudely in the blackness. He had Court in a grip, holding him up by his throat, choking the mechanic to death. The sound of the massive blade skewering Court’s body overpowered his cries of pain. Sam used the position they were in to optimize his attack and swept his leg low to dislodge the Greek’s knee joints with a sickening crack. Not even a scream came from the painful immobilization. Yiannis merely grunted and panted as Court fell into the moist much of the floor.
“Court! Court, can you hear me?” Sam barked, getting no answer.
“I can hear you just fine,” he heard Yiannis growl from another direction, and then the excruciating anguish of Sam’s leg being repeatedly stabbed. Once the assassin found Sam’s leg, he knew where to grab. With his free hand he locked on to Sam’s other leg and pulled him closer with one powerful tug.
“Fuck!” Sam spat furiously, kicking wildly at where he guessed the man’s face would be. He got in a few good shots, but it only seemed to spur Yiannis on. More blows came with horrendous pain as the blade kept splitting flesh, forcing Sam to resort to schoolyard tactics. He gathered a handful of muddy earth, full of concrete chunks from the broken floor, which he shoved hard into Yannis’ face and eyes.
It seemed to repel him somewhat, giving Sam just enough time to find the generator against the wall. Fumbling violently, he managed to find the cap of the tank. He unscrewed it and propped himself up on one leg, tilting the tank over in the darkness. Yiannis was snorting and puffing to get the debris out of his eyes and mouth, betraying his position just enough for Sam to douse him in petrol.
“No! No, Cleave! You will never know where we are keeping the women if you kill me!” Yiannis threatened when he smelled the accelerant.
Quickly, Sam delved into his pocket for his lighter. Without hesitation, he flicked the flame on and aimed. “That is the advantage of two enforcers, you see,” Sam wheezed. “We can get that info from your buddy just before we light him up too.” He sank to his haunches as the fire rushed toward the screaming threat and he used the human torch to light the way to Court’s bleeding body.
“I did it for my wife and the children,” Court mustered the words just barely.
“Take it easy. Save your breath. I am calling the ambulance,” Sam advised, but Court was rapidly bleeding out from the broken vessels and exposed organs.
“Listen,” he persisted with immense effort. “Tell them I was only a thief for one night. Okay? I only did it to give them a better life, and Brian… a scholarship at a dandy school and all.”
“I will tell them, mate,” Sam promised, feeling utterly helpless. “You go on now. I will make sure they know why.”
“Thanks mate,” Court pushed out. A little smirk formed on his face as life gave way to relief. Sam sank his head and rested it on the man’s still chest. There was no heartbeat inside the body, but the warmth attested to the mechanic’s recent departure and Sam found a slightly macabre peace in it.
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Clarity

Purdue woke up to the smell of black coffee and fritters. He was alone in bed, but his shower was on at full power in the en suite bathroom. It was late in the morning already, but it was weekend and he could not stop smiling. Charles had left the breakfast on Purdue’s bedroom table, along with the newspaper, as usual.
It was a dark morning with heavy rainfalls forecast throughout Edinburgh and surrounding areas, according to the weather girl at Channel 8. Purdue was anxious, though, to hear from Sam regarding Nina’s rapid departure the night before. With the silver-haired beauty in the shower, he would have some privacy while checking up on Nina.
The first notification tone came through. It was from Sam.
“Hey Purdue, just checking in to tell you we have collected Nina’s friend from Glasgow. Listen, tomorrow first thing, call me. We have a problem and we need your help.”
Sam’s words did not rouse any concern in Purdue, but the journalist’s tone was a little off. Sam did not rattle easily, but by the sound of his voice in this message, he had discovered something troublesome.
“Good morning, lover,” Ava sang as she stepped out of the bathroom. She wore only one towel, and it was on her freshly washed hair. As much as he enjoyed the scenery and the reminiscence it brought back to him, he could not help but feel the urge to get in contact with Sam as soon as possible.
“Good morning, princess,” he smiled, watching her crawl onto the bed. How would he excuse himself from this scenario? Naturally he did not want to, but the thought of his friend’s urgent words haunted him. Ava worked her way up his left leg, planting kisses as she went. Purdue put the phone down as the rai started clattering against the windows again, opting for pleasure. After all, Sam was a dangerous, resourceful individual. He could take care of things just fine until Purdue had had his real breakfast.
“Lock the door,” he suggested to Ava.
Purdue’s phone rang, but he ignored it until it stopped. Ava locked the door and returned to his bed, and the slow temptation she had in mind. He closed his eyes and relaxed, savoring her attention. He welcomed Ava’s advances fully, eventually abandoning all intentions to get back to Sam soon.
After four phone calls ignored, Charles answered Purdue’s line when the next one came in. It was Sam, sounding livid.
“I am sorry to take this out on you, Chuck, but we have a fucking serious situation here!” Sam apologized to the butler. “Get him on the phone right now. Nina has been kidnapped!”
“Not to worry, Mr. Cleave. I shall raise Mr. Purdue immediately. Shall I have him call you back or do you wish to stay on the line?” Charles asked with his usual professionalism.
“I will hold on, thanks,” Sam panted on the other side.
Charles sprinted up the stairs, a surprising sight to Lillian, the housekeeper. She stared at him from the ground floor with wide eyes and a puzzled cock of her head. He looked back at her, seeming distraught. “Dr. Gould has been kidnapped.”
Lillian gasped. Footsteps patted toward the other side of the door. Ava yelped in disappointment as Purdue flew towards the door and jarred it open. “What did you say?” he exclaimed. He could see that his butler’s usual poker face had turned red and strained. Charles said nothing. He just passed Purdue the portable phone. “Mr. Cleave for you sir,” he announced in a timid voice. “It is urgent.”
“Where the fuck have you been all morning?” Sam shouted at Purdue when he answered the phone.
“Sam, calm down,” he tried, but Sam’s voice was shaking when he interrupted Purdue’s attempt. “Don’t you dare tell me to calm down. For Christ’s sake, she was taken, along with the boy. They grabbed them both right out of my fucking apartment! I need your help now, or else Nina is dead. Do you understand?”
Purdue’s chest ached from shock and panic. There was no time to waste. His eyes blinked profusely as he rummaged for a pen and paper. “Sam, where are you? I am on my way.”
“What is wrong?” Ava asked. “Nina was what?”
After Purdue took Sam’s direction, he folded the piece of paper. “I have no idea who the boy is Sam is referring to, but Nina was abducted along with him early this morning,” Purdue briskly explained as he pulled on some casual clothes and hiking boots. From his bedside drawer, Purdue scooped up his palm-sized tablet and slipped it into his front jeans pocket. A disappearance was never a case for chino’s and Italian shoes. He knew that. Purdue grabbed a bottle of mouthwash and rinsed his mouth, while Ava pulled on her dress from the night before.
“I am coming with you,” she said.
“No time,” Purdue replied as he grabbed his wallet and keys. But she was ready to go. Ava tied her damp hair in her shawl and grabbed her purse. She was barefoot, holding her shoes in her hand. “Let’s go.”
They raced past Charles and Lillian. “We are taking my Jeep, Charles. If he calls the house, tell him we are on our way,” Purdue rambled as he came to the front doors. “Security is to let nobody in, understand. I shall tell them. You just hold the fort.”
“Of course, sir,” Charles replied, following them to the door and locking it. He turned to look at Lillian, who was still frozen in shock. “Put the kettle on, Lillian. I need some tea.”
* * *
It was almost midday, when Purdue and Ava arrived at the Strathclyde Country Park, where Sam wished to meet up. They headed to the bowling alley and found him sitting in the corner with a Coca Cola. His trousers were torn to accommodate a leg injury, bandaged thickly, and his face was a mess.
“Sam!” Purdue exclaimed, hurrying to his side. “What in God’s name happened?”
“Cut myself shaving,” Sam replied with no humor. He was still stewing about Purdue being unavailable, but he was relieved that he had finally arrived. “Sit down. Get cozy. We have to sort this shit out right now.”
They obliged. Sam looked like he had been through hell. After recounting the kidnapping, he gave them a concise description of the atrocious incident he had endured after he lost Nina and the boy. With Ava’s sensitivity to violence, Sam omitted the more gory details, but Purdue got the gist of it.
“Did they say anything that could indicate where they are keeping them?” Purdue asked.
“Nothing,” Sam said. “We have to do something.”
“What do you suggest?” Purdue asked.
“I cannot think straight. My bladder is drowning me,” Sam said. “I am going to the restroom.” As he said the words, he looked at Purdue in a certain manner, a speechless language the two men had cultivated through their years of allegiance.
Purdue winced. “Actually, I have to take a leak as well. Ava, my dear, do you mind waiting here for us?”
“Of course not. Just hurry up. I am not keen on places like this and the idiots who hit on me,” she said casually.
“Don’t blame them,” Purdue winked and kissed her cheek. He jogged to the men’s room and disappeared behind Sam. Together they hit the urinals for a piss and a quick discussion.
“You do not want her to know the details,” Purdue said.
“Not that,” Sam answered. “I just do not trust her.”
“Oh God! You never trust the women I sleep with,” Purdue sighed.
“No, think with your brain just for a moment, Purdue. I am not saying she did anything wrong. I just need to run this by you in private.”
“Alright, run it by me,” Purdue said, washing his hands.
Sam spoke in a hushed tone. “Look, I wonder how the kidnappers knew where I lived. How did they know Nina and I have that boy with us?”
Purdue shrugged. Sam answered his own question to clarify. “Only if they followed us, they could know that. Question is… who could follow us all the way from Wrichtishousis to Glasgow and back to my place?”
Sam glared at his friend, waiting for the penny to drop, but Purdue was ahead of him. He smiled at Sam. “I do not always let my cock do my thinking, old boy. You and Nina… and Charles… underestimate me greatly in this regard.”
“Look at your track record with women,” Sam advised. “I rest my case.”
Purdue reached into his jeans pocket and showed Sam his trusty tablet.
“Ah! The magic match box,” Sam said. “For why?”
Purdue smiled deviously. He pressed the slider that opened up the tablet to a bigger size and adjusted the resolution. With elegant sweeps, his trained hands navigated the super-technological device. A map screen opened up, marked by several colors, indicating routes taken.
