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Chapter 1

 

“Yamae!”

Sensei’s command was uttered in a low voice, but despite my and Erick’s heavy breathing we both heard it. 

In dojo-speak it meant ‘Stop what you’re doing! Now!’

Being used to sensei’s ways and the subtle signs that telescoped what he was about to do or say, I froze in mid-motion. No attempt to block Erick’s final swing, which now would end with the tip of his bokken1 against my right jaw. Erick in turn did complete his motion, but—as I had known he would and though I felt the slight movement of displaced air at my cheek—the bokken stopped maybe a finger’s width from my face.

Nice going. I didn’t even flinch, because I trusted the man. After two years as my student—I had mentored him all the way through his training—I knew what he was capable of, even in the heat of this mock-battle during his shodan2 grading. I had all the confidence in his skill and control that one could possibly have.

Erick and I looked into each other’s eyes, hesitated an instant and then stepped back to a couple of paces. We went through a synchronized ritual chiburi3 and noto4, bowed deeply to each other, then bowed toward sensei and the two high-level visitors from related dojo. The three, seated in seiza5—a position that had by now probably frozen their knees into their bent positions, their ankles into unnatural contortions and their leg muscles into various degrees of agony—bowed back. Sensei nodded, and Erick and I went off to their left and right, respectively, to our places in the two rows of students.

Sensei spoke again.

“Let us have lunch,” he said, the words incongruous with the stilted dignity of the occasion.

The assembly, following sensei’s lead, went through its breakup ritual and presently the dojo lost its traditional character, as sensei and students became ordinary people again. 

Sensei gave me a small wave to join him and the three visitors. Time for judgment of those having graded today, and especially Erick, who, after his two years of intensive training, was considered ready for shodan, the first stage of ‘black belt'—in his case in the art of iaijutsu, what most people would maybe call ‘samurai swordcraft’. Not that we were using real shinken when sparring. But bokken, wooden sticks shaped roughly like Samurai Swords—could easily cripple or even kill. If Erick hadn’t been in full control of his actions during that final cut, he could have smashed my jaw or worse.

The discussion of each student’s merits and weaknesses flowed forth and back, and by and large there was agreement between the sensei. I kept myself out of the discussion, because, despite being a 3rd dan and thus entitled to add my two cents, I had never been comfortable with gradings; which, as far as I can see, are not concerned with skill, but with conformity. 

Of course, skill is involved. People must have learned the requisite kata and have to be able to perform them with precision and, definitely by the time they became candidates for shodan, with style and character—always, of course, restraining themselves injecting too much of said ‘character’, because that was not considered appropriate either. But much more than skill, gradings are about testing students’ adherence to the precepts, often quite arbitrary and justifiable only by convoluted rationalizations, of a particular martial arts style. 

With the lower gradings disposed of, the assessment panel now turned its attention to Erick, who, together with some other students, had gone off to get us all some lunch from the nearby mall. 

“Sensei?” sensei said to me.

“I mentored him,” I said. “I do not consider myself qualified to participate in the assessment.”

“But you are qualified,” said John Tesch, one of our visitors, and a fifth dan, like my sensei.

“Thank you for your kind words, sensei,” I told him. “However, I beg to differ.”

“You consider yourself biased?” Kerry Loftus asked. 

As a sixth dan, he was the highest ranking of us all.

“Very much so. I like Erick, and I have the highest respect for his skills. They far exceed mine when I graded for shodan.”

“He completed his cut,” said sensei.

I had seen it coming, of course, but I had hoped that sensei would let it rest. He had chosen not to—out of sheer bloody-mindedness, as far as I was concerned, because Erick could not have stopped. The cut—from where it started to the surface of my skin where it ended—could not have taken more than one tenth of a second to execute. Reaction time to take action to obey sensei’s command, a limitation imposed by biology, would have been at least twice that long. Therefore it would have been physically impossible for Erick to do as he was told.

Sensei was educated enough to know this, which indicated to me that he was doing what he was doing deliberately and without good cause. 

Why?

Who knew? 

Or maybe I did know, and just wasn’t admitting it to myself; sensei had never particularly taken to Erick. I have no idea why, but it wasn’t up to me to judge sensei’s judgment. I owed him that much respect. He had taught me everything I knew as a swordsman.

I decided to make just one appeal in Erick’s favor. 

“His cut was precise and safe. I had no need to block.”

Sensei nodded. 

“This is true. But he cut.”

“He had initiated the motion when I heard yamae.” 

It was my last attempt to stave off the inevitable, but I knew that it would do no good.

“He cut,” sensei stated with finality.

I sense them glance at me covertly and deliberately averted my eyes, pretending that I didn’t know, putting on my zen-indifferent face; the stony version that gave away nothing. 

Not that it would make a difference. 

They knew.

“I wish to withdraw from these considerations,” I said formally.

“You have a voice in them,” John Tesch said.

I took a deep breath and, after a moment’s consideration, shook my head.

“Not anymore.”

I never knew what made this moment the moment that changed everything, but it was. Eight years were suddenly coming to an end. Not that it was a great surprise. Still, in a way it was, because until a few moments ago, even I hadn’t known that this was the fork in the road.

Or maybe I had? 

But the decision had been subconscious, as so much of what we decide happens long before our consciousness, which sometimes seems to be just an observer of things that bubble up from deeper layers of our being, actually knows what’s really going on.

I didn’t matter. The fork was here, and once the grading was done, I would walk this way, while everybody else would be going that way.

I saw that the visitors didn’t understand. Even sensei looked puzzled, though behind his half-Japanese eyes a glimmer of understanding began to bloom.

“I withhold my vote in this matter,” I said. 

“Erick has all the qualities required of a shodan—and beyond,” sensei said gently. “Except for one.”

The visitors nodded. They obviously understood something I didn’t. It would have been very poor etiquette to ask, as this would have implied doubt about their judgment and therefore a lack of respect for those who thought of themselves, being at a ‘Mastery’ level significantly above mine.

So be it.

“It is agreed then,” sensei said. “Let us have lunch. Then we’ll do the workshop. We’ll sign the certificates for the ones who passed and hand them out afterwards.”

The visitors agreed. I excused myself, was excused, and left them to their administrative functions, while I went to join the others, who were sitting some distance away chatting away about inconsequentialities; mostly martial arts matters, as was to be expected. 

I sat down beside Erick, who was silent and observing. He studied at my face as I sat. It was bad form, but I would have felt like a real bastard if I hadn’t done it; so I very slightly shook my head.

He didn’t react as I had expected. 

Which was what?

Disappointment maybe? 

At least some surprise, because his performance today had been flawless until the final blow that had so riled sensei.

Instead, Erick winked at me.

Didn’t he care? 

Most people said they didn’t, but they did. Social acceptance mattered. 

“It’s all right, sensei,” he said in a very low voice, almost inaudible over the chatter of the others.

Maybe for Erick, acceptance in this social circle didn’t matter that much after all? It was difficult to believe. You don’t spend two years at hard-out martial arts training unless it matters to you. 

I looked at him. His blue eyes, set in a ascetic face that hid his age—which I guessed at slightly above my own—but which was also possessed of an unusual quality that I can only describe as ‘character’, seemed untroubled and, if anything, amused.

“No,” I said. “It isn’t.”

“Trust me. I am not bothered.”

“I am.”

“Let it go,” he said. “I got what I came for, sensei.”

“Dec.”

“We’re in the dojo.”

“You call me ‘sensei’ once more, and I’m not speaking to you for the rest of your life.” 

He grinned, and I shook my head. 

“Never mind.”

And then I could not say anything more, because one of the other students had taken note of my appearance and started to drag me into a conversation that was of no interest to me, but which, because of my relatively exalted status in the dojo, I could not politely withdraw from. Being sensei’s senior student had its obligations.

Well, it would be over by the end of the day. My mind was made up. What had gathered momentum over the last half year or so, was heading to the finish line. 

There was lunch, except for me, because I never have lunch when training. A couple of apples provided enough sugar to see me through the rest of the afternoon. Lunch was followed by three hours of martial arts workshopping, with the two visitors figuring prominently. Like many martial artists, they pretended to be humble, but in truth were brim-full of themselves, to the point of overflow, about their techniques and what they thought they ought to teach us. In my experience, there are very few who are justified to think of themselves that way. 

Often, while watching them, I wondered if they actually believed in their own humility—for if they did, that was maybe even more risible than if they didn’t; for they were lying to themselves and buying their own bullshit. I simply had no respect for that. Never had and never will have. 