“You see these lines? Each color traces the time and route of Bernard’s car,” he grinned.
Sam’s mouth was open in disbelief at the fortunate turn of events. “You fucking genius!”
He clutched Purdue’s head in the bend of his arm and gave the playboy a proper kiss on the forehead, just as two high school boys came into the toilets. They looked surprised and a little spooked, but just kept walking to the nearest stalls.
“Now we know where to find him, so we can ask him ourselves where he is keeping Nina,” Purdue said.
“Oh, I intend to talk with my knuckles today,” Sam replied. “I am certain we will find Court’s family and the scabbard there too.”
“His car has not moved in twelve hours, so he is still there. Just do not tell Ava about Bernard’s involvement. Let her see for herself,” Purdue cautioned, as they exited the men’s room.
“No wonder she wanted to get out of the business they were in,” Sam remarked. He saw the pretty woman sipping dreamily on her Coca Cola at the table.
“How can you even walk with those stab wounds?” Purdue asked.
“They were mostly superficial. The emergency room nurse told me so, but geezuss, did it hurt at the time!” Sam cringed, reliving the pain. They joined Ava at the table.
“Ava, we have an idea where to start looking. Do you want us to drop you off at home?” Sam offered.
“No, thank you. I think we should start as soon as possible,” she suggested.
“You are not going home?” Purdue asked.
“No, my darling. I am going with you… to find Excalibur,” she said nonchalantly.
“Um, no,” Sam argued, “we are going to rescue Nina from the ape who took her.”
Ava scoffed. “Sam, that ape is sitting in David’s Jeep right now. He will be my bodyguard while we join you and David on a little excursion to find Excalibur.”
“Excuse me?” Sam sneered. Purdue listened in amazement at the unbelievable things coming from his beloved Ava. She nodded with a gentle smile.
“If we do not deliver the scabbard to our superior, Major Rian, he will have my brother killed, you see. On the other hand, he does not know that Warkadur’s etchings point the way to Excalibur, the fool! We are going to find Excalibur before we hand over the scabbard to Major Rian, understand? I was not going to leave this wretched business without the ultimate artifact — the very object of sovereignty and power.”
“Excalibur,” Purdue gulped. “My God. This is what all this was about?”
“Told you so,” Sam quickly slipped into the conversation, earning him a defeated leer from Purdue.
“Thanks to Court’s stalling in searching for the scabbard, Bernard has won some time to hand over Warkadur to Major Rian,” she explained the timeframe for them. “Major Rian will not know that Court is dead and he will not know that Bernard already has the scabbard. While he waits for my brother to obtain the scabbard, we will procure Excalibur for ourselves. Bernard will babysit the Callany family and dear, sweet Nina until I return with Excalibur. If I do not, well… you do the math.” Sam and Purdue wanted to obliterate her at once, but in the public venue they chose to meet, they had to stifle their eagerness — or just postpone it. Her smile faded and she laid her pristine eyes on both men. “Am I beginning to make sense here, gentlemen?”
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Imprisoned

Nina awoke to see a blurry face in front of her. Her eyes felt thick, just like her tongue. The repulsive taste of the drug still sat hard in her nostrils and palate. Without warning, she convulsed on the dirty floor where she was lying. An empty regurgitation shook her, forcing her tongue out of her mouth to convey the meager trickles of bile her body rejected. With her eyes pinched shut, Nina could hear an echo in her spluttering. That would account for the cold, wet atmosphere, she thought. She imagined that the place was large and empty.
“Welcome to the Channel Islands,” she heard from a familiar voice.
Nina did not react. She was still too disorientated to focus on her whereabouts, let alone to think up a snappy comeback. The wind howled in her ears, but she kept her eyes closed, because she wanted to be asleep again. Nothing could make her want to get up from wherever this hell was. She listened keenly for signs of Brian being alive, but all she could hear was that wind. And then, a bell. It tolled in melancholy cadence from a distance away, but it did not announce the time. Only the emptiness of the ruined tower it hanged from could steer the wind to rock the bell.
“Come on now, Dr. Gould. You and I both know you will perish if you do not get up and have some soup,” he said again.
“Fuck you, Bernard,” she growled from the floor, still keeping her eyes shut. The rustling of his feet rapidly approached her and he fell to his knees behind her. Nina cried out in pain as Bernard grabbed her hair in his grasp and pulled her upright with one violent jerk. Still behind her, he hissed into her ear. “You might just earn that privilege, Dr. Gould. I have had my eye on your delicious little ass since I first found out you had my scabbard.”
“Your scabbard?” she deliberately mocked. “Well, I suppose blokes like you are inclined to have sheaths instead of swords.”
“You are very close to finding out,” he sneered desperately.
She opened her eyes reluctantly. If she was going to escape and find Brian, she had to be awake and alert to her surroundings. ‘May as well play along,’ she decided. ‘Might even successfully win his trust. Just pretend to be weak. The dumb woman angle always works.’
“Where am I?” she asked with sudden compliance Bernard appreciated. He had read about Dr. Gould’s exploits in those books Sam Cleave wrote. She was not to be fucked with, according to Cleave, but Bernard was yet to meet a woman who could render him powerless.
“Like I said, Guernsey,” he replied.
Nina’s hands were tied together behind her back, and so were her ankles. “Where is Brian?” she inquired, surveying the cell she was in. An arch held the cast iron gates, locked tight. The walls and roof were all crude rock and mortar, like that of an ancient ruin or fortress. Against the walls, she could see several slogans carved, but time had worn the words down.
“Here is your soup. It is practically ice cold by now, but that is your own fault,” Bernard said. She inched herself to sit up, while Bernard cut her hands free. “Eat,” he commanded. “I have to keep you alive until David delivers Excalibur to me.”
“There is a new twist,” she scoffed sarcastically. “I should have known, the way you salivated over that scabbard. Let me guess, the patterns on the leather is a map to find Excalibur.”
“You knew,” he smiled, looking both impressed and annoyed.
“Aye, it is not impossible to figure out for a historian. Those tiny inscriptions are the names of towns that were here before modern eras. Obvious deduction,” she condescended. “So, what did you do with the brat?”
“He is rather insufferable, isn’t he?” Bernard agreed, stepping out of Nina’s cage to lock the gates behind him. “My sister and I grew up in the projects — Red Road flats — and we had nothing easy. But I tell you, that lad has no goddamn manners. I do not care for delinquents or prepubescent scum like that. Threw him in a hole with his slut mother and the old woman.”
“Here in Guernsey?” Nina asked, trying to eat like a lady when she was ravenous with hunger.
“Of course,” he sneered. “Would I leave them all in Glasgow to be found by some prying neighbor or business owner while I am here with you?”
She did not like his haughty manner, but she tolerated it if only to gather information and take the time to examine the building she was in. By the design of the place, the deep bell sound in the wind and the tree tops swaying just above the windowsill high above her head, she figured out where she was being kept.
“Bernard, is this the famous cell from your story about Ronald Hall?” she suddenly exclaimed in surprise. Nina kept up the charade of fascination to tame her captor little by little. He stood with his hands in his pockets, looking at the dripping cracks in the stone ceiling.
“It is,” he affirmed. “Did you think I was making it up?”
Nina shrugged. Normally she would defy him and answer with audacity, but she was trying to win him over. “Sounded accurate to me.”
A feeble wail ensued from somewhere under the stairs that led down one story. Nina could see the black square that marked the opening to the landing and the sound that came out of it made her blood freeze. She perked up, but Bernard did not react at all.
“Do you hear that?” Nina asked.
“Yes,” he replied casually, still looking out the empty window on the far side of the vast hall filled with holding cells.
“And?” she pressed him.
“And what, Nina?” he snapped without giving her the courtesy of eye contact.
“Are you going to do anything about that?” she kept pushing.
“My sister informed me that Sam killed our man in the Callany residence in Glasgow yesterday,” he reported. “That was the man who was supposed to look after the Callany family downstairs, while we are all waiting for Excalibur to be discovered. I am not a nursemaid, Nina. They are suffering because Sam killed Yiannis.”
“You can only afford two goons?” she mocked. Nina did not care that her attempts at winning Bernard’s trust anymore. If this was his caliber of disposition, she could not hide her contempt for him. Her words must have had some impact, because he turned and walked towards her. His footsteps were accompanied only by the wailing wind, serenading the desolate ruin in perfect synchronicity with Mrs. Callany’s weeping. Bernard stopped in front of Nina’s cell and smirked.
“Congratulations,” he said, his face fraught with juvenile condescension. “Your continued insolence just cost young Brian his short, miserable life.”
“Wait!” Nina protested desperately. “You cannot kill a snot-nosed kid over your hurt feelings!”
He kept walking, flipping back his jacket to reveal a holstered weapon. Nina charged at the iron bars and screamed after him. “Are you seriously this sensitive, you nancy?”
Bernard descended the steps. Mrs. Callany’s whining escalated into a full-blown keening as she heard Nina’s objections through the hallways. It was a clear warning that Bernard was on his way to kill Brian, and the women threw the boy behind them and shielded him. They were weakened by malnutrition and lack of sleep, but their fight burned like a furnace inside them. Although the ill Mrs. Callany cried hysterically, Brian’s mother stood her ground without a sound. The boy held on to his mother’s arm as Bernard entered the ill lit chamber where Irma Bormann had met her fate seventy odd years before. Drawing his gun, he aimed at each of the Callany women before lowering his weapon to find Brian’s forehead behind his mother’s hip.
“Please! Please, don’t!” Pam screamed. “I will do anything you want!”
“I have no use for you. You are only here because I made a deal with Brian’s headmaster, you stupid bitch,” he winced, quivering with the thrill of their fear. In the background, they could hear Nina shouting, but her words were swept by the gale, unheard, ununderstood. “Until I hear from him, there is no reason for me to even come down here.”
“Water,” Mrs. Callany begged. “Please, just one pitcher for us?”
There was a pause in the solemn atmosphere. From somewhere above them Nina cried, “Bernard! Be a decent man and give the weaker prisoners some water. You are better than the goddamn Nazi’s whose tracks you are walking!”
“Psychology does not work on me, Dr. Gould,” Bernard called back to her. He knew what she was trying to do, and yet, as he looked upon the mothers and the child, he could not help but consider Nina’s affirmation. Was he really a monster? Could he be a firm chief without resorting to cruelty? Then the question came that had him faltering. As an antiques specialist, was this how he wanted to use his expertise, cultivated through two decades of trade and knowledge?
Something did take hold of Bernard’s reasoning after Nina mentioned his humanity after all. He could not deny it. For a moment, he honestly took stock of what exactly this level of malice would afford him as a man, as a dealer of relics and literature from ancient worlds. He was more than this. Under Major Rian, a Black Sun operative, Bernard had become a decaying relic himself. Years of splendor and passion had been reduced to just another vindictive Nazi personality, bullying the helpless in cages.
“Jesus,” he murmured as he turned his back on his prisoners, letting his gun hand drop to the side of his thigh.
Bernard Somerset had truly not realized how depraved and greedy he had become in service of Major Johannes Rian and his colleagues. ‘All of this happened when that wretched school Principal Willard and his son, Paul, entered the antiques world. Conniving bastards!’ he lamented in his mind, recollecting the moment when his delight for history and its objects was defiled and twisted into a hunt for power and wealth.
“Bernard?” Nina kept at it. Even she knew that aggression would be the worst thing right now, so she tried the gentler approach. “Bernard, give them some water. Come on. They are just people like you.”
Another blow fell in Bernard’s soul.
“That is enough! You think I cannot see what you are trying to do? I am in charge! Me!” he thundered. The Callany women instinctively jumped in fright, whimpering at his sudden outburst.
“I know you are in charge,” Nina cried out. “Otherwise I would not be sitting in a fucking cage right now, would I?”
Bernard looked at the three Callany’s. “Thank her for your slow demise.” With that, he retired to his section of the ruin on the west wall. During the Second World War it was the quarters of Stabsscharführer Martin Hessler, the man who gave the command to terminate those chosen families before Irma had Colin’s killed. Bernard sat in the room and poured himself a glass of brandy. Considering whose room he was occupying, he could not help but compare himself to Hessler — the man who had his lover executed in the worst way — and to think on his own crass decisions about his captives.
“I wish you would just get the bloody sword and be done with all this!” he raged to himself, drinking another shot of brandy. It was seeping through, after all, that this was not who he was and that one truly becomes the company one keeps. The schoolmaster was a prime example. He invited Dr. Gould to attend his school’s history week, knowing who she was, all to get her into the fold at a later stage. He could be amicable towards the people he targeted for strategic reasons. Why couldn’t Bernard?
It vexed him, this clash of morals, but as long as he stayed in the large room that almost remained completely the same in décor and comfort, he could not be confronted with his fickle ability to maintain allegiance with those he served. Figuring that, if he stayed in here, he could not hear the cries of those he was torturing, was a terminal mistake. Bernard would only learn that his victims’ cries could reach him anywhere at anytime, because there was no escaping one’s conscience.
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Mordred’s Courtesy

Under the threat of Nina’s assassination, and more casualties at the hand of the sinister antiques collector, Major Rian, Purdue had to adhere to Ava’s orders. They arrived at a stylish house in Glasgow before nightfall. Ava and Kostas accompanied Sam and Purdue through the heavy security gate. Neither men spoke a word to Ava as they entered the premises. A man was cleaning the massive pool on the side of the house, while two gardeners were laboring to finish the lawn before the night came. More rain was soon to come, according to the radio broadcasts.
Ava punched in a selection of codes and waited. The overhead camera swiveled to locate the newly arrived guests and a click from the lock on the door allowed them access. Inside, the house was rather mediocre and not as grand as the outside presented. Whomever lived there was a modest person with a love for old paintings, but not much else in the way of style.
“Welcome, my friends,” a man smiled from the open plan kitchen. He had a peculiar mustache that lent him great character, Purdue thought. “I am sincerely sorry that we had to meet under such awful circumstances. I just hope we can get this out of the way as soon as possible.”
“Give me a gun and I can end all of this for you in a minute,” Sam threatened.
The man just smiled wryly. “I will not bother to stick out my hand for introductions, because I would not expect any courtesy. However, I shall introduce myself nonetheless. James Willard, and it is honestly an honor to meet you both, as it was to make Dr. Gould’s acquaintance.”
He gestured for the men to sit. Kostas took his place at the door, as usual.
“How do you know Nina?” Sam frowned.
“She was a guest lecturer at my school recently,” the principal smiled. “Lovely woman.”
“If you admire her so much, how come you are working with her kidnappers?” Purdue wanted to know. Uncharacteristically, the white haired billionaire was abrupt with the schoolmaster.
“That is just an unfortunate necessity, Mr. Purdue,” Willard shrugged. “Things got out of hand with this scabbard business, I’m afraid, and we had to use the lovely Nina as leverage.”
“But you have the scabbard now, don’t you?” Sam protested. “The boy had it with him when your thugs took him and Nina out of my apartment.”
“Aye, yes,” Willard cordially retorted, “but it is not the scabbard we are after, Mr. Cleave. We are looking for Excalibur. It is the only reason why we sough the sheath in the first place. The Warkadur would lead us to Excalibur. And it is regrettable that we had to involve the family of a well-loved pupil of my school, but I suppose my late son is to blame for that.”
“How come?” Ava asked, making herself at home behind the kitchen counter.
“My son, Paul, was supposed to,” he shrugged with some discomfiture, “alleviate the Hall collection of several random items to make it look like a run of the mill break-in. Among those random objects, would be the scabbard of Arthur’s sword, Warkadur. You see, from it we would be able to follow the map etched into the leather by Ronald Hall, indicating the location of where he hid Excalibur.”
“Why would he hide Excalibur? If I had it, I would keep it for myself,” Sam reasoned. Purdue nodded in agreement, as Sam tried to make sense of the sword’s disappearance.
“It is quite simple. Ronald Hall was relentlessly pursued by the SS after he escaped. He feared that they would find the sword on him, the sword representing Britain’s sovereignty, and the patriot that he was could not have that,” Willard explained. “So he hid it, vowing to retrieve it as soon as he could make it to London. From there he would accompany the Allied unit bound for the Channel Islands, and upon defeating the Nazi forces there, he would recover Excalibur.”
“Let me guess,” Purdue said. “He never made it to London.”
“Exactly,” Ava chipped in from the frothy cappuccino she was nursing. “After disposing of Excalibur, he burned the map into the old leather with a hot nail, and gave the scabbard to a close family member residing at Brodick Castle on the Isle of Arran. That family member was a cousin of the Hall brothers, the great grandfather of Rufus Hall, the man Paul Willard and Court Callany stole it from.”
The school principal shifted uncomfortably in his chair and sighed. “My son died during that robbery, gentlemen. He died for Excalibur and I will be damned if I am not going to pull out all the stops to finish what we started. He was not supposed to involve Court Callany, but he felt sorry for the man. Thought he could help him make some money. Ironic, how the Callany’s were in no way involved in the original plan, and now they are our biggest liability.”
“What happened to Alan Silver?” Ava asked.
“Ask Kostas,” Willard said. He groaned as he rose from his chair and sauntered to the kitchen for coffee. Kostas said nothing. His hard eyes burned through Sam, the man who killed his best friend with such impudence, but his very presence told Purdue and Sam that this Alan Silver character was no more.
“Makes sense all of a sudden,” Sam mentioned. “Purdue, that auction house you bought the table and other stuff from?”
“Euphrates Society?” Purdue asked.
“I checked them out. Prime establishment for what I believe to be the Black Sun’s relic mill. Probably why they invited you to the auction,” Sam explained. He gave Ava a disdainful leer and pointed at her from the armrest of his chair. “It was no accident that she tried to play you. According to some research I did on Euphrates, they had previously been locked in a dispute with Rufus Hall to try and gain control of the Hall Hoard. It was called the Hall-Rian case, but it just vanished from the judicial records, probably due to the high corruption probability of the Euphrates experts. I saw the list. Willard and Rian were benefactors of the society.”
“There you go,” Purdue grunted with satisfaction. He could always trust Sam to know the backgrounds of their opponents. Through it all, Willard did not deny any of the remarks.
“I need for you to do what you do best, Mr. Purdue,” Willard implored politely. “We are not friends, and I understand that you begrudge me for kidnapping Dr. Gould, but I hope you appreciate that this situation was brought on by circumstances.”
“You can flavor it in any way you like, Mr. Willard, but in the end you are just a criminal with a nice demeanor,” Purdue stated. “In truth, you are responsible for your son’s death, but what makes you all nothing more than criminals, is that your greed caused the death of innocent people. I will so as you ask. I will launch a minor excursion to locate Excalibur, which in my opinion, is probably just an old sword anyway.”
With Sam’s steely eyes following Kostas from where he sat, Purdue moved slowly towards Willard and Ava. He had one more thing to get off his chest before he would start on the Warkadur map. “Let us be clear on one thing. If anything happens to Nina or the remaining Callany family, you will never outrun me. Make no mistake, Willard. I am a man of limitless means and great intellect, two things that make me the most dangerous enemy you will regret to have crossed.”
Ava scoffed. “And you,” Purdue addressed her with his index finger pointing, “…my dear, will never set foot in my house again. You have served your purpose.”
Sam smiled. He felt mean and happy that Purdue knew who Ava was before he bedded her, and still got his rewards from her. He was proud of Purdue for bugging Bernard’s vehicle that night. He was proud that he used Ava like a cheap one-night stand, because all in Purdue’s inner sanctum got tired of women fucking him over because he was nice. It was good to see Purdue’s less than nice come out precisely when it was supposed to.
“Come on, then,” Purdue told Willard. “I need the map.”
“No,” Ava purred, “we will keep the map, Kostas and I. You will make the necessary arrangements for our collective tip there…”
“Wait a minute,” Sam objected loudly. “Just clarify this for me. How are we to know you will not kill Nina anyway while we are out there bringing back the sword and then you just kill us too, Willard?”
“Mr. Cleave, I am not a murderer. I cannot speak for my associate, Major Rian, but as far as I am concerned, you are all quite safe,” Willard elucidated. “I am a reasonable man, so for my part, we will all come out of this alive. You get Excalibur for us, but you do not keep it. Mr. Purdue gets bragging rights to make another huge splash in the media about his famous explorations, claiming to have discovered the legendary Excalibur.”