I’ve got no problem with basic modesty; it represents a manner of behaving that reflects a sense of perspective. But modesty as a ‘show’, to emphasize some fake humility, really pisses me off.

In the afternoon, everybody was on their best behavior; especially those being graded, since their performance—because ‘performance’ it was—would serve to confirm whatever had been decided about their fate and status within the dojo.

When it was finally over, the new gradings were announced. Erick, who should have jumped a grade and gone to shodan, ended up with the grade he should have leaped over. Everybody tried to keep a straight face, but all knew just what a slap in the face it was. Some of the lower grades had no idea what had gone wrong for Erick, and speculation would probably be rife when they went out clubbing later.

When the thing ended with final bows, people went to the male and female changing rooms. Erick and I went together. After I had changed, Erick watched with an interested eye as I carefully folded up my hakama6, which I normally left hanging at the dojo. Sensei and his visitors, who were changing and talking in low voices in another part of the changing room, also noticed, but pretended not to.

Erick said good-bye and shook my hand. 

“Best of luck,” I told him. Lowering my voice, I continued: “Sorry you’re going back to England like this.”

Erick smiled. “Doesn’t matter.”

The way he said it, it sounded like he actually meant it. 

“Thanks, Dec. For everything.”

He let go of my hand, went over to where sensei was changing and shook his hand. His bow was almost unnoticeable. With a quick glance at me he left the changing room.

I finished my packing; looked around to make sure that I had not forgotten anything. I caught sensei’s eye and bowed, then slung the carry-bag for my swords over my shoulder and left. 

It felt very strange to know that this was the last time I saw this place. I turned, bowed deeply, as was proper etiquette and headed for my car in the parking area at the rear. 

There, as I had expected, I found Erick waiting.

“Got a moment?” he asked. 

“Sure.”

“More than just a moment maybe?”

“I’m not doing anything.”

Completely true. My social life sucked, with the dojo my only real social circuit, which rarely extended beyond dojo time. 

The last time it had, there were complications, whose scars still persisted, even after more than three years.

“Dinner?” Erick asked.

“Why not?”

“I know a place, but I’ve sold my car.”

“We only need one.” 

I threw my gear into the trunk, and so did Erick.

“Took all your gear,” he said. “Major cleanup?”

I slammed down the lid of the trunk. 

“I’m done here.”

“Just like that?”

I shrugged.

“Because of me?”

“Final straw. Long time coming.”

We got into the car.

“Let’s go and find somewhere to eat,” he said.

 

––––=====––––

 

It was a mild Sydney autumn evening, and we decided to take an outside table at a harborside restaurant. The scenery was picture-postcard; the Sydney Harbour Bridge and the Opera House in all their glory and the water, rippled only by a slight breeze, was crisscrossed by brightly-lit evening ferries.

Erick and I had ordered a beer each and were waiting for our dinner.

We had talked in the car, but whatever it was Erick wanted to talk to me about he’d obviously decided to postpone until our stomachs were full. 

Fair enough—except that I am not a patient kind of guy

“So,” I said, “I’m all ears. What did you want to talk about?”

Erick smiled. “Can I ask you a question?”

“You can ask,” I said. “I reserve my right not to answer.”

Erick gazed out over the waters of the harbor, then looked straight into my face. “Is there anything stopping you from leaving this town? This country?”

“Why do you want to know?”

“I want to offer you a job.”

That made me pause. I knew little about Erick’s background outside the martial arts context. He was in Australia on a temporary visa, sponsored by the multinational scientific instrumentation company he worked for as a software developer. That was about the extent of my knowledge. Sensei discouraged too much extra-dojo connection to one’s students. The teacher-student separation had to be maintained. 

Of course, the best laid plans of mice and men…

For there had been Aydee—a young woman with the most enchanting and mysterious of names—who had come into the dojo one day and asked to be taught the art of the Japanese sword. Sensei had assigned her to me, for reasons still unclear, especially since he could hardly have failed to notice that Aydee and I had almost instantly been attracted to each other like moths to each other’s lights—or pheromones maybe!—and that what happened subsequently was as inevitable as the cycle of day and night. Had he been testing me, and her maybe, too? If so, had I passed the test? I suspect not: you’re not supposed to fall in love with students.

In the dojo, Aydee trained with a single-mindedness such as I had never experienced in anyone. Our connection seemed to act like a conduit that transmitted my knowledge to her; and in return I received something that I really understood only later, when she had gone.

For that’s what happened one day. Not a word. No advance indication. No warning. No explanation. Gone from my life; leaving behind a dreary void, almost as if she had died. But I knew she hadn’t, which made it even harder, because I wasn’t over her and would never be. It nearly was as if she had never existed, except that she had left behind her uniform, including her hakama, bokken and iaito7. Her apartment had been cleared out, with the rent paid two months in advance and utility disconnection and bills taken care of. This appeared to indicate that the leaving had been planned well in advance, which initially made me feel like a piece of worthless crap. 

But then I found the note. It was on the back of a print of a digital snap I’d taken a few weeks earlier. 

The note read: “No choice. I love you. Please be safe. Aydee.” 

The photo was inside a Ziploc bag. That in turn had been hidden in the soil of an Aloe plant, which was left behind in its pot on the balcony of Aydee’s former apartment. I decided to take the plant home, as a memento of sorts, I guess. So I decided to re-pot it, because it was getting far too big for the pot it was in. Which was when I found the note.

No choice? About what?

The note brought home to me just how little I knew about Aydee, except what she’d told me, and even that might have been fabricated to a large degree; or maybe it was all made up. Who knew? I certainly didn’t. Maybe she was some spy hiding away, and then she was discovered and had to move on. I made up a few stories along those lines, but, without evidence to back up any of them, they remained stories.

I love you.

Needless to say that didn’t help me to forget her, mainly because there was the other item in the Ziploc bag. It was one of the pair of rings she had worn on the middle and ring fingers of her left hand. Two simple silver bands, maybe three millimeters wide and about one millimeter thick; almost identical, except for the markings engraved on them. One had a swirly motif, reminding me of Maori art; the other had a sine-wave pattern circling the band.

Aydee had never taken those rings off, not even in the dojo, and for some odd reason, sensei never said a word about it, or even appeared to notice that she was wearing them. This was uncharacteristic, since he had strict rules about no jewelry in the dojo. Had he been expecting me to tell her to take them off? 

Actually I had done just that and—discreetly, because I had been smitten from the moment I first lay eyes on her—told her about our ‘no jewelry’ rule; just to avoid sensei making his usual, far more brusque, demand to do it. Aydee had looked at me strangely, pleased I thought; about what I still did not know. 

“I never take them off,” she had whispered, leaning close, so that only I could hear her. In the process I caught a hint of a subtle perfume, as well as something else that was uniquely hers. It’s been said that scent can be as powerful an attractant as vision, and in this instance the two combined to create an instant and irrevocable infatuation that eventually, as I got to know her better, turned into far more.

I didn’t force the issue and decided that if anybody was going to be the bad guy, sensei would do. But sensei never said anything, which was just as well, because I had a notion that my whole life would have been very different if he had. Or maybe not. Maybe events would have contrived to place me into the exact same position I was in now, no matter what.

Aydee had left me the ring with the sine-wave pattern. If that wasn’t a message of some sort, I don’t know what was. The fact that note and ring had been hidden with obvious care suggested a whole lot of things, some of which bordered on the sinister. Like there was the question whom she had hidden it from. And how had she managed to ensure that plant and pot had that not been cleared out, like everything else in her apartment? Did whoever had done the packing simply not bother about a plant? Thinking back to it, it was the only one in the whole apartment, even though I knew—as much as I ‘knew’ any damn thing—that Aydee loved plants; anything that grew and was full of life. There was no way she could hide it; her love was almost palpable.

I forced myself to redirect my attention to the present and Erick.  “A job?”

Erick nodded. 

I studied him for a moment and caught a glimpse of something that I couldn’t pin down, and it was only later that it all made sense. 

“I thought you were a software developer,” I said.

“I am.”

“I have no background in that area. I am a glorified lab tech; an astrophysics Ph.D. who ended up in a lab for a pharmaceutical company, doing test analysis, because he couldn’t get a better job and because he just isn’t that good a scientist.”

Erick shrugged. “It is not your Ph.D. I want.”

“I want.” Interesting turn of phrase. He wanted me? Not the company he worked for or might have some obscure connection with, and in whose name he was headhunting me?

I waited.