“What is the catch?” Sam asked.
“The catch is that Mr. Purdue takes the glory for the find, and declares that he donates it to the Euphrates Society. That way, nobody needs to die for knowing too much. Leave that for American thriller films,” Willard conveyed.
Sam watched Ava’s face as the schoolmaster revealed his plan and she did not look at ease with the arrangement. However, she said nothing, leaving Sam with nothing but speculation.
“We get Excalibur, and you get to not die and take the credit for the relic’s retrieval. Call it a mutually beneficial contribution to a historical discovery,” Willard relayed flamboyantly.
Sam had no qualms with the plan, although both he and Purdue knew that Willard was not the sole authority when it came to Nina’s safety. Ava was a loose cannon, just like her brother. Purdue had a gut instinct that she and Bernard would turn on their associates without hesitation, so he remained wary of their position throughout.
“I need to see the map to know whereto,” Purdue told Willard. “I cannot make travel arrangements and procure pertinent devices, food rations and gear without being familiar with the terrain we have to work with.”
Willard and Ava glared at one another. Finally, he shrugged. “Give the man the map you pulled from Bernard’s pictures. He is right, Ava.”
Reluctantly she took out a folder from her purse and tossed it on the table. Purdue and Sam sat down, while James Willard casually sauntered to the kitchen.
“Tea, anyone?” he offered as if they were there for Bible study.
“Aye, thanks,” Sam said, as Purdue took out the various angled photographs of the scabbard. He noticed the silvery thread Nina referred to. “Actually, James, do you have coffee?”
“I do,” Willard answered.
“Listen, Mr. Willard, they are not here to order you around like a maid,” Ava hissed under her breath. “They are our hostages.”
“Miss Somerset, I appreciate your disgruntlement, but they are not our enemies. They are people just like us, unfortunately on the other side of our playpen and you will respect them,” he cautioned gently in an equally hushed tone.
“You are way too forthcoming. Why can’t we just go out there and get the sword and get paid?” she bitched. “They are making fools of us. These men are stonewalling us and I will not have it. All the while my brother has to babysit their little bitch as if she is special.”
The silver haired beauty planted herself on the stool next to the counter and pouted like a child. She was becoming exceedingly desperate to move things along in order to get paid and disappear.
“You are lacking in patience, my dear,” Willard reacted to her juvenile threats. He gave her a serious look. “Please, do make sure that you do not wear mine out.”
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Morning Glory

When Pam woke from her exhaustion, she could hardly lift her leaden arms. Her eyes sought for her son. She found the boy sleeping soundly in the bend of her pulled up legs. On the bunk, she saw Sue’s waning heat drive her to shiver uncontrollably. Headaches and weakness tormented them all, but it was Pam who had the hardest time of it. Her migraines triggered nosebleeds that had to be treated as serious injuries, given the fact that her body was already suffering dehydration. The least bit of blood loss could sweep her consciousness from her, something she could not afford, as protector of her son and his frail grandmother.
Pam sat up. At least they each had some old army blankets to sleep under while incarcerated, but she just saw the blankets as would-be shrouds for Bernard to drag their carcasses in when they die. It was early morning, she guessed, because the sun was barely kissing the horizon’s sharp dark lines with orange and yellow. Even if the sun came out, it would soon be usurped by the heavy bank of clouds that rested but a finger’s width above the vista.
When she turned to expose her eyes to some light at the far end of the large chamber, her eye caught sight of something she found hard to grasp. On the floor, just outside the bars of the cell, was a steel tray with three plates and a pewter pitcher of water. Upon the plates Pam could discern a bread roll each with some sweetcorn on the side. Tucked half under the brim of the plates she saw three large steel spoons.
“Oh Jesus!” she exclaimed loudly. “Thank you! Oh God, thank you!”
On her knees, she rushed to rouse her son and Sue. “Beany! Beany, wake up! Sue! We have some water and food! Sue!”
The boy’s eyes sprang open, disbelieving the godsend before them. His mother passed on the plates of bread and corn while Brian poured his weak grandmother a cup of water.
“Ta, Beany,” Sue smiled dimly. Her illness had only been exacerbated by the abduction, since she had no medicine with her. Taking the steel cup from her grandson was an arduous task in itself, but the boy was patient and waited until she could grasp it properly.
“I cannot believe this,” Pam whispered, virtually choking on her food.
“Slowly, Pam,” Sue advised. “Your body will reject your food if you eat too fast.”
“I don’t care,” Pam replied with a mouthful of everything. “M’ fucking hungry.”
Brian giggled. It was the sweetest sound that ever echoed through this wretched ruin.
“I wonder if Miss Nina has food,” Brian said. “She has been very quiet up there.”
“Hope she is alright,” Pam said. “Shall we give her a call?”
“How, Mum? Do you have a phone?” Brian asked.
“No,” Pam replied. “Like this.”
She whistled like a cattle wrangler, the sharp screech cutting through the birdsong and wind like a knife. “Nina! You well?” Pam shouted in long, drawn out words. She looked at her son and winked. “See? We called her.”
Brian laughed, but after that, they heard nothing from Nina. Smiles faded, as did morale. Nina’s presence as their advocate has been soothing, so her silence was a great concern.
“What if she is dead?” Pam asked Sue. Sue tried to silently protest against saying this in front of Brian, but it was too late. He had heard his mother’s supposition, and it upset him.
“She will be fine, I am sure,” Sue tried to plaster over Pam’s statement. “After all, she has not even been here as long as we have, right? Maybe she is just sleeping.”
* * *
In the chamber where Bernard had made himself comfortable, the phone rang. He was outside on the balcony just under the crown of the square wing, looking over the sheer peaceful beauty of Guernsey. Far away, past the trees, he could see a local small town. For a moment, he wished he could be there, unassuming, with no responsibilities. His cell phone ring tone beckoned, and he raced inside to receive news of the rapid excursion from his sister.
“Hey Ava,” he panted as he barely made it to the phone on time.
“Hey,” she said. “We are leaving later today. Major Rian called us and gave the order.”
“Order? Of what?” he asked.
“To kill Nina Gould,” Ava said casually. “And the Callany’s too. Do not call him directly. Remember that. Send the pictures of their dead bodies to me and I will get it to Willard and Rian as confirmation.”
Bernard was confused. “Um, Ava, I thought we were bluffing about the killing business.”
“Are you daft?” she shrieked. “How do you think we will get away from all this while they know who we are and what we look like? We will take care of Purdue and Sam on this side.”
Bernard’s face drained of all color. He was not a killer. “Do it, Bernard. For Excalibur. If you want to be a millionaire, you have to make sacrifices.”
Before he could protest, she had hung up. Suddenly the beauty of the surrounding landscape lost all appeal to him. What was dawn had become dusk to him, as the circumstances of his purpose fell dark. He went out on the balcony again for fresh air. Nausea crept up on him and his hands broke out in a sweat. Nina’s words reverberated in his reminiscence.
You are better than the goddamn Nazi’s whose tracks you are walking!
Bernard took a deep breath. It was time to choose sides once and for all. He had been working for Willard and Rian and the Euphrates Society for so long now that he had forgotten that he was in this line of work for the beautiful artifacts. He was not some war criminal, smuggler, kidnapper, killer of children and women.
“Think,” he muttered. “Think, think!”
In the morning breeze he paced, trying to find a solution to the situation. How would he confirm the kills without incriminating himself? How could he fool Rian and the others that he actually killed Nina and the Callany’s? The latter could only be achieved if he asked the help of his hostages, and that would just undermine his authority completely. On the other hand, it would save lives and absolve him of any more responsibility.
But Bernard Somerset had no more time to waste, pondering about his loyalties. Beneath the hillock where the ruin lurched over the old town hall buildings, he could see something moving along the narrow meandering road. The clouds finally eclipsed the waning sunlight above him. It began to drip, but Bernard braved the cold wetness to follow the object below. It was black, and it approached the fork in the road that split the ways between the old town hall and the modern town below.
When the black car came to the fork, Bernard held his breath. Something about the car made him very uncomfortable, although he did not know why. It stood stationary, the engine idling as if it was deciding where to go. As it pulled away, it was still difficult to see where it would head, but to Bernard’s dread, the car abruptly turned left into the fork of the road. It was the only way up to the abandoned town hall of the old town and the church ruins next to it.
“Oh Christ!” he exclaimed at once. “Major Rian!”
If the major had to find out that Bernard already had the scabbard, he would smell the double-cross instantly. Ava’s plan to cover for them and stall delivery to Rian whilst locating Excalibur was backfiring. Bernard had to hide the scabbard to make the wicked military man believe that he had not yet found the sheath. He quickly called his sister, grabbing the scabbard to hide it. Bernard hastened downstairs and outside to the abbey clock tower, where he was hiding his vehicle from sight to maintain obscurity and not to let locals know that there was someone between the old mossy walls of the ruins.
Behind the seat of the farm truck, he slipped in the giant sheath. Upon hearing the approaching car through the rain, Bernard bolted back into the ruins to meet Major Rian at the arched gate of the fortress-like building. No sooner had he caught his breath when the sleek 1928 Hudson Victoria pulled in under the archway and switched off its lights. Bernard tried to look calm, although he had a bad feeling about the unannounced arrival. The main reason for this bad feeling was the fact that only Ava knew where he had taken the hostages.
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Pendragon’s Fury

The chauffeur got out and opened the back passenger door for the gaunt man in the tailored suit. He put his bowler hat on and straightened his blazer before gripping his walking stick firmly in his hand. A war injury was the cause of damage to his scalp and right leg, which was ample reason for his array of hats and walking sticks.
“Good morning, Bernard,” he greeted in a tone of calm boredom.
“Sir! What a surprise,” Bernard replied and went to shake the Major’s hand. “You should have called ahead. I could have prepared a meal and some cognac.”
“Oh, that would not be necessary, my boy,” the military veteran rasped in his heavy accent. “I have just come to collect the scabbard from you.”
Bernard froze. Should he pretend that he did not find it and perpetuate this subterfuge? Fortunately, his visitor kept talking for now, giving him time to feel out the situation. Looking up at the ancient stone masonry, wet and covered in moss, Major Rian remarked, “This place would make a great restoration project, don’t you think?”
“Absolutely, sir,” Bernard agreed.
“I trust you do have some hot tea,” Major Rian requested.
“Of course. Please, come with me to my temporary chambers,” the antiques dealer invited. His trademark charisma filtered through and soon he felt a bit more relaxed in the Major’s company. Through the main hall of the abbey they walked to the next staircase that would take them all the way down the corridor to the west wing of the ruin.
“These walls are still strong. It would make a good stronghold for the Euphrates Society to keep our more medieval artifacts,” Major Rian said, admiring the sturdy architecture and solid cement floor. “Like Excalibur, for instance.”
“Here we go,” Bernard huffed as he led the Major into the former chamber of the Stabsscharführer. “Please, make yourself comfortable. I will get the tea on.”
“I shall not be staying long, Bernard. All I want is a cup of tea and some Warkadur. Do you have any?” the bald, small-framed man asked sarcastically. Those who conducted business with him knew that his more comical remarks were never intended for humor. Usually, Major Rian resorted to jest when he grew tired to repeating himself.
“Tea? I have plenty,” Bernard smiled.
“I know you have my scabbard, Bernard. I know, because your sister informed me of it,” the Major said in slow and clear intonation that stirred fear in his subordinates.
“Ava told you that I have Warkadur?” Bernard gasped. Suddenly it made sense that the Major would find the abbey so easily. “And it was Ava who told you where I was, too.”
Major Rian nodded. “She told me that you are working with Willard to find Excalibur, my boy, so stop bullshitting me. She also informed me that Court Callany had expired a few days ago along with Yiannis Aelo. That means that you have been stalling me while Willard obtains Excalibur, using my scabbard to find the way to it.”
“That is utter nonsense!” Bernard shrieked.
“Mind your tone!” Major Rian reprimanded him, but Bernard turned to face the Major. If his own sister could betray him, he had nothing left to lose. If he was going to be punished or killed, he would take the risk, because it was a relief to know that the shit had struck the fan and all bets were off.
“Let me tell you the truth, Major Rian. Regardless of whether you believe me or my sister in this regard, I will do you the honor of telling you the truth. What you do with it is your prerogative,” Bernard said.
“If you are going to waste my time, give me my tea, at least,” Major Rian sneered. “By the time my tea is finished, you had better have my scabbard ready or we end our association right here.”
“Fair enough,” Bernard said. He had the kettle on in the corner of the chamber where the makeshift cooking area was. In the wall by the kettle, the chamber had a small cupboard built in. Hessler used it for a medicine cabinet when he was in charge of the occupation of Guernsey. Small tins of instant food and bread rolls were stacked for about a week’s worth. Among those, a coffee tin and sacks of sugar. “As you see, I have no fridge. Will you accept black tea?” he asked the Major.
“Yes, yes, with three sugars,” Major Rian snapped. “Stop procrastinating.”
Bernard took the small tin from the old medicine cabinet. It has a faded ‘W’ printed on it, and was dented from years of military travel with Hessler. Bernard opened the tin and scooped up three heaps, adding the tea bag to steep for a minute. Then he added sugar and stirred it.
“Here you go. Now please, let me enlighten you,” Bernard implored, “because I have just received shocking news.”
“What is that?” Major Rian asked, taking a sip of his tea. The scalding water prevented him from tasting anything as it burned his tongue.
“That my sister, who was supposed to be in league with me, has apparently turned on me to take Excalibur for herself,” Bernard said plainly. His eyes filled with tears at the betrayal, but he was not about to go quietly. “She is, in fact, with Mr. Willard right now. They have elicited the help of David Purdue in finding Excalibur…”
“What?” the emaciated tyrant roared. “What did you say? David Purdue?”
“Aye, Major. But there is more. I was told that you gave the order to kill Purdue’s associate, a historian I am currently holding hostage in this very abbey,” Bernard laid it on.
The old man was livid. “By whom? Who told you I gave kill orders before Excalibur is successfully recovered?”
“My sister, Major.” He tossed his cell phone at the Major. “Have a look. She called me with your orders mere minutes before you arrived, so, if she is out to fuck me, I can return the favor by rolling on her.”
“This is completely outrageous!” Major Rian shouted as he saw the time on the phone notification. His rage quickened his heartbeat dangerously, but he was not done here. “There is no place for betrayal in my ranks. Between the insects, yes, but if it reaches me… if it is used on me, it has to be dealt with!”
Bernard smiled. Ava had a surprise coming and she had no idea. The Major finished his tea before Bernard could tell the rest of the story, but he was content. He watched the old man take out his communication device and link in to his affiliates. “This is Pendragon, Alpha code 58689. Get me Beaumains,” he barked. While he waited, his chest rose and fell intensely. He looked up at Bernard. “Where are they?”
“I do not know that. They will have deciphered the scabbard’s etchings to find a starting point, but I do not have that information,” Bernard explained. The old man sighed, waiting for his call to go through. His eyes snapped to the ground as the call was connected. “Yes, Beaumains. Willard breached. 224 Londale Street. Glasgow. Now! Report back in one hour. And Beaumains?” he paused. “No survivors.”
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Bendera’s Way

Bernard was satisfied. What had started as a nightmare, elevated by his blood relative throwing him to the wolves, had now turned in his favor. Major Rian looked furious as his eyes darted around the room. He was thinking, regrouping his plans at the unexpected gambit. He pressed a button on his watch to raise his chauffeur. “Rudy, kommt sofort bitte.”
Bernard finally calmed down, although Ava’s unforgivable deed had struck him deeply. It was good to know that she would get her punishment, but he still could not believe that she would turn on him like this. Not Ava.
A sudden whipping sound filled Bernard’s ears and the Major suddenly stood right in front of him. Without dallying, the old man simply stuck the sharp end of his walking stick into Bernard’s stomach. At first it seemed like a dream, because there was no pain, but looking down on ribbons of scarlet birthed on his jacket, he knew it was real. Thin trickles of blood ran down onto his trousers, while the long thin shaft settled in his flesh. As the Major retracted the cutlass blade inside the casing of his walking stick, Bernard felt the rush of heat blossom over his skin under his clothes. He made no sound, apart from a groan, and he felt to his knees.
On the dirty floor of Hessler’s chamber Bernard heard the chauffeur enter and the order that followed filled him with dread. “Kill the hostages. Take pictures on Bernard’s phone and bring it to the car.”
Without a word or a second assault, the men left the bleeding Bernard behind as the rain and wind continued, oblivious to the hell he endured. There was no time. Rudy, the chauffeur would find Nina and the others if he did not act. With Major Rian on his way to the car, only Rudy was left. Bernard stumbled to his feet, holding his stomach. With all his strength, he toiled to climb the retractable ladder that led through the roof of the chamber and into the vast room where Nina was kept. If he could just make it into the room, even just enough to warn her, he hoped.
Bernard stuck his head through the trapdoor, his gaze level with the floor. Nina was sleeping on the blankets provided. The thick stone walls did not carry the sound of the altercation below her. “Nina! Nina!” he tried hoarsely. She did not wake and he could not scream. But he could alert her. His weakening fingers hooked around the cell keys on his belt and unclipped them. With great difficulty, he tried not to drop them as his body became exceedingly numb, and he lifted the keys above his shoulder. He was standing on the stepladder, aiming for Nina’s head.
With all he had, he threw the keys, striking Nina on the back of the head. She jumped up fiercely, frowning and thoroughly pissed off. “What the fuck!”
“Nina!” Bernard wheezed, finally getting her attention. She turned to see his ghostly countenance, void of blood, peeking at her from the floor. “Jesus Christ, Bernard!” she shrieked in fright. From under him, Rudy had stalked up to him and pulled his legs away. Nina watched Bernard fall back into the hole and she knew something was happening. It was then that she saw the keys, an irrefutable sign of trouble. Quickly she scampered to unlock the gated cell doors.
A gunshot clapped at the hole where Bernard fell, but Nina just barely dodged the bullet. She fell hard on her knees to avoid the ricochet of the second and slithered down the narrow stairs to where Brian was screaming her name.
“I am coming, sweetheart! I am on my way!” she cried as she ran-fell over the stone stairs where the women were wailing and panicking to protect the boy.
“We heard gunshots!” Pam said when she saw Nina stumbling toward them with the keys. “Did they get you? Are you hurt?”
“Nah, I am alright,” she huffed as she tried key after key without success.
“How did you get the keys, Miss Nina?” Brian asked.
“Bernard gave them to me,” she panted heavily. They heard Rudy’s footsteps clap down the stairs toward them. “Here! You look for the right key so long,” Nina ordered Pam. “Anything can hit him with?”
“Try this,” Sue said, and passed Nina the steel tray.
Rudy was not stupid. After the petite historian evaded his onslaught upstairs, he doubled back through Bernard’s chamber to follow her voice downstairs. He knew she was there, waiting, but he was not afraid of a small woman. That was perhaps his greatest error.
Rudy emerged through the doorway, keeping his gun tightly by his side. He was not an idiot, toting his gun out ahead of him to be struck from his hand, even if she was that strong. Nina used the tray’s edge, like a discus, to strike the deadly chauffeur’s kneecaps, a move he did not see coming. It was very painful, but hardly enough to immobilize him, which she was aware of. Nina grabbed his gun side wrist and rammed her fist into his scrotum, which had better effect so soon after the initial surprise. Rudy yelped like a dog at the end of a boot, and Nina utilized the momentary upper hand perfectly. She speared him backwards off his feet, just as Pam managed to unlock the cage they almost died in.
While Nina straddled the man, Pam screeched in rage, and attacked. Her weight held him down as she helped Nina keep the gun away. Both women knew that murder was the only way to survive now. With Pam holding Rudy down, Nina grabbed him by the sides of his head and lifted it a few inches. With one powerful thrust, she slammed his skull down on the edge of the stair. It cracked like an egg under her force and Rudy’s body went limp.
“Do not look at him,” she said to Pam.
“No fucking problem,” Pam replied.
“Bring me a blanket, so Brian cannot see this,” Nina requested. She covered his dead pearled eyes and the bloody stairs under him. “Listen, we have to get to Bernard’s office quickly.”