“As I told you, shortly after we met,” Erick continued, “at home—in the UK, that is—I belong to a re-enactment society.”

I remembered, mainly because of the name, which I thought was very unusual; and also because when I, curious enough to want to know more, tried to google them, they were nowhere to be found. Which was odd. As the saying goes in some circles: if it doesn’t exist on Google then does it really exist? “You did,” I said, wondering whether I should mention what my Google search had turned up about them. “The League of Knights-Errant.”

“Ahh, you do remember.”

“I was intrigued. Even googled the name.” 

“And came up with nothing.”

“That’s right.”

“There’s a reason for that.”

“I’m sure there is. What it’s got to do with a job you’re wanting to offer me?”

“The only people who know the name of the society are its members. It’s not registered; its name appears in no public record. Even Google does not know about it.”

“What if someone else decides to take your name and register it? By accident, I mean. And why wouldn’t you register it?”

“Who cares? We are who we are. If  someone else takes the name, it will serve to make us even less likely to be discovered.”

“Strange club,” I said

“Indeed.”

“You were thinking of offering me a job? With whom? For whom? Doing what? And why me?” 

Erick chuckled. “With the League. It would involve training our members in the skills you’ve taught me. And it has to be you, because I had two years to get to know your skills, both as a swordsman and a martial artist, and your personal qualities as a teacher. In my opinion we could not possibly get a better one.”

I think I must have stared at him for a good minute as I was trying to put the whole thing together in my mind. It wasn’t easy, because it didn’t make sense.

“What kind of a society is this?” I finally managed to ask.

“One with a lot of money. We can afford you as a full-time trainer, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“You want to train in traditional Japanese martial arts?”

Erick nodded. “That, plus what you bring to it. You know, the techniques you developed and some of which you taught me, even though sensei didn’t seem to approve. I think they’re even more valuable.”

“I don’t get it,” I told him. “What good will these do to you? You’re re-enacting middle-ages kind of fighting, right? SCA stuff. How do Japanese styles fit into this?”

“In meeting one’s adversaries, all styles are useful to learn, and yours especially.”

What adversaries?

“It isn’t my style,” I corrected him.

“But it is. You took a set of fighting techniques and skills and imprinted them with your own character and philosophy. You may never have fought in anger or to the death, but I wouldn’t want to be your enemy. What you taught me no one else could have. And I would like you to teach it to the other kni…”

He was going to say “knights”, but he bit it off. So I thought I’d say it for him, just to see what would happen if I did.

“Knights?”

“Knights.”

“Is that how you see yourselves?”

“Do you not see yourself as a Samurai of sorts?”

“I’m sure sensei does,” I replied. “He traced his lineage way back and thinks he found Samurai genes there. Maybe it’s true and maybe it isn’t. But blood or genes do not make a man. And I don’t think those in the dojo, and that includes sensei, have more than a trace of Samurai spirit at best. We’re just play-acting. Wannabe warriors. The skills may be there, but it’s still a game, because it never gets serious. Dojo discipline isn’t warrior spirit. Besides, I’m not sure I’d want to be a Samurai. I’m dubious about a lot of their values. You’ve got to pick and choose. Swallowing the whole enchilada just doesn’t do it for me.

“Anyway, even if I saw myself as a Samurai, I’d be a Ronin. If these years with sensei have taught me anything, it’s that I’ll always be a square peg in a round hole.”

Erick smiled.

“What?” I asked him.

“You’re already a knight-errant,” he said. “Full of archaic notions about what should be, as opposed to what is. Roaming the world, seeking for something actually worth fighting for. With a heart made heavy, maybe by tragic romance or maybe just by a world he doesn’t understand and which doesn’t understand him. What better person could there be to teach our knights? They are, I assure you, even more serious about what they do than even your sensei could ever be.”

Yeah, well, the world was full of oddballs. You just had to find them. Or let them find you—as the case might be. 

“Well,” said Erick, “what do you think?”

“I think you’re nuts.”

“Will you at least consider it?”

“It’s not easy getting into the UK these days,” I said. “I’d need a sponsor, and it will probably take more than half a year to arrange something like this.”

“You have a passport?”

“Sure.”

“Then you can go there anytime. We’ll arrange the visa stuff.”

“I’m not sure that can be done.”

Erick chuckled. “The League knows people of significance. Makes a lot of impossible things become possible.”

“Give me a good reason to do this.”

“I give you several. Because you’re bored. Because you’re not happy in your job. Because you’ve just given up the dojo. Because there’s nothing to hold you here. Because you need to get out of here and find what you’re really looking for.”

“I doubt you know what I’m looking for.”

Erick smiled. 

“Maybe I don’t. But tell me something. Why is it that you never leaving that ring out of your possession?” He glanced at my left hand, and I instinctively moved it out of his field of view. 

Erick pretended that he hadn’t noticed. 

“Why do you carefully take it off, making sure that nobody notices you doing it, and put it on that chain around your neck, and put it back on your hand when training is over? It suggests the ring is probably the object you treasure most in this world; and that means either that it was given by someone treasured even more, or that it is in some other way valuable beyond compare.”

“It is rather valuable,” I said. 

“Since you are not disposed to be materialistic,” Erick said, “it means that it was a gift from someone who meant a lot to you. I have always sensed a melancholy in you, and this no doubt is the cause.”

“Close enough,” I admitted.

“Then come with me,” he said. “You won’t regret it. Don’t worry about money, because that is not an issue. The League has at its disposal significant funds; plus a large estate that’s worth millions of pounds. It’s about as far as you can get from cities and villages in England, at least in the part where it is situated.”

At that very moment our meal arrived. The activity of eating provided an excellent opportunity to think some more about this very odd conversation Erick and I were having. 

I wondered, what did I have to offer to these people, who apparently had lots of money and possibly could hire themselves an eighth dan if they cared to? I had no illusions about my skills as a swordsman or a teacher. In the great scheme of things I was an insignificant nobody. Not that the ‘Great Scheme’ of things was something I measured myself against. I didn’t, because the Great Scheme, like all great schemes, was something composed of people who, when it came to the really important questions, didn’t really know or understand that much more—if anything at all—than I. 

But to someone else, my nobody-ness in the GS should be sufficiently obvious. You have to strive to become more. You have to play the game. That way you rise up in the ranks of recognition and obtain significance. You don’t suddenly walk out on your peer group without looking back. Not repeatedly. That just means that you don’t know what you want from life and that you care more about the things that matter to you than about the things that matter to your peers. 

So, why did these people—whoever it was in the League of Knights-Errant—want me? Why did Erick want me? Why were they and why was he expending energy and time on recruiting me, at least as a trainer, though it probably wasn’t as a ‘knight’. What did they really want from me but weren’t saying?

And, again, why me?

Paranoia?

Far from it. To assume that what others want from you is ultimately for your own benefit is dangerous. In my experience, those who actually care about your welfare are few and far between. And if you happen to chance across them, hold onto them for dear life and make sure that you deserve them.

But the last person who had cared about me was gone, and I was certain that she wasn’t in Australia any more either. So, what was I still doing here?

I put my knife and fork down and raised my glass.

“You’re coming?” Erick asked.

“Sorry, but no.”

Erick’s half-raised glass froze in mid-air.

“No?” he said. His voice registered his disbelief, and I realized that he had been sure that I’d accept.

I shook my head. “Not for this. Mind if I’m brutally honest about this?”

Erick put his glass down. “Absolutely.”

“I’ve had enough,” I said, “of playing games. That’s one of the reasons I walked out of the dojo today, and why I’m never going back. I really don’t want to exchange what is at least a moderately serious, though overly self-important, bunch of wannabe warriors and ‘martial artists’, as they prefer to call themselves, for what looks like an even less serious, though obviously wealthy, playgroup of adults who find it difficult to cope with the real world and live in a pretend-universe of something that never was and will never be. 

“I have to seriously reconsider my life, that’s true. I have a Ph.D. and yet I failed at may chosen profession. I am a third Dan, and yet I failed to become a proper martial artist. I loved a woman who left me—for good reasons, to be sure, or at least that’s what I want to believe—but leave me she did, and I find that I’m lost without her; which is stupid, because that’s really not the way it should be.

“My life is just about as devoid of meaning as you can imagine. But I’ll be damned if I surrender my last shred or personal integrity and start the rest of my miserable existence by becoming a trainer for a group of role-players, who just want to learn some new sword-play. You really should know me better than that. But I may have expected too much. Sorry about that. Not your fault, but mine. And the answer is definitely ‘no’.”

Erick looked at me for a few silent moments, then nodded thoughtfully.

“I asked,” he said.

“You asked,” I agreed. “Didn’t mean to piss you off, and if you want to walk out of here right now, that’s fine. But I think honesty is better than bullshit. Most of the time anyway.”

“Definitely.”

We sat in silence for a while.

“So,” I finally said, “when are you leaving?”

“Next Sunday.”

“Well,” I rose, “best of luck on your journeys through life and have fun with the League. You’ve learned enough to be able to teach them yourself. Never mind the missing shodan. In my mind you’ve earned it.”

I shook his hand across the table. “Sorry to disappoint.”

“You didn’t,” he said.

 

 



Chapter 2

 

I handed in my resignation with a week’s notice to the lab the next day. I had a full three weeks leave on my books, and that plus my savings, would keep me going for a while. I could have just walked out, but I don’t believe in burning bridges that might need to be used later. I explained my sudden resignation with family commitments that required me to go overseas. Not that I planned to do so right now, because there was a lot of Australia I still had to explore; but suddenly having to go ‘overseas’ is something people usually understand and rarely question.

Not that I had anything like that on my mind, but I had decided that I was going to leave Sydney anyway. Looking around my apartment, I decided that the furniture and just about everything else having to do with household and kitchen would go to the Salvation Army, my books and katana would go into storage, and took only what I could stuff into my MacPac Glissade; including the wakisashi, because you never knew when it would come in handy.  Time to go light again. On the road. What did I have to lose? 

The week went quickly. I didn’t return to the dojo, but I did go to visit sensei at his home and told him the same lie about having to go overseas. This made it unnecessary to discuss the issues that had prompted me to leave the dojo. It was better that way. It wasn’t my dojo, but sensei’s. Period. 

I felt a great sense of relief when I had left sensei’s home. Packing up my gear was almost exhilarating. What did I have to lose? The only thing I could think of was Aydee, and I had lost her three years back. Wherever I went, nothing in the environment would serve to prompt reminiscences. Of course, there still was the ring and the photo with the note. I would never let those go.

On the following Friday, Erick called me on my cell phone. 

“Want to get together one last time?” he asked. “I’m leaving Sunday.”

I had not expected him to get in contact again, but why not? My apartment was going to be cleared out by the Salvos on Monday and I really had nothing much to do with myself.

We met at a restaurant along the harborside. I thought the meeting might be awkward, but Erick didn’t seem to hold any grudges. He chatted animatedly, and somehow—intentionally, I suspected, but did not attempt to change the subject—the conversation got around to his little reenactment society again.

There were at least forty self-styled ‘knights’, most of whom knew very little about Japanese-style fighting techniques and had never handled katana-like swords. Two-handed weapons of all sizes, yes, but mostly of the straight European style, with two cutting edges, which handled very differently to the slightly curved weapons I was used to. Katana have been called the most advanced swords ever made, designed for only one task: to cut through human flesh. With their design come requirements on their use, to make them as effective and lethal as possible. This is the case with all weapons, of course, but with finely-tuned ones like katana it is even more so.

“We also have some excellent archers.”

“I’m sure you do. How are you guys doing with horses?”

“Being knights, we spend a lot of time on horseback.”

Apparently the ‘estate’ Erick had spoken of, several thousand acres of it, was located in Scotland. 

“How did the League come by it?” I wanted to know.

“Long story,” Erick said evasively, “The Founders of the League owned it and bequeathed it to their heirs, who are still the official owners, though the League itself and the running of the estate are in the hands of an administrative body.”

“And who runs the show? You have a CEO, or something?”

“There is a council of five Knights, elected every two years, who make the decisions, certain ones of which must be approved by the other members to come into force.”

“There’s always a ‘head’ of some sort,” I told him.

“We call him the Knight-of-Knights, but here isn’t one right now. The council is a stopgap, this is true enough, but one day we will have a Knight-of-Knights again. Meanwhile, the Caretaker holds his place.”

“Why not now? What happened?”

“The Knight-of-Knights isn’t an elected position. There are certain requirements; and right now these aren’t met.”

Bunch of oddballs, all right! Rich boys and girls playing games and taking themselves and their game far too seriously. Probably thought that by being secretive they enhanced their authenticity. Not some doomsday cult I hoped. Not that it mattered. I was letting Erick chat away, but my mind was elsewhere.

We finished our meal and walked along the harbor, passing by the Opera House, I caught myself, as I did so often, fondling the ring on my left middle finger. A curious little band. Together with its twin, it had fitted perfectly on Aydee’s middle finger, just as it did on mine. But her hands had been much more slender and her fingers thinner as well. At least that’s how I remembered them. 

I had not thought about this much, because I guess I hadn’t wanted to. The ring was always the same size when it was off my hand, and so its curiously snug fit to any of my fingers was, well, ‘curious’. Just like it appeared to be no problem sliding it over any of the finger joints.

Looking back on this later and with the wisdom and clarity of hindsight, I realized just how much in denial I had been living regarding this oddity. I was a scientist, even if a failed one. Being ‘a scientist’ is, or should be, more than just having a degree and working in science or technology. It should be about a mindset that does not suffer, without some kind of investigation, apparent contradictions or inconsistencies in the facts one discovers in one’s environment. But when it came to the ring, I had a definite blind-spot.

“Are you ever going to speak about who gave you this?” Erick asked.

“A woman.”

“I expected as much,” he said dryly.

“Someone I knew for less than a year,” I said. “And yet…”

What could I possibly say to someone who hadn’t known Aydee?

“Nothing was ever the same after she came into my life,” I finally said. “Nothing can ever be the same.”

“Where is she now?”

“I don’t know. She disappeared without a trace.”

“But she gave you the ring.”

“She left it for me to find.”

“And you have kept it on you ever since.”

“Crazy, isn’t it?”

“Why?”

“Why what? Why did I keep it on me or why is it crazy?”

“Both.”

“You don’t think it’s crazy?” I asked.

“Why should it be?” Erick replied.

“Indeed.”

Suddenly his step faltered. I noticed it from the corner of my eyes and glanced at him.

His posture stiffened, but almost immediately relaxed again. His head turned slightly; his attention apparently fixed on something in the darkness between two of the lights lining the harbor walk. Then, just as suddenly, he appeared to relax again.

I was not deceived, because I knew the posture. He continued walking beside me, but the walk now was different; had gone from ‘relaxed’ to ‘alert’ and even to ‘combat-ready’. The subtleties of such changes will be lost on the uninitiated, but if one knows what to look for, they are obvious. 

Erick’s reaction to whatever he had sensed was contagious. Where a moment ago I had just been walking along a footpath through a parklands, I had now become instantly aware of my relationship to my surroundings: distances to other people; the movement of those I could see; the shifting positions of nearby obstructions of my view, such as trees, bushes and even benches; lit areas and those lunged into shadow; the looming structure of the Opera House; Erick, an arm’s length on my left; movements in my peripheral vision, of shapes known to be present but unidentified as to their nature.

This was the kind of thing I had taught in the dojo, occasionally at night, during winter, when training hours stretched well into darkness, and I had turned off the lights to teach my students to use other senses than their eyes to detect the positions and movements of their pretend-adversaries. It was one of those things sensei didn’t quite approve of, but since I did it only on the days that he wasn’t there himself he left me to it. We all knew it was play-acting, of course, but the students at all levels loved it and took it very seriously. 

“What is it?” I asked Erick in a low voice as we continued walking.

“What do you mean?”

“Erick!” I said warningly.

We continued for several steps before he answered. “Someone’s following us.”

His voice and posture told me that he wasn’t kidding around.

Following us? 

Who? Why? What for? 

What was there to follow? 

What had I done? 

What had Erick done for that matter?

A little voice from somewhere in the back of my mind was saying things I didn’t like. Like that maybe Erick was playing some game; that there was an agenda here that wasn’t benign; that I was maybe being naive and overly trusting, and that I was being played for a fool. 

“Who?” I asked.

“Don’t know.”

“Take a guess.”

“It’s a long story. No time now. We have to get away from here.”

Was this some weirdo kind of test?

“Why?” I asked, feeling like a kid trying to annoy a parent.

We reached a fork in the path. Erick hesitated, then took the branch leading away from the water. A logical choice, given the circumstances. The loop nearer the water was longer and only led back to busy streets after a few hundred yards. The branch to the right would bring us back into city traffic within two minutes.

I didn’t follow him, but waited until he noticed it and came back to where I stood, ostensibly looking up at the facade of the Opera House.