The two younger women led the way with Brian helping his grandmother move in their wake. Outside it was pouring, so they did not hear the major returning to see what was keeping Rudy. Once they found the room under Nina’s former prison, they stopped abruptly.
“Oh my God,” Pam said, quickly halting her son and Sue. “You cannot see this. He is dead.”
They waited in the corridor as Nina snuck closer to see what Rudy had scribbled in his own blood. From the doorway, Pam asked what it said. Nina carefully read the information.
“A swastika,” she frowned. “Above it it says ‘Bendera’ and ‘Herxheim am Berg’ underneath it.”
“Great, so what is that all about?” Pam asked.
“Miss Nina,” Brian summoned.
“Wait a bit, honey,” Nina said. “I am just trying to figure this out.”
“Miss Nina,” Brian repeated. “There is a man in a suit coming this way.”
“Oh shit!” Pam growled quietly and seized Sue and Brian. She pulled them into Bernard’s room and hid around the corner.
Nina had to cancel the threat creeping up on them before she could decipher Bernard’s message. Peeking around the corner from the low vantage point of her haunches, Nina saw Major Rian take the stairs down to where the Callany’s had been kept.
“Oh shit, he is going to find his mate lying there and he will know!” Pam whispered.
“Shh, he already knows about us,” Nina told her in a hard whisper. It dawned on her that he would soon discover Rudy’s body and mar their escape. “Wait here!” she said, and scarpered down the corridor, right to where the Major was.
“She is daft!” Sue whispered.
“No, I know what she going to do,” Pam smiled. “Using gravity.”
She was right. As Major Rian rounded the corner to the stairs, he saw the covered body. “Rudy!” he cried. “Are you done yet? We have to go!”
Nina stood right behind him at the top of the stairs, while he thought the body was one of the hostages. “Rudy’s dead, motherfucker,” Nina said, and pushed the old man hard. He wailed as he tumbled down the long and narrow stairs, landing on his chauffeur’s corpse.
“Is he dead?” Pam asked from right behind her.
“Good God, Pam. Scare me to death, will you!” she shrieked. “Let us go see what the message means.”
Back in Bernard’s chamber, Nina crouched to have a look again. “I know what he is trying to say. Bendera was one of four prisoners who escaped Auschwitz. Okay, so what is that to us?”
“We are escaping, Miss Nina,” Brian shrugged.
“Aye, but what is he trying to tell us? How to escape?” she chuckled.
“Why not?” Sue asked with a tilt of her head. “Maybe.”
“They escaped in a car, dressed as SS officers. They simply drove out of the concentration camp,” Nina reported. “A car, perhaps?”
“And the other mishmash of words?” Pam asked.
“Herxheim am Berg was, is, a town…” she drawled as she wracked her brain.
“And what is special about it?” Sue pried curiously.
Nina scowled as she tried to remember why the town sounded so familiar. It came to her like a hammer to a hamster’s head. “Of course!” she exclaimed. “It has a church bell in honor of Hitler in the tower! You heard a bell like a church bell here, right?”
“So this bloke knew his history,” Sue remarked.
“He sure did,” Nina affirmed as she got on her feet and looked down at the snide criminal who ended up saving their lives. “And he knew I would get this.” From his bed, she drew down one of the blankets and draped it over Bernard’s body. “Shall we get the hell out of here?”
They gathered up some tins of food and all the bread and wrapped it up. At the tap they drank their fill while Brian watched the doorway for more surprises. Knowing that the old man would soon recover, they went out to the bell tower as Bernard instructed. At first, they hopped in the truck, but Brian shouted out and pointed behind the seat. “Miss! Miss Nina! The scabbard!”
“Where?” she asked and rounded the tower wall to see. Nina smiled. “Bernard, you are redeemed, son.” She grabbed the scabbard and put it on Brian. “Can you drag this with you for the moment, Sir Knight?”
“Absolutely, Miss,” the boy beamed.
“Ladies, let us drive out of here in style. I will make some calls in town and see what we can do to get you all to safety,” Nina suggested. They rushed back through the cold downpour into the arched gateway, where the black Hudson was waiting. Nina reached into the front and jangled the keys, striking a pose. Her posh Brit accent was on par. “Whereto, ladies and gentleman?”
Pam played along, to her son’s delight. With a proper accent she replied, “Why, to the nearest watering hole, Jeeves.”
They helped the timid Sue into the backseat where Brian took care of his grandmother. Sue jumped into the passenger seat and Nina quickly worked out the workings of the car. They drove away from the beautifully sinister abbey, down into town.
“My God, this place is beautiful,” Pam said dreamily. They all gawked from the windows of the classic car, admiring the natural scenery and the mighty ocean breathing over the landscape. The hard rain had now diminished to drizzle, allowing them to enjoy the green lush trees that arched over the meandering road.
“Please, can we never go home?” Brian sighed. He was joking, but he was not. Silently, his mother and grandmother felt much the same way. None of them, including Nina, knew that their grandfather had died. Maybe that was for the better. They needed to emerge victorious from one close tragedy to overcome the truth that waited for them.
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Londale Street

After spending the night at James Willard’s home, Purdue had one of his helicopters brought to Glasgow, from where they would travel south to the Isle of Arran. According to the map on the scabbard, that was where Ronald Hall’s relative received Excalibur with instructions where to hide it. The trip would take no longer than four or five hours, given or take, depending on the weather. The Long Ranger was strong enough to withstand most weather, but turbulence was a big factor, given the lower altitude at which they would fly. Landscape and wind conditions fluctuated considerably, which could delay or deter flight time.
“Why could you not get one of your private jets?” Ava asked Purdue. “We could sip champagne and watch a movie.”
He stared at her, amazed at the ridiculous question. Sam just chuckled, while he lugged their backpacks out to the Jeep with Kostas. Being a traitorous bitch, he hardly wished to answer her, but he had an opportunity to be condescending. “Have you been to the Isle of Arran?”
“No,” she replied.
“Obviously. This is not a trip to Las Vegas. It is not about luxury. There are no airstrips on the island, Ava. Therefore, we will be traveling by helicopter. Please feel free to stay here with Mr. Willard if the transport is too rustic for you,” Purdue explained with a snide smirk. Had he known that she gave Bernard orders to kill Nina, he would have thrown her from the heights and watched her hit the rocks. Ava said nothing. She just pouted and relished in the fact that Purdue’s paramour was now a no more.
“Please do make it swift,” Willard suggested. “The sooner you find Excalibur, the sooner this hunt will be over and we can all go on with our lives.”
“As if,” Sam scoffed. He looked at Ava. “I look forward to receiving Nina back from your brother.”
“I bet you do,” she sneered.
The thought of their faces at the sight of Nina’s dead body excited Ava, but it was a secret she had to keep for now. By the time they would bring back Excalibur, her brother would be out of the picture as well. Once Willard discovered that she had orchestrated his demise at the hands of Major Rian, she will have made off with the legendary relic already. Obviously, Purdue and Sam would use their clandestine method to destroy Major Rian for his hand in killing the Callany’s and Nina. She could take the hard feelings during this trip, considering the rewards it would all bring.
Sam got real close to the beautiful Ava. With his chest against her back, he pressed her body against the car, breathing into her neck. He whispered, “Do not neglect to take note, Ava, that you might just be in the same boat as Nina. If anything had to happen to that oaf, Kostas, you will be alone with Purdue and I, and in much the same compromising position.”
“Oh please, Sam. Your threats only arouse me,” she purred.
He glanced at Purdue. The two men engaged in their private unspoken language again.
“I will hold off Major Rian until you return, Ava, so do not fret about it, okay?” Mr. Willard assured her. In her head she laughed as she hugged the school principal and gave him a goodbye peck on the forehead.
“How sweet,” Sam said. “Can we go and get that cursed sword now?”
They left in Purdue’s heavily laden Jeep, equipped for a three-day excursion to locate the sword and exchange it for Nina. Kostas and Sam took the backseat, while Ava took Purdue’s side. With small talk and minor friction, they travelled to Glasgow Airport, where Purdue’s people had brought his helicopter and left it for collection.
“According to the map, our first stop would be the castle in Brodick,” Purdue said, addressing Sam, mainly. “Off the gardens there is a channel we have to follow to that strange formation on the map, I think.”
“So, some trespassing and stealing a row boat?” Sam asked.
“Something like that,” Purdue affirmed. “It is shaped like a shield.”
“And is that where the sword is?” Ava asked.
“No, you will see on the shield symbol there is a key,” Purdue replied. “We must retrieve that key and then proceed to the other side of the island.”
“Thank God we have a helicopter,” Sam sighed. “I cannot begin to imagine how long it would have taken us to hike over all the mountains to get to the west side.”
“Amen,” Purdue agreed, laughing at Sam’s humorous over-exaggeration. In truth, the other side of the island was a twenty-minute drive from the castle grounds, but their uninvited accomplices did not know this.
* * *
Back at Londale Street, two inconspicuous looking sedans pulled up. It was the middle of Saturday, so the likelihood of being identified was high, with everyone out and about. Mr. Willard was making tea and getting ready to watch a documentary on the Nephilim on the History Channel. Five men got out, dressed in casual clothes. Two of them carried cooler boxes, as to sell the charade of a group of blokes coming to watch a football match with James Willard. Having had a good look at the house and yard structure via satellite, they knew where to go. Major Rian’s men briefly swept the yard area to make sure that there were no witnesses or possible interference.
The impressive yard was very private, giving the assassins a perfect opportunity, however, there was an anomaly. “Where are the others?” one of the men asked.
“Probably inside,” the team leader guessed. “They are scheduled to leave in thirty minutes from now.”
“Only one car in the drive, belonging to Willard,” another man reported. “You think the other one is in the garage?”
“Go check,” the leader said. “Make sure.”
Two men went round the front to enter the garage, expertly picking the old school lock and handle to gain access. Inside there was another car belonging to Willard’s late wife, which the men mistook as belonging to one of the principal’s guests. “There was a Jeep in the driveway What if it was their vehicle?” one told the other.
“If they have left, they are lucky, but let us concentrate on Willard first,” his colleague replied. “After all, he is the prime target. Look, a door into the house.” Not surprisingly, the door was locked, but they could breach such mundane security measures in their sleep. Behind them, the roller door suddenly activated, closing them in. They were unable to wedge it open, but while they labored to pry it open, the vents began to hiss.
“What is that?” one asked, sniffing and wiping his eyes.
A powerful cloud of white covered them within a few seconds.
“I think the fucker is gassing us!” the other said. “Did you bring masks?”
“Why would I? It was a straight hit,” his colleague snapped, holding his gun up at him.
“Fuck! Cover your mouth and nose,” the other urged, but it was too late. Their bodies began to convulse as they asphyxiated slowly, dropping to the ground.
Around the back of the house, the other three men quietly unlocked what they thought was the back door. It was, in fact, a false entrance to the Willard residence, merely leading them into a separate room, a closed up porch.
“There,” one whispered, pointing at an interior door that led to the kitchen. “The actual back door that goes through to the house.”
“Close the exterior door behind you, in case someone looks over the fence,” the leader said. As they closed the door, the sound of an automatic lock caged them in. From the other side of the door, they heard Willard whistling merrily in the kitchen, a repetitive and annoying old tune.
The leader switched on his flashlight to pick the lock of the interior door, having no idea that Willard’s natural security system was closing in on him and his men. A low growl ensued from the dark. He swung his flashlight to investigate, and his beam fell right on the grimacing face of a hideous thing.
“Attack dogs!” the leader shrieked, but they were too slow. Gunfire lit up the room like lightning, but Major Rian’s men could not hold off the pack of dogs, trained to kill at the sound of a certain whistled tune. Apparently, they were as annoyed by it as the intruders were. Inside the kitchen the principal smiled, retrieving his popcorn from the microwave. With a mouthful, he sat down on the couch. “Nice try, Johannes. Nice try.”
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Like the Lady of Shalott

Arriving over the coast of Arran’s island, Ava gasped at the beauty of the Scottish island. The day was gray, but mild, allowing them to appreciate the green majesty enclosed by a dark and calm ocean. Below them, the island was divided up in odd ends of farmland and small forests in patches in different hues of green, bordered by roads and tree lines.
From the coast, smoky spray permeated over the small town of Brodick. The blade slap of Purdue’s helicopter got louder as the air craft tilted to turn into the wind, heading north towards the castle grounds. Purdue was going to land the helicopter on a patch of land near the castle grounds, where it could sit until the party of four returned. He had arranged it with the landowner over the phone and wired the agreed funds to the man’s account.
Sam, Ava, Kostas and Purdue stretched their legs after the turbulent, but pleasant flight down to the Isle of Arran. From where Purdue touched down, the view was wondrous.
“It really does look like a scene from King Arthur,” Purdue remarked as the mild wind swept his white hair.
“Aye,” Sam agreed, enjoying some libation from his flask to keep the cold at bay. “I just hope there is something out there to look for. Even if this sword is actually real, it would hardly be handed to us by a hot woman in a lake. How will…?”
Purdue leaned in and hushed Sam. “Listen, we just get a goddamn sword and give it to them so that we can get Nina back. It is a weapon from a fictional book, Sam. We might as well be looking for a fucking unicorn.”
“Look at the castle!” Kostas exclaimed, gesturing up for Ava to see. “The Viking age lords knew how to build.”
Atop an elevated cascade of rolling green lawn, the striking castle perched. It had overlooked the Firth of Clyde for centuries, even since the medieval times, born from a fortress that originally stood on the site. These days it resembled a more stately estate than a hardy castle, holding off enemies and protecting the town adjacent.
“Too many tourists, even when the bloody castle is closed for winter,” Sam lamented, and slung his bag over his shoulder. “Shall we?”
“The day is still young. If we focus, and the scabbard is accurate, we should find the key before nightfall,” Purdue said. They proceeded through the immaculate gardens of the castle grounds. Kostas wished he could spend more time admiring the landscaper’s work, but he had to admit that the prospect of holding the sword of Arthur was far more engaging. They walked in silence, finding other people roaming the stunning gardens, but they had a mission. According to the scabbard, they had to measure the paces, fifty-four in total, from the castle’s most northeastern corner stone to reach the channel under the clump of trees. Purdue’s satellite phone rang in his backpack’s side pocket.
“Who the hell would that be?” Ava asked, looking vexed. Kostas kept count of the paces.
“The devil,” Purdue teased, and answered the call. “Yes?”
On the other end of the line, a familiar voice said, “This is your mother, calling from France.”
Only Sam noticed that Purdue was shocked. The playboy explorer had a magnificent poker face, but his closest friends could instantly tell different. He stuttered, “Bonjour Mama!”
Ava rolled her eyes. “His mother is French?” she asked Sam.
“Oui,” Sam smiled. “His father is Scottish, so he was born and raised here, but his mother is French. Since his father’s death, she has chosen to live in her motherland.”
Ava bought Sam’s fabrication, while Sam’s heart raced warmly in his chest. He knew that it was Nina. The French mother was her code between them. In turn, Sam realized that Ava did not speak French, otherwise she would have known that Purdue mentioned that they were in the company of enemies.
Sam rejoiced that she was alive, and if she could make a call, she had to have found a way out. However, Sam kept his feelings well hidden, as did Purdue, who was rambling on in French. Nina told him that Bernard was dead and that he was surprised by Johannes Rian, the main cock of the pen.
“I have Warkadur. The Callany family is still in Guernsey, where they kept us in an old abbey ruin. I hope you do not mind, they are staying at a holiday lodge there and I chartered a flight back to Edinburgh… all on your tab,” she told Purdue.
Ava glared at him, trying to figure out if anything unsavory was afoot. He answered Nina in French to keep up appearances, telling her that all was in order. Finally, she asked, “So, how do I get to you?”
Purdue pressed a code into his communication device, creating a marker for her to follow via the faux wristwatches they all wore during expeditions. “Merci,” she said. “See you soon.” Nina knew where Purdue kept the watches in his B-lab. With a deliriously happy Lillian packing ample food for her trip, Nina finally left Wrichtishousis to drive west to Ardrossan on the west coast of Scotland. From there she took a ferry to Brodick the entire trip taking her less than five hours. Soon, Nina was trailing her friends to make sure that no harm came to them. It was always good to have a card up the sleeve, after all.
Purdue and Sam felt victorious in many ways. Now that they knew Nina was safe, their surroundings held new splendor. Whether they found a sword or not, matter no more. If they should find Excalibur, it would be a bonus. At the end of the fifty-four paces, a dense canopy of wild growing rose bushes and twisted stalks of vine greeted them.
“Great,” Ava scoffed. “Dead end.”
Purdue smiled. “It is clear that you know nothing about the concept of hiding relics, my dear. You should get out of the musty antique shops a bit more.”
Kostas kept watch for any other hikers from the gardens while Purdue and Sam parted the entwined bushes.
“Is there a boat?” Ava said sarcastically.
The men stepped aside for her to see the rugged tied raft in the channel. “There is your boat, oh lady of Shalott,” Purdue invited. Reluctantly, she stepped forward to let them help her onto the raft. As she did, Sam saw Purdue and Kostas exchange glances. Purdue followed Sam onto the raft, but Kostas stayed behind. Sam used the long oar like a gondolier, and pushed them off into the slow current of the narrow channel. On both sides, the foliage was dense and high and green. Upon the water of the rivulet a smoldering mist rose, imparting the mood and image of entering another world through a Celtic birth canal of antiquity and wonder.
Ava looked back at Kostas, gradually fading behind the veil of drizzle and fogginess. “Why is he staying behind? I did not tell him to stay behind.”
“For one thing, he is too heavy for the raft to carry us all,” Sam explained. “Secondly, he should stay behind to make sure nobody discovers our little mission while we retrieve the key.”
It made sense, but Ava did not like being alone with Purdue and Sam, even with Kostas nearby. Sam’s earlier threat against the car swirled in her head. The raft glided along the meandering channel for what felt like an eternity, and the scenery stayed similar. It was rather disconcerting to see no change, as if they were eternally rowing in one place in some sort of afterworld.
“There, Purdue,” Sam suddenly indicated. To the side of the brook there was a rock naturally shaped like a shield, typically one of those that carried a coat of arms. This was where the confined little river ended in a pond. Its circumference was small, but the pool was deep.
“Oh my God! Is that Excalibur?” Ava gasped. She was lurched over, peering at a silvery shimmer in the pool. Purdue swallowed hard and looked at Sam. “Could it be?”
Ava dove into the dark water without warning.
“Jesus! Are you daft, Ava? It is freezing!” Sam exclaimed as she sank deeper into the water. He looked at Purdue. “What do you think?”
Purdue shook his head. “I have no idea. I just know that her gun is going to get wet.”
Sam chuckled. Ava resurfaced, barely keeping her head above the surface, holding a large silver shield in her hands. “Take it quickly! It is fucking heavy!” she groaned.
The pulled the shield up on the raft first. “Maybe we should just leave her there. Park the raft over her head,” Sam suggested to rile Ava up, but he pulled her out. Ever the gentleman, Purdue gave her his jacket to keep warm. Sam rowed back up the canal as Purdue and Ava scrutinized the shield. Made of a remarkable material they could not readily identify, the thing was almost 1.5 meters in length and thick enough to withstand fire and steel. Apart from its impressive strength, there was not much in the way of appearance.
“How is this a key?” Ava wondered out loud. “I cannot very well imagine sliding this into a slot, can you?”
“I suppose it is called a key, because it facilitates entry, not necessarily serving the old fashioned purpose,” Purdue reckoned. “After all I have seen as an explorer, the ancient world especially, had profound methods of engineering.”
Ava did not answer him. Her eyes were fixed on something that terrified her in the mist.
“What is it?” Purdue asked, but she remained mute, just gawking. He turned to see what she was looking at as they neared the canopy of rose bushes of the thicket. Sam smiled when he saw it too. Next to the towering bodyguard stood a small figure with an intimidating posture.
Through the mist she became clearer, brandishing a thick belt with a scabbard hanging from it. Ava’s nose pulled up as she growled in rage and she drew her SPP-1 on Nina and fired. Three consecutive shots clapped in the misty enclave. Purdue and Sam hit the deck and Nina fell.