“We must go,” he said urgently.

“I’m going along the river,” I told him, still looking up at the tips of the Opera House sails.

“Why?”

“Because, if you’re right, and someone is following us, they will take the opportunity to do whatever they had planned to do if they caught us alone. Better to get it over and done with. At least right now we’re alerted to their presence—whoever ‘they’ are.”

He gave a low hiss of vexation. “These people are better avoided.”

“What people?”

“They shouldn’t be here. They shouldn’t have found you.”

That sent a chill down my back. I wanted to think that this was a prank, but couldn’t.

I gestured up at the Opera House skyline. “Look at that.”

Erick briefly glanced up, then returned his attention to his more earthly surroundings.

“What?” he asked tersely.

“Nothing,” I said, “just pretending to make conversation and that there’s a reason for me standing here looking up into the sky.”

“You must trust me,” he whispered. “Please.”

“Really? Why?”

“You must!”

“If you were in my position right now and I had said to you what you just said to me, what would you think? Right now this looks like a practical joke.”

I looked away from the sky, into his partially illuminated face. 

He was staring at me, breathing hard.

“This wasn’t how it was supposed to go,” he whispered.

“What was supposed to go how?”

“You want a reason to trust me?” Erick whispered. “Well, here it is. There are two people in this world and in all the worlds, who would never ever do anything to hurt you, or betray you, or use you against your will, or do anything but love you with all their hearts. One of these people is the woman you know as ‘Aydee’, who gave you that ring.”

My heart missed a beat. I never had mentioned her name!

“—and who is my mother.”

Oh, shit!

“The other person is I,” Erick continued, “your son.” 

 



Chapter 3

 

OK, time to jump off the loony-bin wagon.

Right?

Right. 

Especially since I do have a Ph.D.—in physics, with a thesis relating to quantum cosmology. Meaning I have some kind of official proof that I’m capable of rational, logical thinking, combining it with a significant creative streak. 

Never mind that I didn’t do anything at all with that degree, but just walked away from a post-doc position and called academic science quits. 

Long story. 

However, I am a reasonably intelligent person, but without any experience of anything suggesting that as a 30-ish year-old man can have a 30-ish year-old offspring.

Right. 

Kind of. 

Maybe. 

With provisos. 

Because…

I happen to have some strange memories—at least I think they are memories and not just dream fragments!—from when I was little; about a man who appeared out of nowhere when I was lost in the bush in the Blue Mountains, because I had followed my curiosity and a goanna and lost my parents and my bearings. He not only appeared out of nowhere, but after taking my hand and leading me back to the track, he disappeared into nowhere just as suddenly. 

He really did. Took a few steps and gone he was. At least I think that’s how I remember it; though of course he couldn’t have. People don’t do that kind of thing. Means my memory must be faulty, as all memory is. 

Must be. 

Right?

Or maybe I’m a little crazy? 

More than a little? 

Crazy enough to believe what Erick had just told me?

Maybe. But here’s what I think is the real reason why I didn’t jump off loony-bin wagon. It’s the same reason why I followed that goanna: I am pathologically curious. I drive people crazy with questions about stuff others consider unquestionable. Which, by the way, is what drove me out of academic science: I found that people there ask far too few real interesting questions. 

So, what was happening right now had exactly the opposite effect to what it might have had on just about everybody else. Super-preposterous? Yep. Curiosity killed the cat, they say, but for me it’s always been a life-blood thing.

Which might make one wonder why I knew so little about Aydee; why I didn’t ask her questions until I knew every damn thing there was to know. Makes me wonder, too, but then again I was in love, which a strange condition that can make one behave very much against-type sometimes. 

I studied Erick’s face, only visible in half-relief in the glow from a nearby light. I wasn’t going to buy into this without asking questions—and right now I didn’t even know what those questions were going to be; only that there would be lots.  But I was determined to find out what this was all about.

“The river path it is,” I said.

“But…”

“Let’s deal with this now,” I cut him off. “The next time we might not know that they’re there, and then what?”

“You’re not ready for this!” he protested. “You’ve never…”

“Never what? Really fought someone? Well, have you?”

“Yes.”

That rattled me, but I dismissed the brief surge of uncertainty. 

“Good,” I said, “then you know how it’s done and I won’t have to worry about you.”

“But you…” 

“Who are these people?” 

“Fighters. I don’t know how they found you—us!—but now that they have, there’s only one thing on their minds.”

Found me??

Save it for later!

“Well,” I said, “they’re not going to shoot us, because they could have done that already, seeing there’s no cops around or anything. So they’re going to come with what? Knives? Swords? Don’t tell me they’re using swords?”

“They don’t need weapons.”

“Who the fuck are they? And how many?” I asked.

“One’s enough.”

“No shit?”

“He could kill your sensei without breaking into a sweat.”

I refused to let the sudden pit in my gut take over my emotions. But I think I finally understood what it means when they say fear does some serious bowel loosening. 

I hate close-quarters fighting, and I know I’m no good at it. Sword distance is about right for me. There’s a lot of things one can do at sword distance—provided one has the training, of course. 

“We need weapons,” I said and started heading down the path he had originally suggested. 

Erick hurried to follow as I explained my new and improved plan. This time there were no objections. 

As we walked back to my car, the bizarre unreality of the situation was doing its best to catch up with me and make me unable to formulate a decent plan of attack. I told unreality to get its ass out of my way and come back later when I had the time. 

Aydee…

I needed to know. 

I needed to know.

“Where is she?” I asked Erick as we gained the temporarily safety of busy streets and headed for the car park where I’d left the rental.

He hesitated briefly before answering. 

“I don’t know.” 

He placed a hand on my arm. 

“I really don’t. I have not seen her for near fourteen years of my life.”

“Fourteen?” 

From the heights of hope and anticipation I plummeted back to a black place that was even darker than the one I had been in before. 

“I know she lives,” Erick said.

“You do? How? Have you heard from her? When?”

He shook his head. “The ring tells me that you can find a way to her.”

“I’m waiting,” I grated.

“I cannot tell you everything now, but it is like…” He made a vexed sound. “It is too complicated.”

“Give me a bottom line,” I said.

“You can find her,” he said, “and you can find her alive. That is all I know.”

“So, she is alive right now.”

” ‘Now’ is a word that makes no sense,” he whispered, “as you should know, being a scientist and all. It makes even less sense than you can possibly know.”

Great! 

And I certainly wasn’t going to find out right now, because we had reached the car, which was on level 3 of the park complex. The wakisashi and two bokken were in the trunk. I grabbed the wakisashi and handed Erick a bokken. He gave a yell and jerked me to the ground. A short-handled throwing knife bounced off the trunk lid and clattered to the concrete. 

I think it was in that moment that something in my head flipped to understanding that this was not a game. And Erick was my flesh and blood, even if I didn’t understand how that was possible. It didn’t matter whether I understood or not. If we didn’t do this right, either or both of us could be seriously injured or dead within moments. 

I don’t think anybody who hasn’t faced such a situation can possibly appreciate its significance. Words cannot convey what it does to one’s head-space. ‘Epiphany’ is the only word that comes close.

The head-space-wrenching experience passed as suddenly as it had started. I pointed at myself and to my left. Erick nodded and pointed to his left.

“Careful,” I whispered.

“You, too.”

I pointed to the concrete and at my eyes, then let myself drop to the ground and peered along the concrete flooring, underneath the cars parked here. I heard Erick lower himself beside me.

“There he is,” he whispered.

Some distance away—just exactly how far was difficult to tell—a pair of white-sneakered feet stood still, then started moving again. 

It was a matter of time until whoever wore those sneakers had the same idea and started looking underneath the cars; and then any advantage we might have had would be lost. Time to be courageous, even though one might argue that it was more about being reckless. But, or so I told myself, the man would have a limited number of knives, and the more I could get him to waste on target practice the better. Unless he was smart enough, which he probably was, to keep a few in reserve for a sure close-up encounter. 

I ignored the protests of my better judgment, drew the wakisashi from its scabbard, got up and started running, weaving between the cars, heading in the general direction of knife-man. I stopped suddenly, dropped again, peered underneath the cars. 

There he was, only two cars away. On his haunches. 

I rose into a crouch, moved off sideways, holding the wakisashi in my right hand, with the blade facing backward.

I hadn’t moved more than a few steps when I saw a movement off to my left. A human body, clad in dark, tight clothing, the face concealed behind a black full-face cloth mask with oversize eye-holes, came sailing through the air at me. The hands were outstretched, both held a knife. The flying man’s arc defied belief. I couldn’t imagine how someone could launch himself from what must have been a stationary position. 

In eerie silence the knives came toward me. I stared at them, waiting until the last possible instant—trying, as much as I could, to look surprised and unable to act. 

In the very final moment, I lunged. The wakisashi came up and intercepted the man at the end of his trajectory. I missed the wrists, but the blade made a solid hit on both elbows.  Blood spurted. He dropped the knives, which clattered onto the hood of the car he was flying over, and performed an impossible turn in mid-air that almost brought him into a perfect landing position between the cars.

I stabbed the wakisashi up between his legs as he landed; felt the blade penetrate flesh, hit the resistance of bone, then continue on. He crashed to the ground as I jerked the blade out again, ready for another cut. Despite the injury he had a freakish kind of balance. Didn’t I cut anything important at all? Already I could see the incipient movement of another attack.

His attention was distracted by a sound. His head whipped around. Across the hood of the car flew another body. I didn’t even come close to the incredible feat of physical prowess of the attacker, but it didn’t have to be; because with impeccable timing and blinding speed Erick’s bokken came down. The crack of the attacker’s shoulder joint echoed through the car park.

At the same instant I cut down again; the razor-sharp tip of the wakisashi sliced across his neck. More blood spurted in an arc, with a few spatters hitting me in the face.

The man doubled over. Erick raised his bokken and smashed it down with devastating strength onto the back of the man’s head, where the spine joined with the skull. The attacker collapsed into a limp bag of meat, liquids and bone.

“Down!” I shouted and ducked as low as I could. 

Erick followed suit.

“Back to the car,” I hissed. “Stay low. We don’t want to be seen.”

I ignored a morbid desire to take a better look the corpse I had just helped to create and weaved back toward my car. I thought feverishly. The car was a good ten cars away from where the man had been killed. With a bit of luck we might be able to avoid the CCTV.

Erick and I slid back into the car and closed the doors. He sat quietly for a few moments; then, as if on a signal, we looked at each other. 

“You got one minute,” I snapped. “The executive summary will do.”

“I will tell you everything. I must also show you things, because otherwise you will not believe them. Right now you must leave; this city and this country. If you don’t, you will die, because where there’s one sta'h'k'ee there will be more. Especially since there shouldn’t even have been one!”

Erick pronounced the strange, foreign word with an accent on the ‘a’, a sharp exhalation at the ‘h’, followed by a guttural, almost animal, “k”, and a long drawn-out “ee”. It wasn’t a word in any language I knew.

“What’s a sta'h'k'ee?”

“An assassin. Conditioned to obey his masters unconditionally and possessed of capabilities you’d find unbelievable.”

What ‘masters’? 

Why assassinate me?

Or Erick? 

Both? 

Why here? 

Why tonight?

“Replicant on steroids, huh?” I said. “After what I just saw, I’m willing to believe quite a few impossible things before breakfast.”

Erick ignored my sarcasm.

“Let’s get out of here!”

He was right, of course. I started the car and headed for the exit, driving slowly, as a normal car park user would. The body would be discovered soon enough. The police would find traces of wood splinters in the man’s skull and his trousers. If they had no useful video footage, it might just take long enough for anything useful to emerge to give us time to leave the country. 

Leave the country.

So much for my plans. But what else could I do? The cops would trace this back to me, and then what was I going to do? How to explain my actions? Hell, I didn’t even know what actually had happened!

Leave the country?

How? Unless I went to the airport now and tried to catch a plane to wherever. Out of here, so I could figure out what to do next.

Or go with Erick. Which I couldn’t, because he was leaving tomorrow. Possibly too late for our continued welfare. It had to be tonight, if at all. If I couldn’t get a flight I’d have to get out of town and try to hide somewhere in the country. 

No way was I willing to face the cops. I don’t trust the fuckers to do the right thing. Never have. 

I paid the attendant at the exit booth and merged into the apparently endless flow of steel, rubber and plastic that was the traffic of a modern-day metropolis.

“Are there going to be more of the likes of him?” I asked Erick.

“There shouldn’t even have been the one.”

“Well, there was. What I don’t understand is, why, if this guy was supposed to be such a first-class assassin, did he allow himself to be suckered by us like that. And, by the way, you were there quick. How did you do it?”

“I knew what you were going to do. And I knew that he would be focused on you.”

“Why me?”

“You were his prime target. It wouldn’t have mattered if he had been killed after he had killed you. I think he knew I was coming, but he did not expect me to move as quickly. He was willing to risk me attacking him from behind, or even killing him, provided he had succeeded in his assigned task. That is the way of the sta'h'k'ee.”

A frisson ran down my back as I realized just how close I had come to death. Had Erick arrived a heartbeat later, the sta'h'k'ee, or whatever his name was, would have had me. I hadn’t the slightest doubt that only dumb luck had saved my ass.

“I’m in deep shit,” I said to Erick.

“I agree.”

“I’m not talking about whatever it is that your assassin was up to. I tell you what’s going to happen now. Someone’s going to find that body, and the police are going to be all over it like flies on rotten meat. First they’ll be thinking about a gangland killing, because of the outfit and the mask and all that. But they’ll have a look at the CCTV footage and even though they might not be able to identify us—if we’re lucky, that is!—they’ll see my car moving away from there and they’ll figure out it’s mine in the blink of an eye. They’ll at least want to question me—and you!—to see if we saw anything. 

” Worst case scenario: we’ll be arrested; they have prime CCTV footage of us doing bad things to Mr. Sta'h'k'ee; they charge us with murder, or at least manslaughter, and we’ll have to answer a lot of questions to which I don’t have an answer.”

There was a moment’s silence, as I continued to drive aimlessly; just keeping in motion.

“We must leave as soon as possible,” Erick said. 

“That would be now.” 

Talk about events taking the decisions out of your hands!

“Exactly.” Erick took his cellphone out of a pocket. 

“What are you doing?”

Erick shook his head and punched in a number. I only heard his side of the conversation that ensued, but it gave me a pretty good notion of the resources at the disposal of the League of Knights-Errant. And whoever Erick was, he had clout. He didn’t beg or cajole; he just told them what had to be done and that it had to be done like yesterday.

Erick finished the conversation and put the hand with the phone into his lap.

“Your passport.”

“At home.”

“Go, get it. Now.”

I didn’t ask questions, changed lanes and turned left, heading for my place.

Into the silence that followed I asked the question that was foremost on my mind, next to the other one, which was where Aydee was and why she had left me.

“How can you be my son?”

Instead of answering, he placed a hand on my arm. “I am your son, conceived by you and my mother when you two were involved. I know this is near-impossible to believe. So, tell me: what circumstance could you envisage that would make it possible for a man of about your own age to be your son?”

Good question. 

Offhand, I could think of one such circumstance. It didn’t actually qualify as a ‘possibility’ since it belonged into the realm of fantasy, But, supposing that certain impossible things were possible…

“Time warp,” I said.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning that you grew up in some bubble of space-time where time passed faster than here. So you grew up faster. Star Trek stuff. The other possibility is that somehow Aydee went back the required number of years into the past, where you were born, and so now you’re just as old as I am. More Star Trek stuff. And yet, here you are. And a short time ago some superhuman assassin tried to kill me. All of which obviously hangs together.”

I didn’t have a clue. And, with the adrenaline rush ebbing, I was beginning to feel a bit woozy and disoriented. Briefly, I wondered if I had suddenly and unexpectedly gone over the edge into madness. If so, when exactly had that happened? And what had happened? Had someone hit me over the head in the dojo, and was I really lying in some hospital bed right now, hooked up to IVs and EGC and EEG monitors, living out some weirdo fantasy dream that I was making up as I went along? Was there some reality check that I could do to figure out whether I was experiencing actual physical reality, of just some dream? Stuck in some—pretty damn consistent, if one accepted a few basic premises—world of my own making?

Erick sighed. “It’s the second thing you mentioned.”

“Going back to the past?”

“Yes.”

“Thirty years?”

“Well, no. It was more like five.”

“But…”

“Five years back into a world that is not this one…”

“Hold it! Just fucking hold it! You gonna give me some ‘parallel world’ crap now? Have you forgotten…”

“No, I haven’t,” Erick interrupted me. “And if anybody should understand what I’m, going to tell you, it should be you!”

“It’s theoretical, for fuck’s sake!”

“It’s real; and much more complicated than you have ever imagined.”

“Bullshit.”