“Jesus! Nina!” Sam shrieked. Ava swung the gun at him, but she was surprised with a fist to the cheekbone that propelled her to the water. On the way in, Ava hit her head on the side of the thick silver shield. Kostas was tending to Nina, while Purdue tried to restrain Sam from holding Ava under. The SPP-1 sank to the bottom of the canal while its wielder drowned under Sam’s powerful force. Purdue fought to pull Sam away, but he was fueled by rage and impossible to move. Ava’s hands clawed at Sam’s wrist, but his clouded mind only saw Nina collapsing with three rounds in her body, over and over and over.
“Sam! Sam, she is dead! Let her go!” Purdue mumbled in his friend’s ear. “Let her go.”
“Sam, let the bitch sink,” Nina said. Her voice was like a chorus of angels to him. He could not believe she was alive, the second time today. Still shaking profusely with fury, Sam let go of Ava’s silver hair and watched the water swallow her.
“Lady of Shalott, indeed. Cursed while she travelled by boat on a river to Camelot,” Purdue remarked softly.
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Nina was astounded. She had seen Brian walk away from certain death at the end of the lightning bolt, but all the while, she could only ever believe that it was a stroke of unbelievable luck and not the doing of a magical leather sheath. Now she had to reassess her beliefs. Three rounds clipped her torso. Not only did she not feel a thing, but she did not bleed. Her body simply rejected the lead as if her skin was too shallow to let them in.
Sam had his arm around her shoulder, walking her out to the helicopter.
Purdue looked slightly frustrated. “No rental cars.”
“So what? If we cannot get wheels, we have wings,” Sam winked.
Purdue gave Nina a long hug. “I am delighted that you made it out, my dear. God, I missed you.” He smiled as his hands cradled her buttocks and she growled in his neck in mock protest. “Looks like the scabbard is really somehow magical,” he told her.
“Aye, it is crazy,” she agreed.
“I cannot wait to get it home to examine the real reason it repels bullets and electricity,” he sighed and climbed into the helicopter.
“Oh for fuck’s sake! Can you not just once let us believe in a little magic?” she whined. Sam got into the co-pilot seat next to Purdue, still reeling from the not so accidental death at the canal. Outside, Kostas helped Nina into her seat and went around the machine to his side. While he was outside, she asked, “Why is the man who kidnapped me suddenly not trying to kill me?”
Sam shrugged, but Purdue answered, “Men like him always sides with the highest bidder… and I am always the highest bidder.”
“Ah!” Sam exclaimed along with Nina. The Greek mercenary hopped in and buckled up.
Purdue looked at his party. “Are we doing this? We can just go home if you want.”
“What about Willard?” Sam asked.
“I will deal with him myself,” Purdue asserted.
“Willard?” Nina repeated, immediately thinking of the principal at Gracewill. Purdue affirmed it with a nod. Sam recounted everything about Willard to fill her in on the way to the small village of Machrie, while they all had lunch and a flask of tea, courtesy of dear Lillian.
According to the map on Warkadur, the village was close to a triangle of burial mounds, one of which was reputed to hold the mythical Excalibur. They reckoned that, if the scabbard was real, there had to be a sword to go in it, so they decided to complete the mission anyway.
“Now, we have to remember that this map was carved during World War II,” Nina said, “so the terrain and beacons may have changed by now. These burial mounds on the scabbard coincides with what is today known as the Auchagallon Stone Circle outside Machrie.”
“So, does it say which is where?” Purdue inquired.
Nina used his tablet to research the site. “Fifteen sandstone slabs from the Bronze Age surround a burial cairn. That is the official set-up,” she reported. “But on the scabbard there are two more burial mounds further north of the site. I say we try them all.”
“Try them?” Sam chuckled. “How are we supposed to use this huge fucking key to open a lock… if it is a lock.”
While they neared the western coast, Nina found something interesting on the internet, while researching the stone circle. “No fucking way,” she gasped.
“What?” Sam asked.
“You might want to add this to your report when you get home to write about this, Sam,” she said. “News Web says that a bloody crime scene in Guernsey, Channel Islands, was ‘perplexing’… that would be the one we escaped from,” she told the group. “This is interesting. It says here the bodies of Bernard Somerset, antique dealer from Glasgow, Major Johannes Rian, former military commander in the Bundeswehr and one Rudolf Shenker was found in an abandoned abbey.” She looked up at them. “Rian’s cause of death was poisoning with ricin, would you believe?”
“Someone must have poisoned him before you chucked him down the stairs,” Sam said, amused.
“I hope it was Bernard who did it,” she muttered.
“And good to know my rival is doing well after that hellish experience,” Sam smiled, referring to Brian. “Adore that little fucker.”
Nina smiled. “He is going to grow up quickly, that boy. Smart and unbelievably brave. If I have ever seen chivalry, he had it down. Such a pity their house burned down. The police in Guernsey notified them about Court’s death, but only that he died in a house fire. So sad.”
“Remind me to tell them when I see them again. Court did it all to better their lives. He was only a thief for one night, he said, and I am going to put that in my expose,” Sam declared.
“I think I am going to buy a little house in Guernsey soon,” Purdue smiled.
“Really?” Nina asked.
“I think so,” he replied. “If they wished they could stay there, I cannot see why not. After all, with a scholarship and college covered in full, young Brian should really live in a town where he can manage all those studies.”
Nina looked at the generous billionaire with wonder. “Talk about chivalry,” she smiled.
The helicopter touched down in Machrie in the late afternoon. It was very cold, so there were no people about.
“My God, what a stunning panorama!” Sam gasped as they reached the fenced in cairn and its ancient slabs. From the mound, an endless expanse of dark blue and grey sea suckled at the edge of the deep green slopes. Like a leviathan mirror, the water breathed its waves ever so slightly against the land, while the deep grey clouds hovered heavily overhead like a bride’s veil.
Kostas was carrying the shield, walking with Nina as she took pictures of the beautiful landscape. Purdue was examining the tall stones. “Of the fifteen stones, there are thirteen of red sandstone. Look! Only two of them are of grey granite. Peculiar, is it not?”
“A gate?” Kostas guessed. Purdue smiled at him and said, “That is what I was thinking.”
He used his tablet to survey the terrain to locate other rocks or mounds containing granite, basically just feeding a hunch. The LED screen displayed the result. “You are almost right, Kostas. Through those two stones there is an underground rift of granite that leads to two other mounds that are not documented anywhere.
“Let us go and visit them,” Nina smiled. Kostas seemed to have a hard time moving with the shield in his arms. She raised her eyebrow and scoffed. “What is wrong with you?”
“My boots,” he replied, looking properly flabbergasted. “They are pulling up my feet.”
Purdue was following the invisible route that led to the two mounds a few meters from the cairn. He listened to Kostas, but kept his eye on the screen. Nina found it all hilarious. Laughing, she shook her head. “Pulling up your feet?” she giggled, but when she touched the shield, her forearm slammed hard against the silver with a mighty clang. She could not pull her hand free without the Greek’s help. “See?” he said, prying her bracelet free.
“Kostas, are you wearing steel tip shoes?” Purdue asked.
“Yes, why?” Kostas responded, and then his face lit up. “A magnetic metal!”
Purdue was excited beyond words. He motioned for Kostas to bring the shield to the left side mound. “Wait!” Sam exclaimed. “I have to get footage of this.”
“That’s right, Mr. Investigative Journalist,” Nina said. “Whip it out!”
Sam slung down his bag and pulled out his big Canon high definition camera. Purdue walked up the mound with the shield and held it up like a mirror, circling the crown of the unknown cairn. Sam filmed from a few meters back, just in case they found something. Above them, the thunder began to rumble. Nina felt secure about lightning since she was wearing the scabbard, but she was worried about the shield’s potency for drawing a bolt. “Be careful, Purdue! I do not trust the weather.”
Nothing happened. Purdue shrugged. “Wrong key!” he said.
“Wrong lock, maybe,” Kostas mumbled, cowering from the angry skies.
“You are right!” Purdue grinned. “Let me try the other one.”
Sam moved to the other side and kept filming while Nina guided his way by pulling at his shirt. They both watched Purdue angle the shield over the small rock that marked the Bronze Age burial mound and waited. Eventually Purdue got bored, but he inched side to side to cover all angles. A deafening crack of thunder shook the ground, giving them all a heart-stopping start. Nina cried out from the sudden scare, but she stood her ground. The sky lit up like a flash from a camera and a split second after, the shield received a buzz of electricity from it.
“Aow!” Purdue yelled in pain as the electrical current snapped at his hands.
“Hold it! Don’t drop it!” Sam shouted. The charged shield hummed from the current it held. Next to the marker rock, the ground began to well up through the grass. Spellbound, they all watched as Purdue maneuvered the magnetic shield lower to the ground. The lower he brought it, the stronger the effect.
“Oh my God, I wish Brian was here to see this!” Nina exclaimed excitedly. In Sam’s camera frame the tall, white haired explorer towered over the rock on the mound, manipulating an intensely charged battle shield. From the surging earth that broke up through the surface, a dirt-laden relic came into sight. First to surface was a black hilt of enormous size, aptly accompanied by the clap of thunder over the Isle of Arran. Purdue’s mouth was agape at what was happening. The electrical surge washed through him, making his entire body tingle and forcing the mighty sword out of the stone, so to speak.
“I cannae believe this,” Sam smiled. “Holy shit! It is Excalibur!”
Nina could not contain her emotion. She wept with joy and awe. Kostas was on his knees, speechless and ecstatic at the event he was privileged to be part of. When the sword protruded halfway out of the rock, Purdue laid the shield down and pulled it from the mound.
The monumental experience had them all emotional, but the weather was becoming too dangerous. Flying would be perilous at the time, so they elected to find a bar to kill the time in. Made of iron and magnetite, just like the shield, Excalibur was magnificent. Far from the shiny, perfect prop used in countless films, it denoted true battle efficiency in its worn metal. There was no denying that it was a formidable weapon made with impeccable artistry. Its steel sang softly as Purdue swayed it while they walked.
“Mind if I slip my sword into your sheath?” he teased Nina, aiming the huge sword for the scabbard on her hip. Her look of warning had the men laughing. She took a deep breath and thought about the man who pulled the sword from the stone. He was a king, he had a castle, complete with his own Round Table, after all.
She winked at Purdue and said, “Well, maybe just this once.”
END
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