“Five years back into a world that isn’t this one.” Erick said. “The planet is called ‘Naseeth’. I was born there. Then, normal-speed-forward almost twenty-six years Earth years with the normal flow of time there. Then back to this world, but back about twenty-five years, which placed me four years into the past relative to now. Then two years forward to the point where I joined your dojo. Those two years I spent in the League’s demesnes in Scotland. Plus another two years to now.”

That was my introduction to the crazy worlds that make up the jigsaw puzzle of what we think of as ‘reality’, and which is far more bizarre than even imaginative fantasy writers would conceive of. At the time Erick gave me this—as it turns out, entirely truthful—summary, I didn’t understand a word of it; and how could I have? The only thing I got out of it was that Erick claimed that Aydee had gone back in time into another world—whatever that was supposed to mean!—had given birth to him, and that’s how it came to be that he was about as old as his father.

The emotional effect of having the comparatively safe underpinning of your reality ripped out from under you like this is probably impossible to describe; not least because it will be different for everybody. Just as well that not everybody is likely to subjected to it. The vast majority of people are blessed with continuity of their cognitive framework; and even when there’s a crack through which the absurdity of existence shines into their lives, they quickly look away until the crack seals up again. 

The experience for those who can’t or won’t look away when the crack appears has a label that hides its profundity and thoroughly disturbing nature: ‘cognitive dissonance’. It means that whatever was familiar and part of one’s context, is suddenly estranged, and that nothing you look at, though it looks very much the same as it always had, is perceived the same way. Everything is new, unexpected, strange, to be viewed with caution and circumspection, as if walking on cognitive quicksand. Virtually all assumptions must be questioned. Nothing can be taken at face value or for granted. It’s like you’re in a movie, watching it all; not as a participant in this story though, though you’re that as well, but as a member of a confused audience of one. A fantasy movie where you’re trying to figure out the rules. You thought you knew them, but suddenly you realize that you didn’t. 

It was very, very scary.

Unfortunately—or fortunately, depending on how you look at it—I am too curious for my own good, and one of my main problems with being a scientist was that I saw a lot of cracks, but that none of my peers thought it respectable to acknowledge their existence. That’s all part of the conservatism of science that helps to give it integrity; but it also means that most scientists are afraid to look for fear or falling into Alice’s rabbit hole. Well, I was looking right into it, starting at the moment that Erick had told me that he was my son.

Maybe I had looked into it much earlier, of course, only I hadn’t known—when Aydee walked into the dojo and asked to be trained. 

I stopped the car in my allocated car park in the basement of the apartment building where I occupied a single-bedroom unit on the eight floor. 

“Get your stuff,” Erick said. “No time for anything else.”

“If I do this, I’ll never be able to come back here again,” I told him. “I’ll be a criminal. Fugitive from justice and worse. And if we do manage to get out of the country, what happens when we get to the UK? Do you know how many CCTV systems have in that country? They’ll track us down in no time.”

Erick laid a hand on my arm. 

“They won’t. Trust me.” 

He sighed. 

“Are you prepared to start this journey you have to take? It’s going to lead you to places you’ve never even dreamt existed; places that only you will ever see; places in space and time and in your heart and your soul. One thing’s for sure, though: being thought of as a criminal and never being able to return here… If that’s what’s going to happen… That’s going to look so totally insignificant compared to what else you’re going to see…”

Standing on the edge of the abyss…

Whatever I did now was not undoable. 

Everything is, of course, but some decisions are more consequential than others. 

One thing I knew though: either I took this chance or it would never come my way again.

Chance at what?

Who knew? 

Not I!

“Give me one good reason to go on that journey,” I said. 

As if I needed one.

Erick didn’t answer, because he knew that I knew.

“Ahh, fuck it. Just gonna go get my things.”

 



Chapter 4

 

 I still have no idea how much it cost to hire a Gulfstream Jet to take two people from Australia to the UK, but it can’t be cheap. That Erick was able to organize this at two hours’ notice demonstrated just how deep the League’s pockets were. 

Nobody stopped us at the airport. Whatever had happened at the parking garage had not yet led to me. I was worried it might have by the time we were going to get to the UK, and we would be greeted by police the moment we got off the plane. 

“Not flying to London,” Erick told me as the Gulfstream took to the sky. “We’re going to Madrid, rent a car there and drive to England. In France we will pick up new passports. European ones.”

“They’ll catch us with face recognition technology. Never mind the passports.”

“Not if we cross the channel in a private boat. We’ll find sea transport to get us to Scotland.”

Sydney was falling away underneath us as the Gulfstream climbed into the morning sky and headed to Singapore for its first refueling stop. There was an unreal kind of finality about leaving this place, where I had spent almost all of my life, even though I did not know whether it was also the country where I was conceived or born, or whether my biological parents had been Australians. It was home, and yet it had already ceased to be that; all within the space of less than a day. 

If someone had told me on the morning of grading day that at the end of the same week I would be leaving the country as a potential suspect in a murder investigation, I would probably have been incredulous, though I would not have laughed outright, because I had learned through bitter experience that you never laugh at fate, because fate has no sense of humor. Fate is also of very weak character and should never be tempted, because it always yields to temptation.

“Father?” Erick asked.

I must have drifted off into some personal never-never-land as I was staring out the window, because I’d forgotten what we had been talking about.

“Why did Aydee leave?” I asked Erick. “Do you know? “

“She needed to leave you, because you have to become who you will be. There are things you have to do, which you would not do if you had been together. That’s all I know.”

“What is, is? No matter what happens and what you do, or I do, or anybody does, things will be as they will be? Unless you believe in deterministic multiverse theories, in which case everything that can happen will happen somewhere, sometime, somehow. Has already happened, to be pedantic about it. But that assumed that what we think is time makes any sense at all.”

Erick shrugged. 

“Does it matter? Even if there is an infinite number of you or me, the fact remains that the people sitting in this flying machine will only know one of those. Every one will have only one set of experiences and one reality, because one can never know any other but that which one knows.

“What really happens doesn’t actually matter, but only what we experience as happening. And that experience will change—for us and for everybody, meaning for you and me and mother—depending on what choices you make. And by the way, the whole Einstein space-time thing is all wrong. There is an absolute reference point on the cosmic time-line, which defines what is ‘past’ and what is ‘future’.”

“And you know this how?”

Erick shrugged again. 

“I don’t know it, because I have not been to the place whose existence proves that what I said is true. Thing is, the Guide could not provide a map for the transition points to the places we travel to with such unfailing accuracy.”

He must have noticed my blank stare. 

“The Guide,” he explained, “is a physical set of maps to the worlds. Hard copy. Kept in a fire and flood proof safe at the League’s HQ. 

“It tells us the locations of transition points on the worlds we have explored. It also tells us where these…portals, I guess…lead on other mapped worlds. The Guide is not complete of course. When a knight returns from a journey he often brings with him information about yet more worlds and transition points. If Only if he returns of course and does not get stranded on his journey without ever finding his way back.”

“Sounds like fairly trope Science fiction.” 

Not doing a good job of keeping sarcasm at bay.

“Come with me.” 

Erick rose from his seat and went to the back of the plane, to a tiny toilet cubicle. He opened the door and motioned me inside, while he remained in the passage, just next to the drawn curtain to the galley.

“Raise your left hand,” he said. “Look at mother’s ring.”

I focused on it, just about a foot from my face. It shone with its usual burnished silver sheen.

“Look at it in the mirror.”

I did. Stared. Because there was no ring.

With trembling hands I touched it, wriggled it about, all the while watching myself do it in the mirror; but all I saw there were the fingers of my right hand making grasping and rubbing motions on the base of the middle finger of my left hand. But I could feel the ring; feel it move; feel the tips of my fingers touching its solidity and explore its shape. 

“I need a drink,” I said. “Preferably something a strong one.”

“Good whiskey comes with the service.”

I wondered what the single female cabin crew member had made of Erick’s and my conversation in the toilet, but when Erick pulled aside the curtain to the galley, we saw her sitting on her fold-out seat.

She looked up and rose hastily.

“Sorry, sir” she said to Erick, “I didn’t…”

Erick shook his head. “No problem.”

She looked relieved. I glanced at the tag on her lapel, which said ‘Jenny’.

“Jenny,” I said, “I think I need a drink. And breakfast. In that order.”

 

––––=====––––

 

I don’t drink much and avoid hard liquor, especially before evening. But today was different. As a result, and with a full stomach to boot, I drifted off to sleep and dreamed of Aydee.

I wasn’t on the plane anymore, but in some medieval farmhouse, and Aydee was there, too, dressed in a long one-piece clingy green garment that showed off her figure and left very little to the imagination, but which really didn’t belong into this bucolic setting. And then she suddenly wore a finely-wrought shiny, sleeveless, thigh-length chain mail that didn’t do much to conceal what lay underneath either. A moment later we were rolling in hay and neither of us was wearing anything at all.

It was one of those dreams that should have left me feeling good long after it was done. Not just because it was sexy, but even more so because it was warm and secure and full of affection and closeness. This place was a refuge and place of safety, and it was ours.

But then, as dreams are wont to do…

There was a sudden transition. I wasn’t in my apartment anymore, but on a black horse, together, lost in a dense fog, galloping at a breakneck pace across a green field, heading into the thickening mist. Someone small, a child maybe—yes, it was a girl!—was sat facing me, her arms locked tightly around my waist, her head pressed against my chest.

The horse’s hooves pounded the soft ground underneath us. Strands from the long mane whipped into my face. 

From behind us, other sounds. The thunder of hooves. Shouts from hoarse voices, unintelligible in content, yet clear in their intent. 

Danger! We weren’t racing toward anything, but fleeing from these riders, whose voices now came from every direction but ahead of us. There still was hope; a way out; and the powerful animal carrying us was our salvation.

The ground shook; the horse faltered briefly but then continued with even more speed.

The fog cleared to reveal the chasm ahead. What lay behind it was hidden by thick swirls of choking, acrid mist rising from the deep. 

Another tremor in the ground. From behind us, next to the shouts of the riders and the pounding of uncounted hooves, a thunderous explosion shook the very air we breathed. I wanted to look back, but there was no time.

No time, for here was the chasm. Here was our end.

Sorry, kid! I wish I could have saved you. 

Saved us both!

As we approached the chasm widened. No horse could possibly leap this far; especially not with two riders encumbering it. But behind us there also was certain death, just as much as it lay before us, beyond the edge of the darkness.

The child squeezed tighter. She, too, had sensed the doom that was upon us. Death was certain. Death was close. But better to die in the abyss, crushed on rocks, than to suffer and have her suffer the dismal fate and eventual death awaiting her if we were captured.

I leaned closer to the ear of the mare, dear companion and friend on my apparently endless journey through time, space and worlds. Here, at the end of it, I needed her help more than ever.

“Rhee!” I shouted. 

The powerful body underneath us redoubled its efforts. Three more bounds and we were at the edge. With a whinny that was like human cry the animal doubled up underneath us, brought its rear hooves as far forward as it could and launched itself and its riders into the nothingness ahead.

And I awoke.

 

––––=====––––

 

 

I decided to keep the dream to myself. Dreams are personal anyway, and this one was so beautiful and disturbing at the same time that I felt that I just couldn’t share it with anyone, except maybe Aydee one day. I thought I was able to discern the symbolic content, which I seemed to have to do with a leap of faith as the horse hurled itself and its two riders into the misty void above the abyss. 

Who knew where it would end up? Who could know anything like that?

Erick was fast asleep across two seats in another row. Jenny, our cabin attendant, was nowhere to be seen and probably was reading her magazine again. Just as I was getting up though, she came out from behind the curtain. 

“We’ll be landing in Singapore for refueling in less than an hour,” she said, smiling professionally and prettily. To her we were just another two clients, probably swimming in money. About as distant to one of her salary range as you could get.

I was too tired to disabuse her of the impression. Besides, it was probably better that way. The police might interview her at some stage, and the less she knew about us the better. As it was, we weren’t her typical clientele, who probably came in the penguin variety, with suits and all. 

She asked me if I wanted anything. I declined and she withdrew into the galley again.

Erick sat up suddenly, and I wondered if he had been awake for a while.

“We need to talk,” I said.

He nodded and twitched his head in the direction of the galley. I understood, and we went to the front-most row of seats and ensconced ourselves there, speaking in low voices.

“So,” I said, “explain to me how this assassin of yours found us; and if there are likely to be any more where he came from.”

I was amazed that I could ask the question so calmly. I should have been wigged out of my mind. Some part of me wondered if maybe I really was abnormal in some way. It wasn’t the first time I had wondered. Things like a broken heart could really get me down, but anything relating to ‘danger’ never seemed to faze me. So, did I have some brain dysfunction or what?

“I am very surprised there even was one,” Erick said. “It’s so improbable that it’s nearly impossible.”

“Well, it happened. And what happens once can happen again. So, tell me why you thought it couldn’t.”

“It’s a long story.”

“Cut it short.”

Erick grimaced.

“I’m willing to allow a lot of hairy assumptions at this point,” I told him. “Worry about the background later.”

“All right,” Erick said, “but it’ll involve…” 

He hesitated.

“Let me guess,” I said. “Other worlds.”

“The only known transition points between other worlds and the one you call Earth are on the grounds of land owned by the League. These are guarded day and night. Apart from the improbability of someone looking specifically for you actually being able to get to this world at this particular time, there’s the issue of how he got past the guard, how he found out where you live and how he acquired the means to travel all the way from Scotland to Sydney.”

“This creature… It had help.”

Erick shook his head.

“Why not?”

“The Knights are incorruptible.”

I probably looked less than convinced, because…

“They are,” Erick insisted.

“Whatever makes you sleep at night.”

“You don’t know—” Erick started, but I cut him off.

“I’m looking at the evidence! Assuming this ‘other worlds’ stuff is true—I’m not saying I believe it, but just as a purely hypothetical and very fantastic working assumption!—it looks like someone who should have kept him out, let him in instead. 

“That someone, or somebody working with him, got him a passport; which isn’t exactly easy these days, so it was someone with the right connections. Said someone also must have informed the sta'h'k'ee where you’d gone off to find me. Got him a ticket, too. Obviously.”

“Nobody at the League knows you are my father,” Erick said.

“How is that possible?”

“Through hard work and mother’s schemes.” Erick smiled briefly. “They don’t know that I am her son either. She made sure of that. At the League they didn’t even know she was pregnant; only that you were her lover and that she gave you one of her rings.”

“A remarkable woman,” I said. 

My already preposterously inflated opinion of Aydee soared into the stratosphere. 

“Indeed she is,” Erick agreed.

“But it doesn’t change anything,” I reminded him. “You have a rotten apple in your League. Not a knight but a knave.  Forgive the pun.”

Erick stared out the window at the billowing bank of high clouds below the plane.

“If this is true,” he said, barely audible above the ubiquitous background hiss in the cabin, “then we are lost. The integrity of every knight is the foundation of our strength.”

I felt a strong urge to tell him to get off his high horse and understand that human nature will be human nature, and that everybody has a price. But suddenly I saw more than someone who needed to get his illusions under control. I saw my son sitting there. It was a preposterous notion, to be sure, but after that little episode in the bathroom a few moments ago I was willing to take a lot more on faith than before. 

“I shouldn’t take you to our headquarter,” he said. “If there is a traitor at the League, you are in grave danger. But it’s not possible. We are brothers in arms. Closer than brothers.”

“And yet they do not know that I am your father?”

“Every family has secrets.”

“And every family has a black sheep.”

“Not…” 

Erick fell quiet and looked out the window again.

“Why would anyone want to harm me?” I asked.

Erick said nothing.

“Now would be a good time to tell me!” I said.

“You need to live. If you do, the plans of those who sent the sta'h'k'ee will fail.”

“And those plans are…”

“To find mother before we do.”

I was very close to getting impatient. The game of having to drag out every bit of useful information with maximum effort was becoming tiresome.

“You know something?” I said. “You’re going to tell me everything I need to know, so that I don’t feel like a stupid fool. And you’re going to do it now. And it’s going to be the truth, though I doubt that it’ll be the whole truth, because nobody ever tells that.”

Erick made a motion with his head toward the back of the cabin.

“She’s back there,” I said. “We are here. I doubt she can hear anything. Unless this plane is bugged—which I doubt, because rich people don’t like to be bugged and this company would quickly go out of business if anybody suspected that they were ever capable of doing such a thing on this aircraft—she won’t know a damn thing.”

Erick opened his mouth to say something, but I wasn’t finished yet.

“And don’t even think of giving me any shit ‘need to know’ excuse for keeping things from me. I’m not having it. As for me not believing what’s probably going to be extremely unbelievable, look at it this way… I’m in love with a woman who left me a vampire ring that fits every one of my fingers  like a glove. Which is weird enough. And now we’re adding the mirror thing…
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